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Preface

This book was born at the 2005 annual conference of the Arab-U.S.
Association of Communication Educators in Kuwait City. The vitality
of the discourse at that meeting so impressed me that I asked a number
of the young Arab scholars presenting papers to contribute chapters to
the book. In addition, I recruited several Israelis and Westerners to
bring their perspectives to the issues addressed in this volume.

The theme of the book is the role of new media—principally satellite
television and the Internet—in stimulating change in the Middle East.
The “new Middle East” referred to in the book’s title differs from the
political incarnation that Condoleezza Rice saw emerging from its
“birth pangs” during the 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah.
Rather than being wholly a creature of conflict, this is a Middle East
being shaped in part by the steadily growing and ever more accessible
flow of information delivered by new communication technologies to
people in the region.

As several contributors point out, these changes are affecting how
those in the Middle East view the rest of the world and how they see
themselves. Pan-Arab talk shows that challenge the region’s govern-
ments as well as blogs and cell phone text messaging used to enhance
women’s political clout are just two of the ways that change is occur-
ring. Despite such encouraging developments, progress does not
proceed unimpeded. Governments have become more innovative in
censoring information, and terrorist organizations have appropriated
new media for their own evil purposes.

New media cannot in themselves bring about a new Middle East,
but they can be valuable tools in the hands of people committed to
democratization and other kinds of reform. That is why the topics
examined in this book are so important. The authors are witnesses to
change, and their tone is generally hopeful.

Throughout the world, the traditional structures of information cul-
tures are changing. In the past, relatively few sources of news and other
information were available to consumers. A small number of news
organizations, which in some countries were merely mouthpieces for the
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government, delivered what they wanted when they wanted. News
consumers in many countries had few options. Governments could exer-
cise direct or more nuanced control over dissemination of information
or at least had to deal with only a small number of providers.

That is no longer the case. During recent years, the flow of infor-
mation has grown exponentially primarily because of the development
of new media.

In terms of brand recognition, the best known international satellite
TV channel is Al Jazeera, the Qatar-based station that began opera-
tions in 1996. After several years of dominating its region, Al Jazeera
now has plenty of competition—more than 200 Arab satellite channels
are on the air—but it remains an intriguing paradigm. Within a few
years of its startup, Al Jazeera had established itself as the dominant
television channel featuring the Arab viewpoint of major events,
particularly those related to conflict. In 1998, when the United States
and Britain bombed Iraq because Saddam Hussein was blocking the
work of weapons inspectors, Al Jazeera was there. In 2000, during the
Palestinian Intifada, Al Jazeera’s graphic coverage attracted a large
audience throughout the Arab world. And in 2001, when the United
States attacked Afghanistan, the Taliban ordered all Western journalists
to leave but allowed Al Jazeera to remain. By 2003 and the beginning
of the Iraq war, Al Jazeera’s success had encouraged rivals, such as Al
Arabiya and Abu Dhabi TV, to emphasize live, comprehensive coverage.
For the first time, many Arabs did not have to rely on the BBC, CNN,
or other outside news sources when a big story broke. They could
instead find news presented from an Arab perspective.

One of Al Jazeera’s strengths has been its introduction of energetic
and sometimes contentious debate into an Arab news business that was
previously known for its drab docility. The high production values of the
channel’s newscasts and the lively exchanges in its talk shows have
expanded the news audience and changed the nature of political
discourse within the Arab public sphere. Getting more people to pay
attention to and talk about news is an important facet of larger issues
related to democratization. 

The style and substance of Al Jazeera’s programming has led its
audience to become more engaged with the issues addressed in news
coverage. This is largely due to the channel’s being trusted more than
many of its competitors. Critics of Al Jazeera, particularly in the West,
often challenge the channel’s objectivity, but such criticism misses the
point in terms of understanding the channel’s baseline strength.
Rather than judging the news product they receive according to stan-
dards prescribed by outsiders, most of Al Jazeera’s viewers consider

xii PREFACE
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credibility to be a news provider’s most important attribute, and these
viewers want news that is gathered independently for Arabs by Arabs
and that sees events through their eyes. In the new era of proliferating
satellite television channels, state-controlled and Western broadcasters
have found that they are at a significant competitive disadvantage in
the Arab world because they are not seen as being as credible as Al
Jazeera and some of its Arab competitors. Furthermore, the presenta-
tion of news on Al Jazeera reflects a passion that is well suited for an
audience that feels passionately about many of the issues and events
that the channel covers.

During the 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah, the Arabic
channels—particularly Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya—provided more
extensive coverage than was offered by other international channels.
Their reports, which often featured graphic images of dead and
wounded Lebanese civilians, affected the region’s politics by stoking
Arab anger toward Israel and the United States, and toward Arab
governments that were slow to support Hezbollah. Al Jazeera’s talk
shows provided forums for public criticism of Arab leaders, and the
overall coverage helped push countries such as Saudi Arabia and Jordan
closer to Hezbollah’s cause.1

Although Al Jazeera may be the best known player in the Middle
East’s media development, many others are in the game. Even more
than satellite television, the Internet brings a whole new dimension to
questions of media credibility. Plenty of online news providers offer
detailed, sophisticated content, with greater depth than is found in print
or broadcast sources. Beyond that, much of the news delivered on the
Web—particularly the quasi-journalism of blogs—constitutes a populist
approach to information dissemination that signals a significantly altered
balance of media power.

The vast breadth of the blogosphere and its rate of growth make it
difficult to evaluate. By mid-2007, Technorati—a Google-like search
engine for blogs—was scanning more than 75 million blogs. By
October 2006, the number had exceeded 54 million, and by early
2007 it had risen past 67 million. Some blogs are written by govern-
ment officials, journalists, soldiers, and academics and convey valuable
information. Some are musings of people with time on their hands
and whose blogs range from personal confessionals to rumors, gossip,
and conspiracy theories. Whatever they happen to be saying, bloggers
are opening up discourse and creating new online communities linked
by language, interests, and a growing commitment to free expression.

Many blogs provide an intriguing subtext to conventional news
coverage. Just as reading a newspaper’s “Letters to the Editor” section
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can provide insights into public attitudes, so too can an exploration of
blogs. The results may not be as reliable as those from a properly con-
structed opinion poll, but they nevertheless are interesting as snapshots
of what some people consider important. As the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah
war was underway, bloggers in Israel and Lebanon kept talking. On
the Face, a blog written by an Israeli, asked, “Will this turn out to be
the first time that residents of ‘enemy’ countries engaged in an ongoing
conversation while missiles were falling?”2

Blog-based conversation can become a significant undercurrent and
may influence coverage by mainstream news media when the chorus of
bloggers’ voices becomes so loud that it attracts attention. If big news
organizations are slow to pursue a story, bloggers may highlight bits
and pieces of the story until conventional media take notice, investigate,
and report it to a larger audience. Bloggers tend to have less tolerance
for conventional wisdom and less trust of government and so are little
affected by the relationships between governments and journalists that
can influence the breadth and tone of coverage. But, by the same token,
some bloggers are also less concerned than are professional journalists
about commitments to accuracy and objectivity.

The various Internet-based modes of communication affect not only
the Web-oriented public, but policymakers as well. Because anything on
the Internet can have global reach, international news coverage and
public attitudes can be affected by this vast new chorus of voices.
During 2006, planners of Israel’s public diplomacy efforts, for example,
had to reckon with not just conventional international news coverage
but also the international online audience’s reaction to partisan Web
sites and blogs from dissatisfied soldiers, civilians under fire in Gaza and
Lebanon, and diverse commentators. Challenges to government pro-
nouncements are more numerous and forceful, escalating the intensity
of the competition for public opinion.

These are just some elements of the wildly dynamic world of new
media. In the Middle East, media development must coexist with
various tensions at many levels, but the growing pervasiveness and
influence of new media are clearly among the most significant stimuli
for change within the region.

Appraising different aspects of new media from different perspec-
tives, the authors of this book provide much to think about as they
offer a preview of tomorrow’s Middle East.

Philip Seib

xiv PREFACE
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C H A P T E R  1

New Media and Prospects for
Democratization

Philip Seib

Introduction1

New media are affecting democratization within the Middle East,
particularly in terms of their transnational impact. This “Al Jazeera
effect” is a relatively new phenomenon but may become more signifi-
cant as the number of regional satellite television stations grows, along
with the proliferation of other new communications technologies,
such as the Internet and cell phones. Communications and informa-
tion technologies can be potent tools in fostering political transfor-
mation, although they remain to varying degrees dependent on political
institutions and other nonmedia factors.

Empowerment through information has been greater in recent
years from the growing pervasiveness and influence of satellite televi-
sion, the Internet, cell phones, and other such devices. The Internet,
for instance, has been put to work by news organizations, govern-
ments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), terrorist groups,
bloggers, and others and has had impact on political processes.
Democratization does not, however, come easily, and it is important
to resist the temptation to assume that technology can, in and of itself,
transform political reality.

So, the effect of new media on democratization is very much a
work in progress, as reflected in the Middle East by various elections
during 2005, other political mobilization, and American public diplo-
macy efforts. Next steps in this process will include development of
norms for media and other professionals who use these technologies.
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Media Effects and Transnational Presence

In the Middle East as elsewhere, politics sometimes receives an
unexpected jolt that produces unanticipated consequences. This has
happened during the past decade as information and communication
technologies have become more pervasive and influential. This
process is accelerating, pushed along in part by transforming events
such as the American invasion of Iraq.

A key factor in this expansion of media reach and power is the
growing irrelevance of borders. New media will facilitate transna-
tional trends in politics and other facets of globalization because the
media themselves are increasingly transnational. This will affect the
dynamics of democratization by reducing the isolation of movements
for political change and by facilitating detours around obstructions
created by governments that have traditionally controlled the flow of
information.

The complexity of democratization should be respected, however,
and no single factor’s impact should be overrated. Media effects, for
instance, are just parts of a large political universe, the constituent
elements of which must come into alignment if democratization is to
develop. That said, the role of the media should also not be under-
rated. Mohammed Jassim Al Ali, former managing director of Al
Jazeera, has said: “Democracy is coming to the Middle East because
of the communication revolution. You can no longer hide informa-
tion and must now tell the people the truth. If you don’t, the people
won’t follow you, they won’t support you, they won’t obey you.”2

That may overstate the situation, but the premise is sound in the
sense that democratic reverberations are being felt in parts of the
Middle East that have rarely been touched by such impulses in 
the past.

This is not merely a matter of theory. Media tools have been put to
use in political protests in Lebanon, Egypt, Kuwait, and elsewhere.
Transnational satellite television, for example, can—to a certain
extent—evade controls imposed on news coverage within a country.
The 2005 “Cedar Revolution” in Lebanon demonstrated how this
can work on two levels. Regional/international coverage—such as is
provided by Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya, among others—could provide
information to Lebanese audiences with less concern about political
repercussions that might deter some indigenous media organizations.
By showing the size and energy of the protests, such coverage helped
fuel the demonstrations and encouraged broader pressure for Syrian
withdrawal. In addition, news organizations based outside the country

2 PHILIP SEIB
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may be trusted more than those that are presumed to be susceptible to
localized political pressures.

The lines between national and transnational are not always sharply
drawn; transnational media are not necessarily external media. In this
case, Lebanese television channels, some of which are available on
satellite, also intensively covered the post-assassination (of Rafik
Hariri) story, as did radio stations and print media that reached
regional and global audiences through the Internet. In Lebanon, as in
any other country, indigenous news content is likely to be affected by
the political, sectarian, and other interests of those who own and run
media organizations. News consumers must take this into account
when evaluating the information they receive.

The reports from Lebanon influenced longer-term political dynamics
as the coverage reached viewers throughout the region, letting them see
political activity that they might decide to emulate. During the following
months, demonstrations elsewhere incorporated television-friendly tac-
tics that were seen in the Beirut coverage. In Jordan, national flags were
prominently displayed in front of the news media’s cameras, which
helped avoid having the protests dismissed as simply factional discord.3

Overall, noted Bernard Lewis, television “brings to the peoples of the
Middle East a previously unknown spectacle—that of lively and vigorous
public disagreement and debate.”4

Coverage of the Lebanon story is just one example that underscores
the significance of the transnational nature of new media technologies.
Some governments try to impose an intellectual sovereignty that
ensures perpetuation of the status quo and prevents penetration by
“discordant” ideas and actions. Freer movement of information, which
is partly a function of globalization, works against repressive sover-
eignty of this kind and improves prospects for democratization. The
increased flow of information does not, however, in itself guarantee a
surge of democracy. Lebanon, for instance, continued to struggle in
2005 and then was wracked by war in 2006.

True democratization takes time to gain traction. Increased plurality
of self-expression is useful, but sometimes it can be more a cacophony
than a coherent, purpose-driven chorus. As with many of the elements
of democratization, expanding public debate and participation is merely
one of the numerous incremental steps needed in the process.

Governments’ Reactions

Communications pressures in the Middle East have been building
for more than a decade, and governments have tried to control
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emerging technologies by licensing fax machines, blocking Web
sites, finding friendly owners for satellite TV stations, and so on. But
such measures can be circumvented as more satellite stations begin
broadcasting, cell phone owners send text messages, and public
ingenuity finds new ways to outdistance government controls.5 For
example, the London-based Saudi Human Rights Center has used
satellite radio and television to encourage demonstrations in Riyadh.
Islah Radio promoted Saudi reform in its broadcasts from shortwave
transmitters at an unrevealed location (thought to be in Lithuania)
and via the Hotbird satellite to take advantage of the substantial
number of households with satellite reception in Saudi Arabia. Since
most of the audience prefers even the most basic TV presence rather
than merely words from a radio, Islah Television was born, initially
presenting just its logo with text information scrolling on the screen
and radio broadcasts as the audio. The station eventually provided
programming with more audience appeal, including a call-in show
featuring the station’s driving force, Saad Al Faqih, who responded
to viewers’ emails, faxes, and phone calls placed through an Internet
phone service (which allowed them to avoid government eavesdrop-
pers). Al Faqih consistently criticized the Al Saud princes, at one
point calling them “thieves who should be beheaded instead of petty
criminals.”

The Saudi government apparently fought back, as the shortwave
and television signals were jammed and pressure was brought to bear
on the European TV transmission providers to drop the station. In
December 2004, the station was on the air with a new satellite home
that let it be more insulated from economic pressure. As all this was
going on, the station had achieved small but noteworthy results in its
efforts to encourage demonstrations in support of human rights
within Saudi Arabia.6

Without judging the merits of the station’s content, its struggle for
existence illustrates the kind of battle that can be expected as new
media organizations jab at governments that are unaccustomed to
being challenged. The on-and-off process will continue as each side
finesses the other’s latest technological gambit. Other Arab broad-
casting and print news organizations that are based outside the region
and compete against state monopolies are further expanding the
amounts of information available to Middle East publics.7 As journal-
ist Youssef Ibrahim has observed, “The din of democracy talk has
been amplified by satellite television, the Internet, and cell phones,
and that is a new wrinkle for autocratic regimes experienced at quiet
repression.”8

4 PHILIP SEIB
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New Media as Political Tool

Over the long term, the Internet may prove to be even more potent
as a force for reform, although this will take time given the limited
Internet access within most of the Middle East. As more widespread
Internet access and use take hold in the region, the intrinsic political
vitality of the World Wide Web is likely to change the way people view
their own countries and the rest of the world. Information from news
organizations and other sources that were previously out of reach will
be tapped and the interactive nature of the Internet will foster the
intellectual enfranchisement that opens the way to political change.

The Internet is an increasingly significant presence in international
politics, but its lasting impact remains uncertain. Shanthi Kalathil and
Taylor C. Boas noted that the Internet “is only a tool, and its specific
uses by political, economic, and societal actors must be carefully
weighed and considered,”9 and Charles Kupchan observed that the
“international effects of the information revolution, just like those of
economic interdependence, depend upon the broader political con-
text in which these technologies are deployed.”10 In other words, the
Internet should not be viewed as a cure-all by advocates of democracy.
As with any political enterprise, the abilities and character of partici-
pants, the resources available, other political occurrences near and far,
and sometimes good or bad luck will affect any given democratization
venture.

The Internet can generate political pressure because it is itself
intrinsically democratic and can foster populist participation. That is
not yet fully understood, but it can be seen in the fervor of political
discussion that takes place on a scale and with an audacity new to
politics in much of the world. People advocating change do not have
to take the risks involved with public demonstrations in a police state,
and they don’t have to rely on slow and small-scale dissemination such
as the samizdat endeavors in the Soviet Union. Instead there can be a
political presence such as sprang up in late 2005 in Syria, where,
according to The Washington Post’s David Ignatius, “Internet cafes are
scattered through Damascus, allowing people to constantly share
news and gossip. The security forces have been arresting dissidents,
but that doesn’t stop people from talking.”11

Nevertheless, how much effect the Internet will have in the Arab
political world remains speculative, particularly because Arab states lag
far behind most of the rest of the world in taking advantage of this
technology. As of 2003, there were only 18 computers per 1,000 people
in Arab countries, compared to the global average of 78 per 1,000.12

NEW MEDIA AND DEMOCRATIZATION 5

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Even when they have access, Internet users in some countries
encounter government controls, with sites that are found officially
bothersome blocked. The Saudi government’s Internet Services Unit
states that “all sites that contain content in violation of Islamic tradi-
tion or national regulations shall be blocked.”13 Among these blocked
sites are Amnesty International’s Web pages related to Saudi Arabia,
the Encyclopedia Britannica’s “Women in American History,” Rolling
Stone magazine, and Warner Brothers Records. In Egypt, some of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Web sites, such as ikhwanonline, have occa-
sionally been blocked, which is noteworthy given the putative efforts
to make more open the Egyptian electoral process.

Besides blocking, some governments establish their own Web sites to
present their version of issues and events that people may be learning
about from other news media. How much credibility these quasi-news
sites have with the public varies from country to country, but they
provide a means for governments to compete with conventional news
providers as sources of information.

Other entities such as NGOs effectively use the Internet to make
their case to global audiences and for purposes ranging from stimulat-
ing news coverage to raising money. Terrorist organizations also use
Web sites to recruit, raise funds, and proselytize. Despite government
efforts to deny these groups access to the news media and the public,
terrorist Web sites have proven successful in disseminating material
such as pronouncements from Osama bin Laden, propaganda dis-
guised as newscasts, online jihadist magazines, and video clips of exe-
cutions of kidnap victims. Since the goal of these organizations is to
instill terror in the public, the Web is a valuable device for delivering
their message in sometimes horrific fashion.

The Internet is also important in recruiting, training, and commu-
nicating with terrorist groups’ adherents, for example, the June 2005
online release of a forty-six-minute video, “All Religion Will Be for
Allah,” produced by Abu Musab Zarqawi’s Iraqi branch of al Qaeda
that featured a corps of suicide bombers-in-training. It was dissemi-
nated by a specially designed Web page with numerous links for
downloading, including one for playing it on a cell phone.14 Even
cartoons depicting children as suicide bombers are easily accessible on
the Web.15

The Mechanisms of Information Democracy

Open access to media venues and the easy dissemination of unmedi-
ated media may be viewed as information democracy, but because this
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freedom is available to all, regardless of their intentions, it may be
abused, as can be seen in the terrorist examples. News organizations
are sometimes inadvertently complicit in this as their coverage of
terrorists’ pronouncements reaches a much larger audience than could
be achieved through the original webcast, videotape, or other message.
This raises issues about mainstream media’s gatekeeper role, and the
European Union has urged media organizations to draw up a code of
conduct to ensure that they do not become de facto propagandists for
terrorists.16

Yet another use of the Internet with significant political potential is
blogging. Blogs amplify voices that may have previously gone unheard.
As such they foster a degree of democratic parity at least in terms of
expanding audience access for those who feel they have something
worthwhile to say. The blogging firmament is already crowded and
becoming more so. As of October 2005, blog search engine Technorati
covered roughly 19 million blogs; by January 2006 the figure was
25 million; in April 2007, it was 75 million.

Particularly in countries where governments have tried to suppress
political organizing, blogging may prove to be valuable in orchestrat-
ing pressure for reform. In 2005, bloggers in Lebanon and elsewhere
spurred debate about the perpetrators and aftershocks of the assassi-
nation of Rafik Hariri—debate that could be joined by anyone with
Internet access, regardless of some governments’ desire to stifle these
discussions. Another example of political blogging could be seen in
2002 when Bahrainis dissatisfied with conventional media coverage of
a scandal related to the national pension fund could read less con-
strained analysis on blogs such as “Bahraini blogsite” or “Mahmood’s
Den.”17 Many Bahraini villages have their own Web sites and chat
rooms where discussions about the ruling Khalifa family are less
restrained than they usually would be on street corners. By late 2005,
BahrainOnline.org had become a go-to site for anyone interested in
political news. Its iconoclastic success was evidenced when the irritated
government jailed several of the site’s Web masters for a few weeks.18

Talk about politics has expanded from the neighborhood coffee
house to global proportions, enlisting participants and encouraging elec-
tronic speech and the thinking behind it. This is networking in the sense
that likeminded activists can find each other and form partnerships of
various kinds. Information—some of it solid, some of it wild—can be
disseminated quickly and widely. Some time will have to pass before this
phenomenon’s long-term political impact can be determined, but if
bloggers’ talk leads to expanded bloggers’ activism, this may be yet
another way that mass media provide impetus for democratization.
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While the Internet is put to increasing use, an even more common
communications device is proving increasingly useful in mobilizing
activists: text messaging on cell phones facilitates organization of
demonstrations and circulation of political information. Particularly
when political parties are restricted, text messages can be sent to unof-
ficial membership lists. In Kuwait, women organizing protests about
voting rights in 2005 found their effectiveness increased because they
could summon young women from schools by sending text messages.
(In May 2005, Kuwaiti women were granted the right to vote and
to be candidates in parliamentary and local council elections). In
Lebanon, text messages (and emails) were used as yet another means
to mobilize anti-Syrian demonstrators in March 2005.19 Fawzi Guleid
of the National Democratic Institute in Bahrain observed that text
messaging fosters expansion of speech because it “allows people to
send messages that they would not say in public.” It should also be
noted, however, that text messaging lends itself to the spread of
rumors and anonymous attacks. Rola Dashti, one of the organizers
of the women’s rights demonstrations in Kuwait, was the subject of
widely circulated text messages that criticized her for her Lebanese
and Iranian ancestry and alleged that she had received funds from
the American embassy. Her response: “It means I’m making them
nervous . . . and I’d better get used to it.”20

Is the Time Right?

Advocates of democracy in the Middle East cannot ignore the reality
of having many obstacles to overcome. In terms of Web access, there
is a digital wadi, a deep and daunting canyon, between the region and
much of the rest of the world.21 Among the factors contributing to
the level of technology use in the Middle East and some other parts of
the world is the overall literacy rate and the usefulness of having a
working knowledge of English.

Even a development as encouraging as the increased availability of
satellite television is not a panacea for political problems. Hugh Miles
has observed in his book about Al Jazeera that

optimists theorize that satellite TV will sweep away traditional Arab
obstacles to progress and dissolve seemingly intractable problems and
that an ‘Islamic Glasnost’ will ensue . . . . But to believe that satellite
television is automatically going to make Arab societies democratic is
to presume that the current state of affairs in the Arab world results
from an information deficiency, which is not true. Except in the most
authoritarian Arab countries, the news has long been available to the
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determined via the radio, and that has never brought about much
democracy.

Miles added that even if Arab satellite television viewers see something
on the air that leads them to change their minds about an issue, “there
is still no political mechanism in place for them to do anything about
it.”22 Miles makes a valid point, but it should be kept in mind that
audience size is in itself important and the significance of sheer num-
bers with easy, frequent access to diverse sources of information
should not be underestimated. When a critical mass has better access
to information, political processes are more likely to change.

Nevertheless, optimism about prospects for media-inspired reform
should be tempered with caution. As Jon Alterman pointed out, much
of the debate that can be seen on Arab satellite television “is still
largely about spectacle and not about participation.” There are, as
Alterman noted, some encouraging exceptions to this. He cited the
example of Egyptian televangelist Amr Khalid who has cultivated a
large following by eschewing the finger-pointing lectures favored by
many Muslim clerics and instead quietly urging his audience to “sanctify
the everyday.” Alterman wrote,

Through huge revival-style events in Egypt and increasingly via satellite
television broadcasts beamed throughout the Middle East, Khalid has
created not just a community of viewers, but also a community of
participants. His followers do more than write and call in to his
programs. His increasingly global audience participates in charity
drives, organizes study groups, and seeks to apply his specific lessons to
their daily lives.23

Khalid’s success undermines the stereotype of the stern Islamic
preacher with a forbidding television presence. Khalid’s more mod-
ernist approach illustrates the multidimensional aspects of new media
influence and the need to recognize that those who use these new
media must be sensitive to the changing expectations of the mass
audience.

No medium in itself can create change. It has to be used creatively
and with an eye to its relationship with other social and political
institutions. Along these lines Mohamed Zayani wrote,

One should be skeptical about the often ambitious transformative claims
for new media as well as the claims about its democratizing potential and
its ability not just to increase and widen participation among the various
social strata in the Arab world, but to transform social and political
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organization. Real change cannot be expected solely or mainly from the
media sector. Democracy cannot emanate just from the media; the polit-
ical systems and institutions themselves have to change, evolve, and
adapt . . . . We should not be under the illusion that satellite TV can
dramatically change society or revolutionize its institutions.24

Similarly, Marc Lynch wrote: “What one enthusiast called ‘the
Democratic Republic of Al Jazeera’ does not, in fact, exist. Al Jazeera
cannot create democracy on its own, nor compel Arab leaders to
change their ways. Television talk shows cannot substitute for the hard
work of political organizing and institution building.”25 Looking at
this from another angle, Mamoun Fandi noted that the proliferation of
satellite television may create a virtual politics that citizens watch, like
an event in an arena, rather than actually participate in. “Governments
in the Arab world,” wrote Fandi, “are encouraging the trend whereby
the media become a substitute for real politics.”26

All that may be true, but skepticism should not be allowed to slip
into the cynical fatalism of the “Change will never happen” variety.
Media might not make revolutions, but they certainly can contribute
to them. In the end, the public’s willingness to act is the most crucial
factor in reform.

A more optimistic evaluation of media influence has been offered
by Jon Alterman of the Center for Strategic and International Studies.
He argued that “as literacy and bandwidth both expand dramatically,
publics are exposed to a broad, often unregulated, spectrum of views
that range from secular to religious, from nationalist to global, and
from material to spiritual. Under the new paradigm, information is
demand-driven rather than supply-driven, and the universe of avail-
able views is far broader than ever before.” One consequence of more
information being more widely communicated, wrote Alterman, is
“greater political spontaneity. Whereas Arab politics have often been
characterized by orchestrated demonstrations of solidarity, anger,
sorrow, or joy, the regime’s ability to organize such demonstrations in
the future will be greatly diminished.”27

Current and prospective effects of new media should be appraised
in a politically holistic context. Writing about the liberalizing poten-
tial of the Internet, Shanthi Kalathil and Taylor Boas predicted that
the Internet’s influence “will complement many other, more long-
standing potential forces for liberalization: greater contact with the
outside world through tourism and travel, more integration with the
global economy, and the increasingly modern outlook of a youthful
population.”28
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Media and Democratization:
A Work in Progress

The 2004 Arab Human Development Report acknowledged that
“formidable obstacles stand in the way of a society of freedom and
good governance in Arab countries. And this is an undeniable truth.
But at the end of this difficult journey, there lies a noble goal, worthy
of the hardships endured by those who seek it.”29

Despite the presence of those obstacles, the Middle East in 2005
provided fascinating illustrations of the ways that new media can surge
and influence the political climate. The reverberations of the American
invasion of Iraq continued and attracted much news coverage and
angry attention. A parallel story could be found in the assertions of
electoral freedom in Iraq and Palestine, and other democratic mani-
festations (of varying degrees) in Lebanon, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
elsewhere. Reform seemed to be developing momentum, sometimes
on the level of headline-grabbing politics, as with the Iraq elections,
and sometimes on a more incremental basis, as with the increasing
assertiveness of some Arab women.

The new media played a critical role in all this; satellite television
showed Egyptians, Syrians, and others that real elections were taking
place in Palestine and Iraq, and showed Saudi women, among others,
that Arab women in some countries might actually be allowed to hold
positions in government (as in Bahrain) and even drive cars.30

Women’s issues, long treated condescendingly, if at all, by many Arab
media organizations, are gaining increased traction thanks partly to new
media. A good example is the Lebanon-based Heya (“She”) satellite
television channel, which as of early 2005 was reaching a daily audience
estimated at 15 million with a mixture of news, talk, and entertainment
programming. About 70 percent of the station’s staff members are
women, with correspondents reporting from throughout the Arab
world. Heya’s founder, Nicolas Abu Samah, said the channel’s goal
“is to empower women. We want to question taboos and provoke
controversy.” Among the station’s offerings is “Al-Makshouf” (“The
Uncovered”), a talk show that addresses topics such as domestic vio-
lence and workplace discrimination. A news program, “From Day to
Day,” examines news related to women from around the world. Abu
Samah noted that the station proceeds carefully to avoid censorship;
political leaders and religious authorities are not directly criticized on
Heya programs.31

In addition to attention to women’s issues, coverage of electoral
politics is becoming more comprehensive and freewheeling. For the
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2005 Iraq elections particularly, Middle Eastern television stations
displayed their ambition and the strengths of their hardware. Al
Arabiya broadcast from eight satellite trucks throughout Iraq, and
used videophone links and live feeds from neighboring countries. Al
Jazeera, despite being banned from broadcasting from within Iraq (an
example of the political obstacles that continue to impede information
flow), also offered heavy coverage.32

Supplementing television’s influence, the Internet increasingly
contributed to the new sense of intellectual community:

● From Lebanon, bloggingbeirut.com provided real-time Web
video of the “Cedar Revolution” demonstrations against Syria’s
presence in the country. This case demonstrated again how the
speed and pervasiveness of the Internet make it a valuable mobi-
lization tool; along with cell phones it can keep people abreast of
what is happening and bring them into the streets.

● Bitterlemons.org, founded in 2003, has provided an online
venue for debate between Israelis and Palestinians, with the goal
of contributing to “mutual understanding through the open
exchange of ideas” and affecting “the way Palestinians, Israelis,
and others worldwide think about the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict.” It emphasizes balance and draws financial support from
the European Union and philanthropic sources outside the
Middle East.33

● Kurds in Iraq, Turkey, and elsewhere used the Web to nurture a
virtual state through online communication among members of
the far-flung Kurdish population. Traditional borders lose rele-
vance when they no longer impede the flow of ideas. Kurdistan
may not appear on conventional maps, but communications
technology helps make it real.

● On an even larger scale, extending far beyond the Middle East,
satellite television and the Internet may be bringing a degree of
virtual cohesion to the ummah, giving members of the world-
wide Islamic population some easily accessible common ground
despite the many differences within this global community. The
conventional wisdom about such linkage has been that the
Muslim in Cairo and the Muslim in Djakarta really don’t have
much to say to each other. Their languages, national cultures,
and politics differ greatly. But they share Islam and the extent to
which that may prove to be a transcending unifying factor is not
known. If there might be an as yet unformed cohesion within
the ummah that new media can galvanize, global geopolitical
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balances could be altered significantly. Policymakers would be
wise to ponder this, keeping in mind that the Internet as a unify-
ing tool does not require uniformity. Members of dispersed
groups can tie themselves tightly or loosely, as they choose, to a
central cultural identity. The Internet connects on its users’
terms.

It is significant that many examples of new media impact primar-
ily involve indigenous media. Just a few years ago—as recently as the
Gulf War of 1991—audiences in the Middle East remained largely
dependent on Western news sources such as CNN and the BBC. 
By the time of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, Al Jazeera, 
Al Arabiya, and other Arab satellite stations had supplanted the
Western television news providers as principal sources for war news
within the Arab world. One of the keys to the increasing media
influence within the Middle East is that new media organizations are
providing information about Arabs that is produced and delivered
by Arabs. Although there has been much harrumphing, especially
from Western pundits, about the purported flaws in the objectivity
of these news sources, the real issue is credibility. The audience is not
caught up in considering the fine points of journalistic practice.
They are prepared to trust news from people like them. On a larger
scale, Western media hegemony is in decline and this aspect of
globalization has significant ramifications in the Middle East and
elsewhere.

These issues also are relevant to the public diplomacy efforts under-
taken by the United States. American policy makers should recognize
that public opinion in the Middle East is being galvanized not by the
lavishly funded U.S.-based broadcasting projects—such as Al Hurra
television and Radio Sawa—but rather by regional and local media
sources that are taking advantage of new technologies. Audience pref-
erences are clear. A survey conducted by the Arab Advisors Group, an
Amman-based consulting firm, that found that among Cairo house-
holds with satellite television reception, 88 percent watch Al Jazeera
while 5 percent watch Al Hurra. Similar figures appear in studies of
other Arab audiences.34

Emerging from the rush of events and the shifting global and local
political dynamics is a region that is clearly changing—often quietly
and with small steps, but changing. If this is considered to be an area
where, in Bernard Lewis’s words, “things had indeed gone badly
wrong,”35 maybe these changes will be redemptive for those who live
there. But if that is to happen, further steps must be taken.
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Moving Onward

The availability of communication and information systems is certain
to keep expanding. That will affect how individuals live and how
nations operate on intrastate, regional, and global levels. The Middle
East will not be the only area where this transformation occurs, but
the rate of acceleration and breadth of movement toward democracy
will be particularly significant there. The information-influenced
political climate is volatile as well as vibrant, making it hard to map the
path toward constructive change. Clearly, conventional borders are of
decreasing significance as the transnational communication flow
increases and audiences can find information sources that match their
cultural and political interests. In Bahrain, Shiites watch Al Manar,
Hezbollah’s Beirut-based channel, and increasingly tune in to Iraqi
television that provides details about violence in that country. When
Iraqi Shiites are killed in terrorist attacks, some Bahraini Shiites
respond by wearing black.36

In 2006, as the situation in Iraq deteriorated and war broke out
between Israel and Hezbollah, satellite television and online commu-
nication—particularly blogs—made their presence felt to an unprece-
dented degree. Their effects have yet to be measured: did they help to
exacerbate tensions, or did their depictions of conflict encourage a
desire for peace? As policy makers try to find an answer to this, they
should keep in mind that the speed and pervasiveness of the new
media may keep the public better informed, but these same media also
may also increase the already high volatility in such situations.

The news media—with their audience expanding through new
technologies—will be among the most important players in determin-
ing whether conflict or peace prevails, which will in turn affect the
chances for expansion of democracy. Absent thoughtful standards that
most journalists decide to observe, democratization could founder as
tumult overwhelms progress. Gadi Wolfsfeld warned about this ten-
dency toward spectacle: “The news media are a poor forum for public
discourse over political issues. The rules of access and norms of debate
are mostly designed to ensure a good show rather than an intelligent
exchange of views.” In a region of unresolved disputes, the tone and
substance of journalism are important, wrote Wolfsfeld, because
“journalists working in a more sensationalist media environment, for
example, will construct very different stories about conflict and peace
than those operating in a more reserved milieu.” Wolfsfeld argued
that “journalists have an ethical obligation to encourage reconciliation
between hostile populations” by providing as much information as
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possible about roots of problems and encouraging rational public
debate about options for solving those problems.37 The obligation of
journalists to recognize the effects of information must go hand in
hand with the democratization process in the Middle East, or else
progress will be hard to come by.

A related factor to be weighed when looking ahead is the question of
who will best utilize and most benefit from new media. Jon Alterman
wrote that “As control of public opinion increasingly slips away from
governments’ grasp, those who can organize and mobilize will find a far
more receptive environment than any time in the recent past.” It is
important to note, he added, that this does not necessarily mean
democratization, because “Islamist groups in the Middle East are
among the most modern of political organizations, both in their tech-
niques of organizing and in the sophistication of their communications
strategies.”38

This is an important point; democracy can be blocked or under-
mined by parties within and outside government. As the authors of
the Arab Human Development Report 2004 noted,

In Arab countries today, there seems to be a contradiction between
freedom and democracy because many democratic institutions that
exist have been stripped of their original purpose to uphold freedom in
its comprehensive sense. . . . There are some media outlets that are
little more than mouthpieces for government propaganda, promoting
freedom of speech only if it does not turn into political activity. Such
captive outlets fail to stimulate intelligent and objective debate,
enhance knowledge acquisition, and advance human development
among the public at large.39

Without the advancement of debate and enhancement of knowl-
edge to which new media can make substantive contributions,
prospects for democracy will weaken. For those contributions to be
meaningful, all involved in the information process—from the individ-
ual blogger to the big media corporation—must retain independence.
Government pressure is inevitable but it must be resisted if the
democratic process is to gain a foothold.

These issues raise many complex questions that have few precise
answers. New media’s role in progressive political change is hard to
define with certainty because the path toward democratization
remains uncharted. Those who move in that general direction do so
with more faith than certainty. They may yet get there, and their
chances of doing so will certainly be affected by the ongoing evolution
of new media in Middle Eastern societies.
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C H A P T E R  2

The Arab Search for a Global 
Identity: Breaking out of the
Mainstream Media Cocoon

Ibrahim Saleh

Introduction

According to the Wikipedia Encyclopedia, “identity is an umbrella
term used throughout the social sciences for an individual’s compre-
hension of him or herself as a discrete, separate entity.” In cognitive
psychology, identity refers to the “capacity for self-reflection and the
awareness of self.” In sociology and political science, the notion of
social identity refers to “individuals’ labeling of themselves as mem-
bers of particular groups—such as nationality, social class, subculture,
ethnicity, gender, employment, and so forth. It is in this sense which
sociologists and historians speak of a national identity of a particular
country.”

Arab identity has yet to come to grips with the concept of globaliza-
tion. Arab identity and Islam are closely associated since most Arabs are
Muslims. (However, not all Arabs are Muslims and most Muslims are
not Arabs.) At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the Arab world
faces many challenges, but none is more formidable than the issue of
how to strike a balance between maintaining cultural integrity and reli-
gious identity, on the one hand, and absorbing the changes associated
with the globalizing world on the other. Identity is a most valuable pos-
session, but what could be more challenging than the issues related to
the concept of identity: creating identities, managing them throughout
their lifecycle, and keeping the whole process under control?
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The Arab world is not, despite common perception, monolithic.
Although the majority of Arabs share a common geography, religion,
language, broad culture and history, the Arab world is made up of
different states, governments and peoples, and ethnic groups. Truly,
the Arab world has a dominant culture that distinguishes it from, say,
the West; however, it also has its subcultures, characteristic of certain
communities and radical groups. Although the majority of its inhabi-
tants adhere to Islam, other religions exist within the Arab world,
including Judaism, Christianity, and others. That is why it is difficult
to deal with this heterogeneous region in one study, although it
cannot be denied that the Arab cultures, on the whole, do share an
underlying common fabric. In this respect, both commonalities and
juxtapositions should be taken into consideration in realizing a global
identity within this cocoon environment.

Halim Barakat supports this viewpoint:

[“Identity”] refers to the sharing of essential elements that define the
character and orientation of people and affirm their common needs,
interests, and goals with reference to joint action. At the same time it
recognizes the importance of differences. Simply put, a nuanced view of
national identity does not exclude heterogeneity and plurality.

The search for identity is an empirical attempt to decipher the myths
and symbols of any community. The controversy over the origin of
characteristics of local identity and how far they have been affected by
exogenous effects creates arguments about “original versus copy.”
These disputes may overshadow the fact that such analysis is based on
the idea that identity and culture are static, while in truth they are
dynamic and evolving and are affected by interaction with other coun-
tries and civilizations, particularly in this globalizing world. According
to Sami Zubaida, since the Middle Ages history has marked a continu-
ous journey by the Western powers to discover the terra incognita of
other cultures. Hence, local cultures in the Arab world have been ide-
alized, dominated, or destroyed by Western conquests. Accordingly,
the quest for “social inclusiveness” is a crucial element in the search for
a global identity that emphasizes balanced representation of all cultural
groups and the interactions among them.

Literally, “cocoon” refers to “silky covering made by an insect larva
to protect itself while it is a chrysalis” or “any soft protective coverage.”
Figuratively, media have become like a cocoon in the sense of isolating
audiences from real experiences and immersing them in distorted
realities. Arabs suffer from media cocooning on two different levels. On
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the national level, till recently, mainstream media in most of the Arab
countries lacked transparency and plurality. The news was disseminated
from the perspective that governments wanted their publics to see. A lot
of issues were never unveiled until recently when the level of freedom
significantly increased. Thus, national media cocooned the publics,
keeping the complete picture related to national affairs away from them.
In the international arena, the West has cocooned their publics by
ingraining in their minds an unfair image of the Arabs by projecting the
exceptional cases of extremism as the norm. On account of this, Arabs
and Muslims have been facing a lot of attacks, discrimination, deten-
tion, and harassment. A prime example of the West’s cocooning of the
publics is cited by Godfrey Cheshire (2003) in his article entitled “Why
Should We Care about Iranian Films.” Cheshire states,

The first response many Americans have on encountering Iranian films
is, “I had no idea . . . .” That reaction often gives way to a realization
that our electronic media cocoon us in images that reduce an intricate
reality like contemporary Iran to a single, endlessly repeated visual
cliché: bearded fanatics shaking their fists at the “Great Satan” in a
staged street demonstration, say. Iranian movies thus confront us, some-
times uncomfortably, with how limited our views of other cultures are.
No less strikingly, the films’ profound humanism, gentleness and intelli-
gence can’t help but ask why such values in our cinema have largely been
swept away by images of escapist fantasy, aggression and violence.

Unfortunately, virtual reality is manipulated by the hypocrisies of
religious institutions, the injustice of political contenders, and the
narrow outlook of the citizens who play the dual roles of victims and
participants in the oppression generated by the institutions.

The dictatorial practices to which Arabs have been subjected inter-
nally and externally led to the fracturing of Arab culture into “belea-
guered minorities.” This term is used by S.J. Makielski, Jr. to describe
those who feel themselves to be surrounded by a hostile environment
and who have a very long history of being subjected to discrimination
and deprivation, yet they have no power to change their condition. As
a result, Arabs visualize their own identity as a menace, a terrorist, or
a shadowy figure that operates outside the accepted value system and
is accordingly feared and scrutinized.

Theoretical Perspectives

Too little attention has been paid to the subject of cultural identity,
and such attempts as those that exist are mostly confined to issues of
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national identity. Moreover, most of these works are often dominated
by a dichotomy between commercialism and social commitment.
Arab identity is perceived as an alienated concept that lacks authenticity
even from the indigenous people’s perspective.

There is little doubt that a nation’s (or people’s) image that is prop-
agated in the international arena is related to the balance of power in
the world. News media were invented in the West, and the West still
plays the leading role in the technical and artistic development of
media content. Through the media cocoon, Westerners have devel-
oped a distorted image of the Arabs. However, underlying the Arab
identity are cherished cultural values that are challenged by the needs
of the modern world. A continuous conflict emerges from the attempt
to bridge the gap between traditional and modern values.

In addition, the self-image of Arabs is twofold: the romantic senti-
mental attachment to idealized beauties of Arab culture, on the one
hand, and the growing rebellion against the rigidity of the classic aes-
thetic on the other. The new spirit of cultural revolt does not accept
the former static framework of social norms. Conservatives and liberals
seek to advance their own perspectives, and this entangles the news
media in the struggle over the definition of social reality.

Taylor identified four major variables involved in such process. The
first is one’s opinion of an issue, the second is one’s perception of the
predominant public opinion, the third is one’s assessment of the likely
future course of public opinion, and the fourth is one’s willingness to
support with verbal statements and other signs of commitment. That
is why it is vital to deal with this burning issue through independent,
comprehensive, and well-informed coverage of the issues of gover-
nance, social trends, media frames and theories, as well as economic
development. It is noteworthy that knowledge of the public world is
mediated by broadcast news institutions that are in the business of
making money and shaping political perception by routinizing the
nonroutine into temporal/visual formats. News media accounts do
not merely describe events or issues but are rather part of continuous
processes of inscribing preferred meanings into the social reality.

The main conceptual framework relevant to this study is the Social
Identity Theory developed by H. Tajfel and J.C. Turner in 1979. It
was originally developed to understand the psychological basis of
intergroup discrimination by identifying the minimal conditions that
would lead members of one group to discriminate in favor of the in-
group to which they belonged and against the out-group to which
they did not. In this context, social identity is an individual-based per-
ception of what defines the “us” associated with any internalized
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group membership. This can be distinguished from the notion of
“personal identity” that refers to self-knowledge that derives from the
individual’s unique attributes. The quest for positive distinctiveness
means that people’s sense of who they are is defined in terms of “we”
rather than “I.” Individuals are likely to display favoritism when an in-
group is central to their self-definition and a given comparison is
meaningful or the outcome is contestable.

“Group think” is another pertinent issue here. This term was
devised in the 1970s by the American psychologist Irving Janis who
analyzed group decision making in the 1961 Bay of Pigs fiasco and
used the term to describe a process by which a group can make bad or
irrational decisions. He defined “group think” as a form of decision
making characterized by uncritical acceptance of a prevailing point of
view. In a group think situation, each member of the group attempts
to conform one’s individual opinion to what each believes to be the
consensus of the group. This may result in the group ultimately agree-
ing upon an action that each member might individually consider
unwise (the risky shift).

Group think is a severe problem in Arab society because it turns
members of a group into believers and followers of rituals. They
believe their group is right and others are wrong. It reduces the com-
munication of the group with outsiders. In serious cases of group
think, members may use force and violence to convince nonbelievers.
Every day, governments and other institutions spend large amounts of
resources to protect and promote their group think. To solve the
problem of group think, we have to show people reality—the reality
of how their group think relates to the prospects and demands of
possible development.

Milestones in the Development 
of Arab Identity

Over the centuries, the Arab world has confounded the dreams of
conquerors and peacemakers alike. Its huge oil reserves have given it
global economic importance and unique strategic value. Hence, his-
torical and cultural discourses were formulated based on the construc-
tions of “the other.” Islam has always remained in the eyes of the West
as a totally strange culture. Arabs themselves have perpetuated the idea
of unilateral cultural import, that is, the belief that identity can be
authentic only if its features spring from a particular environment and
develop according to specific conditions. Such preserved original iden-
tity can exist only within an impermeable cultural environment that is
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cut off from foreign influences—an idea that exits among Arabs even
today and can explain many of the phobias related to globalization.

In pre-Islamic Arabia, a person’s social identity was derived solely
from the membership in the tribe. That entailed taking part in all tribal
activities, especially those involving the tribal cult. However, as Reza
Aslan (2006) indicates, after the advent of Islam, the “Kharaijites,”
Shia’t Ali, emerged as a small faction that represented the first self-
conscious attempts at defining a distinctive Muslim identity. They
based their leadership on the most pious person in their community
irrespective of the tribe, lineage, and ancestry.

During the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, religion and
the state were unified entities. At that time, religion was culture, eth-
nicity, and social identity; hence, it was citizenship. This was the case
among Zoroastrians, the Jews, Christians, Muslims, and others, as
each group tried to enforce a specific vision of its beliefs. In the Arab
world, territorial expansion was always associated with religious pros-
elytizing, and each religion was the “religion of the sword.” In fact,
“holy war” did not originate from Islam but through the Crusaders
who gave a purported theological legitimacy to what was in reality a
battle for land and trade routes.

Currently, Western media cluster Arabs and Muslims as proponents
of terrorism and other violence for political gain, although Islam
actually calls for universal brotherhood, equality, and social justice. As
Azmi Bishara points out,

One cannot help but notice in the course of the ongoing debate on
democracy and reform in the Arab world that those who are most
adamant in denying the existence of such a thing as Arab identity are
the quickest to lump all these countries together when it comes to crit-
icizing them. Arab, as a collective designation, is okay as long as it is
used in a negative context.

The ignorance of journalists covering the region is one principal reason
for misunderstanding the Arab identity and culture, thus developing
media bias as well as promoting the notion of Islamophobia. Even
when foreign news agencies attempt to place the events in a historical
context, they often get facts wrong and create an inaccurate or mis-
leading impression. In addition, photographers and television camera
crews seek the most dramatic pictures they can find, and the context
is often missing. The media routinely adopt the news frames that fit
their agendas. Once an image or impression is ingrained in someone’s
mind, it is often difficult, if not impossible, to erase it.
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George Stanth contends that the current Arab identity has evolved
out of the relation between the synergetic popular culture and elite
culture, in addition to relationships with indigenous catalysts and
exogenous influences over the years. Within the framework of this
newly appearing Arab identity, the former isolated one has become
increasingly obsolete because Arab culture has increasingly converged
with “consumer culture.”

This conversion to consumer culture can be attributed to the grow-
ing use of the Internet and satellite technology in the Arab world. In a
field study conducted for the British Council by A. C. Nielsen, as a vital
part of the project titled “Social Issues in the Eyes of the Media,” one
question investigated media habits in the Middle East and North Africa.

As graph 2.1 illustrates, watching TV seems to be the most common
activity (100 percent), followed by listening to the radio (73 percent),
then surfing the Internet (62 percent), and finally reading (55 percent).
Though surfing the net comes in the third position, its percentage is
significant, and it reflects the growing audience consumption of
Internet content among the people in the MENA (Middle East and
North Africa) region.

Reviewing the top six reasons for using the Internet (graph 2.2),
communication through email comes on top of the list (67 percent).
However, following up the latest news and looking for information
have considerable percentages—59 percent and 49 percent respectively.

It should be noted that, as Jon Alterman states, major Western
networks such as MSNBC and NBC as well as important print and
broadcast sources such as Al-Ahram and Al Jazeera have Arabic Web
sites. This makes them easily accessible to a great number of Arabs.

In another question about the most-watched TV channels, the
results (graph 2.3) indicated that there is not one truly dominant
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terrestrial or local channel among respondents’ preferences. All the
channels are transnational channels that range from those presenting
just news to those presenting entertainment or a package of different
programming. Al Jazeera dominates the Arab market (62 percent)
followed by Al-Arabiya (44 percent).

With this boom in Arab satellite television channels and growing
Internet usage, which enabled more Arabs to have access to real-time
information, it is crucial to examine issues such as the type of audiences
that the Arab media address, the advantages they brought about to the
audiences, if any, and the role they play in breaking away from the
cocoon environment nationally and internationally.

Concerning the audiences, satellite channels fiercely compete for
market share and most of them target Arab audiences in general rather
than a particular national category, and the viewers are of all ages.
With respect to the Internet, the majority of users are youth and young

26 IBRAHIM SALEH

67
59

49
43

23

30

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Email

News

Information

Chatting

Entertainment

Social Issues

Graph 2.2 Top Reasons for Using the Internet

62

44 44

28

20

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Al Jazeera

MBC2

Al Arabiya

LBC

Future

Graph 2.3 Most-Watched TV Channels

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

adults. While the first category uses the Internet mostly for emailing,
downloading entertainment material, chatting, and other such features,
most of the young adults use it for following up the news or looking
for information.

It cannot be denied that the role of satellite stations and access to
the Internet in the Arab world is remarkable because they have
opened the doors to the outside world and made available informa-
tion to the Arab peoples. In the recent past, connecting to the rest of
the world was a farfetched dream; however, one can now communi-
cate with people from the other side of the world as if they were just
next door. Besides, online stores have made buying anything from any
place in the world more than easy. Through satellite channels, many
people have come to know things about “the other” they could have
never dreamt of before. In addition, in the past, the Arabs were
exposed only to “official” news through media that were mouthpieces
of their governments. Now, thanks to the Internet and international
satellite channels, there is less constraint on news dissemination. Any
person can gain access to the news from all possible perspectives.

Exposure to such media has, however, redefined the kind of identity
the Arabs used to adhere to in traditional mainstream media. Despite
offering a window on the world, the breakthrough into the interna-
tional media universe has led to growing extremism in the region as
people have become either neoliberals, seeking Westernization in the
copycat manner, or conservatives, blocking change and sticking to the
historical interpretation of identity. The first group perceives the West
from a glittering generalized perspective, which leads them to attempt
to imitate it. This has led to sociopolitical problems and disintegration
of societal values. For example, the latest statistics indicate that more
than 40 percent of the couples in Egypt divorce as a result of men
being dissatisfied with their wives and seeking women that fit the Bay
Watch and The Bold and the Beautiful image.

Unfortunately, in this copycat process only the negative side of
Western values is assimilated while great values such as the apprecia-
tion of hard work, commitment, and punctuality are ignored. The
other side of extremism is incarnated in those gripped by sectarian or
extremist thought and a preference for certain ethnic groups or
sects—a realization of what Samuel Huntington calls “fault lines.”
The coexistence of these two poles together is rather difficult, and it
has produced social tension and political agitation.

Speaking of transnational channels’ breaking out of the mainstream
media cocoon, there is no doubt such channels have led to increased
access to information and have loosened state monopoly over media
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content. Due to the lack of political responsiveness to citizens’ true
needs and problems, some talk shows in some satellite channels try to
be the principal forum for genuine public debate. Thus, the motto of
Al Jazeera, for example, is “opinion and counter-opinion.”

The communications revolution, in some cases, has helped challenge
the official record of history and has created a forum of expression
beyond the reach of the state censor. Until the boom in electronic
media, the news was transmitted through traditional means that could
be easily distorted. Currently, the declining monopoly of information
has encouraged daring journalists and other media persons to break the
typical social and political taboos, exposing the most conservative
households to debates ranging from women’s rights to gay marriage.

In a way, it can be said that these channels respond to their audi-
ences’ demands; however, they still cannot fully serve as watchdog
over the government, and the content in many of them is still
restrained by political or business considerations. As stated in “Arab
Media: Tools of the Governments; Tools for the People,”

For journalists to raise objections to the picture of regime rectitude and
regional solidarity is to risk censorship, jail, or worse. Strict self-censorship
reigns as the modus operandi among media professionals; some might say
that it takes the place of the journalistic ethics practiced where a free press
exists.

With regard to the role of such new media in attempting to pene-
trate the international arena and expressing the Arab voice and identity,
it is sad that Arab channels have given much space to Western affairs
while they have neglected issues related to neighboring Arab countries.
As a result, many Arabs now know more about Americans than they
know about their fellow Arabs.

The media do not delve into national or local issues because these are
the issues that most threaten their governments’ authority and legiti-
macy. Coverage of specific problems in individual Arab countries is
absent. The justification offered is that people in one country—Oman,
for example—would not be interested in Morocco’s national issues.
(“Arab Media: Tools of the Governments; Tools for the People”)

Similarly, many Web sites rely on Western news wires such as
Agence France-Presse, the Associated Press, and Reuters rather than
present an Arab perspective. Further, Internet technology is used by
young people mostly for chatting about meaningless matters rather
than for trying to enlighten “the other” about the true Arab identity
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and the essence of Islam, even though making fruitful use of such
technology can lead to wonderful results.

Dr. Martin Luther King said, “We fear each other because we have
not communicated with each other! We do not communicate with
each other because we fear each other!” The first part of the quotation
expresses one main reason for the Western view of Arabs. In an
attempt to make use of Internet technology to break out of the inter-
national media cocoon and help bridge the knowledge gap between
the West and the Middle East, the American University in Cairo
(AUC) and Soliya—a nongovernmental nonprofit organization based
in the United States—arranged a Web conferencing program involv-
ing students from the United States and the Middle East. The program
provided university students with an opportunity for cross-cultural
dialogue. They collaboratively explored the relationship between their
regions with a view to improving intercultural awareness and under-
standing. Prior to the program, 42 percent of the Arab students and
23 percent of the American students rated their knowledge of the
issues affecting the U.S.-Arab/Muslim relations as high. After the pro-
gram, the figures changed to 83 percent and 70 percent respectively
(graph 2.4).

The program also had a positive impact on drawing respondents’
attention to the fact that the media have had a significant role in mis-
leading the public and swaying public opinion against “the other.” A
Qatari female student stated, “I learned that the American media is the
main reason why there are many stereotypes and false ideas on Islam and
the Arab world.” Similarly, an American student admitted, “I learned
that the media can greatly misinform both Americans and people in the
Middle East.” The program also offered students an opportunity to
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examine their own prejudices by trying to discover “the other” through
first-hand experience. Another female Qatari student expressed her
opinion about the aspect she liked best about the program saying,

Respecting each other’s opinions is what attracted me most in this
program. I’m glad it ended up without any misunderstanding or
serious disagreement. I was happy to see how my American partners in
this program could express themselves freely and were brave to tell us
all about the stereotypes they had. I enjoyed answering all their ques-
tions about Islam and the Arab world and discussing our perspectives
on the Arab-American relationship.

Indirect Indicators of Arab Identity 
through Empirical Observations

A survey conducted in 2005 at the American University in Cairo by
Mirray Fahim and Karim Zein El-Abdien under the supervision of
Ibrahim Saleh using a sample of 200 university students of different ages,
religions, nationalities, and majors sought answers to five questions:

Q.1 Can we develop identity away from Religion?

Yes No Don’t Know No Response

40% 38% 18% 4%

Q.2 What is the importance of democracy for identity development?

Important Not Important Don’t Know No Response

54% 28% 6% 12%

Question 1 asked about the possibility of dissociating identity from
religion. Although some scholars insist that Arab identity is not based
on religion but on issues such as ethnicity, the responses highlight the
dichotomy among the youth.

Question 2 asked about the link between democracy and identity,
which is explained by Azmy Bishara who defines democracy as a group
of values empowered by a number of principles and systems—the sepa-
ration of powers, judiciary autonomy, civil rights, the peaceful rotation
of authority though the elections, mechanisms for checking and pun-
ishing the abuse of power, and others. He argues, “In the context of
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democratic thought, there is scope for asserting national identity, so
long as such confirmation promotes the processes of modernization
and democratization and helps resistance against Western domination.”

Q3. How can we empower identity development?

Freedom Diversity of Views Standard of Living Other

24% 31% 27% 18%

Though the respondents rated “diversity of views” higher than the
other elements, the percentages indicate that young people are collec-
tively undecided about the foundation for identity development.

Q4. What are the elements of one’s own identity?

Religion Race Social Class Sex Other

24% 22% 16% 20% 18%

Q5. How do you label one another?

Religion Race/Ethnicity Social Class Educational Occupation
Level

27% 21% 25% 19% 8%

In the responses to questions 4 and 5, it can be inferred that “reli-
gion” plays a slightly higher role in “labeling one another” (27 percent)
than in “identifying oneself” (24 percent). With regard to “race,” the
percentages are very close in both “labeling one another” (21 percent)
and “identifying oneself” (22 percent). The surprising point is that the
“social class” variable is rated much higher in “labeling one another”
(25 percent) than in “identifying oneself” (16 percent). These three
elements represent the double standards used in defining current Arab
identity.

Another pan-Arab study of media professionals and media students
was conducted as part of a project entitled “Social Issues in the 
Eyes of the Media” sponsored by the British Council. The sample
was a purposive nonprobability one composed of 1210 persons
fromsix countries (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Jordan, Syria, and
Lebanon).
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The first question asked about the major social issues that affect one’s
life and accordingly have an impact on one’s identity. The respondents
gave priority to unemployment (88 percent), while poverty (47 percent)
came second, and marriage and divorce came third (46 percent). The list
is long, but this triad indicates a causal relation between identity and
development. This makes the economic factors followed by the social
problems main obstacles in the way of any possible improvement.

The second question asked about the respondents’ goals in life.
The respondents cited getting a suitable job (36 percent), being
successful in life (27 percent), raising a family (23 percent), and living
a happy life (6 percent). This illustrates how economic issues affect the
lives of Arabs and their perception of the future.

The third question asked about the kinds of activities that Arab cit-
izens typically get involved in. Some of the answers were prestige
answers such as “reading newspapers” or “reading magazines”
because of the high rates of illiteracy and the poverty in the region.
However, other responses such as “watching TV” or “listening to the
radio” seem very true and several of them provide insight into the
Arab identity. One has to do with the increasing rates of activities such
as going to cafés (40 percent) or watching TV (100 percent) that are
group oriented, while others such as playing sports (31 percent) or
going to the parks (18 percent) emphasize the decreasing levels of
personal interests. Limited economic resources presumably constrain
the type of the activities that individuals engage in.

Concluding Remarks

Globalization can be conceptualized on different levels of theory
building, because it is shaped by the capitalist economy, the nation-
state system, the military order, and the whole global information
structure. Many hypotheses have focused on local, national, and
regional institutions and markets, although they often emphasize
expressions of resurgent nationalism and separate cultural identities.
There are serious doubts about whether the internationalization of
media technology and networks is contributing to creation of a new
Arab identity.

Priority should be given to strengthening local community control
over processes of ecological, cultural, and social change. Synergy
between indigenous and global scientific knowledge could enhance
biological and cultural diversity, reinforce equity in resource gover-
nance, and strengthen comprehensive cultural, social, and environmen-
tal impact assessments. The search for Arab identity involves identifying
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the customary rules and processes that govern knowledge access and
control in order to develop appropriate normative instruments for
protecting traditional knowledge.

Although it is school that we associate most often with learning
and education, communities themselves provide open learning envi-
ronments. Learning as a basic human activity is no longer associated
only with formal and structured schooling: enclosed spaces, individual
assessment, rigid timetables, and the like. The notion of the open
learning community sees learning as a group or social activity rather
than a strictly individual one. Every culture teaches its young how to
behave; every family shares its knowledge of the world with its
younger members; every society has specialized moments of learning
at different stages of life. All of us are lifelong learners. Communities
of learning can build upon cultural institutions as diverse as the soci-
eties to which they belong or can create new forms of cultural expres-
sion, thanks mainly to the new technologies. The challenge is for
education systems to adapt to the complex realities and provide a
quality education that takes into consideration learners’ needs and
political demands. While uniform solutions for plural societies may be
both administratively and managerially simpler, they disregard the
risks involved both in terms of learning achievement and loss of
linguistic and cultural diversity.

Arabs perceive globalization as a power game from which great pow-
ers draw immense gains and to which the rest of the world is subju-
gated. In this regard, the traditional Arab identity represents a collective
form of resistance to globalization. This is invariably intertwined with
the rise of counterhegemonic consciousness. Nevertheless, the main-
stream media, even in the Arab world, stipulate that this region has no
choice but to adjust to the modern times and their accompanying
changes. Another school of thought presumes that globalization is a
paradigm shift from which there is no escape. This shift requires
changes in the lifestyle, value systems, as well as the cultural and mental
attitudes toward the local, the national, and the universal. None can
deny the fact that globalization has caused serious deterioration in the
Arab culture, yet it has intensified the local cultural politics.

For Arabs, the issue of identity must be more a matter of recogni-
tion rather than self-assertion. It is important to bear in mind that the
dialectic of local and global experiences is bound to produce divergent
yet understandably paradoxical effects. However, the Arab identity is
constructed in a dynamic process, and it assumes multiple forms that
permit individuals and societies to uphold both cultural diversity and
global norms such as protection of human rights and democratization.
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It should be noted that a reassertion of the Arab identity in this global
age may simply be a reaction to the extant social discrimination,
racism, and high unemployment rates. It is equally important to
remember that some Western countries have straddled multicultural-
ism and assimilation policies, but they have failed to effectively pursue
either.

Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States, Arabs too, and
not just Muslim immigrants living in the United States, have become the
targets of indiscriminate media attacks. Ironically, however, such media
bias has strengthened Muslims’ religious identity. Consequently, many
Muslims have turned to their own local networks and local identity as an
effective way to safeguard themselves against social stigmatization and
discrimination. The upshot has been huddling through one’s enclave—
ethnic, religious, or otherwise—to feel secure and safe.

The Arab culture, and accordingly Arab identity, has strong links
with its many subcultures and identities. The struggle is to redefine or
discover such identities in this dynamic changing world of globalization
in which the rules of the media game are in the hands of non-Arabs. A
common syndrome among Arabs is their continuous disagreements
about everything except identity: the quest for and the assertion and
affirmation of identity, regardless of variant ethnic, religious, or political
ideologies.

The acquisition of electronic media was a sign of progress in Arab
identity, though its negative impact cannot be overlooked. No doubt,
Arab identity is going through a dynamic evolution, moving away
from the previous rigid identity that has become incompatible with
the changes in an increasingly globalized society. However, this iden-
tity should not develop in isolation from Arabs’ own identity as a dis-
tinct group. It should be one that pertains to Arab history and culture
but with a capacity for change and growth. The dynamic evolution of
Arab identity means that society is moving ahead and undermines the
claims that the West and the Arabs cannot find common ground.

Breaking out of the current media cocoon requires a broader critique
of the Arab society. There is a necessity for developing a causal relation
between the dynamic evolution of Arab identity and the creation of a
critical domestic media environment. This is a long process because it
first appeals to the elite public and gradually penetrates to the other
strata. This potential reform has to stem from a constitutional structure
that recognizes an international ethical journalism standard that
endorses respect for cultures and religions and promotes tolerance.

The Arabs have failed so far, with the exception of a few successful
attempts, to project an image that is not idealistic but successful in
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changing the stereotypes of Arabs as terrorists, old-fashioned, rigid,
and anti-Western. The reasons for this failure are the lack of the know-
how about structuring sound discourse, the failure in achieving full
participation in the arena of international satellite communication, the
lack of professional skills that can pursue this kind of communication,
weak media financing, and the underestimation of the potential
effects of dialogue across cultures, in addition to the overwhelming
romantic fallacy that Arabs have culture, history, and identity that
need not be modified as part of strategic planning or marketing. The
real challenge facing the recognition of the true Arab identity is estab-
lishing a crisis management policy that considers the strategic public
diplomacy and military censorship employed by most players in the
region, providing access to alternative sources of information as well
as boosting multinational professional dialogue.
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C H A P T E R  3

The Role of New Arab Satellite
Channels in Fostering Intercultural

Dialogue: Can Al Jazeera 
English Bridge the Gap?

Sahar Khamis

Previous research dealing with the images and “stereotypes” of Arabs
and Muslims in Western media has largely verified “that lurid and
insidious depictions of Arabs as alien, violent strangers, intent upon
battling nonbelievers throughout the world, are staple fare. Such
erroneous characterizations more accurately reflect the bias of
Western reporters and image-makers than they do the realities of
Muslim people in the modern world.”1

Studying the distorted media images of Arabs and Muslims in the
Western media is not a new topic. In fact, it is a topic that has been tack-
led extensively in media research. However, the new international events
and developments that took place in recent years, starting with the
September11 attack and ending with the current troubled conditions in
postwar Iraq, the violence in the occupied Palestinian territories, and the
war on Lebanon, necessitate (re)addressing and (re)visiting this issue.
This is especially important in light of how new “realities” could lead to
either creating new distorted “images,” or reinforcing old ones.

It is particularly important to acknowledge the power of the inter-
national news coverage presented by major American television
networks, such as CNN, ABC, NBC, and CBS, in shaping American
public opinion toward political issues and developments, in general,
and toward Arab and Muslim nations and people, in particular. This
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post-9/11 coverage by global American TV networks, which also
coincided with America’s declared “war against terrorism,” has to a
large degree reinforced some of the negative images of Arabs and
Muslims, especially images of “violence” and “terrorism.” This means
that many Americans when they think of Islam, especially these days,
they “tend to visualize media-driven images of violence.”2

The importance of media coverage and media images also extends
beyond the domain of shaping public opinion to the domain of shap-
ing public policy and diplomacy. That is mainly because U.S. media
elite tend to follow U.S. policy, while, at the same time, those respon-
sible for shaping policies are influenced in part by the stereotypical
media images and pictures in their heads.3

On the other hand, it is equally important to examine the other side
of the coin, which comprises the images and stereotypes formed in the
minds of Arab and Muslim people about America as a nation and the
Americans as a people, and about the role Arab satellite channels play in
shaping these images. This is a particularly important aspect to address
taking into account the growing tide of “anti-Americanism,” which is
currently prevailing through many parts of the world, in general, and
through the Arab and Islamic world, in particular.4

Complex political, economic, and cultural factors contribute to this
negativism toward the United States, which has even made some of
the traditionally pro-American groups in the Middle East, such as
Western-educated elites, severely critical of current U.S. policies in the
region. However, out of these many factors, one is of particular
importance and significance, which is the fact that the United States is
not just the “lone hyperpower” in today’s modern world; rather, it has
also become the only “defining” power of the world.5

This was confirmed in a public opinion survey conducted in Egypt
after 9/11 and after President Bush’s declaration of the “war on
terrorism.” It showed that 96.3 percent of the total sample of 1083
Egyptians covered in the survey disagreed with the American defini-
tion of terrorism, since they felt that the most serious form of terrorism
is the kind of state terrorism that is exercised by Israel against the
Palestinian people.6 Moreover,

The power to define also extends to representation: America defines the
way in which other people should be seen and characterized. The US is
the storyteller to the world . . . This power to define others in terms of
American perceptions and interests often leads to the dehumanization
of entire groups of people. Consider the way in which all Arabs are seen
as “fundamentalists.”7
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Therefore, the birth of Arab satellite channels signified the start of
a new era of self-definition and self-representation for Arabs and
Muslims. Studies dealing with Arab audiences’ motivations for watch-
ing these satellite channels indicated that the most important source
of credibility and attractiveness in these channels is the fact that they
present news from an Arab perspective and defend Arab interests.8

In fact, a survey covering audiences in a number of Arab countries
revealed that 90 percent of the respondents’ main reason for preferring
Arab satellite channels over all other channels is the “authenticity” of
these channels in terms of reflecting the “cultural fabric and traditions”
of the Arab nation.9

Additionally, the significant changes in the media environment in
the Arab world since the early 1990s, especially the legalization of
private sector ownership of satellite channels, brought about a new era
of diversity and relative freedom, away from direct state ownership
and control.10 This is another important factor to be considered in
analyzing the depiction of the “Other” through these channels, and in
exploring the complexity of intervening factors that could potentially
influence media images and representations.

It clearly emerges from the previous discussion that there is an
introduction of both new political realities as well as new types of
media that are likely to contribute to the formation of new media
images, and the reinforcement or challenging of already existing ones.
It is, therefore, important to assess the interplay of these complex and
dynamic factors, and their potential impact on the process of cross-
cultural communication and understanding between the West and the
East, in general, and between the Arab world and the United States,
in particular.

The Challenges Confronting 
Arab Satellite Channels

So far, these “Pan-Arab” satellite channels, which broadcast mainly in
Arabic and address a predominantly Arab audience, have not success-
fully challenged the negative images and false stereotypes on both
sides. On one hand, some studies, drawing upon the theoretical back-
ground of “cultural cultivation” research, have verified the strong
impact of TV images of Arabs and Muslims, as presented through
major American TV networks, on shaping American public opinion
about the Arab and Islamic nations and their people.11 It is a fact that the
largely “pan-Arab” satellite channels have not been successful in chang-
ing, or even challenging, the negative stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims
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that are cultivated by different segments of American society through
television in light of various international political developments since
September 11, 2001.

It can be argued that the Arab satellite channels have not managed,
so far, to deploy effective “media diplomacy,” which is as much needed
as effective “public diplomacy,” to arrive at better cross-cultural com-
munication and understanding.12 On the other hand, it is equally true
that various segments of the Arab public cultivated false media images
and negative stereotypes about America and Americans through Arab
satellite channels’ coverage of international political events since 9/11.
Therefore, it is vital to assess the role played by these primarily pan-
Arab media outlets in shaping Arab public opinion trends and attitudes
toward the West in general and the United States in particular.

Taking into account the fact that no single factor leads to the cre-
ation of false images and negative stereotypes on both sides, we
should consider the complexity of factors that could contribute to
false stereotyping and (mis)perceptions of the “other” in the first
place. Within this context, we can argue that it is essential to analyze
the multiple challenges that are confronting these “new media,” namely
Arab satellite channels, in building better bridges of cross-cultural
understanding.

These challenges are multidimensional and they could be divided
into three main categories: political challenges, cultural and educational
challenges, and professional challenges.

Regarding the political challenges, it could be argued that despite
the relative atmosphere of freedom that has permitted private owner-
ship of satellite TV channels in many Arab countries, there are still
many political limitations and restrictions on freedom of the press in
many Arab countries. This is clearly demonstrated by the fact that
many Arab governments retain direct and indirect control over the
media, and that the general pattern of media ownership in a good
number of Arab countries is still predominantly characterized by pub-
lic, governmental ownership.13 Therefore, the Arab world’s attempts
to communicate with the outside world have been largely inadequate
and unsuccessful because government officials in most cases tell the
media what they should do and say, which makes the media unable to
make the required “cultural jump” and negatively affects the credibility
of Arab media.

This explains why the most successful and most popular media in
the Arab world today are the semi-independent media, such as Al
Jazeera and Al Arabiya, which were able to get around direct govern-
mental control for the first time and to present an alternative, free
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voice, thus presenting news from a “pan-Arab” perspective that is
different from the official, governmental perspective.14

One major criticism that can be voiced against these Arab satellite
channels, however, is that they are still largely restricted to a regional
audience, due to their inability to address a wide, international audience.
This reinforces the image of Arabs who are “talking to themselves,”
rather than to the rest of the world.

One of the counterarguments is that “these channels were not cre-
ated for the purpose of communicating with the outside world; rather,
they were created in order to present a new model of media freedom
within the Arab world, which is different from the classic model of
having a government official telling the story.”15 In other words, the
main argument here is that despite the fact that these channels did not
fill the gap in terms of creating a successful international dialogue, they
were to a large degree successful in terms of breaking away from the
traditional model of direct governmental censorship and hegemony.
This, in turn, helped to boost Arab media’s credibility to a large
degree, not just within the Arab world, but also abroad—a factor that
could have positive implications on the Arab media’s international image
and their ability to effectively communicate with the outside world.

The second major challenge confronting many of the Arab media is
cultural and educational, which could be crystallized in what is called
the “knowledge crisis” in the Arab world. This term refers to the fact
that there are still many obstacles to gaining knowledge and spreading
it in most Arab communities.

There is still a shortage in the various areas of gathering and spreading
information in the Arab world, whether in the fields of education, trans-
lation, or media. This is due to a number of factors including the limited
resources which are available to individuals and institutions in terms of
gaining the required knowledge, in addition to many governmental and
bureaucratic restrictions and limitations. All of these factors lead, in
turn, to an inability to provide the right atmosphere for knowledge
production in the Arab world.16

This “knowledge crisis” is exacerbated by another equally impor-
tant obstacle that is the “educational crisis.” This refers to the very
high illiteracy rates in many Arab countries, especially among popula-
tion segments such as women and children in rural areas and Bedouin
communities. These rates are very high, even compared to other
developing nations in other parts of the world. Additionally, the
report mentions that this educational crisis is not just quantitative, in
terms of the high illiteracy figures, but it is also qualitative, due to the
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poor quality of education that is offered in many Arab countries and
the fact that it still needs reform in terms of encouraging creativity,
independent thinking, and the use of modern skills.17

The third type of challenge is the professional challenge, which
involves the absence of good “strategic planning” in most Arab
media. This refers to a lack of sufficient clarity in setting general goals,
targets, and objectives. Here, it could be added that there is a signifi-
cant lack of coordination between the various Arab media in terms of
coming up with one unified general media policy that represents the
“Arab point of view” regarding the ongoing issues and the political
challenges on the regional and the international fronts.18

Additionally, there is still a need for better recruitment and selec-
tion criteria for those who work in the Arab media, particularly the
Arab satellite channels, since they do not always meet educational and
professional standards for such key positions. This problem is exacer-
bated by the fact that there is a shortage of the required training and
preparation for these media professionals, and many of them report
that they do not always receive the necessary on-job training in key
areas, such as mastering foreign languages and acquiring the computer
skills.19

Arab media still need more qualified and highly trained profes-
sional communicators who can address the Western world with its
own languages and with the necessary understanding and awareness
of Western culture, mentality, and lifestyle.

All the previously mentioned factors—coupled with a number of
financial, administrative, and organizational obstacles and handicaps
that still plague some of the Arab media—lead to a general condition
of “job dissatisfaction” among many communicators in key media
positions, which negatively affects their ability to carry on an enlight-
ening and constructive dialogue with the outside world. Therefore,
professional challenges including issues such as ignorance of the other
side’s culture, civilization, and background, especially among image-
makers and communicators, as well as the inability of the Arab side to
successfully address international and American public opinion, so far,
due to linguistic and cultural barriers, have made the new Arab satellite
channels primarily pan-Arab, rather than global, in their reach.

After exploring some of the most important obstacles and chal-
lenges that confront Arab satellite channels in terms of constructing
effective intercultural dialogue, it is equally useful to turn our attention
to some of the attempts that are currently being made to build better
bridges of cross-cultural understanding.
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Al Jazeera English: A Possible 
Cross-Cultural Bridge

One of the possible bridges that could enhance cross-cultural under-
standing on the Arab side is the birth of Al Jazeera English, a new
Arab satellite channel broadcasting in English.

Al Jazeera has been the most successful Arab satellite news network,20

and wishes to enter the English-language news market. The Qatar-based
Arab satellite channel is taking the big step from being a regional Arab
news network to becoming a global English news channel, competing
with existing media giants such as BBC World and CNN International.
Al Jazeera English aims on giving a “Third world-perspective,” as well as
offering a “Fresh perspective on world news.”21

Most importantly, it also aims to challenge the existing Anglo-
American dominance in the global public sphere. Today, the majority
of news flows from the developed to the developing world, that is,
from the West to the East. If Al Jazeera English succeeds, the new
channel will represent a counterflow of information from the Arab
world to the rest of the world, especially to developed Western coun-
tries. In other words, it will represent in this case the first viable and
competitive attempt to challenge the existing Anglo-American news
hegemony and to offer a credible alternative to global Anglo-American
news channels.22

Al Jazeera English defines itself as follows:

A 24-hour English-language news and current affairs channel, head-
quartered in Doha. It will start broadcasting throughout the world 
in 2006. Presenting a fresh perspective on world news, Al Jazeera
English is an objective and independent news channel, covering all sides
of the story from all parts of the world and revolutionizing viewer
choice.

Al Jazeera English is also the world’s first English-language news
channel to be headquartered in the Middle East. From its unique position
within the Arab and Muslim world, looking outward, Al Jazeera English
reports inclusively, examining all perspectives of a story and providing a
fresh 360 degree approach to news coverage. With broadcasting centers
in Doha, Kuala Lumpur, London and Washington D.C., and supporting
bureaus worldwide, the channel provides both a regional voice and an
international perspective to a potential global audience of over one bil-
lion English speakers. The station broadcasts news, current affairs,
features, analysis, documentaries, live debates, entertainment, business
and sport. Building on the Al Jazeera Network’s ground breaking devel-
opments in the Arab and Muslim world that have changed the face of
news within the Middle East, Al Jazeera English is now extending this
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fresh perspective from regional to global through accurate, impartial and
objective reporting.23

The philosophy behind launching this new channel is not just
another ambitious broadcaster starting a new service. According to
Nigel Parsons, managing director of Al Jazeera English, this new chan-
nel is created “to fill a unique role as a builder of bridges.”24 Similarly, a
spokesperson for the new channel, Charlotte Dent, emphasized that Al
Jazeera English “will be catering to a global audience and will be
committed to presenting all sides of an issue.”25

The same point was emphasized by Ahmed Al-Sheikh, editor-in-
chief of Al Jazeera channel. When asked in an interview whether he
thinks Al Jazeera could have any impact outside ethnic Arab commu-
nities, he answered “I think yes; I met so many people who watch Al
Jazeera . . . . People used to tell us, ‘If only we could understand
Arabic. We watch you for the pictures.’ . . . I think people sometimes
just see the pictures and they are waiting for Al Jazeera English to be
launched.”26

Al Jazeera English has said it would be editorially independent of
its Arabic sister organization but would draw on its resources “where
appropriate.” The channel’s managing director Nigel Parsons said
that while more than half of the network’s funding comes from the
emir of Qatar, the government has never tried to interfere with
programming.27

Al Jazeera, which styles itself as an independent voice in a turbu-
lent region that is short on press freedom, is shaping Al Jazeera
English in the same spirit: outspoken and unwilling, in its own words,
“to sanitize war.” Al Jazeera’s aggressive journalistic style has led to its
reporters being banned from Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia. It has also
inspired new competition from the likes of the BBC, which
announced plans to start a news channel in Arabic.28 In a surge of
hiring intended to make Al Jazeera English palatable to Western view-
ers and advertisers, the channel secured the services of high-profile
television personalities such as David Frost, the veteran BBC
interviewer, and Josh Rushing, who was a United States military
spokesman in the war on Iraq. From CNN, it added the prominent
anchor Riz Khan, and from Sky News of Britain, the reporter David
Foster.29

Therefore, it could be said that through broadcasting in English and
addressing a global audience, as well as by hiring prominent interna-
tional media figures, Al Jazeera English is attempting to overcome
some of the previously discussed professional and cultural obstacles and
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challenges that are confronting Arab satellite channels. However, this
possible new bridge also faces a number of major challenges. 

Challenges Facing Al Jazeera 
English

The most important challenge facing Al Jazeera English is the “image
problem,” due to the fact that the Arabic Al Jazeera channel’s
approach complicates the job of selling the English-language service
to broadcast outlets and potential advertisers, especially in the United
States. Al Jazeera has made headlines throughout the world with its
raw and often controversial coverage of international conflicts. Despite
its sweeping popularity in the Arab world, there have been many con-
troversies about its content and style, as well as criticisms of its edito-
rial policy. Given Al Jazeera’s notoriety, will the English-language
service be able to persuade enough satellite and cable services to carry
it, particularly in the United States market? Will advertisers sign up, or
will they prefer to steer clear of associations with Al Jazeera?30

“Al Jazeera is a controversial channel, and I don’t think the posi-
tions of the new version will be all that different,” said Oussama
Jamal, managing director of Starcom Egypt, a company that buys TV
time on behalf of advertisers. “Some clients don’t want to associate
themselves with news and politics in this way,” he added.31 Veteran
BBC interviewer David Frost said that before taking a job with Al
Jazeera English he had checked out the company with U.S. and
British government officials, “all of which gave Al Jazeera a clean bill
of health in terms of its lack of links with terrorism.”32 Frost added,
“For all the people who think it’s anti-American, there are various
countries in the Middle East who think it’s too pro-Western. I would
say the jury’s out on Al Jazeera. Obviously, we all suffer from the
handicap of not being able to sit there and watch in Arabic.”33

It is for this reason that Frost senses that the importance of the new
Al Jazeera English channel is its ability to address an international
audience in English, as well as to bring a totally different perspective
to coverage of world events. “I think it’s good to have another 24-
hour news network in the world bringing a different point of view, a
360-degree point of view,” Frost said.34

The channel’s managing director Nigel Parsons admits that “there
is an image problem to be overcome. We hope we would be judged on
our merits, but recognize that we may be seen as a ‘sister channel’ of
the original, controversial Arabic-language channel.” However, he
also agrees with Frost’s opinion by saying, “We’re certainly not
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anti-West or anti-America.” As for Middle East coverage, he asserts
“People forget most Arabs had never seen an Israeli before Al Jazeera,
and we allow Israelis to give their side of the story.”35 The prominent
TV anchorman Riz Khan also voiced a similar opinion by saying that
he is aware of Al Jazeera’s reputation in the United States but views
this as a “new channel” staffed by credible and extremely professional
journalists. “Any concern people have that it’s going to be slanted one
way or anti-American, they’ll be appeased once they realize it’s a
proper international channel,” he said.36

However, the “image problem” is not the only challenge facing Al
Jazeera English. Even without Al Jazeera’s controversial reputation, it
will be difficult for the new network—which has deals to be carried in
Europe, Asia, and Africa—to get widespread access to U.S. cable and
satellite outlets.37 That is mainly because of the dominance of a few
American cable companies, which limits who can get through to the
American viewers. “We don’t expect to be on in 25 or 30 million
homes on Day One,” Nigel Parsons, the channel’s managing director,
said. “I’ll be delighted if we’ve got 5 million homes and can build on
that,” he added.38

Also complicating Al Jazeera English’s status is the communication
stalemate between the Arab world and the United States, which
comes from the fact that “the inability to effectively communicate
from the Arab side is coupled with an unwillingness to listen on the
American side. This is mainly due to the fact that many Americans do
not want to hear that there are negative feelings and hatred toward
America abroad, and if they hear it, they don’t want to believe it.”39

This situation is made worse by the minimal interest in foreign news
among Americans. In fact, “many studies show that at least 60 percent
of Americans do not read foreign news because they don’t understand
it, so they simply tune out.”40

Confirming the same point, Nigel Parsons said that patching
together a global distribution platform through cable and satellite
operators remained “a work in progress and a significant challenge.”
He noted that “cable operators, rather sadly, say Americans are not
interested in international news, which is a shame, because we want to
be a conduit for understanding between different cultures.”41

How far can Al Jazeera English succeed in achieving its declared
goals of reaching out to a diverse, global audience and bridging the
communication gap between the Arab world and the rest of the
world? Answers to this and similarly crucial questions will emerge
over time.
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Conclusion

In investigating the cultural role and influence of relatively “new
media” (i.e., Arab satellite channels) and their strengths and weak-
nesses, especially in terms of affecting international public opinion, it
is clear that the channels face numerous challenges. First, political
challenges, since despite the significant changes in the media environ-
ment in the Arab world recently, in many Arab countries media state
ownership is the pattern and the governments in most Arab countries
exercise direct or indirect forms of control over the media. Second,
cultural and educational challenges, due to the barriers facing the
Arab public in accessing suitable education and acquiring basic and
background knowledge. Third, image-makers and communicators
face professional challenges related to their ignorance of the other
side’s culture, civilization, and background. This problem is exacer-
bated by lack of sufficient training, as well as administrative, technical,
and financial problems.

It should be recognized, however, that Arab media professionals
sincerely desire to reconsider their role and to improve their perfor-
mance in reaching out to the other side. Case in point is the potential
role that the emerging Al Jazeera English channel could play in fos-
tering intercultural dialogue and bridging the existing communica-
tion gap. This provides hope that effective cross-cultural dialogue
between the Arab world and the rest of the world might slowly start
to get off the ground.

If there is any hope of replacing the ongoing discourse of “clash of
civilizations” in favor of a new discourse of “dialogue between civi-
lizations,” it could only be achieved through arriving at a better and
deeper understanding of the “other,” which facilitates fruitful and
constructive interaction, cooperation, and exchange of ideas. This, in
turn, requires exerting a huge effort, on both sides, to overcome all of
the previously discussed barriers.

The role that transnational television channels could play in this
regard is, indeed, vital and influential. The managers of Al Jazeera
English seem to appreciate this. As Nigel Parsons notes, “While
America is often bad at understanding the rest of the world, the rest
of the world is often bad at understanding America.”42

Therefore, it is vital to contribute to the process of changing and
challenging negative stereotypes and distorted images among both
Arabs and Americans at a sensitive time when negative feelings and
sentiments are escalating on both sides. This is a goal that is, of
course, of utmost importance to Arabs and Americans equally.
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C H A P T E R  4

The Public Diplomacy of 
Al Jazeera

Shawn Powers and Eytan Gilboa

Introduction

Al Jazeera is one of the most important news organizations in the
world today. This chapter suggests that the Arab network also func-
tions as a significant political actor in the international sphere with a
clear agenda and means to accomplish it. Moreover, the study further
argues that Al Jazeera has adopted two discreet roles: internal and
external. The internal is exemplified by the network’s initiation of dis-
cussion on controversial and taboo topics in the Arab and Muslim
public sphere, as well as by its continued scrutiny of Arab regimes.
The external role is exemplified by Al Jazeera’s claims to represent to
the world Arab and Muslim perspectives on regional and international
events. It manages the images and representations that much of the
West draws on when thinking of the Muslim world, as well as its
coverage of political events of geopolitical importance to Western
nations, such as the war in Iraq and the Palestinian-Israeli violent
confrontation (Second Intifada). Al Jazeera’s self-adopted dual roles
have won considerable support for the network in the Arab street, but
also severe criticism from many circles. Arab governments have
ignored Al Jazeera’s external role and have severely criticized the
internal role of liberating political debates; while Western govern-
ments have largely ignored Al Jazeera’s internal democratizing role
and have severely criticized the external representation including the
network’s depictions of the American-led war efforts in Iraq and its
alleged connections and/or support for fundamentalist Islamic terrorist

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

organizations. In light of these criticisms, Al Jazeera has utilized
public diplomacy techniques in order to maintain the credibility nec-
essary for its regional and increasingly global roles and to promote its
image in the international arena.

Drawing from several bodies of literature, this study is an effort to
join international relations and communications scholarship that have
largely failed to cross paths. Through an examination of Al Jazeera’s
public statements, interviews, online discourse, actions and responses
to public controversies, Al Jazeera’s rise as an international actor is
mapped and examined in the context of the changing nature of the
global political environment. Similarly, the network’s public discourse
is examined in light of theories of new public diplomacy, with a par-
ticular focus on strategies for branding state and nonstate political
actors, as well as on the process and possibilities of two-way commu-
nications strategies. Accordingly, this multilevel analysis offers new
insight into the strategies and sources of Al Jazeera’s power and repu-
tation, an investigation that provides an important contribution to a
growing body of literature documenting Al Jazeera’s popularity and
influence. By examining the methods by which the network grew, and
contextualizing it in both international relations and communications
literature, this study provides a model for analyzing news organizations
as an international nonstate actor.

First, the study begins with an overview of the rise of Al Jazeera as a
transnational news organization, looking both at the significant events
that contributed to its rise in importance, as well as at the numerous
indicators of the network’s political and social influence throughout
the Arab world. Second, the study outlines the controversies in which
Al Jazeera has been embroiled, separated by criticism stemming from
actors both inside and outside the Middle East. This examination of
the controversies demonstrates that other international actors often
treat the network as a transnational political actor, a fact that details the
necessity for Al Jazeera to combat criticism using advanced and untra-
ditional communications techniques. Third, this study connects inter-
national relations scholarship calling for further exploration of the role
of transnational actors in international politics to communications
research on the growth in importance of transnational media organiza-
tions. Accordingly, drawing from Al Jazeera’s public discourse, several
clear political objectives are identified, differentiating the network
from the traditional conception of the media as the fourth estate, while
also providing significant evidence for our argument that Al Jazeera is
a transnational political actor. Finally, Al Jazeera’s public discourse will
be examined and contextualized in terms of new public diplomacy.
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Drawing from the concepts of branding and two-way communica-
tions, it is revealed that Al Jazeera’s communications largely represent
an expressive and effective model of new public diplomacy, a rarity in
today’s highly contested geopolitical environment.

The Rise of Al Jazeera

Established in 1996 with an initial contribution of $147 million from
the Qatari emir Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, Al Jazeera started
out as a small competitor on the Arab transnational satellite television
scene. Emir Al Thani’s hope was to establish a news organization
similar to CNN, but one that was focused on issues directly related to
the Arab world, offering an independent Arab perspective. Having
one of the most liberalized media environments in the region, Qatar
was the perfect launching point for such an endeavor. Benefiting from
the collapse of the BBC’s Arab World Service news channel broadcast
from London, Al Jazeera was able to lure many of the newly unoccu-
pied journalists and newsmakers into the network, as well as from the
shrinking Voice of America and BBC Arabic Radio services.1 Yet, it
was not until December 1998, with the American-led Operation
Desert Fox, that this Arab broadcaster started challenging the Western
international agenda. As American and British airplanes began pound-
ing Saddam Hussein’s purported facilities for making and hiding
Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) inventory, Al Jazeera was
the only news organization with camera crews on the ground in Iraq,
ready and able to capture rather graphic images of the consequences
that the campaign had on the Iraqi infrastructure. Desert Fox was to
Al Jazeera what the first Gulf War was to CNN; it put it on the
regional and global communications map. Another wave of violence
in September 2000, the Palestinian Second Intifada, offered Al Jazeera
its second major opportunity to show firsthand images of the conse-
quences of war, images that were relayed with lightening-fast trans-
mission to an eager Arab citizenry.2 Yet, it was not until the terror
attacks of 9/11 that the news organization truly started to become a
significant player in international politics, at least in the eyes of the
Arab and the Western worlds.

At the onset of the American-led invasion of Afghanistan, Al
Jazeera was the sole international news organization with an operating
bureau in Kabul, providing it with firsthand access to images of 
the events taking place as the Taliban was being overrun by Western
military forces. As the violence escalated, major transnational news
organizations were forced to partner with Al Jazeera in order to have
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access to footage of the conflict in Afghanistan, ensuring that the orga-
nization’s portrayal of the conflict would not only be seen throughout
the region, but also throughout the Western world. Similar to its
approach in covering Operation Desert Fox in Iraq and the Second
Intifada, Al Jazeera’s cameras focused on the civilian and the infra-
structural damage caused by the American-led invasion, producing
images that were seen quite unfavorably by an American government
struggling to build international support for their newfound military
endeavor.3

Al Jazeera has been widely popular among citizens of Arab states. A
widely cited survey conducted by Gallup in 2002 found that viewers
in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Lebanon are most likely to turn
to Al Jazeera first for information on regional and world events,4 and
more broadly, that “Al Jazeera is regarded positively in the Arab
world.”5 A more recent survey measuring the comparative importance
of Al Jazeera, determined by whether it is considered as one of the
three most important sources for news, demonstrates the widespread
popularity of Al Jazeera across the region: 42.7 percent of Egyptians,
67.3 percent of Jordanians, 58.6 percent of Kuwaitis, 45.8 percent of
Moroccans, 64.1 percent of Saudi Arabians, 46 percent of Syrians,
and 78.8 percent of citizens in the United Arab Emirates ranked Al
Jazeera as one of their three most important sources for news.6 Even
among Israeli Arabs, Al Jazeera is the most popular channel. When
asked to rank the three news channels they watch most, 57 percent
of Israeli Arabs put Al Jazeera in the first place and 21 percent
placed it in the second place, far ahead of any other local or foreign
channel.7

Perhaps more interesting is the number of Arabs who consider the
information from Al Jazeera trustworthy: 89 percent of Bahrainis,
93 percent of Egyptians, 96 percent of Jordanians, 95 percent of
Kuwaitis, 90 percent of Moroccans, 94 percent of Saudi Arabians,
93 percent of Tunisians, and 96 percent of citizens of the United Arab
Emirates.8 Or, as a young man from Cairo recently described it: “With
Al Jazeera, I do not need to look for anything else because it simply
answers all the questions I have. When we think of the word news, we
automatically think of Al Jazeera because . . . it reflects the true and
exact news . . . I would describe it as a mirror reflecting exactly what
happens.”9 Another recent poll conducted in Jordan, Lebanon,
Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates by
Zogby International and Shibley Telhami found that Al Jazeera was
the first choice for international news for 45 percent of those polled,
far and away more popular than its competitors.10
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Lynch helps put the survey’s findings in perspective, pointing out
that the Zogby/Telhami poll’s significance is not that it found Al
Jazeera to be the most popular broadcaster, but rather that a mere
10 percent of those surveyed said that they never watch it: “if you asked
how many people actually like Al-Jazeera the most, that number would
be a lot lower. But the fact is that everybody has to watch Al-Jazeera to
know what’s going on, and that’s not true of any other station.”11

Telhami summarizes the survey’s results by saying “Al Jazeera is by far
the number one most-watched station in every category that we tested
on. Al-Arabiya is a very distant second right now . . . . There is no ques-
tion that Al Jazeera has more impact than any other channel.”12 The
Gallup poll also suggests that Al Jazeera’s popularity stems mostly from
the perception that it is honest and fair in its approach toward reporting
the news. The main reason for Al Jazeera’s reputation, however, is the
poor standing of most Arab national media systems. Most of the Arab
media are controlled by corrupt and ineffective regimes and systemati-
cally distort the news, particularly with regard to domestic and regional
events. In comparison to the failed Arab media, Al Jazeera is a bastion
of free and independent press. In addition, ordinary Arabs are pleased
with Al Jazeera’s external role, and they admire the challenge the net-
work mounts against the Western media coverage of international and
Middle Eastern events.13

This perception of credibility and the overwhelming popularity of
the Arab satellite broadcaster bring with it a tremendous bit of influ-
ence and power. This survey of the network’s recent controversies
highlights the fact that “Al-Jazeera is more important as a regional
power than the State of Qatar.14 Miles describes the organization as
“the most powerful, non-state actor in the Arab world today,” argu-
ing that if Al Jazeera was a political party, it would give Hamas or
Muslim Brotherhood a run for their money.15 Similarly, Zayani
suggests that by “tapping into the Arab identity during times marked
by Arab disunity, Al Jazeera has emerged as a key opinion maker.”16

Poniwozik agrees, arguing, “Among all the major influences on Arab
public opinion—the mosque, the press, the schools—the newest and
perhaps most revolutionary is Al Jazeera.”17 Moreover, in 2005, the
world’s leading brand-monitoring survey organization found that 
Al Jazeera was voted the world’s fifth most influential “brand,” beating
out prestigious companies such as Finland’s Nokia, United Kingdom’s
Virgin, and the American-based Coca-Cola. Adding to its fame, “the
most identifiable Arabic brand in the world” was also the world’s most
searched-for Web site in the last week of March 2003, soon after the
American-led campaign in Iraq began.18
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There is a clear sense among scholars and policymakers that 
Al Jazeera has become a critical opinion leader in the region, offering
up programming, images, commentary, and discussions that deter-
mine both what is on the public’s political and social agendas, as well
as the ways in which actors receive praise and blame in the eyes of mil-
lions of Arabs. In some cases, this influence manifests itself in subtle
ways, and in others, it may be more direct. For instance, news broad-
casts by Al Jazeera have translated “into popular pressure on Arab
governments to step up their efforts to act on certain issues and to
alter their tame policy.”19 In 2000, Al Jazeera’s coverage of the second
Palestinian Intifada sparked public protest across and “united Arabs
behind a single issue for the first time since the early 1970s,” a fact
that was recognized by both scholars and governments in the region.20

Regardless of the exact mechanisms guiding its leverage, Al Jazeera’s
ability to influence the Arab and international political agenda has
become clear.

Al Jazeera: Controversies 
and Criticisms

Despite its widespread popularity, and because of its influence in and
beyond the Middle East, Al Jazeera’s coverage of events and journalis-
tic flair has triggered repeated criticisms both within and outside the
region. Prior to 9/11, Al Jazeera’s critical and, comparatively speaking,
independent approach to covering the Arab world caused diplomatic
havoc throughout the region. Soon after its inception the network was
recognized as a thorn in the side of regimes that had grown accus-
tomed to controlling the news flow. Al Jazeera quickly established a
reputation for challenging governments and taboos in the region, with
a particular emphasis on programs featuring debate segments where
opposing guests are encouraged to argue. By holding to its motto of
“the opinion and the other opinion,” guests were often ideologically
opposed and encouraged to argue about such controversial and taboo
topics as corruption, sex, religion, and politics.21

One of the network’s first significant public controversies took place
in November 1998. Al Jazeera’s most popular show The Opposite
Direction featured a debate, between a former Jordanian foreign
minister and a Syrian critic, that resulted in a series of accusations tying
Jordan to an Israeli plot to eradicate the Palestinian territories. The day
after the show, the Jordanian minister of information declared that
until the Qatari government took steps to prevent the show’s modera-
tor, Dr. Faisal al-Qasim, from his “intentional and repeated campaign
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against Jordan,” that he would shut down Al Jazeera’s bureau in
Amman. Similarly, criticisms and condemnations of Al Jazeera’s news
were featured prominently early on in the Saudi press, which were
widely considered to be an extension of the government’s opinion. In
an article titled “Arabsat and Another Kind of Pornography,” the Saudi
Press analogized Al Jazeera to a form of entertainment pornography,
arguing that it should be regulated and banned in a fashion similar to
that of traditional pornography.22 The severity of Arab criticism of the
organization increased considerably after its coverage of the American-
led Operation Desert Fox, where Al Jazeera not only transmitted
exclusive coverage of the seventy-hour bombing campaign throughout
the region but also gave high-level Iraqi officials access to their airwaves
in an unprecedented fashion. Saudi Arabia, the free Kurdish commu-
nity, and Kuwait all opposed the coverage, seeing it as “unacceptable
propaganda” that could be used to “rehabilitate the Iraqi regime.”23

Interestingly, American officials leveled no such criticism against the
network.

Saudi Arabia was perhaps one of the most pronounced critics of the
network. Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah once accused Al Jazeera of
being a “disgrace to the [Gulf Cooperation Council] countries, of
defaming the members of the Saudi Royal family, of threatening the
stability of the Arab world and of encouraging terrorism.”24 Other
members of the Saudi government have similarly criticized Al Jazeera
for its coverage of deaths relating to Arab pilgrimages in Saudi Arabia,
calling it “a dagger in the flank of the Arab nation.”25 Saudi Arabia
also took some of the most dramatic measures in its efforts to limit
Al Jazeera’s success. While Al Jazeera’s journalists were prohibited
from reporting from within the kingdom almost since its inception,
Saudi officials started speaking out publicly against the network and
its alleged propaganda. Interior Minister Prince Nayif declared that 
Al Jazeera “is a distinguished high-quality product but it serves up
poison on a silver platter.” Saudi mosques supposedly followed up,
criticizing the organization and issuing a “political fatwa forbidding
Saudis from appearing on the Station’s shows.”26 The kingdom went as
far as to prohibit watching satellite television in coffee shops in an effort
to restrict the network’s reach. Perhaps most importantly, the Saudi
regime, along with Kuwait, is largely considered responsible for orga-
nizing a widespread boycott on businesses that advertise on Al Jazeera,
a measure that has dramatically curtailed the network’s ability to gain
the necessary revenue required for more formal independence.27

Kuwait’s criticisms of Al Jazeera similarly escalated in response to
a talk show that featured a discussion of women’s rights that was
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exceptionally critical of the Kuwaiti emir Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmad Al
Sabah. The emir was so outraged with Al Jazeera’s handling of the
show that he promptly went to Qatar to argue that Al Jazeera had
“violated the ethics of the profession and harmed the State of
Kuwait,” a disregard of Kuwaiti law that resulted in the banning of the
network’s operations within Kuwaiti jurisdiction. Yet, while Kuwait
and Saudi Arabia were the two most pronounced critics of Al Jazeera
in the Arab world, every government in the region—save Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq—had at one time or another lodged formal criticisms
against the network or taken action to restrict Al Jazeera’s ability to
gather or distribute the news. Libya “permanently withdrew” its
ambassador from Qatar in response to Al Jazeera’s airing of a discus-
sion that included one guest who called Colonel Qadhafi a “dictator.”
Morocco also withdrew its ambassador, accusing the network of
leading “a campaign against . . . its democratic revolution,” and
Tunisia went as far as to sever diplomatic ties with Qatar after a show
that aired views of members of the Islamic opposition that were critical
of human rights conditions in Tunisia.

The Egyptian and Algerian governments accused the network of
supporting the cause of Islamic extremists by offering ideological and
extremist group leaders access to the mass media airwaves. Algeria was
so afraid of the influence that Al Jazeera wielded that it once was
forced to cut the power to several major cities in the middle of an
episode of The Opposite Direction that featured criticisms of the gov-
ernment’s human rights abuses during the country’s civil war.28

Bahrain banned Al Jazeera from covering its 2002 elections, arguing
that the network had been “penetrated by Zionists.”29 Iraq shut down
Al Jazeera’s bureau in Baghdad because, according to interim prime
minister Ayad Allawi, the network is an advocate of violence, “hatred
and problems and racial tension.”30 All in all, Al-Qasim observes, “six
countries [Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Tunisia, Libya, and Morocco]
withdrew their ambassadors from Doha because of [The Opposite
Direction]. They were protesting against what was said [on] the
program.”31 Having failed to curtail the network’s critical journalism
through public criticisms and pressure on the Qatari government, an
unnamed Gulf state went as far as to offer Qatari foreign minister
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassem bin Jabr Al-Thani US$5 billion to shut
down the station.32

However, after 9/11, criticism of the network’s journalism started
coming in heavy doses from governments and critics outside the
Middle East, primarily the Bush administration. Days after the attacks
on the Pentagon and World Trade Center, Al Jazeera aired an interview
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with Osama bin Laden that had been recorded in December 1998.
Four days later, editors aired a letter, written by bin Laden, calling for
“Muslims all over the world to defend Afghanistan” against Western
imperialism.33 Concerned that the messages contained hidden codes
for al Qaeda operatives around the world, not to mention that they
could shore up support for bin Laden’s cause, the Bush administra-
tion was quick to criticize Al Jazeera’s editorial decisions. After broad-
casting the first bin Laden tape, the Arab satellite broadcaster felt the
wrath of the American diplomatic entourage, with American policy-
makers and scholars labeling it as “Osama’s mouthpiece,” “Hate
America Television,” or simply “Jihad TV.”34

These criticisms were just the beginning. As Al Jazeera’s popularity
and influence grew throughout the region, and as the Bush adminis-
tration began to realize the importance of winning the support of the
Arab world for its foreign policy goals in the region, controversies sur-
rounding Al Jazeera’s newsmaking erupted throughout the public
discourse. Criticism from high-ranking U.S. officials became espe-
cially commonplace during the most recent war in Iraq. Deputy
Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz suggested that al Jazeera’s coverage
was “inciting violence” and “endangering the lives of American
troops” in Iraq.35 Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld followed up by
accusing the organization’s coverage of the War on Terror as being
“vicious, inaccurate, and inexcusable,” arguing that Al Jazeera has
repeatedly cooperated with the insurgents in Iraq to portray U.S. sol-
diers as occupiers “randomly killing innocent civilians.”36 Moreover,
Secretary of State Colin Powell contended that the network showed
videotapes from terrorists “for the purpose of inflaming the world and
appealing to the basest instincts in the region,”37 concluding a meet-
ing with visiting Qatari foreign minister by saying that Al Jazeera had
“intruded on relations” between the United States and Qatar.38

Hostility toward the network finally reached a pinnacle in 2004, when
President Bush himself took time out of his much-prized State of the
Union address to comment that Al Jazeera’s coverage of the war in
Iraq was “hateful propaganda,” a comment that fueled rumors that he
had at one point suggested to Prime Minister Blair that the Western
coalition add Al Jazeera’s headquarters in Doha to a list of the coalition’s
military targets in the war on terror.39

Al-Jazeera’s controversial performance also surfaced on the Internet.
Friends of Al Jazeera, a grassroots, nonaffiliated organization, was
formed in 2005 (www.friendsofaljazeera.org). The Web site’s con-
tents feature mostly articles about the barriers that Western and Arab
governments are imposing on the network; it is also an open forum
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where anyone can discuss Al Jazeera–related issues and ask questions
about the network. At the other end, Accuracy in Media established a
Web site critical of the network, calling it “Terror Television: The Rise
of Al-Jazeera and the Hate America Media” (www.stopaljazeera.org).
The site offers videos, documents, and blogs and asks Americans to
support legislation banning Al Jazeera English from broadcasting in
the United States.

The sheer volume and tone of the criticism leveled at Al Jazeera,
especially from external sources, has only strengthened the popularity
of the network among Arabs and Muslims. It also clearly demonstrated
that the network was not functioning only as a news organization but
has been recognized as a significant transnational political actor in the
world. Contemporary scholarship on international relations has
devoted considerable attention to nonstate actors and produced defi-
nitions, methods, and theories to analyze their position, behavior, and
influence. Hence, international relations literature may be helpful to
understand the performance of Al Jazeera in world affairs.

Al Jazeera as a Political Actor

International relations scholars have come to recognize the growing
number and importance of nonstate actors on the conduct and flow of
international politics. Very few, however, have viewed transnational
media organizations as international actors. In his survey of the last
thirty years of scholarship, Risse found that “the significance of cross-
border interactions involving nonstate actors—multinational corpo-
rations, [international nongovernment organizations], epistemic
communities and advocacy networks—is not longer seriously con-
tested in an age of globalization.”40 However, the emerging relation-
ships between traditional and nontraditional international actors are
challenging the methods of analysis deployed by international rela-
tions theorists. Rather than relying on a two-tiered system of state and
nonstate actors, where state actors are considered the primary players,
globalization and its associated political and social transformations
demand a rethinking of the ways relationships and power are negoti-
ated in the international sphere.41 Willetts argues that the emer-
gence of powerful nongovernment international actors, ranging from
transnational corporations to terrorist groups, demands a systems-
based method of analyzing international affairs. Rather than privilege
the nation-state as the primary actor in international affairs, a pluralis-
tic approach acknowledges “all organized groups as being potential
political actors,” while calling for scholars to analyze the “processes by
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which actors mobilize support to achieve policy goals.”42 Unfortunately,
“most of the literature is still prominently concerned with proving
against a state-centric picture of world politics that [transnational
actors] matter. As a result, more interesting questions—when and
under what conditions do they matter?—are rarely asked.”43

Transnational and global media organizations, however, do not fit
neatly into any of the categories of nontraditional actors identified by
international relations scholars, nor have they been identified as
important and autonomous political actors in the international
sphere. In contrast with other nonstate actors, the goals of media
organizations are more difficult to define. For instance, according to
Nicholson, a transnational company’s primary goal is to “satisfy share-
holder and the managers themselves whose incomes are oftentimes
tied to the earnings of shares and thus the profits of the firm.”44

Transnational media organizations, however, often have goals that
may at times surpass their desire for profits and/or popularity among
other international actors. The case of Al Jazeera is an exemplar in that
it continues to rely on state aid from Qatar in order to continue to
broadcast and report news throughout the Arab world and has often-
times aired content knowing that it would result in less advertising
revenue.45 At the same time, international advocacy networks, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and epistemic communities,
which use “constructions such as the reframing of issues or shaming in
order to mobilize people around new principled ideas and norms,”
better describe the role that some transnational media organizations
play in the international arena. Yet, despite the similarities, most inter-
national relations scholars continue to view media organizations as
tools of other international actors, rather than as autonomous political
actors in the international system.46

Risse concludes his survey of recent developments in international
relations theory by prescribing that “future research on TNAs needs
to take into account that these actors—whether MNCs or principled
INGOs—have lost their innocence and have become part and parcel
of international governance structures.”47 Communications scholars,
however, have inadvertently responded to this call, most often
through discussions and debates surrounding the “CNN effect.”
Emerging out of the growth of twenty-four-hour cable news net-
works, CNN in particular, several prominent scholars have proposed
the existence of a “CNN effect” in international politics, referring to
the dominant role that news coverage of international events can play
in forcing policymakers to adopt particular policies.48 The examples
most often cited are the several humanitarian crises of the 1990s, most
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notably the massacre at Tiananmen square and the ethnic violence in
Bosnia and Somalia, to argue that images made available through
transnational media dramatically influence the ways in which many
nation-states and international organizations respond to these inter-
national events. While several important flags have been raised with
regards to the verifiability of any such influence, it is hard to dispute
that transnational media networks were playing a role in international
politics, at least in the eyes of many policymakers.49 United Nations
secretary general Boutros Boutros-Ghali once commented, “CNN is
the sixteenth member of the Security Council.” Former secretary of
state Madeleine Albright similarly acknowledged the growing impor-
tance of media coverage in relation to American policy in Somalia,
commenting “Television’s ability to bring graphic images of pain and
outrage into our living rooms has heightened the pressure both for
immediate engagement in areas of international crisis and immediate
disengagement when events do not go according to plan. Because we
live in a democratic society, none of us can be oblivious to those pres-
sures.” Another former secretary of state James Baker III noted in his
memoirs that “in Iraq, Bosnia, Somalia, Rwanda, and Chechnya,
among others, the real-time coverage of conflict by the electronic
media has served to create a powerful new imperative for prompt
action that was not present in less frenetic time.”50 While it may be
difficult to detail the empirical nature of the relationship between
media coverage of events, communication scholarship has in many
ways begun to answer Risse’s call for “future research” to “evaluate
competing explanations and specify the conditions of TNA impact on
the various levels of governance.”51

Al Jazeera’s controversial newsmaking and widespread popularity
and credibility have led some to begin thinking of the network along
similar lines, a fact exemplified by calls of the possible existence of an
“Al Jazeera effect.”52 Evidence of the political role of and politics sur-
rounding Al Jazeera’s coverage is abundant in its brief ten-year tenure.
Not only has its coverage sparked geopolitical tensions between other
nation-states and its hosting country, Qatar, but it has also endured
military actions against its reporters and bureaus, and is increasingly
talked about and treated as a powerful political actor in the region.
According to Miles, “Arab ambassadors in Doha . . . spent so much
time complaining about Al Jazeera that they felt more like ambassa-
dors to a TV channel than ambassadors to a country.”53 Moreover,
during the second Intifada, Egyptian president Mubarak accused
Al Jazeera of trying to trap Egypt into joining the conflict through its
framing of events, commenting, “Let Al-Jazeera go to war. We are not
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going to war.”54 From the perspective of the Bush administration, Al
Jazeera is one of the critical political players in the region, so much so
that the State Department and Department of Defense have separate
dedicated working groups for monitoring the network’s programming
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.55

Along these lines, Kai Hafez contends that Arab satellite broadcast-
ers operate in a different environment from Western media organiza-
tions and, as such, require new types of normative tools for measuring
their political and social functions. As opposed to news organizations
such as CNN and the BBC, the role of Arab satellite broadcasters “is
not just objective and balanced reporting but also . . . to take over the
tasks that are usually fulfilled by political parties.” Broadcasters such as
Al Jazeera envision their role beyond functioning merely as a mass
medium; rather, Arab satellite broadcasters are increasingly considered
“agent[s] of change and its role is in many ways not comparable to
Western media.”56 This argument is better understood in the context
of the discourse on Western journalistic norms. As BBC’s Hosam El-
Sokkari has argued, “In the BBC we don’t see ourselves as a medium
with a political message. We are a platform for debate . . . We don’t see
that our job is to mobilize forces or mobilize the streets against
governments.”57 Contrastingly, Al Jazeera has a self-stated explicit
democratic political purpose. For instance, the “About Al Jazeera”
page of their English Web site reads:

In the rest of the world, often dominated by the stereotypical thinking of
news ‘heavyweights’, Al-Jazeera offers a different and a new perspective.
Al-Jazeera’s correspondents opened a window for the world on the mil-
lennium’s first two wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Our expanded coverage
competed with and sometimes outperformed our competitors bringing
into the spotlight the war’s devastating impact on the lives of ordinary
people.58

This mantra of Al Jazeera as an agent for democratic governance is
found throughout the network’s public discourse. Wadah Khanfar,
managing director of Al Jazeera, is clear about the democratic moti-
vations guiding editorial decisions: “Al-Jazeera has changed the polit-
ical landscape in the Middle East. People now receive the opposition’s
discourse directly. Al-Jazeera opened it up for intellectuals, thinkers,
critics to speak their mind. It was the first democratic exercise in 
the region.”59 Ahmed Al-Sheikh, editor-in-chief, differentiates Al
Jazeera’s work from that of other news organizations by saying that
“our talk show programmes . . . are always focused on democracy and
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freedom of speech and the necessity for a greater degree of trans-
parency in the Arab world.”60 While there is a raging debate among
scholars and policymakers as to whether or not Al Jazeera serves a
democratic or anti-American agenda, among a range of other poten-
tial agendas, there does seem to be consensus that the news organiza-
tion is most certainly a powerful advocate with particular (albeit
varied) political ambitions.

The case of the war in Iraq offers a more specific example of 
Al Jazeera’s political leanings. This Arab satellite broadcaster has dis-
tanced itself from other transnational media organizations by occa-
sionally acknowledging that its coverage and framing of the war’s
events are guided by a particular worldview that resonates with its
target audience. Faisal Bodi, editor of Al Jazeera’s online content,
described the organization’s approach: “Of all the major global net-
works, Al Jazeera has been alone in proceeding from the premise that
this war should be viewed as an illegal enterprise. It has broadcast the
horror of the bombing campaign, the blown-out brains, the blood-
spattered pavements, the screaming infants and the corpses.”61

Similarly, Asaad Taha, an investigative reporter for Al Jazeera, has
defended the inflammatory and oftentimes partial nature of his jour-
nalism by arguing that he “is adamantly against the notion of neutrality.
There is no such thing as a neutral journalist or a neutral media for
that matter.”62 Jihad Bailout, former Al Jazeera spokesperson,
defended the organization’s portrayal of the war in Iraq by arguing,
“Our audience actually expects us to show them blood, because they
realize that war kills . . . If we were not to show it, we would be
accused by our viewers . . . of perhaps hiding the truth or trying to
sanitize the war.”63

Inadvertently, these statements prove that Al Jazeera has a political
agenda and is a political actor. If horrors of violence and warfare are
the main driving criterion, then Al Jazeera discriminates among dif-
ferent types of blood. The network has constantly failed to document
the horrors, torture, and mass killings of innocent citizens by the
regimes of the Taliban in Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein in Iraq. It
has also failed to cover the terrible genocide in Sudan, perhaps
because Muslims are carrying it out, and it offered only very limited
and partial coverage of the death and destruction caused by
Palestinian suicide bombing in Israel during the second Intifada, and
the bloody consequences of the Hezbollah missile attacks on Israeli
cities and towns in the 2006 Hezbollah war.64

While often claiming to offer an objective view of current events,
Al Jazeera is also quick to argue that its agenda represents that of a

66 SHAWN POWERS AND EYTAN GILBOA

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Pan-Arab citizenry, and that its perspective, while offering “the opinion
and the counter-opinion,” serves as a counterweight to the predomi-
nance of Western media organizations the decade prior. El-Nawawy
and Iskandar describe this perspective as “contextual objectivity,”
defined as “the necessity of television and media to present stories
in a fashion that is both somewhat impartial yet sensitive to local
sensibilities.” Thus, according to the idea of contextual objectivity,
although Al Jazeera’s coverage may condone several clear political
biases, such biases occur in every media organization, and Al Jazeera’s
particular biases are justified in that they compensate for the partisan
worldviews presented in powerful Western media outlets such as
CNN and Fox News.65 Al Jazeera’s managing editor Mohammed
Jasim Al-Ali described the process as one where journalists “take their
experience from the BBC, but their background as Arabs means we
can adapt this experience and apply it to the Arab world. We know the
mentality of the Arab world—but we also want the expatriate Arab
audience who are used to the Western media.”66 Faisal Bodi explains
Al Jazeera’s approach to news in similar terms, arguing that it as “a
corrective” to the official line that the Western media embraces.67 Al-
Ali contends that the difference between CNN and Al Jazeera “is that
they look first to international news, then maybe to Asian, Middle
Eastern specific issues. We look first to Arab and Islamic issues in
detail, and after that to international questions.”68

Yet, despite what seem to be several conspicuous political leanings,
Khanfar argues that his news organization carries no political agenda.
When asked about Iraq, Khanfar contends that, despite being legally
blocked from operating from within the country, “our coverage has
never changed—never pro or against.”69 Although there seems to be
a lack of consistency on the specific journalistic goals among Al Jazeera’s
reporting core, what is clear is an over-the-top effort to portray their
coverage as objective and nonbiased while at the same time playing to
the desires and demands of its target audience. The tension between
these two goals explains the diverging descriptions of Al Jazeera’s
political and social roles in the region and also illuminates underlying
factors for several of the major controversies that the organization has
been embroiled in during its young yet distinguished incumbency. In
order to maintain its popularity with its main audience in the Arab
world, Al Jazeera has needed to portray itself as representing a pan-
Arab worldview with independently tailored and democratically
oriented intentions. The network’s self-presentation as the sole news
organization in the region that operates independent of the control of
both Western and Arab governments, a medium for and of the people,
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comes through time and again in its public discourse and branding
efforts. At the same time, however, in order to maintain functioning
relations with at least some Arab and Western governments, the
organization has to play down its political messages and portray itself
as being an objective and responsible international player. These
two competing dynamics define both the types of controversies that
Al Jazeera has been involved in, as well as the constraints that govern
their public responses to such controversies.

Al Jazeera Responds to Critics:
A New Public Diplomacy

Today, despite such widespread criticisms from governments around
the world, or perhaps because of it, Al Jazeera stands as the world’s
fifth most popular brand. With an audience hovering around 40 to
50 million prior to the launching of its international, English-
language services, Al Jazeera has won over the hearts and minds of an
Arab citizenry like no other actor in today’s geopolitical environment.
In order to counter a plethora of criticisms over the last ten years, the
network has made many changes to improve its journalistic practices,
as well as its image. While in traditional terms Al Jazeera’s commu-
nicative strategies may be considered public relations exercises, the
network’s unique political role in the international community
combined with its particular methods of image building and promo-
tion requires a new lens for observation and evaluation. Al Jazeera’s
communications strategies may be best identified with the emergence
of a new public diplomacy—that which can be “characterized as a
blurring of traditional distinctions between . . . public and traditional
diplomacy, and between cultural diplomacy, marketing and news
management.”70

While traditional public diplomacy refers to the efforts by nation-
states to communicate with and persuade foreign publics, most often
associated with the international broadcasting and propaganda efforts
of the cold war era, new public diplomacy describes a set of commu-
nicative activities that are utilized by states and nonstate actors in the
international sphere in order to effectively communicate with and
persuade any number of foreign audiences.71 No longer confined to
the domain of nation-states, NGOs, international organizations, and
even transnational corporations are capable of conducting new public
diplomacy, oftentimes with more success than the traditional leaders
of the international community. Grounded in Joseph Nye’s concept of
“soft power,” new public diplomacy refers to the tactics employed by
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states and nonstate actors to “influence the attitudes and behaviors of
others,” using “attraction, seduction and persuasion.” In the case of a
transnational media organization, new public diplomacy is best under-
stood drawing from two elements of effective international communi-
cation: two-way communications and actor-branding. Whereas
traditional public diplomacy was unidirectional, relying on one actor
to deliver a message to the masses, the new public diplomacy is
grounded in a concept of reciprocal and respectful two-way commu-
nication as well as in “strategic communications, including the scien-
tific measurement of public opinion and persuasion techniques.”72

Branding is also becoming an increasingly utilized and essential ele-
ment of new public diplomacy, where actors are “giving products and
services an emotional dimension with which people can identify.”73

Importantly, while two-way communications refers to the method by
which direct communications take place, the concept of branding
refers more broadly to the substance of what is being communicated.
By drawing on these two complimentary levels of analysis, this study
provides a holistic and dynamic understanding of Al Jazeera’s new
public diplomacy. What is revealed is a synergistic relationship between
the two methods of new public diplomacy, where the method of
communications strengthens the credibility of the messages being
communicated, while the messages being emphasized simultaneously
emphasize the bi-directional nature of the communications.

Branding is nothing new for transnational media networks, as
CNN, Fox News, and the BBC have all developed advanced market-
ing techniques for promoting their networks abroad. The case of
Al Jazeera, however, is distinct in that Al Jazeera’s network represents
a far more politically motivated and targeted actor in the international
arena, and because its transnational success suggests a change in
strategies from the more traditional networks. According to Melissen,
“the art of branding is . . . about reshaping a country’s self-image and
molding its identity in a way that makes the re-branded [actor] stand
out from the pack. Crucially, it is about the articulation and projection
of identity.”74 Accordingly, understanding Al Jazeera’s brand requires
an analysis of the networks self-described aspirations and identities,
qualities elucidated throughout its public discourse.

One important element of Al Jazeera’s identity revealed in its
public discourse is that it is grounded and constructed around the idea
that the network engages in specific public diplomacy practices. For
instance, Joanne Tucker, managing director of the network’s English
Web site, suggests that “There was a need to reach the West . . . A
huge slice of life gets overlooked . . . We are trying to provide a bridge
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to the Arab world”75 Along similar lines, Nigel Parsons, the managing
director of Al Jazeera English, says that one of the primary purposes
behind the launching of the English newscast is to “be a conduit to
greater understanding between different peoples and different
cultures.”76 These statements make clear that Al Jazeera places its role
as a public diplomat in the international sphere at the center of its self-
presentation and organizational identity, a quality that emphasizes the
need to analyze the network using tools typically reserved for nation-
states and other political actors in international politics. The motto
behind the network’s new advertising campaign, “Al Jazeera: setting
the news agenda,” reinforces this identity while engendering a strong
sense of responsibility and distinction associated with its brand.

Essential to all the network’s branding efforts is its message of
independence, a rhetorical trope of importance for news organiza-
tions in general, but one that takes on particular significance in the
context of the Arab world. Always keen to emphasize the network’s
democratic and autonomous identity, Khanfar agues, “We have been
punished by governments. Our bureaus were closed. Our journalists
were detained, but we have never compromised on the editorial
integrity or balanced reporting when it came to the Arab govern-
ments, and we are not going to do it for any other government in the
world.”77 Drawing on Western journalistic norms, suggesting that Al
Jazeera has been “entrusted in relating the truth” to the world,
Khanfar defuses critics by speaking directly to his audience and show-
ing no hesitation in expressing his opinion about the governments in
the region. Indeed, Al Jazeera rarely hides from public criticisms of its
journalistic practices. Offering spokesman an opportunity to further
publicize Al Jazeera’s independence from unpopular governments;
“every criticism or restriction lumped upon it by a U.S.-government
organization, news service or ally is the equivalent of free advertising
for the brand. And while few Arabs are tuning out, Western viewers
disenfranchised with their own nations’ coverage are beginning to
tune in.”78

Coinciding with its independence-identity is Al Jazeera’s image as
a news network whose primary concern is that of the public writ large.
It is not merely that Al Jazeera is independent from existing nodes of
power in the international community. The brand’s popularity is due
not only to Al Jazeera’s independence from existing nodes of power,
but also to the network’s identity being tied to serving an imagined
pan-Arab community. Endorsing the popularity of the channel, two
middle-aged women living in the east of Cairo say, “we watch 
Al Jazeera because they are working for us.”79 Jihad Bailout, Al Jazeera’s
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former head of media relations and principle spokesman, spent most
of his time with the network defending it from accusations of bias and
collusion. In response to criticisms that Al Jazeera’s coverage of the
war in Iraq was sensationalized, Bailout counters, “What we are trying
to do is provide a comprehensive picture of what’s happening in as
much of a balanced way as possible.”80 Similarly, responding to criti-
cisms of the network’s coverage of the conflict in Fallujah, Khanfar
argues, “the fact that [the Americans] don’t like to see [civilian casu-
alties] on the screen, doesn’t mean that me as a journalist should take
these sensitivities and political considerations into account, because I
have a duty towards the people.”81 The network’s public discourse
reveals a consistent theme emphasizing Al Jazeera’s obligation to its
transnational Arab and Muslim audience, part of a rhetorical trope
that taps into one of the defining characteristics of today’s new public
diplomacy: understanding communication as dialogue.

Grounded in the Habermasian concept of communicative action,
and often called two-way communication, this manner of construct-
ing messages that are part of a larger dialogue contribute to a discus-
sion or integrate the many points of view of the receiver is an essential
characteristic of successful public diplomacy in the twenty-first
century. By firmly and consistently articulating Al Jazeera’s purpose as
one that is part of a process of two-way communication, the network
actively constructs an image of not only being independent from the
corrupt politics of the Arab world, but also running an organization
that is for and of the people. Part of what makes Al Jazeera’s particu-
lar efforts at two-way communication credible is that they not only
emphasize their obligation to the Arab citizenry, but they also
demand that “the audience must be engaged in the issues.”82 Indeed,
the network’s official motto, “the opinion and the other opinion,” a
reference to the fundamentals of any dialogue, represents Al Jazeera’s
grounding in and dedication to a strategy of two-way communication.
Al Jazeera’s two-way communication is further elaborated through its
selective use of interactive features on its shows and Web site, both of
which feature sections that encourage input from the Arab citizenry.
Some of the network’s most popular programs include call-in
segments, and its Web site includes interactive features that allow for
feedback with regard to any particular article or image as well as a
provision to get in touch with a range of Al Jazeera’s editors. This
communicative strategy is further reinforced through its online dis-
course, which states that the network’s “ultimate goal is to set up a
more proactive relationship with our audience, where the audience is
not simply a visitor at the other end of the line. They are and they will
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always be an integral part of the news reporting and news making
process.”

The interactive nature of Al Jazeera’s news, while in and of itself an
essential element of its new public diplomacy, is also part of a larger
rhetorical strategy of branding the network as representative of the
diverse and authentic voices of the Arab people. Al Jazeera’s ability to
represent an imagined, pan-Arab identity has been demonstrated by its
popularity, and in research that indicates a strong parasocial relation-
ship between the network’s audience and journalists, as well as by the
perception among a large majority of viewers that Al Jazeera represents
a “local” source of news.83 According to Zayani, “this . . . notion of
Arabism manifests itself to a certain degree in the very image the
network projects of itself—its staff, its language, its name, and its loca-
tion. Al Jazeera employs people from various Arab nations . . . from
every corner of the Arab world, with no apparent domination of any
single group . . . naturally, the lack of a dominant group gives the net-
work a Pan-Arab ring.”84 Moreover, “the channel promotes an Arab
nationalist discourse wrapped in a democratic style which makes it easy
for viewers to palate . . . it projects an inclusive identity which crosses
national borders.”85 Al Jazeera’s ability to effectively represent its pan-
Arab public is best explained by Iskandar’s analysis of the network’s
mainstreaming of the “discourse of dissent,” an operating strategy that
allows Al Jazeera to incorporate the various sects of dissent in the Arab
world in ways that boost its image as an independent and trustworthy
news organization. Yet, unlike other so-called alternative media in the
region, through incorporating a multiplicity of views and its treatment
of communication as a dialogue, Al Jazeera is able to transcend accusa-
tions of bias and boost its image as an independent political force in
regional and, increasingly, international politics.86

Finally, critical to Al Jazeera’s self-presentation and branding
efforts is its ability to adopt advanced Western communications tech-
nologies and formats while simultaneously utilizing them to express
the news “from the Arab point of view.” At the outset, Al Jazeera
drew from CNN and the BBC and modeled itself after the Western
format of round-the-clock news service. It has since adapted and has
consistently been at the cutting edge of technological advances in
communication, exemplified by their use of satellites and mobile tech-
nologies to facilitate real-time broadcasts from wherever they have
journalists on the ground. Moreover, the network also has a robust
online presence, or e-image, both in English and in Arabic. Drawing
controversies similar to their on-air content, focused around the
images and language surrounding the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
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the network’s online operations exemplify much of the network’s
brand as far as it offers an advanced communications platform, along-
side messages targeted at a pan-Arab audience, and interactive online
mechanisms that allow for viewers to respond and react to what they
see. Ibrahim Helal, Al Jazeera’s chief editor, is quick to point out:
“Technically speaking our direct link from DC to Doha is two seconds
faster than anybody else’s, so we have the sharpest edge in time.”87

Oftentimes described under the banner of “glocalization” or “cultural
hybridity,” the negotiation of Western influence into local and
regional institutions is of critical importance to the identity of any
organization, especially in the Arab world. Al Jazeera’s success at
branding itself as Arab in outlook and Western in method and plat-
form functions as a “sign of symbolic equilibrium between the
Occident and the Other.”88 In this particular context, Al Jazeera’s
brand not only represents an example of successful hybridization but
also serves as a symbolic champion of globalization, providing the
only major Arab brand known to the outside world as an example of
the possibility of utilizing parts of globalization’s offerings in ways
that enhance local or Arab culture.89

Conclusion

For such a widely successful and popular transnational news network,
the amount of scrutiny Al Jazeera has endured is truly unprecedented.
The network has dealt with political, diplomatic, economic, and mili-
tary pressures to change the nature of its operations, and even its
organizational identity. Yet, despite the efforts of Arab and Western
governments, Al Jazeera has not only survived but has also capitalized
on its controversial status by reaching out directly to citizens of the
Arab and Western worlds, showing little respect for the opinions of
foreign leaders. Today, Al Jazeera channels, both in Arabic and
English, stand poised to become the world’s most watched news net-
work, a feat of tremendous consequence. For citizens of the Arab
world, the network represents a champion of global reach, the sole
globally recognized Arab brand, and a trusted and powerful institu-
tion in international politics. They feel that the network well represent
them, perhaps, better and more effectively than their own govern-
ments, in challenging Western politics and foreign policy, particularly
toward the Middle East. For governments, both in and outside the
Arab world, Al Jazeera represents challenge and competition, a net-
work whose status has resulted in it being treated as an established
international political actor. Finally, for scholars, Al Jazeera’s rise and
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success represent both the changing nature of international politics as
well as the changed demands of international communications, a new
type of organization and communicator that challenges the existing
categories and methods of analysis.

Although much has been written about the rise and successes of
Al Jazeera as well as about the many obstacles it has overcome, what
has been lacking is a thorough contextualization of the network’s
political role and self-presentation strategies. This study utilizes con-
cepts from international relations theory, the new public diplomacy
and communications, to offer an analysis and explanation of Al Jazeera’s
perfor-mance and a criticism of its journalistic practices and politics, as
well as of its continuing dramatic successes. Through a systematic
examination of Al Jazeera’s public statements, interviews, online dis-
course, actions and responses to public controversies, and a correspon-
ding contextualization of Al Jazeera’s public discourse in international
relations and communications literature, this study makes three
primary arguments:

First, Al Jazeera is not merely a transnational media organization, but
also a network that acts and is treated as a powerful actor in international
politics, a fact that demands a new set of methods for examination and
interrogation of its operations, goals, and role in social and political
change.

Second, the network has adopted a political agenda relating both
to the internal matters of the Arab world and to the external affairs of
the rest of the world, primarily the West. The internal agenda pro-
motes debates on values, customs, and norms in Arab society and
politics. The external agenda offers critical coverage and opinion on
international events such as military interventions and wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq. The network also challenges Western values and
behavior. Al Jazeera’s internal and external political agenda has drawn
criticism and sanctions from inside and outside the Middle East. Yet,
although the Arab governments may have favored the external repre-
sentation of Arab interests, they have been much more concerned
with the internal agenda, which directly questioned their autocratic
governance and leadership. Thus, they focused their criticism on the
internal role of the network. The United States on the other hand may
have favored the internal agenda, which is compatible with the idea of
democratizing the Middle East, but has been much more concerned
with the external agenda, which in American eyes has undermined
public support in the Arab world for the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Thus, American and other Western leaders focused their criticism on
Al Jazeera’s external political agenda.
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Third, related to its status as an international political actor facing
severe criticism from both inside and outside the Middle East, Al
Jazeera has engaged in a widespread and thorough communications
campaign to overcome the many controversies that it has been
involved in. This campaign is best understood as a successful example
of new public diplomacy. Relying on a coordinated effort, both in
form and content of its communications, at branding the network’s
identity to become synonymous with independence and a diverse yet
united pan-Arab citizenry, Al Jazeera represents perhaps an effective
example of the design and importance of new public diplomacy in
contemporary international politics.

This study suggests a new methodology for analyzing global news
organizations. It argues that some of them, such as Al Jazeera, should be
viewed as nonstate actors pursuing self-adopted political agendas. Like
any other international actor, they develop goals and interests and use
public diplomacy to achieve them. Close collaboration between interna-
tional relations and communication scholars is required to explain these
functions of global news organizations in world affairs. This collabora-
tion means adding global news organizations to lists of nonstate actors,
and using both international relations and communication theories to
effectively study them.
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C H A P T E R  5

The Caged Bird Sings:
How Reliance on Al Jazeera 

Affects Views Regarding 
Press Freedom in the 

Arab World

Shahira Fahmy and Thomas J. Johnson

With millions of viewers from Arab and Muslim states, Al Jazeera
Arabic-language news channel has been very critical of countries in
the Arab world, loosening the controls on freedom of speech in many
Arab countries. Since the 9/11 attack, the U.S. invasion of
Afghanistan, and the Iraq War, many officials and policymakers
around the world have identified the Al Jazeera as a possible contrib-
utor to democracy in the Middle East.

In this study, the researchers examine the perceptions of the
audience of Al Jazeera, with a special focus on how viewers assess
press freedom in the Arab world and how they compare it to
freedom of the press in the United States. This study also examines
the degree to which viewers believe Al Jazeera has contributed to
press freedom in the Arab world. Using the data of an Arab-
language survey gathered from 53 different countries in Fall 2004,
the authors examine the relative contribution of reliance on Al
Jazeera to attitudes toward press freedom in the Arab world after
controlling for political ideology and individual-level demographic
factors.
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Support for Press Freedom 
in the Arab World

Before the 1991 Gulf War, Arab countries enjoyed few press free-
doms. Arab governments held a monopoly over television, guided by
the belief that television should serve as a government operation
designed to promote national development goals. Television stations
operated within ministries of information and were funded by the
government. Employees were viewed as part of the government
bureaucracy and therefore enjoyed few press rights.1

Scholars suggest that the 1991 Gulf War served as a catalyst for the
rise of satellite news stations that have eliminated the governments’
monopoly over the news.2 Although scholars agree that the rise of
satellite networks, most notably Al Jazeera, and the emergence of the
Internet have caused the government to encourage more Western-
style news gathering and presentation, there are debates about
whether Arab governments have significantly lifted controls on the
press.

For instance, Ayish3 argues that the rise of satellite news stations
such as CNN and the BBC, as well as independent Arab stations such
as Al Jazeera, has spurred Arab governments to encourage news
operations to adopt a more professional style mirroring Western news
networks within a continued government monopoly. Until recently,
most television stations presented protocol news, that is, shots of
heads of state delivering long, dry speeches toeing the government
line on policy. Government-sponsored stations such as Saudi Arabia’s
Abu Dhabi satellite channel have adopted a more Western-style
broadcasting with state-of-the art technology, advertising revenue, a
wide range of news and public affairs programming shows, as well as
entertainment and family-oriented offerings. Also, several Arab coun-
tries have opened media “free zones” where Arab governments boast
that media are able to operate without legal restrictions.

But although new Arab satellite news stations such as Abu Dhabi
TV may look like Western news outlets with bureaus in major Arab
and international cities, field reports, and live studio or satellite-
relayed interviews, the governments still greatly influence content.
Indeed, Miles indicates,

. . . some assert that the information revolution might actually be
bolstering oppressive Arab regimes’ control over their people: the
public vents its anger on Al-Jazeera’s talk shows, while real power
remains entrenched in the hands of the regime.4
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Governments may have modified censorship laws, but government
actions and certain religious and sexual topics as well as discussions of
political corruption remain out of bounds.5 Sakr argues that broadcast
stations operating in the media free zones may be free from financial
restrictions such as taxes, custom duties and building restrictions, but
they are still subject to censorship.6 Indeed, in Freedom’s House
rankings of press freedoms throughout the world, all Middle Eastern
countries except Turkey (52) and Kuwait (57) were judged as “not
free,” with Saudi Arabia (80) and Libya (94) topping the list.7 The
score for Saudi Arabia matched China (80) and Libya was just below
Cuba (96).

Perhaps because press freedoms have been severely restricted in
Arab nations, press freedom may be valued more in the Arab world
than in the United States. A Pew Global Projects attitude survey8

found that those in predominately Muslim countries place a high pri-
ority on having the right to criticize the government and that the
press should operate without the specter of government censorship.
However support for press freedoms differs greatly by country. For
instance, in Turkey 83 percent of those surveyed supported the
people’s right to openly criticize the government and 68 percent
believed the media should be able to report without government
censorship. However, figures for Jordan, a monarchy with a limited
parliament, were much lower (32 percent and 35 percent).

Al Jazeera and Press Freedom

On its Web site, Al Jazeera boasts,

Free from the shackles of censorship and government control Al Jazeera
has offered its audiences in the Arab World much needed freedom of
thought, independence and room for debate. In the rest of the world,
often dominated by the stereotypical thinking of news “heavyweights,”
Al Jazeera offers a different and a new perspective.9

Al Jazeera’s supporters have credited the station with creating a revo-
lution in the political life of Arab countries by being the first network
to provide Arab viewers an uncensored round-the-clock news service
that has offered them a chance to express their opinions through live
phone-in shows as well as to hear the perspectives of opposition lead-
ers, dissidents, and intellectuals.10

Indeed, Middle East scholar Marc Lynch characterizes 1998 to
2002 as the Al Jazeera era, crediting the station with helping to create
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a new Arab public that

has already conclusively shattered the state’s monopoly over the flow of
information, rendering obsolete the ministries of information and the
oppressive state censorship that was smothering public discourse well
into the 1990s . . . . The new public has forced Arab leaders to justify
their positions far more than ever before, introducing a genuinely new
level of accountability to Arab publics.11

Ironically, Al Jazeera has achieved credibility and a reputation for help-
ing open Arab societies by adopting Western style journalistic tech-
niques and values. Al Jazeera has employed BBC and CNN as models
in developing news-gathering techniques such as seeking out multiple
perspectives on the news, relying heavily on video and slick graphics to
tell the story as well in creating news shows such as The Opposite
Direction (based on CNN’s Crossfire). Indeed, most of Al Jazeera’s
reporters were initially recruited from the BBC Arabic TV service and
they brought with them the BBC’s editorial spirit and style.12

While Al Jazeera admits that it presents the news from an Arabic
perspective to counter the Western slant presented by networks such as
CNN and Fox,13 Al Jazeera officials argue they try to cover all view-
points of an issue with objectivity, integrity, and balance and to allow
audience members to make up their own minds on issues. It presents
the views of Western leaders, and it was the first Arab network to inter-
view top Israeli officials. Furthermore, while some have criticized polit-
ical talk shows such as The Opposite Direction for providing a forum for
extremists who invite conflict rather than compromise, others have
praised the network for their willingness to criticize Arab governments
and their officials and for covering taboo topics such as sex, polygamy,
and government corruption.14 Furthermore, Al Jazeera has opened up
its phone lines to allow Arab citizens to express their views without fear
of censorship or filters. For instance, after the fall of Baghdad, Minbar
Al-Jazeera opened up its lines to its viewers to get their views on the
future of Iraq, spurring impassioned, heated discussions among people
ranging from those who celebrated the fall of Saddam Hussein and
hoped the former Iraqi leader would be slaughtered in the streets of
Baghdad, to those who claimed the coalition came to Iraq to protect
its oil and would abandon Iraq to civil war.15

Al Jazeera scholar Marc Lynch argued, “The anguished, excited,
angry, delirious discussions, in which Arabs struggled to make sense of
events, constitutes perhaps the most open and accessible debate in
Arab history.”16 The network credited with ushering in a period of
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freedom of discussion in the Arab world has itself been the victim of
attempts to censor its message by both Arab governments and the
United States. Arab governments, which in the past depended on
government-controlled media to serve as their mouthpieces, have
criticized Al Jazeera for negative coverage of Arab governments.
Consequently, several Arab governments have closed their embassies
in Qatar, where Al Jazeera is based, and have at least temporarily shut
down Al Jazeera bureaus in their country.17 For instance, interim Iraqi
prime minister Ayad Allawi closed the Baghdad bureau offices of 
Al Jazeera for a month.18

The United States government, which before 9/11 hailed Al
Jazeera as a beacon of freedom for adopting Western reporting
techniques,19 has castigated the network for what it perceives as an
anti-American bias. Al Jazeera has been accused of aiding terrorists by
airing tapes of Osama bin Laden and other anti-American figures.
England’s Daily Mirror reported that during the siege of Fallujah,
George W. Bush approached Prime Minister Tony Blair about a plan
to bomb Al Jazeera’s headquarters, a report Bush denied and the
British government would not comment on, citing its Official Secrets
Act. But Al Jazeera has been the victim of earlier bombings. In
Fallujah and Basra, the U.S. military had bombed hotels where 
Al Jazeera reporters had stayed; it also bombed the network’s studios
in Kabul and Baghdad in an attack that killed reporter Tareq Ayoub.
Further, the U.S. forces have seized several Al Jazeera reporters,
imprisoning them in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo, where the reporters
claim they were tortured.20

Press Freedom and Media Reliance

Those who rely heavily on the media, particularly newspapers, are more
likely to support journalistic rights and oppose media censorship.21

Numerous studies have linked newspaper use to increases in political
knowledge22 and the ability to process information more deeply.23

Those who are more knowledgeable may have a greater understanding
of the media’s role in promoting the democratic process and see it as a
watchdog to protect individuals from government abuses.

Media use also predicts levels of media credibility, with individuals
judging their most used medium as the most credible.24 Scholars
within the United States have debated whether credibility is directly
linked to press freedom. Gaziano and McGrath25 discovered that
those who rated the media low in credibility were more likely to agree
that the media abuse their First Amendment rights and that the media
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enjoy too much press freedom. However, studies by Blake, Wyatt and
associates26 failed to find a direct connection between support for
journalists’ rights, newspaper and TV news, and general media credi-
bility. One possible explanation why support for freedom of the press
has not predicted perceived credibility in the United States is that
press freedoms are enshrined in the First Amendment and therefore
may be taken for granted. However in countries such as those in the
Middle East where the press had enjoyed few freedoms, researchers
have found stronger links between credibility and press freedom. For
example, Arab audiences put little trust in government-controlled
media, and give high marks to outside Internet sources and pan-Arabic
satellite news.27

Reliance on Al Jazeera emerged as the strongest predictor of cred-
ibility of both the Arab- and English-language Al Jazeera Web sites.28

Viewers watch Al Jazeera faithfully because, unlike Western sources, it
provides an Arab perspective on the news. Similarly, unlike most Arab
sources, it provides round-the-clock uncensored news and has been
willing to take controversial issues and allow viewers to call in to freely
express their views.

Johnson and Fahmy argue that reliability may be more important
for Al Jazeera than Western news sources because Al Jazeera does not
follow Western standards of taste.29 For instance, the network has
tried to present a human perspective on the Iraqi War by showing
scenes of bloody, wounded civilians, including children. Infrequent
viewers may be jarred by such graphic content, judging it sensation-
alistic. Indeed, when Fahmy and Johnson30 examined public support
for graphic coverage, heavy viewers of Al Jazeera were more likely
to support such content, as they contended that it provided truer
pictures of wars and military conflicts in the Middle East than the
Western media who sanitize coverage.

Political Variables and Attitudes 
toward Press Freedom

Other than political ideology, scholars have not extensively examined
the influence of political variables on censorship views. Liberals have
consistently supported press rights more than conservatives, as liber-
als have been found to be more tolerant of views and behaviors they
do not necessarily agree with.31 However, studies of Al Jazeera view-
ers have found that while liberals outnumber conservatives, most
viewers consider themselves independents, which may limit the
impact of ideology on views toward censorship.32
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Little attention has been paid to the influence of other political
measures such as political interest and activity. However, those who
are more politically interested and active are more likely to rely on the
media, which in turn, may be linked to higher support for media
rights. Indeed, Johnson and Fahmy33 found that those who were
politically interested were more likely to rely on Al Jazeera than those
politically disinterested. On the other hand, research has not indicated
political interest and activity to be strong predictors of media credibil-
ity, which has also been linked to support for press freedom.
Therefore political attitudes may serve, at best, as weak predictors of
attitudes toward press freedom in the Arab world.

Demographics and Attitudes 
toward Press Freedom

Studies have consistently shown that men with high education and
income support media rights on issues of censorship. While younger
individuals may show more support for individual rights in general,
studies suggest that those near retirement age voice the strongest sup-
port for media rights.34 The portrait of media supporters coincides
with the characteristics of heavy news users.

Studies suggest that Al Jazeera users tend to be young men with
high education, but low incomes.35 However, Auter and Associates36

found that heavy viewers of Al Jazeera tend to be middle-aged
(35–44) with lower education and income. They argued that while
those with low education and incomes would turn to Al Jazeera as a
convenient, inexpensive method of keeping up with world news,
wealthier individuals with higher income might rely on a multitude of
sources for news and information.

Because audience characteristics of heavy viewers of Al Jazeera do
not match the portrait of those who traditionally support media
rights, demographics may have less of an impact in the Arab world
than it does in Western studies. Indeed, Fahmy and Johnson37

reported that demographic variables such as age, gender, and educa-
tion did not serve as mediating factors in determining whether those
who supported press freedom and who relied heavily on Al Jazeera
would support the network’s use of graphic images in its broadcasts.

Research Questions (RQ )

RQ1. How do viewers of Al Jazeera TV judge the level of press
freedom in the Arab world?
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RQ2. How do viewers of Al Jazeera TV compare the level of press
freedom in the Arab world to the level of press freedom in the
United States?

RQ3. Do heavier viewers of Al Jazeera TV perceive more press
freedom in the Arab world than lighter viewers do?

RQ4. To what degree does reliance on Al Jazeera TV correlate 
with attitudes toward press freedom in the Arab world after
controlling for political ideology (political activity and political
interest) and demographic variables (age, education, gender,
English-language proficiency, and income)?

Method

In summer 2004, the researchers contacted senior executives of Al
Jazeera network in the Middle East, requesting their assistance in put-
ting a hyperlink on the Arabic Web site of the news organization. An
Arabic-language survey examining the perspectives of viewers toward
press freedom was posted on the Web site (http://www.aljazeera.net),
free of charge. The survey hyperlink was posted for three weeks—from
September 21, 2004 to October 12, 2004. With the exception of a
relatively few violent incidents in the Palestinian territories, the Gaza
Strip and Iraq, a search on the Lexis-Nexis database reveals no major
events occurring during that time period in the Arab world that would
have influenced the results of this survey.

The questionnaire was first written in English and then translated
into Arabic and then translated back into English. Back-translation
was done to ensure accurate translation and cultural compatibility.
The questionnaire was then pre-tested. To ensure that valid and reli-
able data was collected, the survey hyperlink was first sent to 10 viewers
of Al Jazeera TV residing in the Arab world. Overall, 731 respondents
completed the final online questionnaire. Ninety-three survey samples
were eliminated because they were duplicates or were incomplete,
leaving 638. The survey’s respondents were Al Jazeera television view-
ers who seek more information from the Al Jazeera Arabic Web site.
Using an online questionnaire proved to have been the preferred
method for this study as it allowed the researchers to directly survey
Al Jazeera viewers who spoke Arabic. Attempting to select a group of
Al Jazeera viewers through traditional means would be extremely dif-
ficult because most of the Arab governments restrict who can conduct
surveys and because of the limited degree of freedom enjoyed in the
Arab world overall.38 Furthermore, because data collection via the
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Internet allows more anonymity than other means of gathering
responses, respondents might be more likely to offer honest answers.39

Finally, electronic surveys offer potential efficiencies over mail and
telephone surveys, including reduced costs, timeliness, as well as
unhindered access across international boundaries.40

This study’s respondents, therefore, can be classified as a purposive
sample of Al Jazeera viewers who have access to the Internet. Results,
therefore, might not be representative of the larger Arab culture or
even of all Al Jazeera viewers, so care must be taken not to generalize
the results to the population at large.

To answer the research question examining press freedom, respon-
dents were asked to rate the freedom of the press in the Arab world
and the United States on a scale from 0 to 10. Respondents were also
asked to state their level of agreement with statements dealing with
the following: whether the channel has led to an increase in press free-
dom in the Arab world, whether the Arab media should be allowed to
publish free from government control, and whether the Arab media
should be allowed to freely criticize their governments. The five-point
scale ranged from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”

To test the relationship between media reliance and press freedom,
a press freedom index was computed. The index was composed of two
measures: Arab media should be allowed to publish free from govern-
ment control and Arab media should be allowed to freely criticize
their governments.

● Al Jazeera Reliance: A reliance index was also computed. The
index was composed of two measures. Respondents were asked
to assess their level of attention paid to Al Jazeera television in
the past three days and to assess their level of reliance on Al
Jazeera television for information. Response categories ranged
from “a lot,” “considerable,” “some,” “little,” and “not at all.”

● Political Variables: Measures of political activity and political
interest were also employed. Respondents were asked to rate their
level of political activity and their level of political interest on a
scale of 0 to 10. Also, respondents were asked to report whether
they politically viewed themselves as “very liberal,” “liberal,”
“independent,” “conservative,” or “very conservative.”

● Demographic Variables: A set of background questions was
included for descriptive purposes: gender, age, English-language
proficiency, education, and income. English-language proficiency
was measured with a five-point scale from “not at all proficient”
to “very proficient.”
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The data were analyzed in three stages. First, frequencies were run
for measures of support for press freedom in the Arab world. Second,
t-tests compared the perceived level of press freedom and media
reliance among high and low Al Jazeera users. Finally, partial correla-
tion examined the relationship between reliance on Al Jazeera and
attitudes toward press freedom after partialing out the effects of political
ideology and demographic variables.

Results

Respondents: Demographics and Characteristics

A total of 638 usable responses were analyzed for this study. Nearly all
(97 percent) respondents reported that they watch Al Jazeera TV.
These respondents who watched the channel were attentive to, and
relied on, Al Jazeera network for news. The mean scores were
between the “a lot” and the “considerable” response categories.

Although respondents completed the survey from 53 different
countries, 98 percent of the respondents indicated backgrounds from
20 Arab countries and two non-Arab Muslim countries (Afghanistan
and Pakistan)41. Therefore, although this is an international audience,
nearly all of the respondents originated from Arab nations.42

Overall, the respondents represented an international and highly
educated elite group. Two-thirds (68.2 percent) reported having lived
outside their native country, and 55.7 percent indicated living at least
one year abroad. Twenty percent had visited the United States and the
vast majority (82.2 percent) were at least somewhat proficient with
the English language, with 63.6 percent reporting they were profi-
cient or very proficient. Half of the respondents (51.1 percent) said
they had at least a university degree and an additional 30 percent
reported they had graduate degrees.

Respondents ranged in age from 18 to 70 years, with a mean of
32.4. Responses from participants below age18 (a total of eight
responses) were removed from the data set. Males greatly outnum-
bered females (89 percent to 11 percent). Nearly all those who
responded (95 percent) reported they were Muslims, 3 percent
reported they were Christians, and less than 1 percent reported they
were Jewish. In terms of income, 55.4 percent reported an annual
income that ranged between $1,001 and $25,000. Almost one-fifth
(18.3 percent) indicated an annual income of less than $1,000. Few of
the respondents (3.6 percent) indicated an annual income more than
$100,000.
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Perceptions of Press Freedom

The first research question explored how viewers of Al Jazeera TV
judge the level of press freedom in the Arab world. Respondents indi-
cated they believed the Arab press suffered under censorship and
argued that the press should be free. Nearly 80 percent strongly
agreed that the Arab media should be allowed to freely criticize their
government and another 16 percent agreed. Less than 3 percent “dis-
agreed” or “strongly disagreed.” Respondents also strongly believed
that the Arab media should be allowed to publish free from govern-
ment control (64.4 percent) and almost a quarter of the respondents
agreed with the statement. Overall, results showed that viewers in this
survey believe that the Arab media are controlled, explaining that
these media are just tools to deliver what “leaders” want their people
to know and that journalism in Arab countries is nothing but an
“accessory to those in power.” As one viewer explained, “The media
in the Arab world are instruments of the Arab regimes.” Another one
wrote,

Journalists in Arab countries don’t have the opportunity to express
themselves and to reflect the reality because they are afraid of the gov-
ernments that might take action against them . . . look at the number
of arrests of journalists in Arab countries. Anyone saying or writing
against the leaders is taken to jail. In some places, the only acceptable
view is the one coming from the mouth of the leader. Anything else is
wrong or even a crime against the nation.

Results also showed that almost 8 in 10 believed that Al Jazeera TV
has led to an increase in press freedom in the Arab world. (See
table 5.1 for frequencies and means.) One viewer explained,

In the Arab World the liberty of the press is starting to be felt despite the
fact we are far away from the ideal situation. Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabya
are good examples of the development of the “other” media.

The second research question examined how viewers of Al Jazeera TV
compare the level of press freedom in the Arab world to the level of
press freedom in the United States. Results show that the freedom of
the press in the United States, although average, is perceived to be
higher than the freedom of the press in the Arab world. Respondents
were significantly more likely to rate the level of press freedom higher
for the United States than in Arab countries overall. On a scale of 1 to
10 wherein 10 indicates the culture enjoys a high level of press 
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freedom, respondents scored Arab media low on freedom of the press
(mean � 2.83) and rated the freedom of the press in the United
States as only average (mean � 5.35). One respondent explained,

It seems like American media are free, but actually they are not. For
example, many reports were ignored by all mainstream media, which
would have lowered Bush’s chances to win and consequently would
have affected election results. There is a definite agreement to support
Israel’s causes no matter what . . . This unconditional support is limiting
the free media and makes it, rather, a manipulating media.

The third research question examined whether heavier viewers of Al
Jazeera TV perceive more press freedom in the Arab world than
lighter viewers do. As shown in table 5.2, reliance on Al Jazeera net-
work positively relates to statements on whether the Arab media
should be allowed to freely criticize their governments, and to publish
free from government control. In other words, the more viewers
relied on the TV network for news, the more likely they were to sup-
port free press in the Arab world. Further, results indicate that the
more respondents relied on Al Jazeera, the more they were likely to
rate the level of press freedom significantly higher in the Arab world
on the 10-point freedom scale (mean 2.10 vs. 2.83).

The fourth and final research question examined whether reliance on
Al Jazeera TV network correlated with attitudes toward press freedom
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Table 5.1 Percentages and Means of Responses Showing How Viewers
of Al Jazeera Assess the Level of Press Freedom in the Arab World (N � 638)

Mean S. D. Percent Reporting Percent Reporting 
Agree and Strongly Disagree and  

Agree Strongly Disagree

The Arab media 4.73 .68 94.4 2.7
shouldbe allowed to 
freely criticize their
governments

The Arab media 4.51 .92 88.2 6.7
should be allowed to 
publish free from 
government control

Al Jazeera TV has 4.07 1.12 78.1 11.1
led to an increase in 
press freedom in the
Arab world

Note: 1 � strongly disagree; 2 � disagree; 3 � Neutral; 4 � agree; 5 � strongly agree
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after partialing out the effects of political ideology and demographic
variables. A one-tail test indicates that reliance on Al Jazeera network has
no significant correlation with statements regarding press freedom after
controlling for political activity, political interest, and respondents’ age,
education, gender, English-language proficiency, and income. In other
words, how heavily respondents relied on the network for news and
information showed no relationship with how they assessed freedom of
the press in the Arab world, after accounting for other factors.

Discussion

Because the broadcasting and political scenes are still evolving in the
Middle East, it is difficult to assess whether satellite television networks
have created a public opinion favorable to political democratization in
the region. Studies do suggest that Al Jazeera has played a major role
in ushering in a period of increased freedom of speech in the Arab
world,43 but authors debate whether this has loosened the reins of gov-
ernment censorship. Overall, however, results of this study suggest the
emergence of Al Jazeera television as a possible contributor toward
freedom of the press, one that has encouraged a more independent
role of the media by supporting the lifting of government controls on
the press. As one respondent wrote,

Watching all of the new Arab channels I see that journalistic liberty has
increased in recent years. Thanks to Al-Jazeera that showed that Arab
journalism can be at the vanguard . . . Few media have already started
to liberate themselves from their umbilical ties to the governments.
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Table 5.2 Comparing Means of Responses Regarding Reliance on Al Jazeera
Network and Perceived Press Freedom in the Arab World (N � 638)

Light Viewers Heavy Viewers T-Score
(mean) (mean)

Press Freedom Index 3.94 4.65 155.46*

The Arab media should be 3.80 4.76 113.95*
allowed to freely criticize 
their governments

The Arab media should be 3.78 4.52 162.29*
allowed to publish free from
government control

Note: 1 � strongly disagree; 2 � disagree; 3 � Neutral; 4 � agree; 5 � strongly agree
Respondents that moderately rely on Al Jazeera network were coded as missing
*p � .001

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Clearly, this study found nearly eight in ten supported more press
freedom. More importantly, respondents indicated that they believed
the Arab press suffered under censorship and criticized the govern-
ments for limited press rights. Typically, respondents criticized media
laws in the Arab world that explicitly restrict and limit freedom the
press. As one viewer explained,

The Arab media are a mouthpiece of the ruling party, or the government
in their respective country. The Arab media are free ONLY when it
comes to demonizing /criticizing Israel. Many of the honest journalists
CANNOT publish any article that criticizes the government, because of
the fear of imprisonment, or some form of punishment.

While, media systems vary somewhat from country to country in the
Middle East, results of this study support past literature that those in pre-
dominantly Muslim countries place a high priority on having the right to
criticize the government and on having a press that operated without
government censorship44. That said, however, respondents in this study
ranked freedom of the press in the United States as only average. They
do not perceive the U.S. press as free, explaining they are controlled by
multinational corporations. One respondent commented,

American news media are in the hands of a few companies and it’s in
their best interest to keep the truth from the people. In some ways,
some of them serve as an indirect mouthpiece of the system. The news
is always short, and sanitized, and other points of view are not allowed.
SELF-CENSORSHIP is a common practice, especially on TV. One
always sees how the United States is glorified and the “others” are
either demonized or ignored.

Further, for the concerned viewers and especially those who were crit-
ical of the U.S. media, ranking the freedom of the press as average could
be seen as resulting from coverage of the recent wars in Afghanistan,
Iraq, and Lebanon, and the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. Respondents
were more critical of foreign reporting on events in the Middle East,
Islam, Arabs/Muslims, and, more specifically, on the U.S. relationship
with Israel. Respondents claimed that the U.S. coverage involves much
more than the pursuit of journalistic objectivity. They reported that U.S.
coverage of recent wars has demonstrated that the U.S. media are
manipulated by the U.S. government. As one respondent explained,

The media in the United States are ruled by multinational corporations
that have certain objectives: Finding enemies to the United States to
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gain more money and power. In the past it was communism, now it is
the turn of Islam and Muslims.

This study also revealed that the more viewers relied on the TV
network for news, the more likely they were to support free press in
the Arab world. The more respondents relied on Al Jazeera, the more
likely they were to support statements on whether the Arab media
should be allowed to freely criticize their governments, and to publish
free from government control. After controlling for political activity,
political interest, and respondents’ age, education, gender, English-
language proficiency, and income, however, our findings revealed no
direct connection between how heavily respondents relied on the net-
work and how they assessed freedom of the press in the Arab world.
One plausible reason is that media reliance and press freedom overall
displayed very little variance. As table 5.1 shows, the standard devia-
tions for the two items in the press freedom index were quite low. The
only item with a standard deviation larger than 1.0 involved a state-
ment that was not used in the index—whether Al Jazeera network has
led to an increase in press freedom. Most of the respondents, then,
showed clear homogeneous attitudes toward the level of press freedom
in the Arab world.

Finally, a limitation of this study should be noted. The authors used
an online survey posted on Al Jazeera’s Web site. The purpose of this
study was to examine how viewers of the television network perceive
press freedom. In a largely oral society that for the most part restricts
personal freedoms, it would be difficult to survey by traditional tech-
niques. Careful use of purposive sampling generates results that might
be representative of a specific subset of Internet users but might not be
representative of the larger population.45 Consequently, we consider
this survey a pilot study designed to provide preliminary data on which
to base further investigations. How viewers in the Arab world perceive
Al Jazeera as a possible contributor toward attitudes and development
of freedom of the press in the Middle East remains an evolving area of
inquiry and this research represents a substantive effort to explore
attitudes and perceptions of press freedom in the region. Further, the
demographic profile of the users of Al Jazeera Arabic Web site who
responded to this survey closely mirrors the characteristics found in
earlier studies that posted surveys on the Al Jazeera Web site,46 which
suggests that this sample is representative of the population it sur-
veyed. If democracy takes hold in most of the countries in the Middle
East, it is hoped that future studies could employ a random sample to
better understand how viewers of the Arab world perceive and rate
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freedom of the press worldwide. Future studies should attempt to post
surveys on Web sites of other Arab media, to get a clearer sense of the
Arab culture’s view on press freedom.
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C H A P T E R  6

Arab Arguments: Talk Shows 
and the New Arab Public Sphere

Marc Lynch

Since Al Jazeera exploded on the Arab scene in the late 1990s, its talk
shows have ushered in a culture of contentious public debate, a culture
that has fundamentally shattered unitary Arab nationalist discourse.1

They shattered decades of tight Arab state control over the public
agenda that imposed a stifling silence on real political debate. Al
Jazeera’s talk shows helped to bring into being a new Arab public ori-
ented toward contentious public argument about issues of interest to a
shared Arab identity. This new public already has a deeply ingrained
expectation of public disagreement and dissent that was almost
unthinkable only a short time ago. Do Arab talk shows constitute a
new Arab public sphere?

Many observers have raised serious concerns about the political
effects of these talk shows. Some fear that it is driving a culture of talk
rather than a culture of action, transforming Arabs into a “media
phenomenon.”2 On the brink of the American invasion of Iraq, Al
Jazeera presenter Faisal al-Qassem lamented, “why does nothing
remain in the Arab arena except for some croaking media personalities?
Why does a loud television clamor suffice as an alternative to effective
action?”3 Others despair at the perceived low quality of discussion that
inclines to “the superficial and the sensational . . . [lacking] focused
dialogue . . . and dominated by accusations and the settling of
scores.”4 For Abdullah Schleifer, “all too often these talk shows degen-
erated into unproductive shouting matches in which abuse replaced
dialogue and analysis . . . these talk shows are too often a vehicle for
the collective venting of emotion rather than an exercise in critical
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thinking.”5 Others worry that the artificial staging of the debates leads
to an exacerbation of differences and the elision of the vital center,
degrading the political culture by driving argument to the extremes. 6

For Jon Alterman, “much of the debate in Arab media is a false debate,
either between two ludicrous extremes, or between a guest espousing
a ‘proper’ view and his heretical opponent. . . . Arab debates often
resemble nothing so much as professional wrestling, where the outcome
is clear before the adversaries even step into the ring.”7

Arab talk shows have therefore generated considerable controversy.
But due to the absence of serious research on either the content of the
talk shows or on their impact, such arguments remain largely anecdotal
and speculative.8 Is Al Jazeera driving sectarian conflict in Iraq through
its choice of guests on its talk shows? Is it fomenting anti-Americanism
by constructing its talk shows in ways that ensure America cannot win?
This chapter offers some empirical evidence to begin evaluating these
arguments, first by offering an overview of the content of Al Jazeera’s
talk shows over a five-year period and then by looking in detail at a
single “dialogue moment,” the debates over a 2004 American reform
initiative. I argue that much of the discussion of these talk shows has
been slanted by an overemphasis on a particular type of talk show,
exemplified by Faisal al-Qassem’s The Opposite Direction, and by a fail-
ure to recognize the difference between “mobilizational moments”
and “dialogue moments” in Arab politics.

Talk Shows and Politics

You are hurting America . . . stop, stop, stop, stop hurting America.

—Jon Stewart, to Tucker Carlson, host of CNN’s Crossfire.9

Talk shows have not generally been seen as a progressive political
force. In his analysis of American daytime talk shows, Joshua Gamson
noted the widespread concern about “the damage these shows do to
democracy by posing as democratic public fora but gutting themselves
of almost everything but ratings-driven exhibitions . . . [exposing] a
liberal public sphere severely eroded and impoverished by its central
driver, commercial television, where quick emotion displaces rational
deliberation.”10 Echoes of such denunciations resound in the debates
about Arab talk shows. But the Arab context is fundamentally different:
rather than representing a degeneration of a once rational or sophisti-
cated public sphere, these talk shows filled a gaping void in the Arab
political arena.11 Prior to Al Jazeera’s emergence, an enforced silence
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about contentious issues—combined with loud but unanimous
demands on issues such as Palestine—produced an Arab public in which
dissent and argument (rare novelty acts, at the time) were quickly
silenced.

Al Jazeera attracted unprecedented mass audiences with its pio-
neering coverage of the Iraqi crisis in the late 1990s and the
Palestinian-Israeli fighting beginning in 2000. While Al Jazeera has
faced mounting competition, it remains the one station watched by
virtually everyone, making its programs the “common knowledge” of
Arab politics, which all Arabs can reasonably assume that others have
seen and are prepared to discuss.12 Rather than limit debate to
approved areas, Al Jazeera’s programs delighted in shattering taboos
and in provoking sharp debates. Broadcast live, these programs
danced at the edge of chaos, tantalizing viewers with the possibility of
transgression.

Some of its most sensational programs over the years have become
iconic in discussions of the Arab media—the debate between Sadeq
Jalal al-Azm and Yusuf al-Qaradawi over secularism; the time that the
American academic Asaad Abu Khalil provoked a diplomatic crisis by
mocking Jordan’s King Hussein; the time that Toujan Faisal drove a
spluttering Islamic conservative to stomp off the set; the time that the
American-based feminist Wafa Sultan needled an Egyptian Islamic con-
servative about Islam’s failures. This focus on exemplary moments can
actually conceal what is most important about Al Jazeera’s programs:
the way their relentless return to critiques of the Arab status quo
cumulatively reshaped the entire Arab public agenda.

Al Jazeera’s prioritization of public argument is what transformed
the satellite television form into a potentially revolutionary forum. The
“public sphere” qualities of Al Jazeera resided in its live, unpredictable
character, with public argument oriented toward an imagined audience
conceptualized as incorporating all Arabs. Participation, through phone
calls and faxes and internet voting created at least the illusion that this
public was open to all members of this Arab identity, and that their Arab
identity was made manifest through the act of expressing an opinion in
public. These talk shows offered perhaps the first real opportunity for
Arabs to argue freely about issues of the day before a vast audience of
those who share an identity and concerns. In contrast to the demands
for conformity in Gamal Abd al-Nasser’s pan-Arabism, Al Jazeera cele-
brated difference and argument within the bounds of a shared identity.
Few participants in these programs disagree with the core shared com-
mitments that define the new Arab public: questions of reform, Israel,
Iraq, and of Arab identity in the face of American power. But within
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those parameters, they disagree—often vehemently—about what
should be done or about what conclusions to draw from events. Even
on something as central to Arab identity as the Palestinian Intifada, it
could air a debate on whether it was a waste of time.

Al Jazeera was not the first Arab TV station to offer talk shows. In
the 1990s, Emad Al-Dib pioneered the call-in format with Istifta Ala
al-Hawa on the pay-station Orbit, while various talk shows appeared
and disappeared on other stations over the years. But most of these
programs were crippled by the omnipresent red lines inhibiting free
debate. Generally prerecorded to give censors a chance to approve their
contents, the shows and their guests demonstrated expert knowledge
of which issues to leave alone.

Few Arab television stations have dared copy the public sphere
aspects of Al Jazeera’s talk shows, even when they have imitated the
forms. Al-Arabiya, for instance, for all its high-tech sheen has largely
stuck to prerecorded programs, in explicit repudiation of Al Jazeera’s
commitment to live, uncensored and unscripted presentation of polit-
ical argument. Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed, director of al-Arabiya, has
frequently argued that Arab television should focus more on the objec-
tive, professional presentation of news than on opinion and argument.
This can be seen as an attempt to purge the Arab media of precisely the
qualities that made Al Jazeera into a public sphere. Such a trend can be
seen even on Al Jazeera. Behind the News, the signature, nightly, prime-
time program introduced during a revamp of Al Jazeera’s program-
ming in the summer of 2005, represents an important departure from
the “public sphere” conception. Its topics are selected by the editorial
team, not by the host; it lasts only half an hour, dramatically reducing
the time for give and take and for the in-depth exploration of issues; its
dialogue tends to flow through the host, with little give and take
among the guests; and there are no phone callers or audience partici-
pation. In short, it is more controlled from the top down and less open
to unscripted, revelatory moments.

The Arab Conversation: What Do 
These Talk Shows Talk About?

Talk shows can be seen both as a window into Arab political discus-
sions and as framing those debates. While it is risky to infer public
opinion from these debates, they provide a unique entrance into Arab
political arguments—not just public opinion as measured in surveys,
but also the dynamic and fluid processes of arguments through which
those opinions take shape. Al Jazeera’s talk shows shaped the Arab
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political agenda, placing events within what I have called the “Al
Jazeera narrative.” Most of the guests came from civil society, political
parties, or journalism, and many of the programs featured opportuni-
ties for viewers to call in or otherwise participate. Whether by choice
or by necessity, Al Jazeera hosted far fewer Arab heads of state or
cabinet members than was common for Arab television.

Looking at 1039 episodes of the five most prominent general-
interest political talk shows reveals some important trends.13 First, the
Arab debate on Al Jazeera focused almost exclusively on Arab or
Islamic issues. Barely a handful dealt with issues outside the immediate
purview of the Arab world—and even those would be discussed in the
context of how they affected Arabs. This was neither accidental nor
insignificant: Al Jazeera self-consciously constructed itself as an Arab
forum focused on Arab issues.

Four broad issues dominated Al Jazeera’s agenda: Palestine, Iraq,
reform, and America. Over a five-year period, Palestine and reform
each made up about 26 percent of all programs, while Iraq and the
United States each made up about 22 percent, with interesting varia-
tions over time. Palestine dominated the agenda from 1998 through
2002, while Iraq drove out virtually all other issues in 2003. Reform
was a constant issue of concern, rising at some points and declining at
others but always present. Finally, the United States became an
increasingly central concern over the years, in line with its manifestly
increased presence in the region after 9/11, the invasion of Iraq, and
the adoption of a democratization agenda. Indeed, table 6.1 under-
counts the American presence, as the United States increasingly
intruded on and shaped discussion of all issues.
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Table 6.1 Al Jazeera Talk Show Topics [Number (percent of total)]

Palestine Iraq Reform America Total

1999 33 (24) 13 (9) 51 (37) 14 (10) 138
2000 39 (27) 14 (10) 46 (32) 12 (8) 142
2001 56 (36) 14 (9) 42 (27) 37 (24) 157
2002 66 (39) 33 (19) 31 (18) 49 (29) 170
2003 31 (17) 104 (57) 42 (23) 66 (36) 184
2004 48 (19) 51 (21) 57 (23) 54 (22) 248

Total 273 (26) 229 (22) 269 (26) 232 (22) 1039

Note: “America” programs are those in which words such as “America,” “United States,” or some
obvious referent appears in the title; as almost every program about Iraq could be considered “about
America,” this method undercounts American presence. “Reform” programs are those that dealt
with social, economic, intellectual, or domestic political issues
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These concerns were not treated as discrete issues, but rather cohered
in a discernible Al Jazeera narrative, defined not by consensus on all
points but on a shared basic storyline within which points of disagree-
ment made sense. Iraq passed from an area of near consensus to one of
deep contention. From Al Jazeera’s launch to the fall of Baghdad, this
public took the suffering of the Iraqi people under sanctions—and
the perfidy of the United States and Arab rulers in enforcing those
sanctions—as a key marker of the shared narrative. After the war, how-
ever, this public was stunned to discover considerable hostility among
Iraqis who believed that they had given support to Saddam—a disso-
nance that triggered a fascinating and important debate.14 It is telling
that Al Jazeera responded to the fall of Baghdad by shelving its regular
talk shows for six weeks in favor of Minbar al-Jazeera, a live call-in show
that allowed ordinary Arabs to argue about the bewildering new world
with relatively little editorial control or oversight.

In 1999 and 2000, Al Jazeera hosted—in addition to regular discus-
sions of elections or significant political events—frequent discussions
of big questions such as the impact of generational change on Arab
hopes for democracy (March 5, 1999), democracy in the Arab world
(March 29, 1999), the Arab economic situation (May 12, 1999), the use
of states of emergency (August 31, 1999), human rights (October 5,
1999; May 2, 2000), how to unleash freedom of thought (November 8,
1999), unemployment (December 8, 1999), honor crimes (February 22,
2000), youth problems (May 17, 2000), the new Arab wealthy (June 27,
2000), and women’s rights (July 19, 2000).

After the outbreak of the Palestinian al-Aqsa Intifada in
September 2000, Al Jazeera greatly increased its focus on Palestinian
issues, with those topics taking up 36 percent of all shows in 2001 and
39 percent in 2002. Still, Al Jazeera continued to air programs on
issues such as secularist-Islamist conflicts over freedom of expression
(December 11, 2000), civil society (April 10, 2001), obstacles to
investment (May 2, 2001), freedom of expression in the Arab media
(June 30, 2001), Islamism and democracy (July 28, 2001), and “security
mentalities” in the Arab world (August 25, 2001).

September 11 dominated the agenda for months afterward, lead-
ing to a sharp increase in attention to the United States, Islam, and
the war on terror. As early as November, programs were beginning to
speculate about an American war on Iraq (November 28, 2001).
Reform discussions also continued, particularly with an eye toward
the effects of the war on terror on political freedoms: the future of
human rights (December 25, 2001), the lost role of Arab parliaments
(January 8, 2002), the crisis of Arab culture (January 30, 2002), a
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mocking look at 99.99 percent electoral victories (June 11, 2002),
and considerable discussion of the 2002 Arab Human Development
Report (August 13, 2002; August 7, 2002). But such reform talk was
increasingly lost within angry arguments about Israel (especially
toward the spring, when Israel reoccupied the West Bank), sullen
defensiveness about external pressures, loud fury at incompetent and
unresponsive regimes, and a growing, hostile focus on the United
States—particularly after President Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech in
early 2002 and the growing talk of war with Iraq.

Iraq absolutely dominated the first half of 2003, driving out almost
all other issues. But in the second half of 2003, Al Jazeera returned to
its reform agenda, with greater focus on the shortcomings of Arab
regimes and more sustained debates about a possible American role in
promoting reform. The tone of many of these programs about reform
was defensive: responding to American pressure rather than working
through Arab issues on their own terms. As early as May 2003,
programs considered the possibilities of reform after the Iraq earth-
quake (HM May 17, 2003), with defensiveness and anti-American
skepticism doing battle with desperate frustration and hopes for some
kind of a change. By early 2004, reform debates were in full swing,
even as Iraq continued to shape much of the discursive arena. Darfur
emerged as a surprisingly central issue over the course of 2004, with
at least eight programs devoted to Sudan in this period.

Against Faisal-Centrism

Most discussion of Arab talk shows has focused on one very distinctive
and important model: The Opposite Direction, hosted by Faisal al-
Qassem. The Opposite Direction typically pitted two diametrically
opposed individuals against one another, with a provocatively worded
question and with Qassem baiting them and spurring them on into
argumentative frenzy. The Opposite Direction was the most popular
and controversial Al Jazeera program, but there was no single Al
Jazeera style. Recognizing this diversity is important, because overre-
liance on this one format has colored much of the research on Arab
talk shows, highlighting their polarizing and sensationalizing qualities.
For instance, Mohamed Ayish studied ten episodes of The Opposite
Direction to show how each tended to follow a consistent rhythm and
flow, pushing toward a predictable outcome.15 Mohamed al-Nawawy
and Adel Iskander’s chapter on Al Jazeera’s talk shows, titled “Boxing
Rings,” primarily draws its examples from Qassem’s program.16

Mamoun Fandy’s negative portrayal of Al Jazeera’s talk shows as a
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reinvention of Nasser’s Voice of the Arabs was limited to two episodes
of The Opposite Direction.17 For that matter, a significant portion of
the formal complaints received by Al Jazeera or the Qatari government
pertained to Qassem’s program.18

But realizing that this “Faisal-centric” view of the talk shows captures
only a very thin slice of the new Arab media can allow for a more
nuanced understanding of how these programs are changing Arab
politics.19 As discussed below, Al Jazeera alone offered a wide variety
of talk show formats. Other stations offered even more. Al-Arabiya
recruited a number of talented talk show hosts, including Giselle
Khoury, Montaha al-Rahmi, Hisham Milhem, Hussein Shobakshi, and
Turki al-Dakhil. Most tended to favor more controlled formats and drew
guests from the Arab ruling elite. No contrast could be starker than the
comparison between each station’s signature one-on-one interview pro-
gram: almost two-thirds of all guests on Giselle Khoury’s popular Bil-
Arabi program on al-Arabiya were current or former high-ranking Arab
government officials, while Ahmed Mansour’s No Limits drew predom-
inantly on independent, Arab nationalist and Islamist writers and
activists. Popular programs on LBC, Abu Dhabi TV, and many others
offer a wide spectrum of formats—each of which encouraged different
kinds of debate and presumably pushed toward different kinds of
outcomes. Even religious stations such as Iqra and Risala offered talk
shows, as did entertainment-oriented stations.20 Had programs on other
stations been included in the discussion to follow, it would only have
increased the finding of diversity in forums and approaches—a diversity
that can already be seen within Al Jazeera’s offerings.

A Dialogue Moment: The Greater 
Middle East Initiative

Al Jazeera’s talk shows look very different during what I call its
“dialogue moments” and its “mobilizational moments.” During intense
conflicts and moments of crisis, such as the Israeli reoccupation of
the West Bank in 2002, the American invasion of Iraq in March
2003, or the Israeli-Lebanese war of 2006, Al Jazeera tends to
subordinate debate and discussion to traditional news coverage and
to mobilizational interviews. These mobilizational moments are offset
by “dialogue moments” in which even highly emotional and contentious
issues are put up to sustained and focused debate.

In order to illustrate the diversity of these programs and the differ-
ent ways in which they construct arenas for public discourse, one key
“dialogue moment” has been selected: the 2004 American Greater
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Middle East Initiative (GMEI) for reform. Leaked to al-Hayat in
February 2004, the GMEI represented an early draft of an American
agenda for promoting reform in the Arab world. Arab governments
unleashed a blistering campaign against it, branding it as a form of
imperialism, hoping to harness the anti-American portion of the Al
Jazeera consensus against the pro-reform portion. Over the next few
months, this agenda became the subject of an intense and remarkably
wide-open public debate about the desirability of reform and American
credibility (see table 6.2). This section looks at 11 Al Jazeera talk shows
devoted to the topics. By way of comparison, it was found that only
three talk shows dealt with this topic on al-Arabiya: a May 23 episode
of Bil-Mursad, hosted by the former Al Jazeera anchor Muntaha al-
Rahmi; a June 8 episode of Under the Lights, hosted by Talib Kana’an;
and a June 11 episode of Hisham Milhem’s Across the Sea.21

The Opposite Direction

As noted above, Faisal al-Qassem’s The Opposite Direction presents a
highly contentious, binary conception of debate. Qassem’s March 16
program on “the Middle East project” exemplifies this approach. With
head of the Arab Lawyers Union Abd al-Azim al-Maghrabi pitted
against American-based neoconservative Shakir Nabulsi, Qassem
ensured fireworks before the program even began. Qassem’s introduc-
tion, as always, aimed to heighten the contradictions and to draw the
sharpest possible argument. No reasonable middle ground, here:
Qassem first ridiculed Arab opponents of the Greater Middle East
Project, wondering what they were so afraid of, while lacerating the
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Table 6.2 Talk Shows about the GMEI

Date Show Topic

February 20 More than One Opinion The Greater Middle East Project
February 28 Open Dialogue Calls for change in the Arab world
March 13 Open Dialogue The Tunis Arab Summit
March 16 Opposite Direction The Middle East project
March 29 Minbar al-Jazeera Reasons for postponing the Arab summit
April 2 Akthar Min Rai Postponement of Arab summit
April 5 Minbar al-Jazeera Reform projects and the Arab position
March 30 Opposite Direction The Arab summit and reforms in the 

Arab world
May 25 Opposite Direction Future of reform project
June 10 From Washington The results of the G-8 Summit
June 14 Minbar al-Jazeera The results of the G-8 Summit
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hypocrisy of the Arab regimes pretending to take reform seriously.
Then a 180-degree pivot: but on the other side, he asked, who
wanted outsiders intervening in their affairs? What did Palestine really
have to do with the reforms Arabs so desperately needed? Nabulsi,
with the twin disadvantages of holding an unpopular position and
being off-site rather than in the studio, got to speak first. Qassem, who
obviously disagreed with Nabulsi, began by agreeing with almost every-
thing he said before ambushing him with the online voting results show-
ing only 18.6 percent agreeing with his position and then turning the
discussion over to the other guest. Maghrebi savaged the UN Human
Development Report, usually taken as gospel on Al Jazeera, before
wandering into an extended rant against America, Ahmed Chalabi, cor-
ruption, and CIA payments to Arab regimes. He left Nabulsi to hope-
lessly ask that he stick to the subject. Halfway in, the shouting and cross
talk had begun. When Qassem went to the phones, it was not ordinary
citizens who came on the line but carefully selected participants—
including the Egyptian radical Talaat Ramih, who proceeded to insult
Nabulsi’s family and denounce America, and the America-based
Egyptian Magdi Khalil, who generally sympathized with Nabulsi.

Two other episodes of The Opposite Direction dealing with this ques-
tion followed a similar course. One, aired on March 30, focused on the
Arab summit and reforms in the Arab world. Qassem’s guests were of a
high caliber: the Arab League’s ambassador in France Nasif Hitti and
the leading Paris-based Syrian intellectual Burhan Ghalyoun. Qassem’s
framing revolved around popular frustration with summits, balanced
against calls for realism in the face of Arab weakness. Hitti went first, the
turn usually reserved for the target of Qassem’s disdain. Hitti expressed
his understanding for Arab frustration, but he defended the Arab
League’s efforts under difficult conditions. Ghalyoun then calmly dis-
sected the Arab summit, the failure of which was preordained as it had
no real agenda and could never have one as the system was designed to
fail. Even with such luminaries, the structure of the arena drove the
debate: words such as “treason” flew around, while Qassem at one
point derisively challenged Hitti to explain whether he was speaking as
an intellectual or as an ambassador. A May 25 episode on the future of
reform projects, featuring the Palestinian Hamdan Hamdan and the
Washington-based Ali Ramadan Abu Zakouk, went the same way.

More Than One Opinion

Sami Haddad’s London-based More Than One Opinion was actually
the first Al Jazeera program to deal with the GMEI question. This
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program usually hosted three or four guests selected on the basis of
their potential contributions to the topic rather than on the basis of
their extreme positions. On February 20, Haddad focused on the
draft of the GMEI just published in al-Hayat. He invited four guests:
Patrick Clawson, an American close to the Bush administration; Muta
Safadi, a columnist for al-Quds al-Arabi; Haitham Manaa, spokesman
for the Arab Committee on Human Rights; and Abd al-Wahab
Affendi, a prominent moderate Islamist intellectual. Haddad framed
the discussion by pointing out that the proposal came from the
American security perspective, without consultation with Arabs, and
wondered whether there would be a European alternative. On the
other hand, he pointed out that the GMEI draft took the Arab
Human Development Reports as a key reference, which suggested
that it responded to Arab as well as American imperatives. Clawson
was invited to speak first and put forward a positive vision of a Bush
committed to Arab reform and democracy, and a long series of con-
sultations that had gone into the draft. He pointed to Bush’s admis-
sion that America had erred in the past by tolerating Arab dictatorships
and said that he expected different reactions from around the Arab
world. Haddad then turned to Safadi, who dismissed Clawson’s
remarks as nothing new, shrugging off the initiative as answering none
of the Arab world’s doubts about American intentions. Haddad
pointed out that Bush had been the first American president to
endorse the idea of a Palestinian state, to which Safadi responded with
scornful derision. The program moved on to Affendi, who expressed
outrage at Bush’s (mis)use of the Arab Human Development Report
(of which he had been a coauthor). Manaa argued that Bush himself
was the biggest problem with the initiative. Two-thirds of the way
through, Haddad took three phone calls, while the guests argued
among themselves. Overall, the tone of the program was critical but
relatively calm, with all the guests getting time to speak and little cross
talk. Haddad challenged all the guests and did not seem to be overtly
favoring any particular position. The one point of consensus was on
the need for reform and the oppressive nature of the Arab regimes,
although three of the four guests voiced deep skepticism or opposition
to an American role.

When the preparations for the Arab summit collapsed shortly after
Qassem’s show, Haddad hosted an April 2 discussion with Abd al-Bari
Atwan (editor of al-Quds al-Arabi), Jihad al-Khazen (editor of al-
Hayat), Tunisian writer Burhan Bassis, and Egyptian parliamentarian
Mustafa al-Fiqi. Haddad’s introduction asked whether Bernard Lewis
had been right to dismiss Arab states as tribes with flags. Since its
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creation, Haddad intoned, the Arab League had always failed at every-
thing it touched—why should the Arab street even care anymore?
Khazen, speaking first, hoped that at least it had not been an American
decision to cancel the summit, but he did not sound convinced. Bassis
argued that most Arab leaders preferred to kill the idea of reform, with
Haddad pressing him to specifically include Tunisia’s president in that
roster. Then frequent guest Atwan came on, calmly indicting the entire
Arab order for their hostility to reform. Finally Fiqi, after complaining
about the marginalization of the guest not in the studio, attempted to
defend the honor of the Arab League, to the evident displeasure of the
other guests and the host—until Atwan firmly interrupted him to
speak on behalf of the Arab street. Fast-paced, intense conversation
ensued, with little screaming and few pyrotechnics—and only one
caller, who was quickly dismissed.

Open Dialogue

Ghassan bin Jidu’s program offers a dramatically different kind of
forum, one oriented more around audience participation than around
pyrotechnics among the guests. On February 28, bin Jidu hosted a
program on the “calls for change in the Arab world.” The guests
included Tunisian politician Ahmed al-Qadidi, Egyptian Parliament-
arian Hamdayn Sabahi, and Layth Kubba, an Iraqi-American official
of the National Endowment for Democracy. Bin Jidu framed the dis-
cussion around the despotism and democratic deficiency in the Arab
world. But bin Jidu highlighted three major critiques: the Bush
administration’s ethical and democratic failings, that the call for
democracy was just another way for Bush to try to rule the world, and
that some were happy with things as they are. The questions, as he
posed it, were whether democracy under American patronage was
realistic and possible and how the regimes would respond. Just as
Haddad had given the first word to Clawson, bin Jidu gave the first
word to Kubba, who defended at length the American efforts. Sabahi
then expressed his doubts that America really wanted change or real
democracy. Bin Jidu pushed Sabahi: as much of the Arab political class
disliked the Arab regimes and said they wanted democracy, what was
so wrong about accepting American help? Sabahi responded that
America only wanted to strip Arabs of their ability to resist its hege-
mony. Qadidi, finally, pointed out that the same America that said it
wanted change had been the main support for the despotic regimes it
now claimed to oppose. Bin Jidu intervened to suggest that America
was capable of changing, pointing to the democracy in Iraq. Qadidi
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was unconvinced, leading to an extended exchange with Kubba. At
that point, members of the studio audience began to participate. One
participant demurred from Kubba’s defense of American intentions
by pointing out that it was America’s interests that concerned him,
not its intentions. Another asked about the role of youth in change,
another about the role of protests—all told, eight studio guests
participated. The tone of the discussion was civil and thoughtful
throughout, with the studio participation giving a feel of spontaneity
and unpredictability.

Bin Jidu’s next program on the topic aired on March 13, dealing
with the Tunis Arab summit. Rather than guests, bin Jidu assembled
studio audiences in Beirut, Baghdad, and Cairo. He framed the dis-
cussion around the frustration felt by at least some parts of the Arab
people at the recurrent failures of the Arab League to do anything
productive. The show was presented as an opportunity for the assem-
bled Arab citizens to give voice to their hopes and concerns. Bin Jidu
began with a member of the Baghdad group member, who expected
only frustration from the summit. An Egyptian journalist argued that
the legitimacy of Arab leaders should not be questioned, but that
Arabs could legitimately demand that they formulate a serious agenda.
A Lebanese speaker expressed doubts that Arab leaders could possibly
live up to the hopes of the Arab masses, because every Arab summit
ended by frustrating the hopes of the people. The conversation
bounced from city to city, with some 24 different speakers weighing
in over the course of the hour.

Minbar Al Jazeera

Minbar Al Jazeera was built around phone calls, with host Jumana
al-Namour sitting at a desk taking calls with no time delay or pre-
screening. In a March 29 episode on the postponement of the Arab
summit, guest Hamdan Subayhi of the Egyptian Parliament
demanded reform, denouncing Arab regimes and rejecting American
credibility in promoting it. Most callers agreed. In the April 5 episode,
with studio guest Ma’ataz Midani of the Lebanese newspaper al-Safir,
the program focused on Arab attitudes toward reform projects.
Namour’s short preamble framed the discussion around the American
desire for reform and the attitudes expressed by the Arab states. After
Midani described the frustrations of the Arab people with the official
Arab order’s shortcomings, Namour took twenty callers. Most of the
callers agreed with the need for reform—who does not want reform,
asked one—and most expressed frustration with the failed Arab
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summit. Iraq was not a model, American tanks could not create
democracy, the Arab leaders were corrupt despots, America did not
really want reform—these were common formulations. One expressed
hope that Bush would succeed in overthrowing Arab leaders, the
more the better. Namour at times had trouble keeping callers on
topic, but she maintained a level of civil discourse and prevented
loquacious guests from monopolizing the air. A June 14 program on
the G-8 Summit went much the same way, with Namour gracefully
handling twenty different callers expressing diverse opinions, often
going back and forth several times with each before ending the
exchange.

From Washington

On June 10, Hafez Mirazi hosted a program from Washington DC on
the results of the G-8 Summit , with guests Robert Malley, Layth Kubba,
and Magdi Khalil. Mirazi tends to eschew the confrontational tactics of
other talk show hosts, preferring a calm, analytical style in which the
guests have the chance to develop ideas, and does not take phone calls.
All of his guests supported an American role in reform, in marked
contrast to the other programs. Mirazi framed the program around the
sincerity of the American initiative and the means adopted, and whether
the official Arab order and its media onslaught would succeed in
containing this initiative. The ensuing discussion was restrained and
informative, with most of the contention revolving around American
sincerity and whether its intentions could be good in light of its support
for Israel and the invasion of Iraq. Viewers would come away from this
program with a good sense of the current Washington debates.

Summary and Analysis

Looking at the guests, callers, and frames in these 11 shows reveals
much about Al Jazeera’s dialogue moments. The sheer volume of the
attention Al Jazeera paid to the American proposals in and of itself
helped to place the reform question on the Arab public agenda, at a
time when Arab regimes might have preferred to ignore it.

As the views of the invited guests were presumably reasonably well-
known to the producers, this can be in some sense taken as a reflection
of how they intended to construct the terms of debate. Some hosts
might try for representativeness, bringing in as accurate as possible a
sample of the spectrum of opinion; some might try for polarization,
bringing in the most dramatically opposed views on the topic no
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matter how unrepresentative such views might be; some might aim for
particular types of personalities, regardless of the issue; and some
might prefer to construct panels in line with an ideological agenda or
a particular state’s interest.

In this dialogue moment, Al Jazeera hosted 22 guests across 
11 programs. Seven of the guests (counting Kubba twice) spoke in favor
of an American role in promoting reform, 15 spoke in favor of reform
but against an American role, and none spoke out against reform (even
if some might have done so in a different setting). Their debates revolved
around the preferred means to reform, not the goal of reform. The active
debates were about whether Arab regimes were capable of or interested
in reforming, and how to assess the American initiative—turning many
of the debates into referendums on America, not on reform. A healthy
number of pro-American speakers appeared, though no Bush adminis-
tration policymakers did.22 The role of these guests varied markedly
depending on how the arena had been constructed, however. On
Qassem’s show, the pro-American guest was usually a sacrificial lamb, a
punching bag to serve as a foil for the host’s agenda—although in some
cases, a quick-witted or effective guest could subvert this agenda (often
to Qassem’s evident delight). On almost all of the other shows, however,
the pro-American guest was part of a panel rather than being on his own,
and had the chance to make his case.

What about the callers and studio guests whose role in the
programs is to stand in for “public opinion”?23 As callers are live and
unscreened, and not fully under the control of the producers (even if
they are self-selected and influenced by what they have seen), they
offer some independent feedback. There were 120 callers or studio
audience participants on these 13 programs. Neither Haddad’s nor
Mirazi’s show relied heavily on callers. Qassem prearranges his phone
calls, inviting particular personalities to participate—making them
better coded as guests than as callers. The 13 callers to the three
episodes of Qassem’s show tended to appear at defined times in the
program, functioning as a break for the guests; often they are well-
known, rather than ordinary citizens, and are usually selected to
roughly mirror the guests. Thirty three studio guests participated in
bin Jidu’s two programs. These guests are not randomly selected—in
some cases, the audiences were carefully constructed—but they still
represent a wide distribution of views. On Minbar al-Jazeera, the
most unscreened of all, some of the 71 callers to three programs had
the unfortunate habit of unleashing torrents of obscenities, or reciting
horribly bad poetry, but many offered succinct and well-thought-out
arguments about the issue at hand.
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The way the reform debate was framed favored reformers against
regimes, but it was deeply suspicious of America. This offered the
regimes an opportunity to play their regular game of mobilizing fears
of external intervention to protect themselves against the demands for
reform. Even if very few regime representatives were invited to make
their case on Al Jazeera, their campaign certainly helped to frame
the terms of Al Jazeera debate as well. This played out differently on
Al Jazeera than in the regime-controlled media, however. Few of the
Al Jazeera debates gave credence . to their claims to be reforming at
their own pace, with most remaining scathingly critical of those
regimes and contemptuous of their initiatives. Some pushed beyond
denunciation. As bin Jidu put it, if change from within is absurd and
change from without rejected, then what did Arab reformers expect
to happen? The real debate revolved around the relative distaste for
Arab regimes and for America—making events in Palestine or Iraq,
Guantanamo or Abu Ghraib, directly relevant.

Although many factors go into the formation of political attitudes,
survey research shows that mass attitudes did largely reflect this Al
Jazeera consensus. In May 2004, Shibley Telhami found that less
than 10 percent of respondents in four Arab countries thought that
promoting democracy had been an important American motivation
for invading Iraq; in October 2005, Telhami found only 6 percent in
six countries who agreed that democracy promotion had been an
important objective that would make a difference.24

A New Public Sphere

This close look at the ‘dialogue moment’ surrounding the American
GMEI offers partial support to both sides of the “Arab public
sphere” debate. Some of the programs fit Alterman’s “professional
wrestling” mold, with populism and sensationalism swamping rea-
soned analysis. But many others did not. From Mirazi’s calm pre-
sentation of the Washington perspective, to Haddad’s lively panel
discussions, to bin Jidu’s two very differently constructed audience
participation programs, to Namour’s hosted forum for callers, Al
Jazeera offered a diverse array of forums, each privileging very dif-
ferent kinds of participation and debate. Dissenting views and rea-
soned analysis could be heard, albeit within a generally accepted
identity framework. These debates produced a consensus that was
hostile not only to the American project, but also to the perspective
of the Arab regimes eager to stifle reform. Ultimately, what matters
most in the long term is the opportunity for the new Arab public to
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argue these issues openly, cultivating pluralism and a culture of
contention.
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C H A P T E R  7

U.S. Public Diplomacy and the 
News Credibility of Radio 

Sawa and Television Al Hurra 
in the Arab World*

Mohammed el-Nawawy

Introduction

In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks on the Pentagon and the
World Trade Center, the U.S. government launched a series of multi-
million-dollar programs designed under a wide-scale public diplomacy
plan to improve America’s image in the Middle East and win the
hearts and minds of the Arab people. Two such programs, Radio Sawa
and Al Hurra satellite television, were supervised by the Broadcasting
Board of Governors (BBG), the federal body responsible for all U.S.
international broadcasting. The target audience for Radio Sawa and
Television Al Hurra is the younger Arab generation, who will be
tomorrow’s decision-makers.

* The researcher would like to express his gratitude for Dr. Leonard Teel, the
Director of the Center for International Media Education at Georgia State University’s
Department of Communication, for establishing most of the connections that helped
with distributing the questionnaires for this study to college students in the Middle
East; and to Qing Tian, a doctoral student at Georgia State University’s Department of
Communication, for helping with the data entry and statistical analysis for this study. A
version of this study was published in Global Media and Communication, vol. 2, no. 2
(2006): 185–205.
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The main objective of Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra, is to
help explain various aspects of American foreign policy and “to pro-
vide information about basic characteristics of American society that
are important for Arab and Muslim audiences to know and under-
stand.”1 This information is regarded as critical at a time when there
is increasing Arab dissatisfaction with the U.S. presence in Iraq and its
handling of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Purpose of the Study

This study surveyed college students at Arab universities in five Arab
countries (Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Palestine, and
Morocco) regarding their perceptions of the news credibility of Radio
Sawa and Television Al Hurra, and how far these perceptions were
correlated to the frequency of using these channels. The students
were asked to use a twelve-item credibility scale developed by Gaziano
and McGrath (1986).2 The study also investigated whether the stu-
dents’ attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy had changed since they
started tuning in to Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra. And finally
the study asked students their suggestions for improving U.S. public
diplomacy efforts in the Arab Middle East.

Significance of the Study

Understanding how the young or, as the U.S. Department of State likes
to call it, the “successor” generation in the Arab world perceives news
on Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra should be of considerable inter-
est to Washington decision-makers as they evaluate their current diplo-
macy efforts in the Middle East. Recent polls have shown that Arab
opinion of U.S. foreign policy is overwhelmingly negative. A 2004 poll
conducted by Zogby International in six Arab countries showed that
Arabs, while not strongly opposed to American culture, detest U.S.
foreign policy.3 When asked in the poll, “What is the worst thought that
comes to mind when you hear about America?,” foreign policy issues
were noted in almost 80 percent of the responses across the board in all
six countries. The most frequently cited were “unfair Middle East
policy,” U.S. responsibility for Arabs’ suffering (particularly in Iraq and
Palestine), and what was perceived as “the U.S. preoccupation with
Arab oil.”4

Another poll conducted by the Pew Research Center for the People
and the Press in March 2004 showed that majorities in some Muslim
countries such as Jordan and Turkey believed that “America pays little
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or no attention to their [countries’] interests in making its foreign
policy decisions.”5

In many cases, it is difficult to determine the size and nature of
audiences tuned in to foreign broadcasting because of methodological
difficulties, language barriers, and foreign government bureaucracies.6

These challenges are commonly experienced by researchers interested
in Arab public opinion. “Because of the challenge of political sensitivi-
ties, or the reluctance to disclose [certain] information . . . ascertaining
reliable data is difficult at best, and often impossible.”7 Yet accurate and
reliable audience research is essential to assess the impact of international
broadcasting. Public opinion research may play a critical role in design-
ing foreign relations strategies and in enhancing mutual understanding
between nations8.

Literature Review

U.S. Image in the Arab World

The United States currently faces serious challenges as a result of its dete-
riorating image in the Arab Middle East. As mentioned above, recent
polls show that the overwhelming majority of Arab opinion responds
favorably to American values, but it is critical of U.S. foreign policy.
Andrew Kohut, director of the Pew Research Center for the People and
the Press, is cited in Seib (2004) as saying that “the most serious prob-
lem facing the United States abroad is its very poor public image in the
Muslim world, especially in the Middle East/Conflict Area.”9

Several polls have shown that a major source for anti-Americanism
in the Middle East is the Arab perception of U.S. bias in favor of Israel.
A 2001 poll of people from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, Egypt, and
Lebanon concluded that 60 percent of the respondents in those coun-
tries cited the Palestinian conflict as the “single most important issue”
that negatively affected their perception of U.S. foreign policy.10

University of Maryland’s Anwar Sadat professor of Peace, and Shibley
Telhami, as cited in Meyer (2003), argues that the issue of Arabs’ opin-
ions of America “is not about the objective reality of where the blame
lies; it is about entrenched perceptions. The public in the Middle East
blames the powers that be, and sees Israel as . . . an occupier of Arab
lands, and the United States as the anchor of that order.”11

Telhami does not believe that the media play a major role in shap-
ing Arabs’ negative perceptions of the United States. In his April 2004
testimony before the U.S. Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations,
Telhami argued that it is overall foreign policy on the ground, not the
media, that contributes the most to anti-Americanism. “There are
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many people in the Middle East that do not have satellite television.
They express just as much anti-Americanism as those who do.”12

In his testimony in the same hearing (April 2004), Edmund
Ghareeb, a Middle East expert, cited the U.S. invasion of Iraq as a
further source of anti-Americanism in the Arab world. “They [Arabs]
look at Iraq and ask if this is a war of freedom and democracy or a
fight for oil and hegemony.”13

William Rugh, an expert on Middle East politics, argued that Arabs’
immediate reaction to the 9/11 events “was sympathy for Americans as
victims.”14 According to Rugh, many Arabs even saw some justification
in the U.S. war against the Taliban and al Qaeda. However, as the U.S.
government “expanded the definition of ‘the enemy’ beyond Al-Qaeda,
Arabs and Muslims concluded that [U.S. president] Bush’s perception
of the problem, and of the enemy, differed substantially from theirs.”15

However, despite strong evidence pointing to alternative conclu-
sions, the negative image of U.S. policies in the Arab world actually
prompted U.S. officials to intensify their public diplomacy efforts in
the Arab Middle East.

Public Diplomacy

The term “public diplomacy” characterizes activities once described as
propaganda. Malone (1988) argued that public diplomacy is the process
of “communicating directly with the people of other countries . . .
to affect their thinking . . . The objective, in most cases, is to influence
the behavior of a foreign government by influencing the attitudes of its
citizens.”16

Public diplomacy utilizes a variety of techniques such as academic
exchange programs, participation in international exhibitions and
festivals, setting up cultural centers in foreign countries, and using
international broadcasting.17 Boyd (1997) identified four reasons as
to why countries broadcast across national borders: “to enhance
national prestige; to promote national interests; to attempt religious
or political indoctrination; and to foster cultural ties.”18

Gilboa (2000) cited another reason as to why a country broadcasts
across its national borders: to create among foreign audiences a favor-
able perception of its policies. This is especially important in public
diplomacy, where perceptions may sometimes be more important
than reality. “If people believe something to be true, it is frequently
the same, in political terms, as if it were true.”19

Modern diplomats argue that the “actual consequences of a given
policy initiative” depend upon the way “both the domestic and the
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foreign publics perceive the issues and the policy offered. This under-
standing depends partly, of course, on the way in which the commu-
nications media—formal and informal—present the picture. But it
depends more profoundly on the complex of [peoples’] knowledge,
attitudes, and prejudices.”20

Ross (2002) argued that diplomats must realize that “it is not what
one says, but it is what the other hears that ultimately matters most.”21

Furthermore, what people hear, and the way they hear it, is often
determined to a large extent by their perceptions of the message’s
source. It is therefore of the utmost relevance that Radio Sawa and
Television Al Hurra have been an integral part of recent U.S. public
diplomacy efforts in the Middle East.

Radio Sawa

Radio Sawa’s official name is the Middle East Radio Network. Sawa is
Arabic for “together.” According to its official Web site, Radio Sawa
is a twenty-four-hour, seven-day-a-week Arabic-language radio net-
work that began broadcasting on March 23, 2002. It seeks “to effec-
tively communicate with the youthful population of Arabic-speakers
in the Middle East by providing up-to-date news, information and
entertainment on FM and medium wave radio stations throughout
the region.”22

With a US$35 million budget, Radio Sawa set up offices in Kuwait,
Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Jordan. Its regional broadcast
center is located in Dubai, UAE.23 To attract young Arab listeners
(under thirty), the content is mostly music. Every hour, for about
53 minutes it broadcasts Arabic and Western pop songs alternately,
the rest of the time being divided between a short news bulletin at
quarter to each hour, and a longer one at quarter past each hour.24

The initiator of the Radio Sawa idea is Norman Pattiz, an American
media entrepreneur who believes that regional Arab media contribute to
the deterioration of the U.S. image in the Arab world. Pattiz, who also
chairs the BBG’s Middle East Committee, said, “There’s a media war
going on [in the Arab world], with incitement, hate broadcasting, disin-
formation, government censorship and self-censorship, and America is
not in the race . . . You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to understand
that this isn’t the way we want to be presented in the Arab world.”25

Radio Sawa has been subject to criticism by several media observers.
For example, Ali Abunimah (2002) argues that Radio Sawa is “a quick
fix solution to a deep and worsening problem that will ultimately prove
disappointing to its creators.”26 According to Abunimah, Radio Sawa
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would have a hard time establishing itself as a go-to news source in the
Middle East, where there is information saturation from a myriad
satellite channels.

Similarly, in his description of an environment where there are many
sources of information that compete for audiences’ attention, Joseph
Nye (2004) coined the expression “paradox of the plenty.” According to
Nye, “attention rather than information becomes the scarce resource” in
such an environment.27 Radio Sawa would have to compete fiercely for
Arab audiences’ attention, divided among many other news outlets.

William Rugh (2004) goes further and argues that Radio Sawa dras-
tically reduces the effectiveness of the U.S. public diplomacy efforts.
“Although Radio Sawa may be useful in some ways, it does not replace
more serious broadcasts.”28 el-Nawawy and Iskandar (2002) also argue
that Arabs might likely be suspicious of the intentions of Radio Sawa in
the Middle East. “There is a strong likelihood that [Radio Sawa] will
be seen as a way to sell Americanism through entertainment rather
than tackle issues that plague the [Arab] region.”29

In an October 2003 report to the Committee on Appropriations of
the U.S. House of Representatives, Ambassador Edward Djerejian,
who led the U.S. Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy for the
Arab and Muslim World, adopted a modified position. He proposed
that creating a large following in the Arab world should not be Radio
Sawa’s main goal. His commission report stated that Radio Sawa should
prove its ability to change Arab audiences’ negative attitudes toward
U.S. policy and “move the needle” toward what the U.S. Department
of State, in its public diplomacy mission statement, calls “influence.”30

However, it is hard to see how Radio Sawa may be able to “influence”
Arab public opinion if its listeners do not pay attention to the news it
broadcasts. According to a recent editorial in the Egyptian newspaper
Al-Ahram Weekly, as cited in el-Nawawy and Iskandar (2003), there is a
big chance that “the Arab youth will split the strategy [regarding Radio
Sawa]: take the U.S. sound and discard the U.S. agenda.”31

The Djerejian report (2003) also reviewed the results of an
ACNielsen survey conducted in five Arab countries between July and
August 2003. The survey showed that Radio Sawa had an average lis-
tenership of 31.6 percent among the general population 15 years and
older (BBG Web site). The Djerejian report highlighted the weakness
of the survey, which had only one question on attitudes toward the
United States. It asked, “How favorably or unfavorably inclined are
you personally toward the USA?” and yielded more positive views from
Radio Sawa listeners than from its nonlisteners. “This result was to be
expected since any listener to a U.S.-sponsored station is likely to 
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be favorably disposed to the United States. A better question would be
whether Sawa had changed a listener’s attitudes toward America.”32

TV Al Hurra

According to its official Web site, Al Hurra (Arabic for “The Free
One”) is a commercial-free Arabic-language satellite television
network, devoted to news and information. Al Hurra, whose official
name is Middle East Television Network, was launched on February 14,
2004 with a US$62 million budget. It is designed to counteract the
impact of the Arab world’s popular news channels such as Al Jazeera
and Al-Arabiya (Seib, 2004). Norman Pattiz, who spearheaded the
launching of Al Hurra, said, “Alhurra will present fresh perspectives
for viewers in the Middle East that we believe will create more cultural
understanding and respect”33

In his testimony before the U.S. Senate’s Committee on Foreign
Relations in April 2004, Mouafac Harb, Al Hurra’s news director,
highlighted what he considered Al Hurra’s objective approach in cov-
ering news. He said, “Al Hurra has brought a new idea to journalism
in the Middle East—telling the truth. We do our work the way it is
supposed to be done. We play it straight and we behave like news
professionals because that is what we are.”34

However, several media experts question Al Hurra’s success in
changing Arabs’ negative opinions toward U.S. policy, especially in a
highly competitive media environment where some Arab satellite
channels have gained Arabs’ trust. Shibley Telhami, in his April 2004
testimony before the U.S. Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations,
argued that Al Hurra’s “detached objectivity” may not appeal to Arab
audiences, especially when it comes to covering highly sensitive issues
such as the Palestinian-Israeli conflict35

Telhami said, “[Al Hurra’s] aim is to be precisely dispassionate
while facing a passionate audience.” To illustrate his point, Telhami
referred to Al Hurra’s coverage of Israel’s assassination of Hamas
leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in March 2004. Despite overwhelming
Arab concern about this incident, “Alhurra ran a short story as the
news [about the assassination] broke, then went back to its normal
programming, which focused on an episode in American history.”36

This may be one reason why many Arab viewers would rather watch
indigenous Arab satellite channels that reflect their convictions in a
way that Al Hurra does not.

Kim Elliott, a veteran audience researcher at Voice of America,
expressed his doubts too, in an interview with Sefsaf (2004), that
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satellite networks with strong ties to the U.S. government can gain
mass appeal. He argued that the Arab people will always look at Al
Hurra as a propaganda station that publicizes the ideas of the U.S.
government.37

Several U.S. policymakers argue a different position, that chan-
nels such as Al Hurra should be utilized to enhance foreign audi-
ences’ understanding of the U.S. position, but not necessarily in the
expectation that it will make them embrace it. In his testimony during
the hearing on Public Diplomacy and International Free Press, before
the U.S. Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations in February 2004,
Senator Joseph Biden of Delaware said, “we tend to think of public
diplomacy in terms of, we’re going to convince people that they have
to, or should, adopt our views, our values, our system. And I think
that may be a bridge too far.”38 In Biden’s view, it would be good
enough if Muslims understand the motives behind the U.S. policies,
even if they do not accept them.

The Pivotal Issue of Credibility

Much credibility research began in the 1950s and focused on defining
the dimensions of the source, or communicator, that receivers perceive
as credible. Infante (1980) defined source credibility as “a set of atti-
tudes toward a source that influence how receivers behave toward the
source.”39 The well-known postwar American researcher Hovland and
his associates (1963) specified source credibility by identifying two
dimensions that can be used to measure it: expertness and trustworthi-
ness. According to them, receivers’ awareness of a source’s intention or
motives to persuade others in a way that would benefit him would
negatively affect the source’s trustworthiness. If the receivers have
unfavorable attitudes toward the communicator, they will either be
inattentive to the message or will not go out of their way to understand
its content.40

Hovland and Weiss (1951) also, however, coined the term “sleeper
effect,” which they described as the possibility that the passage of time
would make receivers more accepting of messages presented by an
untrustworthy source. Nonetheless, this effect, they argued, would
not take place if “the communicator and his stand [on issues] are so
intimately associated that one spontaneously recalls the source when
he thinks about the issue.”41

Writing some twenty years later, Berlo et al. (1969) argued that
credibility is not a unidimensional, dichotomous (either high or low)
concept, but rather a more complex, multidimensional, and relational
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variable that is defined in terms of the receivers’ changing perceptions
rather than the source’s static and objective characteristics. “The
‘image’ of the source,” Berlo, et al. argue “is dynamic in that it both
influences and is influenced by the communication event.”42

Building on this latter approach, Gunther (1992) proposed that a
person’s perception of a source’s credibility is a “situational response”
governed by the stake that person has in the issue at hand, as well as
how controversial the issue itself is. According to Gunther, the higher
the audiences’ personal stake in an issue and the more controversial it
is, the less their trust in a source’s treatment of that issue, especially if
that treatment goes against the audiences’ beliefs.43

One of the most widely used credibility scales was the twelve-item
credibility index developed by Gaziano and McGrath in their 1986
study of newspaper and television credibility. Their study, conducted
for the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), included
items that asked whether television and newspaper news was fair, told
the whole story, was unbiased, was accurate, respected people’s privacy,
watched out for audiences’ interests, could be trusted, was factual, sep-
arated fact and opinion, was concerned with community well-being,
had well-trained reporters, and was concerned with the public interest.44

Rimmer and Weaver (1987) reported a .90 Cronbach alpha for the
internal reliability of Gaziano and McGrath’s scale.45 Statistically, a reli-
ability level as high as this is a very strong index that the items on the
scale measure identical and are not dissimilar characteristics.

Media Use and Perceived Credibility

Several studies have shown a positive correlation between the frequency
of media use and the audience’s perception of media credibility. Shaw
(1973) stated that “it is as plausible to hold that an individual would
tend to consume more of the products of a medium perceived more
believable, as it is to suggest that an individual on special occasions, such
as an interview or survey situation, would tend to declare in favor of a
medium he uses the most.”46

In a study that compared “television-believers” (i.e., those who
had trust in television) with “newspaper-believers,” Schweiger (2000)
concluded that there was a significant correlation between the
perceived credibility of a medium and its amount of usage.47 Rimmer
and Weaver (1987) argued that attitudinal, preference, or affective
measures that involve choice of media show more correlation with
credibility levels than behavioral measures that ask for the frequency
of media use.48
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Research Questions

This study attempts to address the following research questions:

RQ1. Will the students’ frequency of use of Radio Sawa and/or
Television Al Hurra be positively correlated to the perceived news
credibility of both channels in general?

RQ2. Have students’ attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy improved
since their exposure to Radio Sawa and/or Television Al Hurra?

RQ3. Is there a correlation between the students’ use of Arab
twenty-four-hour satellite news channels and their perception
of Television Al Hurra’s news credibility?

RQ4. Would travel to the United Statesmake a difference in the
students’ perception of Radio Sawa’s and/or Television Al
Hurra’s news credibility?

Method

Survey and Sample

This study relied on a cross-sectional survey method to collect data
from a nonprobability convenience sample of readily accessible college
students majoring in Communication at Arab universities in five
Arab countries (Kuwait, the UAE, Jordan, Palestine, and Morocco).
Although convenience samples contain unknown quantities of error
and generate results that cannot be reliably generalized to the popula-
tion as they lack external validity, they are still helpful in collecting
exploratory information and can produce useful data.49

Given the challenges and complications that researchers in the Arab
world often face, a convenience sample—such as political sensitivities
and reluctance born of fear to participate in a survey—was the most
appropriate for this study. In the end, however, 394 students filled out
questionnaires for this survey. Collecting data from such a relatively
large sample about an issue of high political sensitivity such as the issue
at hand is difficult at best in the Arab world, and often impossible.

Instrument and Procedure

The survey utilized a paper questionnaire that included a news credi-
bility scale adapted from Gaziano and McGrath (1986). The semantic-
differential scale had 12 items, which respondents were asked to rate
using a series of five-point scales anchored by bipolar adjectives. The
items in the scale are listed above in the summary of Gaziano and
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McGrath’s study. A summated mean was computed for the scale. The
questionnaire included other Likert-type, closed-ended questions. 
It also included open-ended questions that yielded more detailed
information regarding the students’ perceptions of Radio Sawa and
Television Al Hurra, and their assessment of the U.S. public diplomacy
efforts in the Arab world.

The questionnaire was devised in English, but translated into Arabic
by the researcher, who is a native Arabic speaker. The researcher
contacted five Arab Communication instructors at five Arab universi-
ties in the five countries mentioned above. The five universities are
Kuwait University, Yarmouk University in Jordan, Sharjah University
in the United Arab Emirates, Al-Najah National University in Palestine,
and the Institut Supérieur d’Information et de la Communication in
Morocco.

In contacting the instructors, the researcher used a network of Arab
Communication professors, which has been formed through the Arab-
U.S. Association for Communication Educators (AUSACE), an
organization consisting of educators, media professionals, and students
in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States. The questionnaires
were faxed to five Arab professors who are members of AUSACE. The
professors then distributed the questionnaires to their students and
mailed back the completed questionnaires to the researcher in the
United States.

Results

Summary Statistics

Of the 394 students who filled out questionnaires for this study, 46 were
from Morocco; 59 from Kuwait; 99 from Jordan; 172 from Palestine;
and 18 from United Arab Emirates. Of this sample, 40.6 percent were
male and 59.4 percent were female. Of the total, 277 (70.3 percent)
reported listening to Radio Sawa for either news or music, while 147
(37.3 percent) reported watching news or other programs on Television
Al Hurra. Of the students who listened to Radio Sawa, 43.1 percent
reported listening to the station for music “often” or “very often,” while
13.5 percent reported listening to it for news “often” or “very often.”
Of those who watched Television Al Hurra, 10.9 percent reported
watching it for news “often” or “very often,” and the same percentage
reported watching it for other programs “often” or “very often.”

Descriptive statistics of the students’ responses to Gaziano and
McGrath’s news credibility scale, which ranged from 1 (the lowest M)
to 5 (the highest M), yielded overall credibility means of 2.73 and 2.68
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for Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra respectively. Respondents
from Kuwait displayed the highest news credibility means for both
Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra, while respondents from Morocco
displayed the lowest for both stations. See table 7.1 for countries’ news
credibility means for Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra (1 is the
lowest mean and 5 is the highest).

Research Questions

RQ1. Will the students’ frequency of use of Radio Sawa and/or
Television Al Hurra be positively correlated to the perceived
news credibility of both channels in general?

The students’ frequency of use was measured by a question asking
for the average number of hours per day spent listening to Radio
Sawa, and the same question regarding Al Hurra. Pearson correlation
analysis showed no significant relationship between students’ fre-
quency of listening to Radio Sawa and their perception of Radio Sawa
news as credible. However, a weak positive linear relationship was
revealed by Pearson correlation analysis between students’ frequency
of watching Television Al Hurra and their perception of its news as
credible in general (r � .21, p � .05).

RQ2. Have students’ attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy improved
since their exposure to Radio Sawa and/or Television Al Hurra?

To measure whether students’ attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy
have improved since their exposure to Radio Sawa, students were
given a scale of 1 to 7 (where 1 meant “much worse” and 7 meant
“much improved”), and asked to rank their attitude toward U.S.
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Table 7.1 Countries’ News Credibility Means for Radio Sawa and
Television Al Hurra

Country Radio Sawa News Credibility TV Al Hurra News Credibility

Mean Standard Mean Standard
Deviation Deviation

Morocco 2.17 .618 2.46 .757
Kuwait 3.29 .586 3.14 .552
Jordan 2.68 .612 2.66 .783
Palestine 2.71 .776 2.62 .829
UAE 3.08 .192 3.00 —
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foreign policy, compared to their attitude before they started listening
to it. The same question was posed regarding Television Al Hurra.
Results showed that the students’ attitudes toward the U.S. foreign
policy had worsened slightly since they had started listening to Radio
Sawa and watching Television Al Hurra. The means for students’
answers on this scale were: M � 3.35 (SD � 1.66) for Radio Sawa,
and M � 3.19 (SD � 1.68) for Television Al Hurra.

RQ3. Is there a correlation between the students’ use of Arab
twenty-four-hour satellite news channels and their perception
of Television Al Hurra’s news credibility?

The Pearson correlation test revealed that students’ perception of
Television Al Hurra news as credible also held a small negative corre-
lation with their use of Arab twenty-four-hour satellite news
(r � �.15, p � .05). Students who watched Arab twenty-four-hour
satellite television news more frequently had a lower tendency to
perceive Television Al Hurra news as credible.

RQ4. Would travel to the U.S. make a difference in the students’
perception of Radio Sawa’s and/or Television Al Hurra’s news
credibility?

One-way analysis of variance showed a difference between those
respondents who reported traveling to the United States and those
who did not, regarding their perception of Radio Sawa’s news credi-
bility (F � 4.78, p � .05). Students who reported traveling to the
United States had a higher tendency to perceive Radio Sawa news as
credible than those who did not report traveling to the United States.
It is important to acknowledge, however, that only 30 respondents of
the total sample reported traveling to the United States. One-way
analysis of variance, however, showed no significant difference in
perception of Television Al Hurra’s news credibility between those
respondents who reported traveling to the United States and those
who did not.

Discussion

Data from this study partially support the literature on media credi-
bility that suggests a positive correlation between the frequency of
media use and the audience’s perception of media credibility. This was
the case with Television Al Hurra, whose news was believed to be
more credible by the respondents who reported watching it more
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frequently. However, as this study showed, the respondents’ percep-
tion of Radio Sawa’s news credibility was not correlated with how fre-
quently they listened to its programming. The explanation for this
result is that most respondents in this study’s sample reported listening
more frequently to Radio Sawa’s music, not its news. Even answers to
an open-ended question that asked students about what they liked the
most about Radio Sawa showed that it was music that attracted them
the most. The question here is: If music is what attracts young people
the most to Radio Sawa, how can it be expected to improve their
perceptions of U.S. foreign policy?

The relatively low news-credibility means for Radio Sawa and
Television Al Hurra shown in the results of this study confirm the
findings of Hovland et al. back in 1963 that receivers’ awareness of a
source’s intention to persuade others in a way that would benefit him
would negatively affect the source’s credibility. Because many Arab
media users today are intensely aware of the U.S. administration’s
motives in trying to win Arab hearts and minds and to improve its
image in the Arab world, they have a tendency not to trust news
broadcast on Radio Sawa or Television Al Hurra. In assessing the way
both networks are perceived in the Arab world, one has to consider
that they are still relatively new, especially Television Al Hurra, which
has been around for less than two years. A further question here is
whether frequency of use over time might make Al Hurra and Radio
Sawa news any more credible in the eyes of Arab audiences—the
phenomenon described by Hovland and Weiss (1951) as the “sleeper
effect.” Further studies should be conducted to ascertain this.

One significant finding in this study is that respondents’ attitudes
toward the U.S. foreign policy have worsened slightly since their
exposure to Radio Sawa and Television Al Hurra. In their answers to
an open-ended question about what they liked or disliked about Sawa
and Al Hurra, most respondents noted that the U.S. administration
was trying to manipulate Arab opinion through networks such as
Sawa and Al Hurra.

A Jordanian respondent wrote that “Radio Sawa serves U.S. inter-
ests and helps it spread its control over the world and to serve Zionist
interests.” A Palestinian respondent wrote that the U.S. administration
“[spreads] lies and fabricates news” through Television Al Hurra.

Many respondents expressed a strong dissatisfaction with U.S. poli-
cies toward the Middle East. In this context, a Moroccan respondent
stated that “the U.S. deceives Arabs while acting as a peace leader.” In
their answers to another open-ended question about what the
United States needs to do to win the Arabs’ hearts and minds, several
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respondents mentioned that the United States should get out of Iraq
and stop taking Israel’s side at the expense of the Palestinians. It is the
U.S. stand on these two highly sensitive issues—the situation in Iraq
and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict—that contributes most to its
severely deteriorating image in the Arab world. And that spills over
into the way many Arabs perceive the credibility of Sawa and Al
Hurra. These networks may be completely unable to change opinions
on these two issues, on which Arab audiences have a very strong
stand. In this context, it maybe useful to draw on Gunther’s (1992)
concept of “situational response,” which he used to explain that the
higher the audience’s personal stakes in an issue, the less their trust in
the source’s treatment of that issue.

The U.S. administration may need to face this reality and realize that
launching channels such as Sawa and Al Hurra must go hand in hand
with changing and/or modifying its policies on the ground. This
researcher wholeheartedly believes that actions speak louder than
words. It is only when the Arabs see a U.S. policy that reflects their own
interests that they will trust the American-sponsored channels or any
other form of public diplomacy. In this very context, Philip Seib (2005)
argues too that “public opinion is ultimately shaped more by the
substance of the policy [on the ground] than by how policy is sold.”50

Another important finding in this study was that the respondents
who watched Arab twenty-four-hour satellite television news more
frequently were less inclined to perceive news on Television Al Hurra
as credible. This strongly indicates that Arabs trust their indigenous
“Arab” satellite news media more than they trust the U.S.-sponsored
“Arabized” networks. Before the start of the 1990s, Arab audiences
did not trust their own news media and used to seek out Western
media outlets for news about what was happening in their own
countries. But with the explosion of Arab satellite television and the
appearance of Arab twenty-four-hour independent news networks
such as Al Jazeera and Al-Arabiya, Arabs today feel that they have their
own reliable news sources which they can trust.

Through this study, one can make a case that, for Arab-American
understanding to be successful, there is a need—along with urgently
needed changes in U.S. foreign policy—for a continuous dialogue
between the United States and the Arab world on official, intellec-
tual, and popular levels. In order for this dialogue to be successful,
there have to be direct, face-to-face interactions between the two
sides. This study suggests that respondents who travel to the United
States might have a higher tendency to perceive Radio Sawa news as
credible even under current conditions, than those without this

RADIO SAWA AND TELEVISION AL HURRA 133

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

experience. This reflects the need for cultural exchange programs to
bring young Arab students and scholars to the United States to learn
its various cultural and social aspects firsthand, and for the reverse
movement to take place on a very large scale from the United States
to Arab countries.
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C H A P T E R  8

Women, Blogs, and Political 
Power in Kuwait

Samar al-Roomi

Recently in the Arab world, several institutional and legal changes have
occurred, including, in May 2005, Kuwaiti women gaining the chance
to vote and hold political office in the next parliamentary elections.
Moreover, continued intellectual discourse regarding Middle East lib-
eralization and democratization has taken place. Such developments
can be attributed to internal and external factors, some of which are
related to new media technologies such as, satellite television, cellular
phones, and the Internet/blogging.

Kuwait has the longest existing democratically elected Arab legisla-
ture and has greater computer accessibility and Internet usage than the
majority of the region. This raises a question: Do Kuwaiti women use
the Internet/blogs as a tool of political activism? Logic would tell us
that women’s blog comments about political issues would be abundant
and much recent blog commentary by women would be about political
rights. Nevertheless, because of regional and gender-based facts, it is
presupposed that female blogs focus on issues other than politics, such
as entertainment or family.

This chapter examines blog literature and the essentials of Arab
Internet and mass media use related to seven Kuwaiti women’s blogs,
between April and September 2005 (one month before women
received their right to vote and five months after). The chapter sheds
light on the realities of political activism reflected in Kuwaiti women’s
blogging.
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Blogs, Bloggers, and Blogging

A blog (a.k.a., a weblog) is a Web site containing periodic posts in
reverse chronological order. Blog posts either share a particular
theme, or group of authors that reside in what is commonly referred
to as a blogosphere. Blogs appear in many shapes and sizes. A blog’s
design is at the author’s discretion, much like a typical Web page.
Many blog posts include photos and other multimedia content.

Bloggers (i.e., blog authors) can add new text to their sites easily
and quickly, allowing them to become highly dynamic. The site’s for-
mat can vary from a list of hyperlinks, to article summaries with
user/reader-provided comments and ratings. Hyperlinks direct readers
to “source Web sites” and serve as a “reference page” of sorts to see
the sources and/or other blogs that support the authors’ ideas. Blogs
“cross-link” frequently to other blogs, commenting upon their infor-
mation, analysis, and opinion, and exchanging information and ideas
with one another.1

Blogs (along with text-messaging and satellite television) are at the
fore of a media paradigm-shift toward a new interactive, participatory
telecommunications model. Blogs are helping to erode the legitimacy
of traditional authority, especially within authoritarian societies.2

Blogs combine the immediacy of up-to-the-minute posts with a strong
sense of the author’s personality, passions, and point of view. Many
blogs post commentary and invite interactive comment from readers.
A blogs’ “comments feature” (typically located at the end of a post)
allows other users to directly leave feedback about the “write-up.”
The comments are viewable by everyone reading the blog, thus enabling
a dialogue between bloggers and readers and increasing the blogs’
conversational flow and information sharing. Since blogs are readable
by anyone and anyone can leave feedback, they are, in turn, a way of
allowing readers (who do not need to author their own blogs) to
communicate with each other. Blog posts serve as discussion topics for
readers, which potentially creates ties between them. “Comments”
also help to increase a feeling of the presence of others. This enables
bloggers to see which blogs are most popular, as well as which topics
generate the most discussion.3

Blogging is about information sharing. The act of blogging makes
information public; the public information is then available to anyone
with Internet access. Blogs are not limited to use by professional
researchers, but can also be used by laypeople conducting everyday
research. Many bloggers (but not all) are experts within a particular
field; they research a subject and use their blogs to publish and
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distribute their acquired knowledge about the subject area. This infor-
mation is subsequently free to view by others. It is common for such
bloggers to link to articles and papers supporting their claims,
enabling readers to verify the sources. When blogs link to each other
and comment on each others’ content, multidimensional discussions
and participatory journalism occur. Blogs concentrate on like-minded
readers, not on geographical or ethnic groups as newspapers do. It is
the blogosphere’s diversity that plays a key role in allowing ideas to
spread into new domains. The “links” created act as communication
and collaboration channels, allowing various blogger groups to work
toward common goals.4

Readers can return to a blog with the expectation of looking at new
posts by the same author or group of authors, thus getting a sense of the
identifying “voice(s)” behind the posts on the site. Authorship is central
to blogs. Every word on a blog clearly and inescapably is associated with
its author(s).

Bloggers have the option of publishing anonymously. Blogs allow
people the opportunity to either conceal or reveal their identity.
Bloggers (as well as readers) have full control over identity sharing.
Blogs allow one to freely assert their own identity, without social
stigma. For example, Persian and Arab women use blogs as an outlet
for self-expression in their traditionally conservative societies.5

Regarding the gender makeup of bloggers, they are equitably dis-
tributed between men and women. Nevertheless, male bloggers have
traditionally received most of the blogging attention, and this has
unintentionally misguided others into believing that the blogosphere
is male dominated. This is largely due to the fact that mainstream
media have focused predominantly on a group of male bloggers who
are interested in political commentary such as war and terrorism.

Blogging in the Arab World

Although blogs have lead to a growth in participatory journalism
worldwide, they have not taken off as quickly or critically in the Middle
East. This is due to several reasons. First, the Middle East was late to
blogging; it did not start until 2004. Prior to 2004, Arabs primarily
relied on chat rooms to express their opinions.6

Moreover, Arab governments’ willingness to block and or shut
down sites has caused Arab bloggers—especially women in the case of
Kuwait, as they were only recently granted their voting rights—to
exercise greater care compared to their Western brethren, who may
freely criticize their governments.
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Though censorship remains an issue of great concern, Arab gov-
ernments have not been able to silence dissent on the Internet or pre-
vent their increasing use of technology to strengthen communication
and coordination among opposition and civil society activities, as seen
in the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon and the Pink Revolution for
Kuwaiti women’s rights. Banning access to certain sites does not keep
people from communicating their dissent. Although the Kuwaiti press
enjoys a certain degree of freedom, the government utilizes informal
censorship by placing pressure on editors, writers, and bloggers who
attack the government and Islam. This is reflected in the passage of
the early 2006 press law that places exorbitant fines on editors and/or
journalists who attack or lampoon Islam.7

Arab Internet users can be characterized as increasingly self-
confident. They believe in their own potential and in enlarging their
social circles. While becoming more self-assertive, Arab Internet users
have also become more assertive about what they really want out of
life. The Internet/blogs in tandem with other new communications
technology (e.g., text messaging and satellite television) are bringing
about a dynamic change, leading to the erosion of traditional author-
ity structures in family, society, culture/religion, and nation-state.
This has lead to increasing calls for political, social, and economic
reform in the Arab world.

Arab bloggers write in Arabic, English, or a mixture of both lan-
guages. They are eager to set themselves apart from newspapers and Web
columnists writing for established sites as well as for the hugely popular
Islamic militant-leaning bulletin boards. There are now about 1,000
Gulf Arab bloggers, up five times from 2004, according to Haitham
Sabbah, a Bahrain-based blogger and Middle East editor for Global
Voices, a program that tracks and collects blogs worldwide, launched by
the Berkman Center for Internet and Society at Harvard University.8

Blogs and Their Impact on Other Media

A fundamental difference between blogs and traditional Web sites is
that blogs are typically archive-oriented. Traditional Web sites are not.
Instead of substituting new material for old, as is normally done on
traditional Web sites, blogs add postings frequently, creating an ever-
growing collection of posts. The ability to add new posts without
erasing previous content makes blogs fundamentally different than
traditional Web sites.

Blogs and newspapers both rely on timeliness to an extent. Never-
theless, it is not as significant for blogs as it is for a daily newspaper or
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television network. A blogger often writes about something that
interests him or her that may be topical within any given day, but has
no immediacy. Bloggers are often interested in unexpected stories that
may not be time-sensitive. Sociocultural values do play a factor in the
selection of blog information, but blogs consist of a community of
intellectual interests, rather than group cultural similarities. This is
unlike newspapers, which may publish stories about particular ethnic
groups because of the large numbers of that population living in a
geographic community. Clarity or lack of ambiguity plays an insignif-
icant role in the blogosphere, while ongoing debate is more important
for bloggers. The lack of clarity and a large dose of ambiguity—the
opposite of what is important for gatekeepers—are at the heart of the
blogging community.

Blogging has moved past media’s traditional gatekeeping function,
for better or worse—depending on whom you ask. Bloggers enlarge
the national and international news agenda by finding and flagging
ideas and events until traditional media cover them in greater depth.
In this regard, they can be said to serve as watchdogs of the main-
stream press. If enough bloggers find something important and blog
it (expressing opinions and linking to others opinions), then the idea
rapidly reaches an ever larger audience.

Nevertheless, many journalists in the mainstream media have a
problem with what they call “pseudo-journalism” that harks back to
the Penny Press days in the United States, before editorial standards
were established and when the press mainly operated by publishing
opinion and commentaries. Blogs’ “bottom-up” approach to report-
ing, some believe, is akin to the American conservative talk radio style,
which is not necessarily objective in its reporting. That is, listeners are
influenced by the way the facts are represented, sometimes carrying a
partisan bias that influences or engenders their audience, which tends
to be of like mind.

Bloggers, on the other hand, point to blogs’ merits, such as the abil-
ity to make instantaneous changes to stories, if facts are corrected at a
later date. This is unlike newspapers, which often place such factual
changes/corrections in the back pages of the succeeding days’ paper.
Another attribute they point to is “fisking,” a method by which blog-
gers fact check articles, government documents, and speeches. They
will take an entire document or a “chunk” of text and then comment
on it, using links to informational sites that either disprove assertions
put forth in the blocked text or refute their premise.

While bloggers and blog readers are critical of traditional media,
they do not ignore them; Instapundit’s founder notes that “to be a
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critic of the media means you must pay attention to it.”9 Because most
bloggers are not independent news gatherers, they must rely heavily
on the Web for their content, and much of that comes from traditional
media.

Studies of mainstream media suggest that the more people rely on
the Internet and thereby blogs for news and information, the more
they will judge that information as credible. Similarly, people consider
their preferred news source as the most credible. Many studies exam-
ining Web credibility also find that the more people go online the
more credible they rate the information they find.

Blogs Impact on Kuwait 
Mainstream Media

The impact of blogs on the mainstream press and politics in Kuwait
and the rest of the Arab world is uncertain. Printed editions of the
local newspaper remain cheaper than online time, and the Internet
penetration and IT sophistication of Kuwait’s overall society are just
not broad enough yet for most local groups to have an Internet pres-
ence. Moreover, Kuwaitis are more likely to trust inside voices than
those from outside. Local newspapers hold far more credence with
Kuwait readers about Kuwaiti events than do other Arab papers.

Kuwait’s heavy reliance on tribal Dywaniahs (in which men meet
regularly to talk about public and private concerns) plays a more sig-
nificant role in determining Kuwait’s communication process and
news’ validity than do Web pages/blogs, because readers may be
uncertain about attributing their content. The Internet as compared
to traditional media sources is not perceived as a neutral and credible
medium, especially regarding local news. Most acceptance of Internet
information in Kuwait is done through discussion with and mutual
acceptance by friends. In Kuwait, interpersonal communication and
networks are highly valued and indeed are more credible than mass
communication. The society places an overwhelming importance on
the Dywaniahs, in which opinion later reflected on the Internet is
formed. Dywaniahs are unique because no other Arab country has
such a daily social mechanism. The most likely activities that men
engage in at Dywaniahs include discussions on politics, social issues,
education, and entertainment According to Al-Khandari, during the
earlier periods Dywaniahs served as communication centers aiding
government policy distribution, understanding of global political
developments, and formulation of ideas for educating children. The
role of Dywaniahs was so important to the municipal communication
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process that every city had two or three. In recent years, most cities
have between 15 and 30.10

Al-Khandari notes that Dywaniahs serve as an important forum for
Kuwaitis to carry out various social functions. Seventy-six percent of
Kuwaitis agree that Dywaniahs are essential. Sixty percent say they
attend a Dywaniah one to three times a week. The role of Dywaniahs
as a social institution for men has provided them with awareness of
political, social, economic, and educational events in Kuwait and
around the world.11

In Al-Rashidi’s study about media and politics in Kuwait, he noted
that Dywaniahs played a central role in understanding Kuwaiti politics
and culture. He also noted that Dywaniahs help people share and
expose each other to competing political views. Dywaniahs also help
overcome the limitations of press freedoms.12 Though Kuwait enjoys
a great degree of press freedom, the government (as noted previously)
imposes limits. Dywaniahs provide a forum for both verifying the
credibility of news reports and probing news stories for greater details.
It helps people gain access to unpublished information through inter-
action with authentic sources, including National Assembly members,
imams, and journalists. According to Al-Khandari, 85 percent of his
survey sample believed that Dywaniahs provided such a fact-finding
forum.13

Dywaniahs also help lay people understand the various angles and
sides of a story. They also make news from different news sources avail-
able to “functionally illiterate” and “motivationally-challenged” Kuwaiti
readers. Dywaniahs serve as a portal for covering and disseminating
information out to the broader masses.

Because of Kuwait’s small, growingly insular, and Islamic nature,
many fear that a mass medium such as the Internet can change their
society. Some of these changes could impact Kuwaitis conceptions of
the self, consciousness, religious forms, the experience of time and
space, modes of self-expression, and social activism.

In Kuwait, as in other Arab countries, cultural and religious factors
provide the greatest active challenge to Western culture and innova-
tions. Religious influence causes many Muslims to fear the effects of
Western media. Therefore, the main emphasis in these countries is on
the loss of control over information flow that accompanies the greatly
enlarged supply of information. The perceived threat from such new
media is twofold. First, there is the ease with which “immoral” mate-
rial, such as pornography, can enter the country via the Internet.
There is also concern that the Internet is being used by young people
for sex chats. Although this threat does not represent an active offensive
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directed against the country by any one party, it is perceived as though
it was just as dangerous as a conscious attack by an enemy. Second,
there is the threat of the new media being used to spread dissident polit-
ical thoughts. This concern has increased because certain opposition
groups have begun to use the Internet to spread propaganda.

When it comes to political mobilization, SMS text messages far
overtake Internet/blogging in reach. Mobile phones are much more
widespread than Internet use. SMS text messages played a role in
forming protests against the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, in moti-
vating the 2005 Cedar and Pink Revolutions, and in fueling the 2006
dispute about the Danish caricatures of the Prophet Mohammed.
Text messaging has helped Arabs to gather and protest against oppres-
sive government practices and/or regimes. In fact, text messaging
played a major role in gathering Kuwaiti women together to fight for
their God-given rights in 2005, as well as in bringing the Lebanese
people together to protest against their Syrian de facto rulers.14

Reasons for Blogging

Although we mostly hear about blogs that threaten mainstream
media, bloggers create and use blogs for several reasons. And per-
sonal blogs in the blogosphere outnumber political or journalistic
ones.15 People blog to document their lives. Blogs are used by many
as a record to inform and update others about their activities and
whereabouts, often including photos. Depending on the audience
and content, a blog could be a public journal or a photo album. What
draws writers and readers to blogs instead of homepages are the
communication frequency and reverse chronological blog format. A
writer could put up something short and sweet, anticipating that
his/her audience would be checking in regularly. Readers know that
in the blog they are likely to get fresh news of friends, family, and
colleagues.

People blog because it is easy to do. Part of the allure of blogs is the
easy way bloggers can move between personal and profound topics. To
some people, blogging is an outlet for thoughts and feelings. Blogs
support authors’ venting of issues that they are passionate about. Blogs
in this regard served as a catharsis for bloggers’ pent-up feelings that
they might not otherwise be able to express through other means.

Some people blog to create and find a group of like-minded people
with whom they can share their ideas, opinions, dreams, and expres-
sions. Blogs that gain the most attention, though, are the ones that
critique mainstream media and politics (i.e., political blogs).
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Personal and political bloggers have very different social interaction
goals. The blog is well-suited for both types of “authors.” For political-
expression, a blog is a means for quickly conveying late-breaking news.
Not only can blog writers post information from any news source
quickly, but also any reader can contribute news immediately through
email. Political blogs can be especially valuable for people who feel
alienated from the dominant culture and feel that there are scarce
channels to express themselves.16

Through self-expression in a blog, people can align themselves
with like-minded people, even though their local community may
express contrary views. Writing or contributing to blogs enables one
to broadcast a message to the world in a relatively effortless way.
Political bloggers intend to influence others through information or
opinions, while personal bloggers intend to express and get reactions
to their ideas.17

At a political level, bloggers are motivated by the belief that what
they are doing is an important social phenomenon, with implications
for the democratic processes and the media that report about politics.
Political bloggers place a higher level of importance on activism, value
their reputation, and are less likely to hide their identity than their
personal blogger compatriots.

Kuwaiti Female Blogs

Discussion forums have always served as an important way for Arabs
to express themselves. Forum participants have reflected all shades of
political opinion. Frustrated with the uncivilized tone of discussion
forums, the Arab world in 2005 turned to blogs in greater numbers.
The first annual Best Arab Blog Awards were given in February 2005,
and the press began to write about the phenomenon.18

Previous research has indicated that the key characteristic of
Arabic/Kuwaiti Internet/blog use is that religion has a predominant
weight. And Arab users are eager to engage in discussion, including
discussion of taboo topics such as politics, religion, and sex.19

According to a 1996 study on the adoption of the Internet by Kuwait
University students, the strongest Internet gratification sought out by
students was entertainment and social interaction, followed by sur-
veillance. The most important gratification items were entertainment
and fun, followed by killing spare time, personal communications,
information gathering and exploring, and social relationships. This
suggests that the bogs are used primarily as an entertainment tool for
socializing.20
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Internet usage by Arab women and children has outranked usage by
Arab men. In Kuwait a majority of the highly educated citizens are
women, and women find the most value in Internet/blog communi-
cation, because of the anonymity they enjoy on the Web. Nevertheless,
not unlike Western women, a majority of Kuwaiti women’s posts read
like a diary, and not like a newspaper editorial page. This gives them
lower recognition than men’s blogs, which tend to consist of more edi-
torial content, albeit considerably less than the material available on
Western blogs.

Moreover, when talking about political commentary and exposure,
lack of female leadership role models is discouraging to most Arab
women. Women are expected to be attentive to family needs rather
than to develop themselves as leaders, especially political leaders.

The seven Kuwaiti female blogs examined from April to August
2005 shared similar Internet/blog characteristics. The blogs tended
to be used mainly for socializing purposes. They were used to
empower female political leadership only on a limited basis. Although
rare, in the event of such empowerment when women’s political
rights were discussed, they were examined more as an observation
than a critique or inspiration.

Of the blogs that this study examined, the following observations
were made:

1. The “Ultimate” blog had a total of 104 postings spanning the
period of this study. Of the 104 postings, 36 posts (35 percent)
were diary entries outlining her daily personal and family life,
18 posts (17 percent) were poems, 12 posts (11 percent) dealt
with political commentary (2 of which involved women’s
political rights), 11 posts (10 percent) explored sexual explo-
ration and love, 10 posts (9 percent) were about travel, 10 posts 
(9 percent) involved comments about attached pictures, and 
7 posts (7 percent) involved showcasing her literary skills.21

2. “Snookie, the Maverick” blog had a total of 54 postings spanning
the period of this study. Of the 54 postings, 20 posts (37 percent)
were diary entries outlining her daily personal and family life,
9 posts (17 percent) were political commentary (2 of which
involved women’s political rights), 8 posts (15 percent) discussed
popular culture, 5 posts (9 percent) discussed sports, 3 posts 
(6 percent) entries were poems, 1 post (2 percent) entry discussed
local news events, and 1 post (2 percent) entry discussed love.22

3. The “Kuwaitism” blog had a total of 50 postings spanning the
period of this study. Of the 50 postings, 21 posts (42 percent)
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were diary entries outlining her daily personal family life, 7 posts
(14 percent) involved popular culture, 7 posts (14 percent)
were market demographic surveys, 7 posts (14 percent) dealt
with political commentary (1 of which involved women’s polit-
ical activism), 6 posts (12 percent) discussed attached pictures,
and 4 (8 percent) entries commented on local news events in
the newspaper, 4 posts (8 percent) discussed sports, and 2 posts
(4 percent) commented on dining experiences.23

4. “Dot in the Universe” blog had a total of 78 postings spanning
the period of this study. Of the 78 postings, 62 posts (79 percent)
were diary entries outlining her daily personal and family life,
4 posts (5 percent) were poems, 4 posts (5 percent) were about
love, 3 posts (4 percent) entries demonstrated the bloggers liter-
ary writing abilities, 2 posts were about popular culture, and
2 posts (3 percent) were about women’s political activism.24

5. The “Plushness” blog had a total of 66 postings spanning the
period of this study. Of the 66 postings, 27 posts (41 percent)
were reflections about her personal and family life in a diary for-
mat, 24 posts (36 percent) were about sexuality and dating, 
6 posts (9 percent) displayed her literary writing skills in a
romance novel, 4 posts (6 percent) were political commentaries,
3 posts (5 percent) discussed popular culture, 1 post (1.5 percent)
was an inspirational quote, and 1 post (1.5 percent) discussed
Kuwait women’s political activism.25

6. The “Unskin” blog had a total of 20 postings spanning the
period of this study. Of the 20 postings, 10 posts (50 percent)
were poems or inspirational quotes, 7 posts (35 percent) were
reflections about her personal and family life in a diary format,
2 posts (10 percent) displayed her literary writing skills, and 
1 post (5 percent) discussed song lyrics.26

7. The “Jewaira’s Boudoir” blog had a total of 107 postings span-
ning the period of this study. Of the 107 postings, 36 posts
(34 percent) were reflections about her personal and family life
in a diary format, 21 posts (20 percent) displayed her literary
writing skills in a romance novel, 20 posts (19 percent) were
about sexuality and relationships, 10 posts (9 percent) reported
on local and international news stories, 9 posts (8 percent) were
poems, 7 posts (7 percent) were in a Dear Abby “advice column”
format, 2 posts (1.8 percent) were about women’s political
activism and empowerment, 1 post (1 percent) involved philo-
sophical comments, and 1 post (1 percent) was about popular
culture.27
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The aforementioned blogs featured an assortment of uses, ranging
from using it to record in a diary (48 percent), to demonstrate writing
and literary skills (22 percent), to discuss sex, love, and dating 
(11 percent), to discuss popular culture (6 percent), discuss news and
sports stories (5 percent), to make political commentary (3 percent), to
discuss their travel experiences (3 percent), and to politically empower
women (2 percent). Using a blog as a journal for her personal and
family experiences is the most prevalent use of blogs, with discussion of
taboo subjects such as dating and sexual exploration also ranking high.
The Jewaira blog ranked highest in the discussion of taboo subjects.
Kuwaiti women bloggers’ use of blogs for women’s political empower-
ment ranks as the lowest use. “Snookie the Maverick” blog ranked
highest in the discussion of women’s political commentary. Four blogs
ranked highest in addressing women’s political empowerment, with
each having two postings.

Most of the blogs examined could not be strictly categorized as
described in an earlier section “Reasons for Blogging.” Rather, these
seven blogs served as hodge-podge communication forums, encom-
passing a majority of the reasons people might blog. Perhaps this is
due to the fact that Arab blogging is still in its early evolutionary
stage, as Arab blogging did not really start until 2005. With more
maturation, Kuwaiti women’s blogging may feature more topical
blogs, rather than ones that discuss everything under the sun. And
with women’s increased understanding of their political rights, more
Kuwaiti female political activist blogs may crop up.

Blogging’s Disadvantages and 
Their Impact in the Arab World

Blogs also have their disadvantages. Publishing spontaneity means
that, at times, bloggers may impulsively publish ill-considered mes-
sages. Also, motives and identities of blog authors can be very murky,
because there is no way to determine if bloggers are truly who they say
they are. Therefore, blogs on the political side are a fertile opportunity
for PSYOPS (psychological operations). On the corporate side, public
relations companies can take advantage of the blogosphere to spread
buzz and interest in their products and disinformation and scandalous
rumors regarding their competitors’ products. Not all bloggers are
who they claim to be, thus lending credence to the vast majority of
Arabs’ belief in conspiracy theories.

The blogosphere also perpetuates a “bandwagon effect,” which
nurtures lies and half-truths, such as many extremist Arabs’ contentions
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about, Jews, Christians, and the West in general. While adding to the
richness of citizen voices, blogs exponentially expand this culture of
assertion. It brings to it a philosophy of publish anything, especially
points of view; the reporting and verification will occur afterward in
the responses of fellow bloggers. Nevertheless, if readers never
question the facts of bloggers, then mistruths can be perpetuated.
Blogs in this case can create a serious obstacle to the creation of a
“global commons”—something that a participatory journalistic style
strives for—between different information communities operating
within different national and cultural contexts. How, for instance, do
you convince people in an Islamic country that Jews did not do
something absurdly wild (such as attack the World Trade Center),
considering that they are determined to believe it, as all their friends,
local Web sites, and chat rooms insist upon it? If you cannot break
through this basic barrier of mistrust, how can citizens get past the
gorge of misinformation that even their national leaders have failed
to bridge?

The digital divide in the Middle East (even though its depth as
reported by the World Bank is questionable, due to how these num-
bers are statistically reported) poses another problem for the growth of
the blogosphere’s participatory-journalism and evolving democratic
intent. Kuwaitis do have greater Internet access than other Arab coun-
tries through many Internet cafes and affordable Internet cards for
home dial-up use. The home dial-up service is, however, extremely
slow. The cost of Internet service through providers is expensive—
around US$300 a month, which is not a cost-effective priority for
most people. Regarding the Internet being used for political mobiliza-
tion purposes, Arab extremists use it more effectively than do liberal
and secular groups, as seen in their use of it to politically mobilize
voters in Kuwait’s May 2006 district reduction political row that
resulted in the government sacking the National Assembly.28

Analyses

Blogs serve as a means to communicate interactively in real-time.
They foster participatory journalism that has disseminated power to
the people. No longer can journalism be said to be a top-down form
of communication. Blogging and the participatory journalism that it
has spawned have transformed journalism and the dissemination of
information into a “bottom-top” communication model. It has given
power to the less powerful and has allowed people to exercise this
newfound power without revealing their true identities.
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Women worldwide have begun blogs with the same frequency as
men. However, they tend to use them more for entertainment pur-
poses, than for political purposes. Even though Kuwaiti women were
ecstatic about gaining their political rights in 2005, they tended to use
the Internet/blogs for entertainment purposes rather than political
empowerment. Moreover, it was proven that Arab cultural factors fur-
ther impede Kuwaiti women’s ability and willingness to politically
empower their Kuwaiti sisters via blogs.

The Internet is a fairly new medium in the Arab world to convey
messages, news, and political commentary. In the Arab world (includ-
ing Kuwait), because home Internet connectivity is expensive and
slow, text messaging through mobile phones tends to be a more pop-
ular way of communicating in mass. It is far cheaper and faster than
communicating through the Internet, and text messaging has been
used effectively to rally Kuwaitis behind political issues, such as the
2005 women’s rights movement.29 The use of Dywaniahs and the
heavy reliance upon the local press for shaping local opinion has also
impeded blogs’ development and cultural acceptance.

Most importantly, however, is the lack of peer leadership for
women in Kuwait. Peer leadership and its by-products, such as net-
working and mentoring, are key factors in empowering women to
become more effective advocates of women’s political activism and
community development. Kuwaiti women are currently mapping out
their course on how to do so. And because women are exposed to
much failure in mapping out such a course, there tends to be an early
capitulation in their efforts. Many Kuwaiti women feel that they enjoy
an easy and wealthy lifestyle, so they see little benefit in struggling
with failure. More pioneers are needed to lead women into greater
political activism.

Bloggers in Kuwait helped unleash a “virtual” campaign for elec-
tion reform in April 2006, a campaign that spilled onto the streets in
a Ukraine-type “orange” revolution. Three university student blog-
gers translated into a catchy campaign with a distinctive “5 for
Kuwait” orange logo the call by pro-reform members of parliament to
cut the country’s electoral districts down to five in order to fight cor-
ruption. Bloggers spread the word online, and in a rare instance in the
history of the oil-rich emirate, hundreds of young people waving
orange banners demonstrated outside the seat of government on
May 5.30 The campaign escalated into further protests. A bitter stand-
off between Parliament and the government forced the country’s
emir, Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmed al-Sabah, to dissolve Parliament on
May 21, setting new elections on June 29, 2006.31

152 SAMAR AL-ROOMI

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Women’s use of the Internet to stimulate the June 2006 elections
was apparent, but such online discussions were led by and focused on
male candidates opposing the government. Women bloggers served as
opposition candidate message surrogates, rather than serving women’s
emancipation needs. In the Orange protest, Kuwaiti youth used the
Internet to name candidates they alleged were corrupt or who oppose
reform. Perhaps with the empowerment of the Orange movement
(which took into consideration women and helped energize young
women participants in the June 2006 National Assembly election), we
will see a greater level of women’s political empowerment.32

Future Research

More Kuwaiti female blogs should be examined for more accurate
generalizability of data. Moreover, given that Kuwaiti men are not
that politically active either, it is suggested that Kuwaiti women’s
blogs be cross-referenced by Kuwaiti men’s blogs to see if gender-
based differences in political commentary and empowerment exist.

Due to the recent blogging activity that Kuwaitis have shown dur-
ing the June 2006 election (data that were not examined in this
study), blog comments around the time of June 2006 election should
be examined to see if there are any discernible changes in women
bloggers’ comments since May 2005, when women received their
political rights. As blogs were used in the June 2006 election to com-
pliment Diwanyahs, the use of blogs to compliment Diwanyahs’ dis-
semination of policy ideas should be examined. Moreover, it is worth
considering the prospects of blogs supplementing Diwanyahs or even
replacing them to some extent in the future.

Since this study examines a limited number of blog comments prior
to women receiving their political rights, analyzing more recent
women’s blog comments would allow more accurate definition of any
significant changes in political activism. Moreover, since it has been
determined that Kuwaiti women (like other women bloggers) talk less
about political empowerment than about day-to-day events, a quan-
tifiable analysis of Kuwaiti women bloggers’ political comments and
those of Western women bloggers might be useful. This would help
us determine to what extent Kuwaiti women bloggers truly lag behind
their Western blogging sisters.

Other Gulf women, such as Saudis, are active political bloggers. In
fact, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates are the two largest
Gulf blogging communities. Thus, the political commentary of
Kuwait women bloggers might be compared with the commentary of
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women bloggers in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab
Emirates, and Oman.

Moreover, the examination of Kuwaiti women blogs should be
conducted in Arabic and English. Some Kuwaitis have grown up and
have been educated abroad and thus feel more comfortable writing in
English. For other Kuwaiti women, writing in English may be difficult
and they may be less inclined to write on complex political issues in
English. These women may be more inclined to write about such
issues in Arabic. Such examination should be conducted for greater
generalizability of data.
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C H A P T E R  9

Israel and the New Media

Yehiel Limor

Introduction

The summer 2006 war in Lebanon, arguably the first war of the New
Media Age, posed new and globally unfamiliar realities for an entire
country: War waged largely on the civilian home front, with virtually
live media coverage and online reporting via the Internet.

Essentially, the war was a kind of proving ground for a theoretical
model of twenty-first century media and warfare. This model, first
introduced in 2002 and refined after the 2003 war in Iraq, sketches
the battlefield of the future in which media technologies and interna-
tional media organizations play a key role1 at an intensity and scope
unprecedented in human history.

The current study examines the development of the new media in
Israel at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the
twenty-first, as well as the function they fulfilled during the war in
Lebanon. The war—and the State of Israel itself—may serve as a case
study for other countries and societies, especially at war or in states of
emergency, demonstrating the new media’s function under such
circumstances.

Theoretical Background

Several theoretical points of departure apply to discussion of the new
media in Israel. Classic mass media literature identifies four basic types of
state/society-media relations: Authoritarian, Libertarian, Totalitarian,
and Social Responsibility.2
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The Authoritarian Model, that applies rigid supervision and cen-
sorship to the media, was typical of seventeenth to nineteenth century
European regimes, the Libertarian Model is purely theoretical and
was never fully realized, the Totalitarian Model, according to which
the media are considered part of the state or the ruling party and con-
sequently subject to strict control, was common to communist
regimes, most of which disappeared in the last decade of the twentieth
century, although some of its components are still applied in theocra-
cies and some other countries. The fourth model, Social Responsibility,
perceived as characteristic of democratic states, is effectively an
unwritten compact between the state/society and the media. A fifth,
later model, the Developmental Model,3 seeks to explain relations
between the state/government and the media in developing coun-
tries. All these models were subject to criticism from the outset and
none were applicable to the late twentieth century4 and a fortiori to
the twenty-first. On the other hand, they cannot be discounted
entirely, as they still constitute the theoretical basis for any discussion
of relations between state/society and the mass media.

Other models may prove beneficial as well. Altschull,5 for example,
differentiates among three basic models of state-media relations: 
(1) Market—characteristic of the First World, (2) Marxist—that prevails
in the Second World, and (3) Advanced—typical of the Third World.

Reliance on theories and/or models concerning state-media rela-
tions enables assessment of media development as a reflection of gov-
ernment policy that defines the rules of the game in the media market,
including determination of its permissible boundaries, constraints on
players, and the like. Governmental involvement is thus liable to limit
and even prevent the development of new (and sometimes also old)
media and place them in a strait jacket insofar as content is concerned.
The constraints imposed by the Chinese government on the Internet
constitute only one example of such control.

The Market Model is also connected to the second theoretical
point of departure, a point that is anchored in political economics, or,
more precisely, in bureaucratic procedures originating in neo-Marxist
conceptions. According to this approach, the media are primarily
viewed as businesses6 whose owners strive to preserve the existing
political and social situation because any change is liable to undermine
economic stability. On the other hand, perhaps the media may not be
assessed separately from the economic system in which they operate
because the system’s economic forces are directed at its directors,
along with those of all other industries, imposing pressure and coer-
cion accordingly.7 Hence the development of the media is essentially
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only one facet of market economics and a practical reflection of a
media industry that seeks to profit by adapting its products (both
hardware and software) to its target audiences while applying a variety
of sophisticated marketing techniques.

In the Israeli case, it may be said that the privatization and market
economy policies adopted by governments since the 1990s8 have also
made their mark among the new media, wherein it is primarily the
private companies that control Internet infrastructure service supply.
Section 4 of the 1982 Telecommunications Law empowers the minister
of communications to grant general licenses for telecommunications
activity and service provision, including those issued to companies
offering IP-based communications. The Law also empowers the minis-
ter to grant a “special license,” that is, one “limited to a specific type
of telecommunications activity or service.” These were granted to
companies and organizations that provide Internet access or switching
services.

In 2006, the Israel minister of communications expressed the
political-economic conception calling for minimal regulation of tele-
communications activity: “In the new era,” declared the minister,
Mr. Ariel Atias, “regulators may intervene formidably when essential
but must not do so otherwise.” One example of such intervention
was the ministry’s order issued that year to all licensed Internet ser-
vice providers throughout the country, calling on them not to coop-
erate with worldwide pirate service providers that unlawfully use
VOIP technology over data lines.9

The third theoretical point of departure is anchored in the techno-
logical sphere. Technological determinism considers the medium to be
the message,10 claiming that what shape society are the media them-
selves, or technological innovations, and not the messages transmitted
thereby. For example, we may offer a technological explanation in
response to the question “What is the Internet?”11. Effectively, even
the term “new media” itself may be considered a result of technology,
as it defines emerging media that join their more veteran counterparts.
Radio was a “new medium” in the early twentieth century, television in
mid-century, and cable and satellite television, cell phones, personal
computers, and the Internet thereafter.

Development of the new media—and especially their proliferation
and reception by the public—is not only the result of market econom-
ics reflecting financial and business entrepreneurship and committing
manufacturers to constant development of new products and improve-
ment of old ones, but also evidence of the existence of target audi-
ences, actual or potential, with needs to which the new media products
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are designed to provide an adequate response. Such development may
also be informative regarding the financial ability of a given country/
society to invest in media technologies and infrastructures, as well as
the population’s financial capacity for media product acquisition and
its ability to benefit from and to operate advanced media technologies.
In this respect, the development of the new media and their rapid
reception in the State of Israel are based on a tripartite infrastructure:

● Technological: reflecting that some of the world’s most
advanced development infrastructures (such that of all Israeli
society, including the military) may be defined as technology
saturated.

● Economic: resources originating in numerous external and
domestic investments—the result of a flourishing economy that
enjoys stable annual growth.

● Literate: based on an educated population that adopts modern
media technologies regularly and applies them rapidly in response
to a variety of needs.

The New Media in Israel

The development of the new media in a given country may be
assessed practically in three respects: (1) technological developmental;
(2) mass media—press, radio, and advertising, and (3) personal—use
of PCs and the Internet.

(1) Technological

Since the 1990s, Israel has been positioned at the forefront of new
media technological development. Israeli jargon includes frequent
references to the “Israeli Silicon Valley” in the Haifa Bay area. Various
international corporations (such as Intel) have set up major develop-
ment centers in Israel at which technological developments, many of
them produced by startup firms, focus on both infrastructures and
applications for personal and/or office/organizational use. Numerous
startup companies that concentrated on advanced and sophisticated
developments, particularly in the software field, were acquired over the
years by American and international corporations (among which the
most outstanding, of course, is Mirabilis, the company that developed
ICQ). At the same time, there were many transactions conducted for
the acquisition of Israeli-developed knowledge and applications in com-
puters, information security, and telephony. Over the years, know-how
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exporting (primarily to the United States) was accorded extensive
coverage by the country’s general and financial press.

(2) Mass Media

Various Israeli Web sites began to appear as soon as the Internet hit the
market in the latter half of the 1990s. As the technological sector
conducted dynamic R&D, financial bodies closely examined the U.S.
Internet market and hastened to adopt and apply many of its processes
and developments. The problems typical of many Web sites in their
early days—particularly the lack of a well-formed economic model to
guarantee financial viability and long-term survival—did not spare
Israeli Web sites. Indeed, many of the pioneer sites closed within a short
time, while others merged with or were acquired by the successful ones.

In Israel, as in other Western countries, the major newspapers rapidly
set up and developed Web sites, generally without developing any
uniform financial and operational model. The English newspaper The
Jerusalem Post was the first to break through to cyberspace and offer its
editorial content, followed by Israel’s most prestigious daily Ha’aretz,
which established a portal with a different name that was not identified
with the paper. Subsequently, however, Ha’aretz set up a home site at
which printed paper content was offered gratis. The popular daily
Maariv first set up a site with free newspaper content, but replaced it a
few years later, with a comprehensive portal that demanded a consider-
able financial investment. It was the country’s most popular daily
Yedioth Ahronoth—which is the flagship of the biggest media conglom-
erate in Israel—that elected not to offer its content for free on the
Internet, instead setting up a separate portal with press content
produced by an editorial board different from that of the home paper,
along with a series of services, including virtual community forums. The
sites owned by two of the major dailies Walla (Haaretz) and YNet
(Yedioth Ahronoth) enjoyed the most hits in 2006.

Four principal operating formats prevail in the online press in
Israel:

1. Sites owned by printed papers that supply newspaper content
gratis.

2. Sites owned by printed papers offering content only to those
who pay subscription or usage fees.

3. Sites owned by printed papers and operated by separate editorial
boards.

4. Independent news sites.
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These categories allow differentiation between online newspapers and
other “pure” news sites primarily or exclusively offering information
and news and portals that provide a variety of services, among them
information and news supply.

While the development and operation of the online press is not
unique to Israel, and similar patterns can be now found in many coun-
tries, another online medium, Internet radio, merits special attention.
In this case as well, four principal operating formats may be discerned:

1. Sites operated by established conventional radio stations: Their
content is same as what is transmitted through the correspon-
ding radio stations, either live or on demand. Israel’s public
radio network Kol Israel (The Voice of Israel) and Israel
Defense Forces radio Galei Zahal (whose broadcasts are aimed
at the general public), the two nationwide radio networks, have
sites of this type, as do regional/local radio stations owned by
private entrepreneurs.

2. Sites operated by educational radio stations: in 2006, there were
about 30 such stations in Israel at institutions of higher learning
and secondary schools, some of which also maintained Web sites.
Common to them all are limited programming and relatively
few hits.

3. Amateur Internet radio sites: It is difficult to pinpoint these
sites and their activity because many operate irregularly and
often have very brief life spans.

4. Former pirate stations: These went off the air due to government
harassment and shifted their activity to cyberspace.

Pirate radio is of particular interest. The phenomenon was very
popular in Western Europe during the 1960s and began proliferating
rapidly in Israel in the 1990s. By 1998, there were about 140 active
stations of this type.12 Repeated raids by the authorities did not
wipe out the illegal stations that continued operating throughout the
country.13 Those that were tired of playing cat and mouse with the
authorities left the airwaves and took to the Internet, confirming Eric
Rhoads’s14 observation that radio, like the phoenix, adapts itself to
changing circumstances. In other words, the Internet did not render
radio an obsolete and irrelevant medium but actually enabled it to
position itself at the forefront of technological progress and thus
increase its audience. The development of the Internet had a dual and
conflicting influence on pirate radio in Israel, as in other countries in
which illegal stations operate. On the one hand, it created a convenient
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alternative infrastructure for those who sought to refrain from circum-
venting the law, offering a new sphere of broadcasting activity and a
means of acquiring new audiences. According to Yoder,15 profession-
als consider the Internet a public relations tool that provides listeners
with a taste of pirate radio and arouses their curiosity.

Only gradually did the Israeli advertising agencies discover the
Internet in Israel, as did their counterparts in other countries. In 2000,
the Internet accounted for only 0.3 percent of all advertising in Israel16;
two years later, the percentage rose to 2 percent and to 4 percent the
following year17. By 2005, online advertising came to some 7 percent of
all advertising in Israel, nearly the same as radio but far behind the
printed press (51 percent) and television (30 percent). The overall
investment in Internet advertising in 2005 was 76 percent higher than
it had been the previous year.18 Internet advertising in Israel achieved a
new record in summer 2006, when the number of online campaigns
exceeded that of the printed press, placing the Internet in a position
second only to television.19

(3) Personal PCs and the Internet

A survey conducted in 2005 indicated that 73 percent of Israelis have
computers at home and 59 percent surf the Internet.20 Those who do
not have PCs largely consist of people with low incomes, older adults
(age 50 and up), ultraorthodox Jews, and new immigrants.

In 2001, Israel’s Internet surfing rate (then about 20 percent of the
population) was the world’s twelfth highest.21 Four years thereafter, in
2005, a survey by Israel’s [National] Central Bureau of Statistics found
that 51 percent of Israelis use computers and 43 percent surf the
Internet. The same survey displayed a wide gap between computer users
and surfers in the Jewish and Arab sectors (Arabs constitute about
15 percent of Israel’s population), as only about a third of Arab house-
holds is connected to the Internet.22 The percentage continued to rise in
2006, as 52 percent of Israelis aged 13 and up reported that they use the
Internet. Another finding indicated that most Israeli users have a broad-
band Internet connection.23 Between 2002 and 2005, the number of
households with broadband capabilities increased sixfold from 210,000
to 1.2 million.24 The Internet market in Israel appears to have achieved
saturation; estimates show that any further increase in the number of
broadband Internet surfers will occur only as a consequence of growth
in the number of personal computers. A 2005 survey indicated that
about 28 percent of Internet users in Israel are “power users,” that is,
those who surf the Internet at least four times every day.25
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Cumulative data show that the digital gap among various popula-
tion sectors in Israel is shrinking steadily and rapidly. Computers have
become a common accessory at schools; colleges and universities have
countless computer laboratories and rooms, and laptops are a com-
mon sight. The ultraorthodox sector, that functions primarily as a
closed society within Israeli society, has also been adopting home
computers gradually, partly because they enable women to work at
home rather than at outside jobs that entail contact with the external,
secular society.

The New Media and the War in Lebanon

The summer 2006 war in Lebanon was the first war on earth in
which the Internet played an active role as an agent of information.
Although the war was waged between the Israeli army and Hezbollah
terrorists entrenched in Lebanon, its principal victim was the civilian
hinterland. Over a period of several weeks, about 4,000 missiles and
rockets were fired at cities and other civilian localities in northern
Israel. The looming threat of missile attacks led tens of thousands of
Israeli citizens to leave their homes for points south and move in with
others, primarily relatives and friends.

The war was the world’s first demonstration of the Open Space
pattern characteristic of twenty-first century media, based on the
assumption that contemporary wars are not only waged locally
between two rival countries but also take place as part of the global,
supranational system in which various political, economic and other
factors may well be involved.26 This assumption also posits that such
wars will take place in a new and unfamiliar media environment, influ-
enced by the presence of anational and supranational players, espe-
cially television networks and international news agencies, motivated
by financial and professional interests, with no affinity or loyalty to any
particular nation state.

Furthermore, the closed, state-supervised media space is no longer
impenetrable. Modern technologies enable any of the warring parties to
overcome technical and other obstacles that once blocked the free flow
of information. The Internet offers a live alternative to the information
transmitted via official, supervised state and military channels.

The Vietnam War took place in closed space over an extended
period of time, during which the American public was not supplied
with up-to-date information about the horrific events unfolding in
Vietnam. In Iraq, the war was being waged in a distant arena where
reporters’ movements were limited. The civilian public had no media
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of its own and information originating at the battlefront was usually
partial, delayed, and controlled.

Different realities obtained during the war in Lebanon. The war, at
least on the Israeli side, was waged in the civilian hinterland that
included large cities attacked by missiles fired from sites only a few
dozen kilometers away. But even when local residents had to spend
long hours in shelters, they were not cut off from the world around
them, as they were accompanied by the computers and Internet access
that had been household fixtures for some time. The old media (radio
and television) and especially the new media (primarily the cell phone
and Internet) created media ecology unknown in previous wars.

Essentially, the Internet fulfilled a fourfold function during the war:

1. An alternative information channel to the major media—the
press, television, and radio—especially for civilians in shelters
who had no radio or television access, partially because power
lines were damaged in missile attacks. A survey conducted
immediately after the war revealed that about a third of Israel’s
population relied on the Internet as a source of information
about unfolding events, demonstrating that the Internet had
become the third most important information source—behind
television and radio but ahead of the printed press.27 The built-
in advantages of the Internet—instantaneous transmission of
information, broad scope, and convenient access—accorded it
an important place among civilian information options
throughout the war and possibly promised it a role in the future
as well.

2. Convenient transmission of information directly from a battle-
front that essentially constituted the civilian hinterland. News of
attacks and casualties also found its way to other media, bypassing
spokespersons under official control (including those of the armed
forces and police), and was dispatched to people throughout
the country via email.

3. For the first time, the Internet—whether through email or
blogs—developed a generation of “civil military correspondents.”
The role played by bloggers in reporting civilian disasters has
been examined by John Schwartz of The New York Times, who
stated that “for vivid reporting from the enormous zone of
tsunami disaster, it was hard to beat the blogs.”28 The war in
2006 thus opened a new page for bloggers and “civil military
reporters,” possibly constituting a kind of milestone in coverage
of wars or other belligerent incidents, such as mass terror
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attacks. Built-in cameras in cell phones played a similar role and
helped to create a new type of “war photographers.”

4. The Internet inaugurated new spheres of activity in civil society
and mapped out activities for the volunteer and nonprofit
sectors, especially during periods of disaster, war, or other emer-
gencies. The massive attack on the civilian home front disrupted
everyday life, hindered the supply of food, electricity, and water,
and exerted other effects that revealed the varied advantages of
Internet innovations, including:
i. Media formats (including forums) responding to groups or

audiences with special needs, such as new immigrants who
do not speak the language of the country, when “govern-
ments and major organizations usually have difficulty
providing solutions to targeted needs of this type.”29

ii. Contact between “service providers” and “consumers,” for
example, matching people who wanted to leave their homes
because of the bombings and sought a safe haven in a distant
city with residents of distant localities who would be willing
to take these refugees in.

iii. Rapid flow of information and identification of ancillary
forces for specific missions, using designated channels, well-
defined forums, and the like.

Conclusions

In many respects, including scope of penetration and differential use,
the new media in Israel are no different from those in industrialized
Western countries. A developed, hi-tech saturated industry, advanced
research centers, extensive technological infrastructure, computer-
intensive industries and services, and a literate society with a high aver-
age salary all combine as a fertile field conducive to rapid development,
effortless reception, and extensive use of the new media.

Nevertheless, the Israeli case is likely to be a test case or at least an
experimental field and a research laboratory in several respects con-
cerning absorption of the new media and the various uses thereof,
considering the prevailing sociogeopolitical conditions.

Israel’s status as a country with a small and densely concentrated
population (about seven million people in an area of about 20,000
square kilometers) facilitates the study of various types of media use by
the authorities and the public. The findings of such studies will pro-
vide a comprehensive view of new media use in both the national and
local spheres.
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Furthermore, Israeli society is heterogeneous in nature, character-
ized by several marked schisms—between old-timers versus new
immigrants, nonreligious versus religious/ultraorthodox, Jews versus
Arabs,30 and between other such disparate groups—exacerbated by
the ethnic rift between Israeli Jews of European origin and those of
Asian/African extraction (especially Jews from Arab countries, who
make up more than a quarter of the population). Even if other small
countries exhibit similar schisms and rifts, none is likely to match
Israel in terms of number, prominence, and facility of discernment
and diagnosis, thereby providing a potential area of research that
focuses primarily on uses and gratifications of the new media as well as
their reception.

The ongoing emergency situation in the State of Israel, originating
primarily in threats by Muslim states and Muslim terrorism, also pro-
vides material for an extraordinary sphere of research activity.
Disasters occur in many countries and terror incidents have become
common throughout the world over the past decade, but it is doubt-
ful whether there are other countries under constant threat of terror
whose social-technological-economic portrait resembles that of Israel.
In this respect as well, Israel is likely to be a test case of new media
developments, reception, and differential use by a population in a
state of emergency.

Moreover, the small, technology-saturated Israeli society may be
studied to examine the functions and significance of the new media,
especially the Internet, in a modern civil society and as a medium that
aids in the functioning of organizations belonging to the third sector.
The war in Lebanon only drives home the significance of the Internet
as a communications medium, but at the same time also points to the
need for organized research in this area.

Finally, the 2006 war in Lebanon may constitute a test case for new
media functions and uses during wartime. No comprehensive research
has been conducted on the topic to date and the findings of studies
undertaken may serve as captivating source material for other states
and cultures that find themselves in similar situations.
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C H A P T E R  1 0

The Palestinian-Israeli Web War

Chanan Naveh

This chapter explores manifestation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in
cyberspace and, in doing so, examines a field that has been scarcely
studied—international-propaganda war in the Internet environment.
Although other virtual international conflicts, such as wars in the Balkans
or the war in Iraq, have been examined, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on
the Web has not been a subject of systematic study to date. The research
reported here deals with a new unique phenomenon: the meeting
between personal surfing on the Web and processes of international
public communications in cyberspace and how this is transformed into
transborder propaganda.

The study examined, principally, the hypothesis that appropriate
use of the Web for purposes of international propaganda provides an
additional dimension to international processes, adds new actors to
the propaganda arena, and integrates them in a manner that was not
possible in the actual-external environment.

This is examined during the period of the Second Intifada
(2000–2005), one of the most recent stages in the prolonged Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

Theory

This study assumed that cyberspace is a complex global technological
environment that integrates and unifies within it and its surroundings
many different, varied aspects of human activity through the use of new
telecommunication networks that connect users to a variety of content.1

In terms of international politics, this environment is anarchical in
nature since it is based on a technology of knowledge transmission that
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is not centrally controlled.2 Additionally, this is a global environment
that includes cross-border processes and yet in many respects is also
borderless.3

We should also remember that we are dealing with an environment
that is first and foremost technological, one that requires that all kinds
of users have access to technological infrastructures. Such access
creates a “digital divide”—between those who are connected to these
processes and those who are not. The technology also allows for
interactive activity, bilateral and even multilateral, rapid action, and
across endless expanses.4 It also creates a spatial sphere that demands
adaptation to dimensions of time and place.5 Here we are speaking
of a very dynamic environment that changes and develops contin-
uously and in which it is difficult to predict what will happen, even in
the short run. This sphere includes varied processes of convergence and
synergy that create multimedia systems that act, function, and appeal
nearly simultaneously to nearly all of a person’s senses.

This cyberspace is relatively egalitarian and, thus, a user who has
overcome entry obstacles (that is, has crossed the digital divide and
has access to the Net) is able to act within it nearly without ideologi-
cal or other limitations. Due to these characteristics, the Internet envi-
ronment is considered to be one of the most characteristic of public
spheres in which to conduct communication processes.6 These com-
munication processes are complex; indeed, according to Seib,7 “the
Internet is much more than a news medium. It transcends borders,
creating virtual communities and states through its informational and
interactive capabilities.”

This study examined the meeting between this international public
sphere and the international political arena in which international
actors are active at different levels8—as individuals, national forces
(groups or communities), and actors at the level of the international
system (such as international organizations, corporations, or diasporic
communities9). The interactions in the public sphere can be under-
taken simultaneously by different publics and even counterpublics,10

and since the nature of the Net is unlimited and global these publics
are defined as “transnational.”11 Here it should be noted that actors in
the changing and virtual international arena are undergoing what
Rosenau12 referred to as fragmegration processes. (Fragmegration
juxtaposes the processes of fragmentation and integration occurring
within and among organizations, communities, countries, and
transnational systems such that it is virtually impossible not to treat
them as interactive and causally linked.) At the same time, interna-
tional processes are taking place in nonterritorial spaces where due to
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virtuality distances are shortened and a new term coined—distant
proximities.13 More, some scholars think that this new environment
changes the nature of international politics and instead of diplomacy
that is based upon Realpolitik, we have what can be called Netpolitik:

Netpolitik is a new style of diplomacy that seeks to exploit the powerful
capabilities of the Internet to shape politics, culture, values, and personal
identity. But unlike Realpolitik—which seeks to advance a nation’s polit-
ical interests through amoral coercion—Netpolitik traffics in “softer”
issues such as moral legitimacy, cultural identity, societal values, and
public perception.14

We should note that users of the Net in this environment can act
violently and cause injuries and damage, as has been undertaken by
terrorists, hacktivists, and hackers.15

International actors manage their activities in the international
public sphere by means of different platforms that exist on the Net and
exploit its nature: email, distribution lists, blogs,16 chats, forums, media
talkback, use of surveys conducted over the Net, Web site construction,
and community organizing.17 Studies that have examined these plat-
forms (Internet tools) have applied different criteria, some derived from
the technological-media arena and others from international politics.
One of these criteria is the use of tools/platforms (for private or public
use or at the international level18); another criterion relates to the
manner in which information is transferred (direct or mediated19); and
a third focuses on the degree of interactivity (passive or interactive).
Additional criteria concern the outcomes and the influences of the
Internet as a tool,20 and others the type of interrelations that appear in
the Internet (cooperation or confrontation21), while yet others are
based on the duration of the conflict, its orientation (global or local in
terms of geographical scope and extent of the issues),22 or domains
of media and political activity conducted by means of the Internet
(e. g., use of Internet tools as hubs for information, connections and
communication, contributions, or recruiting volunteers23).

Prior to completing this summary of theories, attention should be
directed to those researchers who have been dealing with manifesta-
tions of international disputes in the Internet environment. Initially,
we can note that “All of the cyberwars thus far have only been reactions
to and repercussions of what has happened in the physical realm.”24

Additionally, we should note that there is a need

to differentiate between the terms “cyberwar” and “netwar.” While
cyberwar refers to a more “heavy” mode of new military conflict like
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destruction of the enemy’s infrastructure through information technol-
ogy, the term netwar was devised to refer to information-age conflict at
the less military, low intensity, more social end of the spectrum.25

It should be noted that in the violent domain of cyberwar, there is
a variety of activities that include “website defacement; denial of ser-
vice attacks; domain name service attacks; use of worms, viruses and
Trojan horses; exploitation of inherent computer security loopholes
and unauthorized intrusions into an opponent’s computer systems
and networks.”26

Even though we are speaking of a virtual arena, it should be
emphasized that the struggle with an opponent in this arena has great
international repercussions because Internet conflict at a low level of
strength could escalate through a number of stages of attacks,27 and
the Internet may also be used as a weapon in waging psychological
warfare via the use of information.28 The present study has not
focused on violent types of battles in the Net, but rather on “softer”
types of Internet activity taking place during conflicts, principally,
those that have meaning for the media and that exploit the interna-
tional public sphere during the period of the conflict (mainly through
propaganda).

By propaganda, we mean the purposeful use of the mass media for
influencing those whose intent is to shape, mold, and shift attitudes in
the hope that this will bring about behavioral change that will advance
the propagandists’ aims and interests.29 Akzin defined international
propaganda as any activity that is intended to arouse or to strengthen
support for any country, movement, or idea in another country.30

According to Akzin, propaganda activity is not directed principally at
the official bodies authorized to deal with the subject, but rather toward
individuals and groups who have unofficial status or informal influence.

Integration of Theories

This study explores propaganda management exploiting the nature
of cyberspace in an international conflict. In order to advance the
research in a systematic manner, a matrix was developed using some of
the criteria mentioned above. This matrix will facilitate the examina-
tion of various Internet platforms utilized for propaganda purposes
during a conflict (graph 10.1). The horizontal axis examines the
degree of interactivity of the platform (from passive to interactive),
while the vertical axis examines the type of international actor making
use of the platform (individual, group, state, community, global actor).
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Thus, for example, use made of electronic mail for propaganda pur-
poses in an international conflict is usually undertaken by individuals
and is a tool that can be defined as active (the sender initiates its writ-
ing and transmission); accordingly, its matrix location will be between
1 and 2. In contrast, placement of new materials on the Internet site
of diaspora communities is less active and will be located in the matrix
at a place near point 4, while an attack such as defacement by a group
of surfers will be located closer to 3. Accordingly, such analysis allows
for mapping of Internet propaganda and indicates its nature.

The Research

The present study investigated the Second Intifada, the latest stage of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a period inclusive of the initiation of
the violent events at the end of September 2000 through the final
stage of the disengagement from Gaza in September 2005.31

During this period, the very intense Internet activity conducted by
Israelis and Palestinians was a manifestation of the conflict between the
two peoples, and various scholars have examined a wide variety of
activities involved in this cyber struggle. Maoz, for example, studied the
mediated dialogue between youth from both sides,32 while Dahan
examined discussions among Israeli and Palestinian adults involved in
establishing a special “extraterritorial” public sphere for the Middle
East.33 Other studies compared Israeli sites during the state’s jubilee
celebrations (1998) with the Palestinian sites emphasizing the Nakbah,
the disaster that befell them,34 while others investigated the use of the
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Web by both parties to disseminate information and to create extensive
propaganda at the beginning of the Second Intifada.35

Other researchers sought to clarify whether the virtual struggle
expanded beyond the Israeli-Palestinian arena directly into the
international system. According to Jokisipilä,36 no “electronic Islamic
community” was created to manage part of the virtual struggle in
support of the Palestinians against Israel. In his opinion, Palestinian
society was incapable of organizing such a struggle because of its
inferiority in this field, principally because it suffered from a “lack of
cyberindependence” and did not have the capability to get to the
International Internet backbone on its own.37 In contrast, Allen and
Demchak38 claimed that there actually was international intervention
that involved “hackers from Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Germany,
Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Brazil, and the United States.” One study of
Hamas in the United States even found that they used Internet chat
rooms and emails to coordinate their activities across Gaza, the West
Bank, and Lebanon, making it difficult for Israeli security officials to
trace their messages and decode their contents.39 According to
Karatzogianni, “what distinguishes this cyberconflict from past ones is
that it moved beyond being a game controlled by a few highly spe-
cialized hackers into a full-scale action involving thousands of Israeli
and Arab youngsters.”40

Applying the analytical matrix to the past studies reveals that while
a war broke out between the hackers, a propaganda struggle was initi-
ated in parallel along with initial signs of dialogue between the sides.
The present study seeks to map and to present the nature of the vast
virtual propaganda arena that developed in the recent years within the
framework of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The Findings

The Internet sphere was used by the Israelis and Palestinians as an
arena for communication and primarily for propaganda. Tens of
Internet sites and different materials transmitted over the Web during
three events of the Second Intifada were examined: The Israeli
Military Operation Defense Shield in the West Bank (April 2002); the
imposition of a boycott on Israeli academics; and the international
struggle vis-à-vis Israel’s construction of the Fence/Wall. Several
sources of materials were examined, mainly Web sites: Formal sites of
the state of Israel or the Palestinian National Authority (PNA), and
their institutions; sites of nongovernmental internal organizations
(NGOs); sites of international NGOs; blog sites, and sites of petitions.

176 CHANAN NAVEH

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Official Government Propaganda

The Web sites of the PNA did not function properly during the period
under investigation, either because of changes in URL, technical fail-
ures related to the Intifada, or due to the activities of hackers.41 Only
the site of the presidency functioned throughout the entire research
period with elements dedicated to the memory of President Yasser
Arafat, while others presented information about the activities of his
successor, Abu-Mazen,42 but the site was not updated and was not
effective for propaganda purposes.

In contrast, Israel maintained a series of official sites that included
informational and propaganda materials such as the Web sites of the
Office of the Prime Minister,43 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (in both
English44 and Arabic),45 and the Israeli Army.46 With all of the sites
interconnected through links that are prominently displayed, it creates
the impression that the official network of the government of Israel
enables it to present the state’s official positions in an inclusive
manner. The platforms of these sites present propaganda materials in
different languages (particularly in the site of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs), biased news reports, documents, different types of data,
propaganda presentations, photo galleries, video clips that present
the Israeli perspective, and primarily materials that seek to condemn
terror.

Sites of Organizations and Institutions

According to the nature of the Internet environment, Palestinian activ-
ity in the NGO arena extends beyond the organizations’ boundaries
even if they are intra-Palestinian—as all become international organi-
zations that can be accessed and activated from any place in the world.
Thus, in practice, these different platforms create a virtual Palestinian
community that includes sites dealing with different areas, all of whom
are interconnected through a comprehensive cyber network.

The Palestinian Internet community includes a group of commem-
orative and nostalgic sites, some with an educational orientation while
many are laden with propaganda materials that justify the Palestinian
struggle. These sites focus on the Nakbah/the Palestinian disaster
following the 1948 war47 and include associated issues such as the
Palestinian refugees “right of return”48 to their homes in the areas of
pre-1948 Palestine. Different groups of Palestinians constructed sites
in this framework to commemorate villages destroyed following the
1948 war and whose residents fled or were banished.49 Prominent use
is made of photo galleries and of the refugees’ personal stories50—all
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of which serve in practice as tools in the propaganda battle. The sites
of Palestinian cities include testimonies and photos about the situa-
tion in these cities during the Intifada, and as such they too serve as
propaganda sites against the Israeli occupation.51

The Palestinian community both within the domain of the PNA
and in the diaspora activates a series of information sites that can
serve as propaganda sites,52 the most salient of which is Electronic
Intifada.53 These sites are linked to human rights sites that examined
the Palestinian situation during the Intifada54 or to sites that support
the release of Palestinian prisoners, such as Marwan Barghouti.55 In
addition, Palestinian sites engaged in media watch activities checking
whether the Palestinian story is being presented in the international
media in a favorable manner and without any bias toward the Israeli
framing.56

One of the most active Palestinian arenas—both within cyberspace
and outside it—is the commercial struggle with Israel, whose most
overt expression is advancing a boycott on products from Israel or
the boycott of companies that are either engaged commercially with
Israel or have enterprises there. The Internet was extensively used
to advance these boycotts and the primary site for this activity is
boycottisraeligoods.org.57

Most of the Palestinian sites are interconnected so that, in practice,
there is a virtual community network created by means of lists of sites
in linkages and icons that enable users to connect to sites active in
regard to the same issue or to the entirety of the Palestinian struggle.58

Israeli and Palestinian cyberspaces are not significantly different,
but in the case of Israel there is also a virtual community that includes
groups and organizations that are entirely Israeli as well as worldwide
Jewish communities and organizations that operate sites that present
the Israeli position and practically serve as propaganda sites. Especially
prominent in this environment are Internet sites of Israeli and Jewish
organizations that seek to provide assistance to terrorist victims.59

Ostensibly these sites provide services, but they also contain links
and referrals to one of the primary content areas of Israeli sites—
commemoration of victims of terror. So extensive is such activity as to
claim that there is an international Israeli community that identifies
with the victims.60 Such commemorative sites consist primarily of
multimedia materials that serve at the same time the propaganda
needs of Israel in its struggle with terror.

During the Second Intifada, sites of individuals, groups, and orga-
nizations in Israel and in the world appeared and started advancing
pro-Israel propaganda. The lobbying groups that work on Israel’s behalf
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throughout the world act with their governments and parliaments,
and the most prominent organization is the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the American lobbying organization.
Interestingly, this organization’s Web site presents very little propa-
ganda materials related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.61 Some
organizations active on Israel’s behalf in the international arena have
constructed Internet sites,62 while others act exclusively in cyber-
space.63 Each of these sites takes advantage of the Net’s multimedia
capabilities and present photos, maps, documents, video clips, and
other forms of presentation. Most of the sites have links and secondary
connections that form part of the Web of the virtual community.

Like the Palestinian sites, sites supporting Israel include media
watch activities that monitor how the international media report the
narrative of the conflict. HonestReporting.com,64 the most salient
among these sites, also includes propaganda materials on behalf of
Israel.

Individual Propaganda Activity 
on the Internet

Individuals who use the Internet to advance the struggle on behalf of
their national actor do so because of a sense of deep involvement and
for different motives, alongside frustration due to the difficulties facing
their nation.65 The activities in this arena are varied and individuals
utilize different platforms: sending emails via mass online distribution
lists,66 signing petitions, participating in online surveys or media
talkback, writing blogs, and constructing Web sites.

The primary innovation for both sides is the widespread use of the
blog platform. The focus of the Israeli narrative in blogs is terror, while
the Palestinian framing is primarily the Israeli occupation. Bloggers who
write from a sense of deep involvement sought to relate their personal
story within the framework of the larger national struggle. Employing
all of the means available through the blog platform, these writers
sought first and foremost to relate their personal experiences and sto-
ries, and to express their views. By making use of the platform’s varied
multimedia capabilities, they included translations of documents, pho-
tos, as well as both audio and video clips. Attached to their texts are
many links and connections to other surfers and their blogs, as well as,
to Internet sites with similar points of view, and this serves as another
tool to develop a virtual supportive community.

Palestineblogs.com67 is the salient blog in the Palestinian Internet
arena that includes referrals and connections to more than 30 types of
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Palestinian blogs. These include blogs by Palestinians living within the
PNA,68 others in the Palestinian diaspora,69 and non-Palestinians who
support the Palestinian cause.70 A majority of the Israeli blogs in
English can be accessed at the Blogspot-Blogger site, where Israelis
and their supporters throughout the world describe the situation and
the price paid due to the Intifada.71 One important aspect of the
struggle by individuals via the Internet is the fact that these individual
bloggers do not sense that they are engaged in a personal struggle,
because they are connected with one another and are part of an online
community that takes advantages of the nature of the net and the
specific tools available to bloggers.

Two international-political battles between Israelis and Palestinians
were most prominent during the Second Intifada, in addition to the
direct violent confrontation between the two sides. The first was the
Internet confrontation in regard to the question of the Fence/Wall
that Israel constructed between itself and Palestinian territories as part
of its war on terror. The international political and legal struggle
related to the Fence found its expression in cyberspace: propaganda
from the Israeli side was posted primarily by representatives of the
Israeli establishment—the Ministry of Defense72 and the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs,73 alongside sites run by private groups explaining the
Israeli position.74 In contrast, Palestinian propaganda against the Wall
appeared in nearly all of the sites involved in the struggle, for example,
municipal sites in Bethlehem that enabled surfers to send electronic
messages that eventually would be written on part of the Wall.75 Most
salient of all was the Web site Stopthewall.org that organized an
extensive campaign that included news and reports about activities
relating to the Wall: petitions, email addresses, documents, maps,
video clips, and photo galleries.76 The battle over the Wall also
involved both sides of the online communities—Israel and its sup-
porters on the one hand, with Palestinians and their supporters, on
the other hand.

The second battle manifest widely over the Net was different in
character—the boycott of Israeli scientists and academics. Here the
Internet served the campaigns run by both sides of this confrontation,
and the activities were widespread due to the excellent knowledge of
the Net’s capabilities among the forces involved. Within a short
period of time, online communities constructed sites, distributed peti-
tions, and sent chain letters via viral marketing.77 British scientists
initiated the boycott in April 200278 soon after the beginning of
Operation Defensive Shield during which Israel Defense Forces (IDF)
reoccupied Palestinian cities in the West Bank, following a most
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violent wave of terrorist activity. The initiative spread from England to
universities in the United States and to other places79 and rekindled a
number of times over the last several years.80 The battle against this
campaign was conducted on two fronts within the Internet environ-
ment; on the one hand, by individual scientists in Israel and throughout
the world who circulated petitions and constructed Internet sites,81

and, on the other hand, by international scientific organizations.82

And to conclude on a positive note, in the midst of the Second
Intifada while both sides were attacking one another violently, the
Internet served as an arena for dialogue between the two opposing
sides. A number of international and some local groups, agencies, and
organizations conducted dialogue by taking advantage of the opportu-
nities offered by the Internet to make contact from both distance and
nearby. Such dialogue took place, for example, by means of the Internet
site of the binational radio station—All for Peace—broadcasting from
Palestinian town of Ramallah,83 on sites that serve usually as the arena
for academic communication,84 or on sites of organizations that dedi-
cate themselves to such matters,85 the most prominent of which is Seeds
of Peace—an international organization that arranges for meetings of
youth from conflicted societies all over the world.86

Conclusions

In previous studies of this phenomenon, it was observed that

the use of the Internet in conflicts leads to a proliferation and diversi-
fication of voices by allowing a variety of actors to spread their views
and opinions easily. Direct channels of communication and informa-
tion distribution create wider communities of the like-minded than
was previously possible.87

Undertaken as an additional step in the investigation of these develop-
ments, the systematic study reported here was aided by the analytical
matrix presented in the earlier theoretical section (graph 10.1). In ana-
lyzing the findings by means of this matrix, it appears that both sides of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict took full advantage of the Internet envi-
ronment during the Second Intifada. There were three types of activity
along the actor axis: at the first point, a national actor located midway
along the axis, the Israeli government is the primary factor while the
PNA is barely active; at the second point, located at the extreme end of
the axis, there was extensive activity by individuals via the Net in
constructing Web sites, using electronic mail and, especially, blogging.
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Further, it should be emphasized that the actor axis amalgamates the
individuals’ activity at a third point, located at the end of the axis—
activity of the virtual community that creates actors involved in cross-
border global activity.

The investigation along the second axis—activity—is more complex.
A majority of the actors’ conflict-related activities use interactive
Internet platforms—such as Web sites and blogs, while a minority uses
them for the transmission of materials. Here both presentation and
access require that surfers and other interested parties initiate and
actively seek such information. Furthermore, when a person who has
not been involved attempts to find material about the conflict, she or he
must obtain it by means of external search engines. Once there, it is
possible to access and to use internal search systems as well as the
connections and linkages that exist in different Web sites. At the same
time, the Web sites can serve as banks for surfers who seek propaganda
materials. Such materials that exist in cyberspace can be accessed (a
passive act) and then distributed immediately (active act).

The analytical matrix enables us to identify propaganda innovations
on the Internet. In this regard, it appears that during the years of the
Second Intifada the Palestinian-Israeli activity on the Web advanced
beyond what has been observed in this arena in other conflicts. In
light of the development of Internet platforms, propaganda was con-
centrated in two domains of the matrix—the active-interactive of the
individuals (fields 2 and 3 in graph 10.1). These activities of the indi-
viduals as propaganda initiators advanced significantly and they joined
virtual-international communities that succeeded in utilizing the
Internet in order to develop and to present their views throughout the
world.

Given this development, we found that there is support for the
hypothesis presented in the introduction—appropriate use of the Web
for purposes of international propaganda provides an additional
dimension to international processes, adds new actors to the propa-
ganda arena, and integrates them in a manner that was not possible in
the actual-external environment.

In addition, it should be noted that this study investigated, princi-
pally, the Web techniques, tools, and platforms that both sides of the
conflict used for propaganda purposes, but did not explore the con-
tents of this propaganda. It appears that the contents, the framing,
and the narratives are those that have been used by the sides in the
conflict for many years. From a cursory view, it appears that the
Palestinians present, principally, the Israeli occupation and the oppo-
sition to it, while the Israelis believe that terror and the struggle
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against should be the focus. Both sides share motifs such as death,
memory, and commemoration in their Web sites. It seems that the
content domain is worthy of additional research that will investigate if
entry into the environment of complex technological media brought
not only adaptation of the contents to this arena but also development
of new contents and a new view of the conflict, as in the case of the
few Israeli-Palestinian dialogue sites.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

New Palestinian Media and
Democratization from Below

Orayb Aref Najjar

Introduction

The fate of the newest song on the Jihad pop chart is indicative of the
importance of new media in the Palestinian territories. Israeli soldiers
tried to suppress a song praising Hasan Nasrallah, leader of Hezbollah
of Lebanon,1 after the Palestinian press reported that it was being
played in coffee shops, taxis, at weddings, and as ring tones on cell
phones. The Israeli army confiscated cassettes of the song from shops
and checked for them in taxis “at checkpoints that sever the limbs of
Palestinian regions and separate towns and villages from each other,”
as one writer put it.2

The description above sums up what one needs to know about new
media in the West Bank: that technology is part of popular culture
that spreads quickly despite physical barriers, that it is not just the elite
who participate in its spread, that it is popular because it fulfills the
population’s needs, that it is a source of empowerment because it
defies the Israeli occupation’s physical restrictions on the movement
of Palestinians in their own country; and finally, that Israelis fear new
media because they understand there is a war over communication
between them and Palestinians—a war that is played out daily in the
occupied territories and in every medium of communication.

All those themes will be explored in this chapter that describes how
and why Palestinian individuals and groups have resorted to the estab-
lishment of private radio and TV stations and to the use of the
Internet for political communication more extensively than many
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other Arab countries. This chapter will trace the Palestinian attempts
to use political communication from the poster to Internet radio. It
will describe how cell phones and the Internet have extended the reach
of Palestinians and broadened their horizons in politics, education,
and human rights.

As Israel still occupies large parts of the Palestinian territory it occu-
pied in 1967 and can and does enter the area at will, the story of
Palestinian technology use is intimately related to their relations with
Israel as an occupying power and is driven mostly by those relations.3

Because European nations and the United States have a stake in
Palestinian communication, this is also the story of the various political
and religious actors who fund and try to influence Palestinian media
decisions and content through direct aid or NGO funding.

This study will use Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, described below,
to examine the different components of Palestinian communication.
The study will further look at who is communicating, what is being
communicated by different groups, and how those groups are funded.
Finally, the chapter concludes with general observations on media use
and with some predictions for the future of new Palestinian media.

Conceptual Framework

A field may be viewed as a microcosm that brings together the agents
and institutions engaged in the production of whatever that particular
field produces; for example, articles in the journalistic field, art in the
artistic field. Members of a field both constitute it and are constituted
by it. Professionals who share a field are constrained by the forces
inscribed in it but are also able to act “in ways that are partially pre-
constrained, but with a margin of freedom.”4 The essence of field the-
ory in the social sciences is the explanation of regularities in individual
action by using the position of an agent within a given field vis-à-vis
other fields (e.g., the position of the journalistic field in relation to the
political field).5 “In analytic terms, a field may be defined as a net-
work, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions.”6

Field theory provides perhaps the best defense against “media-cen-
trism,” helping situate journalism in its larger systemic environment.
Against the fruitless question of whether the press is or is not “inde-
pendent,” research could help pinpoint the journalistic field’s relative
position vis-à-vis the range of other societal fields that compete to
shape our vision of the social world.7

The journalistic field is important because it is seen as part of the
field of power; that is, it tends to engage with powerful agents who
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possess high volumes of what Bourdieu calls “economic and cultural
capital,” both of which are important forms of power.8 By economic
capital, Bourdieu means money or assets that can be turned into
money. Cultural capital includes educational credentials, technical
expertise, general knowledge, verbal abilities, and artistic sensibilities.
The social world is structured around the opposition between these
two forms of power, with economic capital, on the whole, being more
powerful.9 Inside the journalistic field, economic capital is expressed
via circulation, or advertising revenues, or audience ratings, whereas
the “specific” cultural capital of the field takes the form of intelligent
commentary, in-depth reporting,—the kind of journalistic practices
rewarded each year by local and international journalistic prizes. Each
field is thus structured around the opposition between the pole repre-
senting forces external to the field (primarily economic) and the
“autonomous” pole representing the specific capital unique to that
field (e.g., political or journalistic skills). Fields are arenas of struggle
in which individuals and organizations compete to valorize those
forms of capital that they possess.10 Perhaps the most important qual-
ity of fields for this chapter is the interconvertability of capital. Since
the structure of fields is characterized by the dynamic relationship
between symbolic and economic assets, at any given moment some
fields move closer to the economic end of the pole than do others;
that is, the knowledge they produce is simply more convertible into
material or political power than the products of other fields.11

Benson and Neveu suggest that in field theory, journalistic fields do
not always reinforce the power status quo, but under certain conditions
they may actually transform power relations in other fields.12 Finally,
Bourdieu’s theory takes power dynamics seriously, both within and
among fields. As a result, field analysis places greater emphasis on
competition and distinctions among journalists.13

In this chapter, I try to pinpoint Palestinian media’s position from
various fields of economic and political power, both local and interna-
tional. I also discuss how the economic field encroaches on the sym-
bolic journalistic field. Finally, while doing so, I pay attention to how
competition has affected the development of the media.

From the Poster to the Internet

Palestinians understood the importance of visual communication and
used it to introduce their cause to the outside world. Artist Dan Walsh
got interested in posters about Palestine when he first encountered
them in 1974 while working for the Peace Corps in Morocco. Walsh
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has since collected 3,500 posters with a Palestinian theme.14 A man
working for the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), a
pro-Israel lobby, told Walsh as he was buying a copy of a particularly
effective pro-Palestinian poster, “I want you to know that you and
your posters have utterly destroyed 35 years of really sophisticated
anti-Palestinian propaganda work on our part.”15 So while the PLO
was making headway in its information campaigns in Europe and Asia,
including those via posters, Palestinians under occupation had a
harder time, both because borders separated them from the outside
world and because the effective technology they used at a later date
had not yet been invented.

The Cultural Isolation of the 
West Bank and Gaza: The Early Years

For 23 years starting in 1967, Palestinians under Israeli occupation
could not phone or mail anyone in the Arab world because there was
no phone connection between Israel and Arab countries. Even nearby
Jordan was out of reach by phone. Political communication in the
form of newspapers, magazines, and books from the Arab world was
not available to them. The various Israeli military governors of the
West Bank controlled who got a driver’s license or phone connection,
and who got to keep them. The Israeli authorities forbade the use of
the telex machine from 1983 until 1986.16 A June 1989 Israeli mili-
tary order prohibited the use of phone lines to send faxes from the
occupied territories in an effort to stop Palestinian contacts with the
outside world during the first Uprising.17

Obtaining a phone connection from the Israeli company Bezeq,
Palestinians’ only choice, had a seven-year average waiting period. The
Israeli telecommunications infrastructure was planned to make it possi-
ble for Israel to control all facets of communication by rerouting them
through Israeli cities. The Oslo Accords between Israel and the
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1993 canceled the prohi-
bition on sending faxes and email and gave the Palestinians partial con-
trol over telephone lines in areas A and B. The next segment provides
the regulatory context in which political communication operates, dis-
cusses the rise of the Internet, and then charts the growth of online
news agencies that united existing radio and TV stations. The next seg-
ment discusses the advent of Internet radio, produced in Jordan, but
broadcast from private stations in the West Bank, and then speculates
on whether Palestinians will continue to enjoy government-free
media.
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The Internet

The Internet proved to be the Palestinians’ savior, although it took a
while before Israel allowed Palestinians access to it. Israel connected
to Education and Research Network (EARN), the European counter-
part to Because It’s Time Network (BITNET), in 1984, but the first
Internet connection did not take place until 1990. The Inter-
University Computer Center (IUCC) became the first provider of
Internet services via a 9.6 Kbps line to the United States. Commercial
ISPs began operation in 1992.18 The Palestinian telecommunications
sector was established in 1995 and privatized in 1996 when the
Palestinian National Authority (PNA) awarded an exclusive license to
the Palestine Telecommunications Company (PALTEL) to operate
and develop telecommunications services in the West Bank and Gaza
starting in January 1997. In 1998, PALTEL established the Palestine
Cellular Communications, Ltd. JAWWAL. PALTEL provides a full
range of services (telephone lines, payphones, digital leased lines,
paging, and internet access).

When PALTEL was established, the telecom infrastructure of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip had only 77,000 telephone lines for a
population of 2.5 million and a waiting list of about 200,000. PALTEL
has benefited from this pent up demand as demonstrated by the
strong growth in subscriber numbers to 327,000 fixed phones in
2005 and 750,000 mobile-phone accounts.19 JAWWAL cellular ser-
vice has more than 300,000 subscribers. The other 400,000 are using
cellular services provided by Israeli companies.20

Just when the Internet was beginning to take off, Israel at first denied
email use to Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza, with the exception
of Jerusalem. Palestinians who lived in East Jerusalem, however, could
hook up through Israeli service providers. To overcome the prohibition
against hooking up to the Internet from Ramallah, PALNET used its
ingenuity and leased a 128 KB line from Netvision to the Sami Ramis
Arab neighborhood of East Jerusalem, creating a wireless network using
microwave transmissions that linked all West Bank and Gaza Strip cities
through digital microwave systems.21 Internet and intensive use of email
followed, starting with universities and research centers and then trick-
ling down to refugee camps in several innovative projects. Scholars could
now contact their counterparts for research as well as political support.22

The Palestinian Ministry of Telecommunications and Information
Technology is responsible for regulating and monitoring the telecom-
munications sector. Some critics charge, however, that the ministry has
given PALTEL too free a hand in developing the telecommunications
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sector. Sam Bahour, Palestinian-American businessman involved in the
privatization of the telecom sector in Palestine and currently a business
and technology consultant, charges that the ministry “is dangerously
putting the sector in the hands of corporate interests.”23 Bahour
decries the fact that the Internet market was a competitive one until
January 1, 2006, when PALTEL bought out the competition and
introduced subscription-free Internet via a monopolistic model.24 On
the other hand, he notes that Israeli companies also capitalize on the
inability of the PNA to regulate its market by flooding the Palestinian
marketplace with prepaid scratch cards to market their services. Faced
with four operators working without licenses (illegal under Israeli-
Palestinian agreements), the Palestinian operator competes against
tremendous odds.25

Israeli-Palestinian adversarial relations initially delayed Palestinian
use of the Internet but later spurred Palestinians to speed up their use
of technology to break free of the constraints imposed on them by
Israeli checkpoints and town closures.26 Sam Bahour says that, “Given
Israeli occupation constraints, the Internet has been used as a tool of
necessity and not a tool of luxury in order to maintain connectivity
amongst each other and with the outside world. Thus, this real life
need has lowered our learning curve and increased internet penetra-
tion in the market place.”27 The example of Birzeit University’s Ritaj
portal is a case in point. Developed initially to increase the efficiency
of admissions and registration, the portal was turned into a way to
bypass the Ramallah-Birzeit road checkpoints that often forced the
university to cancel classes. During the almost-one-month Israeli cur-
few, university technicians turned the house of one of the program-
mers into a primary work station. By the time the curfew was over, the
system was able to provide materials online to Birzeit students and to
facilitate their contacts with their professors. On discovering that 30
percent of students were not computer literate, the university set up
computer literacy courses to enable all students to access the system.28

A number of courses are now available online. Art S-p-a-c-e identifies
itself as “an alternative online gallery for the visual arts in Palestine.
The gallery will host a wide variety of exhibitions of Palestinian and
international art. It will also support the creation of experimental and
innovative internet art through an artist residency program.”29

The Internet and Human Rights

Because Israel prevented attempts at forming countrywide leadership
in the West Bank and Gaza in the 1970s and 1980s, it inadvertently
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strengthened Palestinian nongovernmental organizations that took
over the information-delivery functions of government. Furthermore,
says Ali Jarbawi, director general of the Palestinian Independent
Commission for Citizens’ Rights, “Vocal human rights groups are
unabashed in their criticism not only of any human rights abuses by
Israel, but PNA abuses of power as well.”30 The PNGO network
(pngo@palnet.com) brings together on the Internet the resources of
92 groups who provide information via the Internet to the interna-
tional press, international NGOs, and diplomatic missions. One mem-
ber, the Health, Development, Information and Policy Institute
(HDIP), established in 1989, keeps track of the latest statistics on
Palestinian dead, wounded, and maimed and makes them available to
governments and the press.31

The Internet also allowed diaspora Palestinians to form communities
online by forming Ramallah Online (www.ramallahonline.com), Jeru-
salemites (www.jerusalemites.org), and Jaffa (www.palestineremem-
bered.com/Jaffa/Jaffa/index.html). The Nakba Oral History Video
Podcast provides 195 oral history interviews with refugees.32 Maps of
Palestine during different historical periods are displayed on several
Web sites, as are maps of Israeli settlements.33 The Palestinian Christian
Community promotes liberation theology and peaceful resistance to
occupation on their Web sites.34 Diaspora Palestinians have their
favorite Web site Electronic Intifada, dubbed as “the Weapon of Mass
Instruction” (http://electronicintifada.net/new.shtml).

Even though the Internet frees Palestinian journalists by allowing
them to occupy jobs they would not otherwise have, jobs such as
being the online correspondents for Al Jazeera, the continued Israeli
occupation means that Internet journalists can be picked up by Israeli
police—just like they would regular journalists, only this time, with
their hard drives.35

Internet penetration in the West Bank and Gaza is 4.9 percent;
higher than Syria’s 4.2 percent, or Yemen’s 1.1 percent, but not as
high as Jordan’s 22.8 percent, the United Arab Emirate’s 35.8 percent,
or Israel’s 45 percent.36 Palestinian critics contended that the devel-
opment of PALTEL as a monopoly and the high cost of hookup
constitute a burden in a country with a large refugee population. This
disadvantage, however, is being lessened by universities. Under the
auspices of Birzeit University (BZU), a Palestinian IT Special Interest
Group (ITSIG), which consists of professionals in the IT field, was
formed in 1997 to influence and promote the development of pro-
gressive IT policies in Palestine.37 Across Borders Project (ABP) was
launched in February 1999, under the umbrella of Birzeit University,
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with Oxfam funding to enhance educational and vocational training
opportunities for camp residents and to link Palestinian refugees
spread around the world. At present, eight computer centers are oper-
ational, two in Gaza, four in the West Bank, and two in Lebanon.38 It
is not the number of subscribers that make IT in Palestine unique, but
the creative ways in which the Internet was handled.

The Politics of Funding the 
Palestinian Media

Perhaps the most relevant attribute in field theory for this study is the
concept of the interconvertability of capital. The journalistic field tends
to engage with powerful agents who possess high volumes of what
Bourdieu calls “economic and cultural capital,” both of which are
important forms of power.39 Since the structure of fields is charac-
terized by the dynamic relationship between symbolic and economic
assets, at any given moment, some fields move closer than others to the
economic end of the pole. In other cases, interactions may be able to
convert economic capital into political capital. Bourdieu viewed with
alarm the commercialization of the French press, assuming that prox-
imity to the economic field corrupts media content. Similarly, some
Palestinians are worried that the demands of the economic and politi-
cal fields are encroaching on Palestinian research practices and media
funding.

Sociologist Salim Tamari notes that substantial amounts of money
are available to people researching the hot topics of “Islamic funda-
mentalism, women’s movements, Arab-Jewish dialogue, economic
development and health.” Tamari describes the rise of an entire net-
work of “service centers” that includes “data centers, academic escort
agencies, car rentals, and even research ‘stores’ (dakkakin) that mar-
ket scholarship.” The division of labor assigns Palestinian consultants
the role of the proletariat, allowing “visiting scholars” to dictate the
terms in which Palestinian discourse is packaged and presented.40

To a certain extent, the same is true of media funding by interna-
tional sources. Foreign countries or NGOs fund hot topics such as
democratization, election coverage, human rights, women’s rights,
children’s rights, and above all, Israeli-Palestinian cooperation. Left to
their own devices, most Palestinian news outlets would prioritize news
about land confiscation and house demolition by Israel and reports of
death and injury. International funding agencies, however, are inter-
ested in decreasing tension in the occupied territories short of ending
the conflict. Funding goes to what one may call politico-developmental

198 ORAYB AREF NAJJAR

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

coverage (election reporting, women’s rights, and children’s rights)
and peace-is-possible good news. Thus, Palestinians who accept
Western funding walk a fine line between transmitting what they may
want to communicate and what international agencies fund. The
American government, the European Union, Canada, and Christian
ecumenical groups are deeply involved in funding the media.

One example of funded projects, in addition to Ma’an News
Agency (Ma’an means “together” in Arabic) and Palestine News
Network (PNN), is Sesame Street (produced in Jordan, the West
Bank, and Israel) in which Arab and Jewish puppets cooperate with
each other. The project has eight underwriters, all American except
for the European Union and the Canadian Kahanoff Foundation. The
cost of producing 26 shows is US$7 million from each of the three
partners.41 Unfortunately, this cooperation did not do one of the
three partners, al-Quds Educational TV, any good. When Israelis
reoccupied Ramallah in 2002, they threw the station’s TV equipment
down from the fourth-floor balcony when they destroyed all the TV
and radio stations they occupied.42

Nevertheless, funding opportunities have enabled Palestinians who
are genuinely interested in developing their capabilities to buy equip-
ment, attend training courses, and learn new skills. One recipient of
funding that has benefited the community is Birzeit University’s
Internet radio station, OUTLOUD. The station, which was launched
in 1998, is run by students for two hours every day. Some of the
courses and the 92.1 MHz FM transmission are financed by the
German Heinrich Boll Foundation, while the Internet section is
broadcast from a studio financed by the Finnish government and
Finnish Radio. The Finns trained student technicians.43 Funding has
encouraged coverage of issues some stations may not have placed at
the top of their priorities (e.g., the handicapped). Thus, funding prac-
tices illustrate the convertibility of economic capital into technical
expertise and political capital. On the other hand, economic assets of
richer countries are converted into symbolic capital that becomes
legitimate information when transmitted by Palestinian stations. But,
says Ghada Karmi, such funding helps the Israeli occupier when
Western donors relieve Israel of its obligations under international law
to deliver services to the occupied. “Instead,” she says, “international
aid has rendered the occupation cost-free. It has even enriched Israel’s
economy . . . for every dollar produced in the occupied territories,
45 cents flows back to Israel.”44

Conditional funding gives other nations the right to monitor
Palestinian broadcasting. Israelis monitor the official Palestinian radio
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and TV stations and the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
lobbies American legislators to control the content of Palestinian
media by withholding funding from them.45 Thus, negative monitor-
ing involves keeping track of what Palestinians broadcast about Israel,
but not of what independent radio stations run by Israeli settlers in
the occupied territories broadcast about Palestinians.

Palestinians welcome the type of monitoring instituted by the
European Union to ensure that candidates running for the January
2005 Palestinian elections are given equal time by broadcasters. The
media monitoring is conducted by a team of Palestinian media moni-
tors trained with the methodology normally used by the EU Election
Observation Missions to measure the time, space, and tone devoted to
the political parties, candidates, members of PLO, and PNA.46

Fragmentation and Consolidation

The presence of a weak PNA, occupied by Israel and dependent for
money on Western donors and expatriate capitalists, has both negative
and positive consequences for the Palestinian media. Outside funding
has removed communication from government bureaucracy and
allowed it to develop quickly in a creative manner. As Benson and Neveu
point out, the journalistic fields do not always reinforce the power status
quo but may under certain conditions actually transform power relations
in other fields. In this case, relations have been transformed in that the
impetus for change has fallen on the private media.

An international foundation gave Daoud Kuttab a grant to create a
Web site called Arabic Media Internet Network (AMIN)—www.amin.
org—in 1996. He explained that,

In the Arab world, the Arabic press is free and open on all Arab issues
except the news of its own country. . . . With the Internet, my idea was
to put all these Arabic newspapers on one site, so if you’re a Palestinian
or a Jordanian, you can read news about you just by looking at the Web
site of Syrian or Iraqi or Gulf newspapers, and vice versa.47

AMIN also publishes articles by independent writers and cartoonists
and provides links to the international press, radio, and TV.

Benson and Neveu note that Bourdieu’s field theory places greater
emphasis on competition and distinctions among journalists. It was
competition with Israeli journalists over who has the right to tell the
Palestinian story that spurred the development of independent
Palestinian media. Kuttab got interested in training young Palestinians
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as journalists at the beginning of the Intifada (Uprising) when he saw
foreign producers covering the West Bank and Gaza with Israeli cam-
era people. He said, “I always commented that these young Israelis
were shooting us with a camera 11 months a year. And because they
have to do one month service in the army, in the twelfth month they
come and shoot us with real guns.” So he began to train 50 young
Palestinian journalists who are now successfully working for the local
as well as the international media.48

Thanks to Kuttab and others, most foreign news crews now
employ Palestinian camera technicians. Satellite stations have also
tapped Palestinian talent. Today, almost all of the West Bank and Gaza
correspondents for major Arab satellite networks such as Al Jazeera,
Abu-Dhabi, and al-Arabiyya are Palestinian, as are some on-air talent.
Out of the 22 awards made to individuals and publishers in 2001, ten
were awarded to women, five of them Palestinian. Four of the winners
were working for Arab satellite television, the fifth, Omayya Juha, is
the only female cartoonist in the Arab world. Juha publishes her
cartoons in al-Quds daily newspaper in Jerusalem,49 but the Internet
gives her an edge. On her Web site, she publishes the cartoons Israelis
censor.

The Internet has allowed Palestinians to form alliances with
technophiles all over the world.50 One can trace over the Internet the
excitement generated by Daoud Kuttab as weblogs report on his news
and invite him to speak at various universities such as the Berkman
Center of Harvard Law School. Ethan Zuckerman opines, “I have
seen the future of radio, and it is AmmanNet,” in reference to the
radio station Kuttab had established in 2000.51 Bloggers like the fact
that Kuttab hired young reporters who use the Internet, supplied
eight of them with mini–disc recorders and computer workstations,
and trained them to become professional reporters. The young staff
transformed coverage of the Jordanian parliament by archiving debates,
transcribing interviews, and publishing voting records. Kuttab is
extending radio to high schools.

Private radio stations were banned in Jordan prior to the introduc-
tion of the Audiovisual Media Law and the Audiovisual Commission
in 2002. The law eliminated public sector domination of the radio and
TV sector, opening the door for private entrepreneurs such as Kuttab,
who got UNESCO and the Greater Amman Municipality to sponsor
the Internet radio AmmanNet. Kuttab, a Palestinian, married a
woman who lives in Jordan and found frequent commuting difficult,
so he started AmmanNet. His West Bank connections, however,
allowed him to arrange for those programs to be transmitted on
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Palestinian FM terrestrial radio stations that are heard in Jordan.52

This type of innovative thinking enabled Kuttab “to do something
illegal—radio broadcasting—in a legal manner—Internet,” before he
got a license that allowed him to broadcast on FM in Jordan.

AmmanNet has a section called Palestine News and a program
called Eye on the Media, which critiques media performance in Jordan,
Palestine, Egypt, and Lebanon.53 In July 2005, AmmanNet began
broadcasting to the residents of Amman on 92.4 FM.54 The station
monitors Jordanian parliamentary activities through a weekly FM
radio program, regular news reports, and updates to its Web site, all of
which profile members of parliament and their voting records.55

The Development and Consolidation 
of Private TV Stations

When Yasser Arafat entered the West Bank and Gaza on July 1, 1995,
he brought with him people who had worked for various PLO radio
stations around the Arab world.56 In contrast, Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza had no experience with TV. The Palestinian
Broadcasting Corporation (PBC) was established in 1994 with finan-
cial backing from the European Union, France, Germany, and other
donors.57 Even though most funding was awarded to the Palestinian
government, some was given to private institutions. The Ford
Foundation, the Open Society Institute of George Soros, and the
Palestinian Welfare Association funded al-Quds Institute for Modern
Media, modeled on America’s Public Broadcasting Service (PBS).58

So despite the presence of the government-run PBC, the real impact
on Palestinian media practices came from private TV and radio, literally
“broadcasting from below.”

Starting in 1994, many stations were established in the north and
south of the country in areas that were underserved by the Palestinian
print press because checkpoints made distribution difficult and sub-
scriptions impossible.59 No private TV stations operated in Gaza in
those early years, in contrast to the West Bank, where 22 TV and 11
private radio stations were operating by 2000.60 This number is unique
in the Arab world. Only Lebanon at that time allowed independent
broadcasting, even though it restricted the number of stations allowed.
Jordan and Egypt have only recently allowed independent broadcast-
ing and most of these new stations are broadcasting entertainment.61

Several Palestinian citizens who had never worked in TV established
radio or TV stations.62 Many of these private stations were small “mom
and pop” operations located in apartments and sometimes run by
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husband-wife teams. Later, those stations became the backbone of
independent TV networks.

The Palestinian Ministry of Information has given permits to 
32 local TV and 38 local radio stations over the decade, most in the
West Bank. Hamas lagged in establishing radio and TV stations
because permission for them was hard to obtain from the Israelis as
well as from the ruling party, Fateh. There is only one local Hamas TV
station operating in Gaza, Al-Aqsa Radio is owned by Hamas, al-Quds
(Jerusalem) Radio by Islamic Jihad, Al Shabab (Youth) Radio by
Fateh, and Alwan (Colors) Radio by a security service member and
run by a security officer of the same service.63 At present, there are
20 Palestinian radio stations, 19 newspapers and 33 TV stations,
according to the Palestinian Ministry of Information.64

The PNA engaged in a type of censorship that prevented indepen-
dent radio stations from presenting views that disagreed with political
positions taken by the government on Iraq.65 Political censorship was
also imposed on people who disagreed with the conduct of peace
negotiations with Israel. The American and Israeli governments pres-
sured Palestinian officials to curb anti-Israeli sentiments in the press.
President Yasser Arafat did not hesitate to close stations that did not
see eye to eye with his policies toward Israel and the United States or
Iraq.66 He has also allowed the imprisonment of journalists, including
Daoud Kuttab for running, live, Legislative Council deliberations
about corruption.67

Calls for controlling unregulated growth of independent stations
came, in part, from the more established independent broadcasters. In
two meetings in 2000 that the Ministry of Information arranged for
the broadcasters to examine the draft of the new audiovisual law,
broadcasters charged that poorly run stations gave broadcasting a bad
name. Despite the meeting, nothing was done because of the 2000
Uprising.

There were advantages to the delay. Radio and TV companies
were free to experiment and develop themselves according to private
communication models. Furthermore, internal pressure by progressive
Palestinians, coupled with international funding, encouraged the
Palestinian government to make the audiovisual law now being final-
ized compliant with international norms for broadcasting through tech-
nical assistance and comment.68 The pressure to reform the stations that
were too poor to spend money on reporting led to the consolidation of
several broadcast stations, strengthening the profession.

Ma’an Network established in 2002 has brought together nine
independent TV stations and production studios located in the major
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cities of the West Bank and Gaza.69 Ma’an News Agency, which began
operating in December 2004 online, publishes up-to-the-minute
news in Arabic, English, and Hebrew and supplies news and photos
free of charge to local, regional, and international readers and media
professionals. The agency is one of the main projects of the Ma’an
Network, a nongovernmental organization that says it aims “to
improve local Palestinian media production.” On its Web site (www.
maannews.net), it states its goals as being

dedicated to promoting understanding of the Palestinian situation by
strengthening cooperation between local and international media. The
network shares a vision of fomenting democracy and freedom of thought
and ideas in Palestine. It uses both technical and academic expertise in
achieving these goals as it strives towards sustainable development and
human rights for the Palestinian people.

The station may well be attempting to do all of that, but this language
that it uses to describe its goals suggests foreign funding. The network
receives financial support from the Netherlands and Denmark.70 The
funding allows the stations to function at a professional level, something
small independent stations cannot afford.

PNN is similar to Ma’an and attempts to network local radio
stations and turn the content into a kind of a wire service. The news
PNN carries, however, has the mark of the organization that funds
it, the Holy Land Trust, and pays special attention to nonviolence
news. The PNN was established in 2002 when it appeared on the
World Wide Web for the first time. In 2003, the Holy Land Trust
took PNN under its wing, encouraging it to produce an English-
language site and giving it a new design. Later, French and Hebrew
pages were added to the site with both Spanish and German sites
expected to be launched later. PNN simultaneously broadcasts four
news bulletins over thirteen local Palestinian radio stations in the
West Bank and Gaza via satellite and on PNN’s Web site. PNN has
also begun broadcasting its tickertape on eight local television
channels in the West Bank and expects to increase the number of
participant channels to twelve. It has begun sending SMS breaking
news via mobile phones in Jordan and plans to extend this service
to other Arab countries. The Network’s TV production center 
was officially opened in early 2005.71 PNN is also negotiating with
the International Committee of Local Radio so that the net-
work’s news bulletins can be broadcast over several European radio
stations.”72
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The Struggle over Palestinian 
Broadcasting

A number of people and countries are attempting to influence
Palestinian communication. A comparison between PNN and Fateh
news headlines online reveals differences in emphasis between orga-
nizations that are funded by outside sources and those that are not. On
August 25, 2006, for instance, Fateh highlighted the misdeeds of the
occupation and resistance to it, while PNN ran more developmental
items. Furthermore, the English version, which has a non-Arab editor,
ran a headline that read, “Palestinians in Al Khader Village nonvio-
lently resist the Israeli Wall, despite violent response,” and placed it in
a section called “Nonviolent Resistance.” In Arabic, the same item ran
under a section called “Culture,” and it read, “With foreign participa-
tion: Mass March in Al Khader against the wall met by teargas.” PNN
included a feature about Palestinian children “functioning beyond
stereotype” and putting on plays in their tour to France, instead of
being depicted only as throwing stones. PNN also has an item on the
Council of Tribes attempting to ban the firing of weapons in celebra-
tions, and an account of a prisoners’ strike. The only headline PNN
published on Fateh deals with its distributing school bags. In contrast,
Fateh’s Center of Information and Communication’s news on the
same day has an item noting that “The most well-known leader of
Fateh, Imad Maghniyyeh, leads the Islamic resistance in the South of
Lebanon.” Another Fateh headline provides statistics: “Since the
Beginning of the Intifada and until June 2006, 4,464 martyrs fell and
47,440 were wounded and more than 9,800 are imprisoned.”73

As Foucault has noted, power may be thought of in terms of strat-
egy and tactics, and where there is power there is resistance.74 One
detects a bit of rebellion against external funding sources in the pub-
lication of items that do not fit into the let’s-all-get-along category,
such as this item in PNN, “The Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine in Megiddo [prison] salutes its secretary general, the martyr,
Abu Ali Mustafa [assassinated by Israel].”75

Israelis have not confined themselves to closing stations, but have
destroyed them more than once. Israel attacked the transmission tow-
ers and other technical facilities used by the Voice of Palestine in
Ramallah in October 2000. In November, Israeli helicopters bombed
the offices of Palestine TV in Gaza.76 Israel destroyed the Voice of
Palestine radio station broadcasting headquarters in the West Bank
city of Ramallah, then toppled a ninety-foot radio and television tower
and destroyed the station’s transmitter, which is also used by Palestine

NEW PALESTINIAN MEDIA AND DEMOCRACY 205

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

TV. In an act of defiance, the Voice of Palestine went back on the air
immediately, using one of the frequencies of an independent radio
station in Ramallah. Israel has repeatedly accused Palestinian radio
and television of inciting Palestinians to violence against Israel—a
charge that Palestinians have rejected. In 2002, Israel reoccupied the
city of Ramallah, took over seven stations, broadcast pornography out
of them before destroying their equipment.77 Most of the destroyed
stations have since bought new equipment and resumed operation
after an outpouring of support from various quarters.

Conclusion

Rather than attempting to determine whether or not the press is
“independent,” I have distinguished the private news media’s stance
from the official positions of the Palestinian and Israeli governments,
as well as their relative positions vis-à-vis international donors inter-
ested in Palestinian communication. All are competing to shape the
Palestinian vision of the social world.

This chapter plotted the position of the Palestinian field of broad-
casting and Internet development vis-à-vis the economic and political
fields of the donor countries and agencies, the Palestinian expatriate
community, as well as Palestinian academics. Even though donors
have funded both official and independent media, the independent
media have flourished most through experimentation. There is no
doubt that the economic field has determined, through funding, the
type of communication that is desirable. On the other hand, the
nature of power and resistance suggest that even funded stations
manage to slip in items of interest to them. As Benson tells us, profes-
sionals who share a field are constrained by the forces inscribed in it
but are also able to act “in ways that are partially preconstrained, but
with a margin of freedom.” 78

Palestinian independent radio and TV stations gave themselves a
wide margin of freedom and managed to take advantage of the forums
they had built. And because fields are arenas of struggle in which indi-
viduals and organizations compete to valorize those forms of capital
that they possess,79 Palestinian journalists have attempted to parley
their symbolic capital and valorize it, even when they depend on inter-
national aid for survival. The result was the rise of vibrant radio and TV
“from below” in a region where government broadcasting is the norm.

The Palestinian government has mostly kept out of the way of the
development of independent media, in part because it wanted to
reserve the most substantial portion of the broadcast spectrum in case

206 ORAYB AREF NAJJAR

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

Israel bombed government TV. As a result, Palestinians have more
independent radio and TV stations than any country in the Arab
world. The involvement of Palestinian expatriates in the development
of Internet policy under a weak regulatory body tilted Internet provi-
sion toward the capitalist model, but the involvement of educational
institutions in Internet policy ensured that the weakest in society, the
refugees, get a share of the Internet through programs designed to
reach them. So the absence of the Palestinian state, itself under Israeli
occupation, strengthened independent radio and TV that was estab-
lished “from below” in response to the needs of the north and south
of the country, areas not served well by the daily press.

There is no indication that the Palestinian government, even a
Hamas one, is about to reverse the independent development of the
media, even though Hamas’s share of media real estate is small. Thus,
in an interesting twist for the Arab world, the main danger to the
media is not from the Palestinian government, but from lawless armed
Palestinian groups from all political factions that threaten journalists
who disagree with them.80

So, the absence of a strong state has helped the rise of broadcasting,
but its inability to deal with lawlessness is not serving the media well.
If Palestinians manage to reconcile their warring factions while keep-
ing the Israeli war machine at bay, their broadcasting promises to be
the most lively and diverse in the Middle East.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

New Media, New Audience,
New Topics, and New Forms of
Censorship in the Middle East

Ahmed El Gody

Introduction: Internet 
Diffusion in the Middle East

The Arab world is generally known as laggard in adopting and utilizing
new technologies, and the Internet was no exception. Tunisia was the
first Arab country to link to the Internet in 1991 on an experimental
level1; the first network connection was introduced in 1992 when
Egypt established a 9.6k gateway through France. Then several Arab
states started joining the new networked world; however, the pace of
Internet diffusion in Arab states was slow for various reasons2. To
many Arab States, such as Libya, the Internet is seen as the new arm
of colonization; to others, such as Saudi Arabia, questions of morality
and culture hindered adoption of Internet; and to still others, such as
Syria and Sudan, fear of the Internet’s liberalizing effects on their
authoritative regimes slowed its adoption.3

Between 1992 and 2000, the Middle East—with the exception of
Israel—was ranked among the lowest Internet penetrated regions in the
world, with fewer than 2 million users and 0.1 percent penetration rate.4

Analysts list four main reasons for this5:

1. Poor telecommunications infrastructure: Although some Arab
telecommunication indicators can be compared with those of
developed countries, the overall poor regional networking led to
low usage and subsequently higher Internet infrastructural cost.
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2. Low economic development: In most Middle Eastern states,
Internet technologies develop faster than relatively poor Arab
economies can handle. On the macro level, low income is
another factor hindering the spread of the Internet in the Arab
world. The cost of Internet access and the attendant charges are
prohibitive factors for the development of Internet technologies.

3. Low illiteracy: The high illiteracy rate for this region ranges
between 40 and 60 percent, making it among the least literate
regions worldwide. Even with the introduction of Arabization
of the Internet projects, the number of Arabic-based applets
over the Internet is low (only 1 percent).

4. Cultural factors: Arab culture does not accept new technologies
and does not allow their diffusion easily within a system moti-
vated by religious ideals. Also, Arabs still fear innovations coming
from the West, seeing them as aspects of neocolonialism.

Globalization forced Arab countries to recognize the power of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) as one of the
most important factors in achieving sustainable development.
Genuine efforts have been implemented by Arab governments during
the last decade to utilize Internet technologies and promote their
usage.6 The Egyptian government, for example, initiated a personal
computer for every student project that was followed by a free
Internet initiative that increased Internet access 500 times in three
years. The Moroccan government integrated Internet studies within
its education system, and Lebanon and Jordan launched massive
media campaigns to promote Internet usage7.

Arab governments’ initiatives paid off. The 2006 Internet World
Statistics revealed that the number of Internet users in the Middle
East increased significantly from around 1.8 million users in 2000 to
over 33 million users by mid-2006 (see graph 12.1).

Although the Middle East is still lagging behind the more developed
world in terms of the number of Internet users, as table 12.1 demon-
strates, the Arab world possesses the highest Internet growth rate over
the past six years with an average of over 600 percent exceeding
European, North American, and Asian counties combined. Internet
penetration increased from 0.1 percent at the turn of the century to
18.4 percent, exceeding Asian, Latin American, and African nations.

On the country level, as indicated in table 12.2, Iran has the largest
Internet population in the Middle East with 7.5 million users, fol-
lowed by Egypt and Morocco with 5.3 million and 3.5 million users
respectively; on the other hand, between 2005 and 2006, the new
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Graph 12.1 Internet Development in the Middle East (2000–2006)
Source: Internet World Statistics, ICT Challenges for the Arab World

Table 12.1 Regional Connectivity Figures (2006)

Region Number of Percentage Percentage Percentage
Internet of Internet of Usage Growth Rate

Users Penetration Worldwide (2000–2006)

Asia 380,408,000 10.4 36.5 232
Europe 294,100,000 36.4 28.2 179.8
North America 227,500,000 68.6 21.8 110
Latin America 79,965,000 14.7 7.8 350
Middle East 33,000,000 18.4 3.4 650
Australia/Oceania 18,000,000 52.6 1.7 134
Africa 12,200,000 1.3 1.4 300

Source: Internet World Statistics

Iraqi Internet network included 30,000 new Internet users, although
most of them are expatriates. Yemen’s 13,667 percent increase makes
it among the leading global Internet new markets. Morocco and Saudi
Arabia are considered among the fastest growing Internet markets in
the region; whereas the Egyptian market maintained a 400 percent
growth rate over the past four years. Sixteen Arab Internet markets
have been increasing nine times more than the world average of 
200 percent during the past six years.
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Table 12.2 Internet Diffusion in the Arab World (2006)

Country Internet Users Percentage of Percentage in Growth Rate
Internet Users Comparison to during the 
to Population the Arab World Past Five Years

Algeria 1,000,000 3 3.3 1,590
Bahrain 160,000 21.1 0.5 281
Egypt 5,300,000 7 17.7 1,100
Iran 7,500,000 11 25 2,900
Iraq 30,000 0.2 0.1 188
Israel 3,200,000 45 10.6 152
Jordon 600,000 11.5 2 372
Kuwait 650,000 22.8 2.2 300
Lebanon 600,000 13.3 2 100
Libya 300,000 4 1 1,950
Morocco 3,500,000 11.6 11.7 3,400
Oman 245,000 10.1 0.9 172
Palestine (WB) 160,000 4.9 0.6 360
Qatar 170,000 20.7 0.6 450
Saudi Arabia 2,600,000 11 9 1,170
Sudan 1,140,000 3.2 4 3,700
Syria 800,000 4.2 2.7 2,600
Tunisia 900,000 9 3 735
UAE 1,400,000 35 5 88.4
Yemen 230,000 1.1 0.8 13,667

Source: Internet World Statistics
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The UAE posses the highest Internet penetration rate in the Arab
world with 35 percent of the population. (In the region, Israel leads
with 45 percent of the population connected.) Kuwait and Bahrain
have a distant third and fourth penetration rate with 22.8 percent and
21.1 percent respectively.

As seen in graph 12.2, we cannot assume that Internet diffusion in
the Arab world is homogeneous, as individual countries differ greatly
in education standards, financial strength, and willingness to innovate.
The level of political acceptance of the new medium also varies. As a
result, some relatively wealthy countries with a large high-tech poten-
tial have only a few Internet ports, whereas the number of users is
growing much faster in other, structurally weaker countries.8

Internet: New Media Offering 
a New Agenda

Arab governments underestimated the power of new technologies
and the Internet’s effect on societies—it was always seen as a mere
economic tool, never as a social empowerment force.9 Even with the
evolution of the Internet as a medium, Arab governments saw the
technology as a new voice for their propaganda. Western studies saw
the Internet as a medium of the young elites. Several were doubtful
about the impact of the “open network” on Arab “closed regimes,”10

some even saw the Internet as the Arab governments’ new mechanism
for repressing their citizens.11

Media ecology of the Arab world for the past 50 years has been
shaped by authoritarian regimes. One can still use William Rugh’s
1979 description of media in the Arab world as being authoritarian. By
definition, an authoritarian media system is controlled by the govern-
ment either by direct ownership or through strict laws and regulations
that set the media agenda and directions of news.12

Authoritarian media follow government policies that prescribe the
media role as serving as a propaganda tool to promote the govern-
ment’s political, cultural, and economic programs and to filter what
the audience hears and sees. Arab citizens did not reach beyond the
limits of a traditional system of relationships between the political class
and the rest of the population—a system governed by principles of
obedience and respect for the political establishment.13

Since the eighteenth century, Arab media have operated in an envi-
ronment affected by frequent censorship. Direct censorship by the
state and censorship by journalists themselves (self-censorship and
censorship by editors and publishers) are commonplace in the Arab
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news media. Journalists are convinced that authorities use the new
monitoring and surveillance technologies to record their actions and
punish them if they cross government lines.

Hopes that the advent of new digital technologies of satellite
broadcasting and the Internet would broaden Arab media horizons
and ease government monopoly were broken by strict centralized
political systems. Arguments for limiting freedom of expression in the
region usually cluster around one reason: the preservation of the state
unity and cultural hegemony.14

For Arab governments, it is apparent that controlling the means of
communication is important for dominating mass public opinion to sta-
bilize the political system. Arab media still favor protocol news that
“registers state power, enforces nation political solidarity, and shows the
unity of the society.” In this media system, citizens are not encouraged
to participate in the communication process.15

However the technology had an agenda of its own,16 providing a
great number of citizens in the Arab world a new public space for a
“New transnational realm of civil society . . . an arena in which indi-
viduals participate in discussions about matters of common concern,
in an atmosphere free of coercion or dependencies (inequalities) that
would incline individuals toward acquiescence or silence.”17 The new
communication revolution did lead to a more horizontal and less ver-
tical communication model, enabling Arab societies to bypass Arab
regimes and controlled traditional mass media. This allowed societies
to create a new medium of their own.

The robust presence of the Internet in public consciousness raised an
important question: What does the Arab see online that led to this new
communication model? Few studies have focused on Arab citizens’
attitude toward Internet usage.

Data provided in table 12.3 shows that general search engines and
service Web sites Yahoo, MSN Arabia, and the Arabic version of Google
are the top viewed Web sites in the Arab world, news and information
Web sites, including MSN Arabia, Al Jazeera, and Al Ahram newspaper
Web sites, are second in terms of categorization. A study conducted
Stephen Quinn18 on new media’s role during the third Gulf War
showed that many Arabs relied primarily on the Al Jazeera Web site to
get news about the war. The survey showed that the number of searches
for the name “Al Jazeera” was three times more than searches for the
word “sex.” This shows how Internet technologies became an alterna-
tive source of information. Religious Web sites come third, followed by
blogging and file-sharing host Web sites. Women’s issues and entertain-
ment Web sites are the least accessed Web sites in the Middle East.
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Most Web sites come from the relatively heavy Internet users,
UAE, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, which constitute almost 33 percent of
the total number of users in the Arab world and possess high Internet
penetration.

The statistics findings are controversial because most studies profil-
ing Arab Internet users had suggested that Arab societies would be
swept by entertainment and chatting programs, and that news and
information will be the least of Arab priorities.

Three main groups benefited most from the power of new tech-
nologies. First, political activist, especially Leftists, Islamists, civil soci-
ety, and human rights groups that were historically deprived of their
freedom of expression and coerced into silence for decades. Religious
groups especially Shiites, Bahais, Christians, and Islamic radicals
found in the Internet a venue where they could express their ideolo-
gies and concerns. Finally social groups that challenge Arab social
norms and traditions find the Internet to be a medium where they can
meet and create pressure groups to make their voices heard.19

Internet: The Creation of a 
New Political Will

Media expert and former editor in chief Jihad El Khazen in his article
“Censorship and State Control of the Press in the Arab World”20
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Table 12.3 Top 15 Web Sites Viewed in the Middle East

Site Name Country Description

Yahoo USA Search Engine
MSN Arabia Egypt Search Engine News and Information, Email
Google Saudi Arabia Saudi Arabia Search Engine
Maktoob UAE Email, News and Information
AmrKhalid Egypt Religious Teachings
MySpace UAE File Photo Sharing and Blogging
Yallakora Egypt Arab Soccer News
DVD4Arabs UAE Arab Movies File Sharing
Islam Online UAE Religious Teachings
Hi5 USA Chatting and File sharing
Al Jazeera Qatar News and Information
6arab Kuwait Music Sharing and Downloads
Al Ahram Egypt News and Information
Hawaaworld Saudi Arabia Women Issues
Arb3 Saudi Arabia Married Women Issues

Source: Arab Advisory Group, Alexa, Open Net Initiative Internet Filtering
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explained how the Internet replaced traditional media. Statistics
showed a general 30 percent decline in traditional media usage, as a
result of increased reliance on the Internet. El Khazen believes that
the migration to new technologies is a natural outcome given the
political corrosion caused by Arab authoritarian regimes in a global-
ized era. The Internet introduced itself as a transnational weapon for
political activists crossing boundaries and evading traditional censors.

Opposition parties and banned political groups and organizations
such as the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood groups, the Syrian
Communist Party, Saudi Democratic Front Party who were Leftists,
and human rights groups who were deprived of their freedom of
expression to approach masses in their homeland found in the Internet
a tool to engage users through newsgroups and chat rooms in hot
discussions about political reform.

“Gaining access to the Internet was a great triumph to voice our
opinion and gain political ground,” said Mahdi Akef, a Muslim
Brotherhood leader, in an interview with Al Masry Al Youm21 in
response to the movement’s overwhelming success in winning over
25 percent of the 2005 Egyptian parliamentary elections. The Egyptian
movement used Internet technologies creating Web sites for their
candidates to show their program and interact with their local elec-
torates as the Egyptian authorities, according to Akef, put pressure
on traditional forms of campaigning.

Similarly Tunisian Islamists interact with their audience through pub-
lishing a monthly newsletter Tunisia Insight online.22 The Web site states
that they have launched an online newsletter due to the “lack of inde-
pendent sources of information offering impartial news and analysis of
the Tunisian situation on various levels: political, socioeconomic and
human rights. This is due to the Tunisian government’s absolute control
of local media transforming it simply into a tool to enhance the govern-
ment’s image inside the country and abroad.”23 The Algerian Front
Islamique du Salut (FIS) created numerous Web sites tackling sociopo-
litical issues to capture the attention of Algerians in their campaign to
build a new image of Islamists in Algeria, an image that would replace
the one of a group that terrorized citizens for almost 20 years.24

Other opposition groups from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Lebanon, and
Libya are using Internet technologies to send emails through special-
ized mailing lists expressing their opposition to government practices;
through emails and Web sites they created intimacy with their publics
and gained their support. This same pattern has been repeated, albeit
with some differences, in other Arab states such as Syria, Morocco,
Sudan, and Bahrain.25
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Arab Blog: A Redefinition of Journalism

Dan Gillmor, in his book We the Media, wrote that it was the Salam
Pax blog chronicling life in Baghdad during the third Gulf War that
made blogging a global phenomenon. Blogs have revolutionized the
way writers can communicate with their audiences while gaining their
readers’ feedback instantly through the use of interactive comments.26

In Iran, 7.5 million Internet users and 7 million bloggers discuss all
forms of political ideologies through very networked and organized
webrings. From President Ahmadinejad, who created a blog about his
policies and vision of a new Persia, to the simple individuals who want
to express themselves building virtual home for themselves where
they are in control and could nurture an intimate community of the
likeminded, it is becoming customary to have the blog

The Egyptian political blogrings—including the Kefaya (Enough!)
movement, Shayfenkom (we are watching you), Manalla, Baheya—are
considered the best example of how Internet political activities can be
taken from the virtual to the real world. During the 2005 presidential
elections, the webring opposed a fifth term for President Mubarak or
the succession of his son Gamal, seeking genuine democratic reforms
in Egypt, organized tens of thousands of citizen protests on several
occasions using the Internet for their cause. During the parliamentary
elections that followed the presidential elections, both Kefaya and
Shayfenkom established monitoring committees over the elections,
becoming the main reference against fraud cases committed during the
elections and gaining international recognition for their blogging.

Indeed the Arab version of blogging al-mudawwenoon became a
powerful tool of democratization that has enthused millions of ordi-
nary people. Passive consumers of information have become energetic
participants or potential editors in a new kind of journalism, at a time
when the mainstream media is under pressure. Bloggers became a
form of independent news agencies, giving the grassroots up-to-the-
minute news and other information. That is why many bloggers from
Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Iran have been hounded or
thrown into prison by authoritarian regimes.

Internet: A Religion 
Empowerment Tool

Media analysts noticed that between 35 and 65 percent of the total
number of Arabic Web sites are either describing Islam or preaching
for Islam. This estimate measures the exceedingly large number of
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Web pages with Islamic content that multiplied especially after 9/11 in
response to the growing hate campaign against Islam. Some of these
Web sites such as Islam.net became internationally acknowledged in
cultural dialogues. In 2005, Alexa Web site announced that Islamic
preacher Amer Khalid’s Web site amrkhaled.net scored second as the
most individual personal Web site (first being Oprah Winfrey’s site).27

It is noticeable, however, that a growing number of Web sites are
calling for adoption of the extremist interpretation of religion. There is
also the rise of cyber-terrorism sites and blogs promoting xenophobia
and hate speech. An Iraqi suicide bomber stated that he learned how to
make explosives from the very Web site he adopted his ideologies from!

For religious minorities, Internet technology grew to be a tool used
by Shiite Muslims to unite their voice and appear as a powerful move-
ment across the Arab world from Iran, Iraq, and Bahrain in the East to
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt in the Middle to Morocco on the western
coast. For Egyptian Copts, several Web sites were launched to express
Christian problems. The same can be applied to the Bahais who use
Internet technology as a double-edged tool to create awareness about
their beliefs as well as to seek international recognition.

Internet: A Call for Social Change

The Internet has changed the way Arabs live by giving them unfettered
access to an unprecedented amount of information around the globe.
As Arabs start joining the hybrid world, many started to address the
social rigidness in the region, making their voice heard. By the time
their tone of voice changed, becoming more active, they had enlarged
their social networks and gained more confidence in their ability to
change some of the pragmatic Arab traditions. They created a parallel
community of activists that was strengthened by the participation of
individuals who normally would not be involved in activism but who
now are speaking out and expressing themselves on the Internet. 

Kuwaiti women used Internet technologies effectively creating a
“virtual activity” in their successful quest for gaining political repre-
sentation in the Kuwaiti parliament for the first time in their history.
Moroccan women, on the other hand, used Internet technologies to
create a network lobby to improve women’s health care and raise the
level of women education.

Homosexuals may be the only social group in the Arab world that
was completely unable to declare publicly its existence until the
appearance of the Internet. Through Internet technologies gay and
lesbian societies in Egypt, Lebanon, and even Saudi Arabia, known as
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an extreme conservative society, established several Web pages to
announce themselves as a social group, expressing themselves publicly.
Ironically, the more the Arab governments crack down on their Web
sites and arrest them for “social misconduct,” the more the number of
such Web sites increase.

New Media: New Forms of Censorship

The rise of Internet has definitely shaken the Arab world. As Internet-
based democratization steadily develops, Arab authoritarian regimes are
trying to tighten their grip on it. The situation has worsened during the
past three years and today more than 25 cyber-dissidents are in prison
and censorship is increasingly effective.
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Table 12.4 Censorship Cases in the Middle East (2000–2006)

Country 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Total
(2000–2006)

Algeria 1 1 3 4 5 4 3 21
Bahrain 0 1 2 2 3 3 4 15
Egypt 1 2 3 5 6 8 5 32
Iran 2 4 5 7 7 8 6 39
Iraq 1 2 2 1 0 0 1 7
Israel 0 1 1 2 1 2 2 9
Jordon 1 2 3 4 3 4 4 20
Kuwait 0 1 1 2 2 3 2 11
Lebanon 1 1 0 1 2 2 5 12
Libya 0 0 1 2 2 3 2 10
Morocco 1 1 1 2 2 2 4 13
Oman 0 1 1 1 1 2 2 8
Palestine 1 1 1 3 2 2 2 13
(WB)

Qatar 0 1 1 2 1 2 2 9
Saudi Arabia 0 1 3 2 4 3 3 16
Sudan 0 0 1 1 1 3 2 8
Syria 0 2 3 5 8 4 5 27
Tunisia 1 2 4 6 7 8 8 36
UAE 0 1 1 1 3 3 3 12
Yemen 0 0 0 0 1 1 3 5

Total 12 25 37 56 64 66 68 265

Source: IFEX, RSF, Silenced Report, Internet Under Surveillance, Freedom House

In six years (see graph 12.3), 265 cases of censorship and/or offenses against Internet users were
reported, as shown in table 12.4. Of these, 60 percent were reported during the past three years,
which matches the increase not only in the number of Internet users, but also in technology usage
as a reform tool. We can also deduce that the third Gulf war considered a turning point, as a number
of cases show clearly that the number of offences increased by almost 20 percent
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Graph 12.3 Censorship Cases in the Middle East (2000–2006)
Source: IFEX, RSF, Silenced eport, Freedom House
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The Internet clearly is alarming Arab systems. Each Internet user
is a potential regime opponent. That is why Arab governments have
ended “romancing the net” and are trying to find solutions to con-
trol it. Although Internet technologies cannot be controlled easily,
Arab governments are applying different measures to censor the
medium. These measures put seven Arab countries on the list of the
top 15 enemies of Internet freedom.28

(1) Applying Laws and Licenses

Nine Arab countries established Internet laws and regulations to gov-
ern citizens’ Internet usage. Tunisia has developed the region’s most
detailed Internet-specific laws. Tunisia also explicitly extends to the
Internet existing press laws limiting free expression, something that
few other countries in the region have done. However, the existing
press laws of several countries, in their delineation of offenses, define
“publishing” or “disseminating” information in so broad a fashion
that no new laws are needed to bring Internet speech under their
purview. Although the Tunisian government stated that the new law
is to regulate the usage of the Internet and to assure “fair usage,” the
Tunisians—under these laws—established Internet police to keep an
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eye on Internet users, especially in Internet cyber cafes frequented by
dissidents.29 Between 2005 and 2006, twelve Tunisian Internet
activists were serving prison sentences due to “disturbing social
welfare.”30

In Syria, the government established a licensing body under security
police where any citizen who needs to buy a PC, fax, modem, or reg-
ister as an Internet user must obtain a government clearance. Citizens
need to sign a contract with the Syrian Internet Society before carrying
any Internet activity (see table 12.5).31

(2) Content Filtering

This is another major scheme used by Arab states to regulate Internet
access. Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and the United Arab Emirates publicly
announce they are filtering the Internet under the claim of legal right
by imposing router IP blocking and DNS redirection, which are
devices that are interposed between the end-user and the Internet in
order to filter and block specified content.
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Table 12.5 Arab Countries being Part of
the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR)32

Country Adopted

Algeria √
Bahrain X
Egypt √
Iran √
Iraq √
Israel √
Jordon √
Kuwait √
Lebanon √
Libya √
Morocco √
Oman X
Palestine (WB) X
Qatar X
Saudi Arabia X
Sudan X
Syria √
Tunisia √
UAE X
Yemen √

Source: Open Net Initiative33
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The Saudi government, for example, established the King Abdul
Aziz City for Science and Technology (KACST) to act not only as the
governing and regulatory body for the Internet but also as the sole
provider of Internet content. A KACST team monitors and filters
incoming material and then redistributes it to local Internet Service
Providers (ISPs).34 Currently the Saudi censored material list includes
more than 900,000 sites varying from pornographic and gambling
sites to political opposition, human rights, and freedom activist sites.

The Egyptian government imposes no restriction on material
downloaded from the Internet through satellite communication.
However, uploading and publishing material is a different story. The
Egyptian government established a fiber optic network for uploading
content over the Internet, so it could be monitored easily by officials.
The United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Iran, Yemen, and Tunisia also
block Web sites, using a variety of technical means available to filter
and block content. For example, they use proxy servers (programmed
to send messages such as “host not found” or “connection timeout”)
to deny users access to sites marked inappropriate by governments
(see graph 12.4).35
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Graph 12.4 The Most Censored Google Search Topics in the Middle East
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(3) Tapping and Surveillance

According to Human Rights Watch, Arab governments have also pur-
sued old-fashioned forms of surveillance of online expression. Bahraini
authorities detained webmaster of www.bahrainonline.com for trans-
mitting information opposing the king of Bahrain, the detention was
made through traditional methods of the secret police, including the
interrogation of third parties and the use of informants.36

On several occasions, the Palestinian National Authority com-
plained that the Israeli government had surveillance programs linked
to the government network system, and accused the Israeli govern-
ment of installing Internet bugs to gather information about the
Palestinian government.37

Tunisia and Syria routinely tap the phones of dissidents and
activists, and Internet users, especially those in cyber cafes who search
for information that the government considers “inappropriate.” In
recent years, many Arab governments are increasingly using computer
hackers who create viruses and other software to sabotage or at least
block access to “undesirable” publications and to download informa-
tion, activities, and user logs.

(4) Pricing and Taxation Policies

In many countries such as Bahrain, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon
pricing is a means to control Internet access. Imposing high prices on
Internet services is a means to prevent the middle class from using the
Internet (see table 12.6).38 Taxation on telecommunications policies,
as in Morocco, renders Internet access expensive and thus beyond the
means of many—whether or not this is the objective of these policies.39

(5) Infrastructure

For many Arab countries, hindering the upgrading of Internet
telecommunication network projects is a means to prevent Internet
access. In Palestinian territories, Israeli troops hit telecommunication
network to stop Palestinian online opposition.40 Saudi Arabia, one of
the wealthiest countries in the Arab world, does not encourage the
Internet network upgrade so as to minimize Internet usage.41

(6) Telecommunication Manipulation

In most Arab states telecommunication is a government monopoly.
Even with privatization that marked the globalization process, Arab
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governments have sought to limit the number of ISPs in order to keep
them monitored and loyal. In many cases, government telecommuni-
cation companies serve as the sole ISPs, as in Yemen, Sudan, and
Algeria. In Saudi Arabia, ISP licenses are given to members of the
royal family or the royal family’s business associates to keep the
Internet under control.

Etisalat, the ISP of the UAE government, has longed tapped Web
sites dedicated for Bahai faith so that the government can easily detain
their participants.42 The Syrian government ISP has a record of every
online activity including creation of and access to emails and Web sites
and accordingly can easily restrict email access or shut down Web site
constructions.43

(7) Hardware Manipulation

Public access to the Internet can be altogether denied by manipulat-
ing the hardware market, as seen in Arab states such as Libya and
Syria where even obtaining a computer-modem needs government
approval. Through this measure, governments restrict Internet access
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Table 12.6 Internet Pricing in the Arab World

Country 20 hours Charge ($)

Algeria 18
Bahrain 40
Egypt 2.5
Iran 6.5
Iraq 23
Israel 18
Jordon 28
Kuwait 19
Lebanon 27
Libya 20
Morocco 22
Oman 26
Palestine 20
(WB)
Qatar 22
Saudi Arabia 35
Sudan 18
Syria 15
Tunisia 9
UAE 13
Yemen 18

Source: ICT Challenges for the Arab World
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to limited few, who in most cases are government officials. Syria, for
example, has placed strict restrictions on the possession of facsimile
machines, and PC owners must register with a military authority.

(8) Software Manipulation

Software control is yet another method used by governments to
strengthen Internet censorship. Special software are developed on the
basis of so-called children’s protection software, such as Netnanny or
Cyberpatrol, and are used to censor banned material. Such programs
are usually sold by online services such as CompuServe in order to
allow the home user to childproof their PCs, however, most of them
are either imposed in cyber cafes and ISPs or offered as free down-
loads on the ISPs’ Web sites.44 The Bahraini government in its steps
to censor the Internet, in order to protect Islamic values and morals
from indecent material, came up with a pragmatic solution, by offering
links to free software programs designed to protect surfers.

(9) Self-Censorship

In addition to technical and legal means, all governments create an
atmosphere of fear to intimidate Internet users so that they would
practice what is known as social responsibility censorship. Arab states
use their media control to propagate special programs to monitor and
punish those who cross the Internet line. In Jordan, for example,
threats and intimidation techniques are used to prevent inappropriate
discussions in chat rooms. Fears of government surveillance or
reprisals fostered chat room self-censorship.45 After implementing this
law to intimidate Internet users, the Jordanian government captured
at least two persons who were reportedly summoned for questioning
by the police because of articles or comments they had posted on elec-
tronic bulletin boards or in chat rooms—forums whose contents can
be read by everyone, including the police.

Conclusion: New Media and New Forms 
of Censorship in the Middle East

The speed with which Middle Eastern governments censor the
Internet, as shown in graph 12.5, testifies the citizens’ appetite for alter-
native means of getting and transmitting information. In countries
where the media is rigidly controlled, the Internet opened a window for
a new agenda that has room for greater freedom of expression. The
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2005 Human Rights Watch report on Internet censorship in the Middle
East states that the penetration of Internet in Arab societies is unpre-
dictable in both magnitude and possible effect. “Anyone with access to
a computer, Internet connection, and ‘blogging’ tools can publish to a
potential audience of millions, free of charge, within minutes.”46

Tim Berners-Lee predicts that the Internet will be more of a social
creation than a technical one has come true47. The Internet is a tool
used by societies across boundaries to help individuals and grassroots
organizations develop their existing world. Internet technology has not
only introduced itself to the Middle Eastern world as an “alternative
medium” but is also the Arab society’s hope for a growing freedom of
expression and the creation of a democratic region.

The Internet provided opportunities for Arab citizens to partici-
pate in forums to discuss and debate issues that concern them. The
new communication revolution did lead to more horizontal and less
vertical communication. The power of the Internet has allowed
Arab society to more fully participate in the decision-making
process not only in the virtual world but also in the real world,
locally, regionally, and internationally. Through the Internet, Arab
societies are able to plant the seeds of democracy and freedom and
nourish its growth.
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It is no wonder that many authoritarian Arab regimes/govern-
ments fearing Internet technology’s power to change the status quo
have imposed policies (see table 12.7) ranging from regulation and
state monopolization of infrastructure to hacking and cracking Web
sites in an attempt to prevent citizens from gaining access to Internet
information.

The tussle between Arab governments and citizens on the issue of
democracy continues, however, this time citizens know that by the
effective usage of the Internet they will force their governments to
take action to promote civil democratic society.
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C H A P T E R  1 3

Terrorism and the Making 
of the “New Middle East”:
New Media Strategies of 
Hezbollah and al Qaeda

Maura Conway

Introduction

When U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld was asked about soft
power in 2003, he replied, “I don’t know what it means.”1 In
February 2006, in a speech at the Council on Foreign Relations in
New York, however, Rumsfeld was forced to concede:

Our enemies have skillfully adapted to fighting wars in today’s media
age, but for the most part we, our country, our government, has not
adapted. Consider that the violent extremists have established media
relations committees—these are terrorists and they have media rela-
tions committees that meet and talk about strategy, not with bullets
but with words. They’ve proven to be highly successful at manipulat-
ing the opinion elites of the world. They plan and design their head-
line-grabbing attacks using every means of communication to
intimidate and break the collective will of free people . . . They know
that communications transcend borders and that a single news story
handled skillfully can be as damaging to our cause and helpful to
theirs as any other method of military attack. And they’re doing it.
They’re able to act quickly. They have relatively few people. They
have modest resources compared to the vast and expensive bureaucra-
cies of Western governments. Our federal government is really only
beginning to adapt our operations to the 21st century. For the most
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part, the U.S. government still functions as a five and dime store in an
eBay world.2

This chapter explores the use of new media technologies: satellite
television and the Internet by Hezbollah3 and al Qaeda (and affiliated
groups and individuals) respectively. The argument put forward here
is twofold: firstly, while both groups are savvy users of new media
technologies, which they employ in conjunction with their hard
power resources to amplify their soft power, the style and substance of
their new media strategies, and hence their larger goals, differ quite
dramatically; second, however, is the assertion that, despite these dif-
ferences, both of these groups are potentially substantial contributors
to the making of a “new” Middle East, albeit one very different from
that envisaged by the U.S. administration when they employ this
terminology.

Old Media, New Media:
The Evolution of the

Terrorism-Media Relationship

Nobel’s invention of dynamite in 1867 was the technological break-
through that ushered in the era of modern terrorism. The economy of
means afforded by the use of dynamite ensured that terrorist bomb-
ings proliferated. High levels of illiteracy in nineteenth century
Europe imposed serious limitations on conventional text-based pro-
paganda. Conversely, “propaganda by deed” could show, as the
French anarchist Paul Brousse explained lucidly at the time, “the
weary and inert masses . . . that which they were unable to read, teach
them socialism in practice, make it visible, tangible, concrete.”4 When
the anarchist Albert Parsons was arraigned for his alleged involvement
in the Haymarket bombing in Chicago in 1886, he insisted in court
that dynamite “made all men equal and therefore free.”5 However,
while modern terrorists may still seek to convey a message through
their violent performance, they must also employ written and spoken
language in an effort to legitimize, rationalize, and, ultimately, adver-
tise their actions. With the advent of new media technologies, how-
ever, they are no longer reliant on intermediaries to interpret their
deeds; instead they may employ the former as soft power tools in
order to amplify their hard power resources, thus adopting, in Nye’s
terms, a “smart” approach to conflict.6

Since the advent of the printing press using industrial age technolo-
gies in the nineteenth century, terrorists and extremist movements
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have employed every available mass communications technology. This
is evidenced in everything from Carlos Marighela’s advice to his com-
rades to the use of photocopying machines to produce large numbers
of pamphlets and manifestos on Hezbollah’s establishment of its al
Manar television station in the early 1990s. The year that witnessed the
birth of modern international terrorism, 1968, was the same year in
which the United States launched the first television satellite, heralding
the second great revolution in mass communications that directly
impacted terrorism.7

Much of the explanation of the power of terrorism is said to hinge
on how the news media operate: “Journalists are attracted to drama
and few political spectacles offer greater dramatic appeal than
violence.”8 Terrorists are cognizant of this and use it to their advan-
tage. In his seminal 1975 paper, Brian Michael Jenkins argued that
“terrorist attacks are often carefully choreographed to attract the
attention of the electronic media and the international press.”9 The
news media have proved unable to ignore events “fashioned specifically
for their needs.”10

Terrorist “spectaculars” can hijack media attention: witness the
attack on the Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics, the hijacking of
TWA flight 847, the events of 9/11 and their aftermath. This is not to
suggest, however, that the terrorists themselves actually control the
news agenda or that they can determine the ways in which their behav-
ior is framed. In their repackaging of events, even where terrorists gain
“disruptive access” to the media, the media still largely rely on official
sources and dominant understandings of where legitimacy lies.11 In the
British case, for example, the tabloid press often exceeded the language
of the state in stigmatizing the IRA as “scum,” “cowardly murderers,”
and “bastards.”12 In the past, those characterized as “terrorists” were
rarely accepted by the mass media as legitimate or authoritative sources
of news in their own right. Neither were they accepted as reliable com-
mentators on the political situation that had given rise to the violence:
“Certainly, on the few occasions when the BBC or ITV interviewed
Republican paramilitaries in the 1970s and 1980s, they were emphati-
cally not, as a matter of policy, treated as individuals whose opinions
could be accorded the same respect and due consideration as others.”13

By concentrating almost exclusively on the violent dimension of ter-
rorism, making no attempt to contextualize its causes, media reports
often leave readers, viewers, or listeners mystified as to the motivation
of violent acts.14 The upshot of this is that many in the media audience
take these acts to be simply the senseless, inexplicable behavior of
psychotic fundamentalists or extremist lunatics.15
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For this reason, terrorists generally accompany their violent acts
with a flurry of threats, communiqués, and manifestos, leading one
commentator to assert that “the violence of terrorism is positively
verbose.”16 Previous to the widespread use of the Internet and other
new media technologies, the mainstream media were held by many to
be complicit in the attainment of the terrorists’ objectives. This was
because media attention to terrorist violence was held to be consider-
ably more significant than the terrorists’ own propaganda: “[the
terrorists’] own self-generated posters, manifestos, leaflets, and broad-
casts are unlikely, after all, to reach a wide audience and even less likely
to convince any other than the already converted.”17 This may have
been true when cultures and politics could be contained within
national borders. Historically, leaders and elites were generally the
only ones who knew the world first hand. Thus they were relied upon
to interpret the motives and behaviors of other leaders and elites, and
to formulate responses. Today, that reliance has all but vanished. The
Internet and satellite television present those with access and the req-
uisite interest with the opportunity to know and interpret the world
for themselves and, therefore, decreases the historical control by the
media and political elites over individual worldviews.18

“In the modern era, the truism that ‘information is power’ is very
clearly understood by the media and governments; it is also under-
stood by terrorists, their audiences, and their adversaries.”19 If victory,
in the information age, is ultimately about “whose story wins,”20 the
crucial questions become what messages are sent and received by
whom under which circumstances, and how that affects the ability of
actors to obtain the outcomes they want.21 Terrorists now have the
ability to tell their own stories via their Web sites and television sta-
tions. The level of editorial control afforded to terrorists by their
access to new media technologies has added a significant new tool to
terrorists’ soft power arsenal. This chapter is composed of two case
studies: the first of these details Hezbollah’s use of its satellite televi-
sion station, al Manar, in their information warfare strategy, while the
second case describes and analyses the adoption of a heavily Net-cen-
tric posture by al Qaeda and affiliated groups and individuals.
Considering that both of these groups are heavy users of new media
and that the tech-savvy among them have already made an impact in
the Middle East, they are both potentially significant contributors to
the future remaking of the region in terms of their politically violent
initiatives and the undoubtedly central role new media technologies
will play in the groups’ amplification of the latter. Relevant also is the
way in which efforts by Western governments to muzzle these groups
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has rebounded on the former and led to widespread derision in the
Middle East region (and, indeed, father afield).

New Media Strategy 1: Hezbollah’s 
Al Manar TV22

The major focus of this section is the way in which Hezbollah has
wielded its television station, al Manar—the “Beacon” or “Lighthouse,”
in Arabic—as a weapon in their information war. The argument put for-
ward here is that Hezbollah has met with high levels of success in this
regard—to the extent that they may recently be seen to have become the
victims of their own success, with the institution of multiple bans on
transmission of al Manar globally and the repeated targeting of the sta-
tion by Israeli forces during the summer 2006 crisis. On the other hand,
these difficulties may also be viewed by the organization as blessings in
disguise, as they have forced the station to streamline its processes that
may, in the long term, not only ensure its continued existence, but even
allow it to access a larger audience.

Although Hezbollah’s political goals are narrower than al Qaeda’s,
“[s]ymbolism and the projection of messages to internal and external
audiences have occupied a central place for Hezbollah throughout its
evolution.”23 Donald Rumsfeld would clearly be surprised to learn that
during the crisis precipitated by the hijacking of TWA flight 847 in
1985, Hezbollah deftly manipulated the U.S. television networks:
“There were graduates in media studies from American colleges at
meetings at Nabih Berri’s house in West Beirut while [‘spin doctor-
ing’] tactics were being worked out.”24 Later, during the 1990s,
Hezbollah utilized its media apparatus to wage successful campaigns
against both the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and South Lebanese
Army (SLA) when they adopted a two-pronged military strategy, com-
bining guerrilla and psychological warfare. According to Schliefer,
“Hezbollah’s unique contribution to PSYOP lay in the way it com-
bined conventional and psychological warfare, creating a whole new
PSYOP idiom.”25 Al Manar was at the center of this campaign from its
inception.

Al Manar has, since its foundation, been a television station
devoted to the goals of Hezbollah, and although these have been sub-
ject to change over time, the overarching theme of resistance has
persisted. From its establishment in 1991 to the Israeli withdrawal
from the south in 2000, the bulk of the station’s programming was
aimed at sustaining and, if possible, strengthening the Lebanese pub-
lic’s support for Hezbollah’s campaign of resistance again the IDF in
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south Lebanon, while at the same time pressuring Israeli viewers to
push their government for a unilateral withdrawal.

The eventual withdrawal was celebrated live on air for days, but this
“triumph” came tinged with distress: what was to be the station’s
purpose without the “hook” the resistance provided? The answer pre-
sented itself in the form of the outbreak of the so-called al-Aqsa
Intifada. Al Manar became “the secret weapon of the Palestinian
Intifada against Israeli occupation, the loyal supporter of armed
resistance, devoting at least half its 24-hour-a-day satellite broadcast-
ing to the battle between Palestinians and Israelis in the West Bank
and Gaza.”26 The nature of some of this programming eventually
resulted in the widespread banning of the station, however.

Banning Al Manar’s Satellite Transmissions

The campaign to have al Manar banned from transmitting via satellite
began with an opinion piece that appeared in the Los Angeles Times in
October 2002. The article, penned by Avi Jorisch,27 accused American
companies that advertised on the station of promoting terrorism.
PepsiCo, Proctor and Gamble, Western Union, and a number of other
major U.S. and European companies were named as advertisers on al
Manar’s local broadcasts (the satellite broadcast was, at that time, com-
mercial-free).28 Jorisch followed up with a letter to the U.S. Congress,
asking its members to put pressure on these companies. The majority of
U.S. advertisers duly pulled out, and pressure to ban the transmission of
the station itself increased. The Coalition Against Terrorist Media
(CATM), an offshoot of the U.S.-based neoconservative organization
Foundation for Defence of Democracy (FDD), was also founded at this
time in order to generate further momentum for the ban.
Representatives of FDD and CATM—including Jorisch, who came on
board as the latter’s executive director—have issued numerous state-
ments claiming “al Manar runs graphic videos encouraging viewers,
even children, to become suicide bombers and calls for acts of terrorism
against civilians . . . Al Manar is an operational weapon in the hands of
one of the world’s most dangerous terrorist organizations.”29

Al Manar was, at the same time, coming under pressure in Europe.
While claims about incitement to suicide bombing are contested, this
is not to deny that some measure of al Manar’s programming is objec-
tionable by Western standards. The French move against al Manar
began after the station caused an uproar in October 2002 by broad-
casting a Syrian-produced drama series entitled al Shattat (The
Diaspora), which is based on the controversial text known as the
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Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a nineteenth-century publication that
depicts a Zionist conspiracy to take over the world.30 Scenes from the
multipart miniseries include a dramatization of a rabbi slaying a young
boy in order to use his blood to make Passover matzoh.31 Another
episode includes a scene depicting a secret Jewish government
allegedly plotting to drop an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.

The transmission of this series caused an uproar in France, where
incitement to racial hatred and anti-Semitism are criminal offences,
and led France’s higher audiovisual authority to instruct al Manar to
change the tone of its programming or face a ban. However, when in
December 2004 a guest on a live show said that Zionists were deliber-
ately trying to spread diseases, including AIDS, to Arabs, the authority
decided to take the station to court. On January 6, 2005, France’s
highest administrative court, the Conseil d’État (Council of State)—
which had jurisdiction over the channel because it broadcast via a satel-
lite based in France—decided that the programs al Manar broadcast
“were in a militant context, with anti-Semitic connotations” and
banned transmission of the station, warning the satellite provider
Eutelsat that if it failed to stop broadcasting al Manar on its satellite
within 48 hours of the decision, it would be subject to a large fine.32

For its part, the station said it was unfair to ban a channel on the basis
of one live caller, and it denies it is anti-Semitic.33 Al Manar voluntarily
stopped broadcasting several days before the ban was to take effect, a
move that prevented other stations on the same satellite network from
being removed from the airwaves as well.34 As regards the U.S. ban, it
followed shortly thereafter. In December 2004, al Manar was placed
on an “exclusion list” by the U.S. State Department. This was followed
up in March 2006 with al Manar’s designation as a terrorist organiza-
tion by the U.S. Department of the Treasury.35 As a result, no one
associated with the broadcaster is allowed entry to the United States
and any U.S. company found to be doing business with al Manar will
be subject to sanctions and possible prosecution. The result is al Manar
is effectively prohibited from transmitting in the United States.
Although they result in the same outcomes, it is worth noting that the
French and U.S. bans rest on different legal foundations, with the
French ban focusing on constitutional issues of expression, and the
U.S. ban based on laws prohibiting the material support of terrorist
organizations, which, according to Yadav, means that “At least in the-
ory, then, the U.S. is suggesting that their own struggle against al
Manar is not based on the substance of what it says, but rather on what
it does.”36 Being unavailable in North America, and with only
restricted access in Europe, al Manar is also no longer available for

TERRORISM AND THE MIDDLE EAST 241

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


www.manaraa.com

satellite viewing in South America, nor in Australia or much of Africa;
however, it is still broadcast throughout the Middle East, parts of
Europe, and North Africa by Nilesat, whose major shareholder is the
government of Egypt, and by Arabsat, which is owned in part by the
government of Saudi Arabia. In any event, the station has all but
entirely circumvented the satellite bans by providing free continuous
live streaming online.

The above notwithstanding, al Manar officials were some of the
most vociferous critics of the bans imposed on the broadcast of their
satellite signals. The station responded in a statement that the U.S.
action amounted to “intellectual terrorism” and an attack on press
freedom.37 The Lebanese minister of information declared the ban
proof of censorship of any opposition to Israel, and students demon-
strated in support of al Manar. In response to the French ban, the
Lebanese foreign minister Mahmud Hammud commented “we con-
sider this to be against the freedom of expression that the entire
world, including the EU demands. We believe this attitude is not in
harmony with the call for freedom of expression these countries advo-
cate, and we believe there is a contradiction.”38 The banning was also
criticized by organizations ranging from Hamas39 and Palestinian
Islamic Jihad40 to Reporters without Borders, with the latter warning
against confusing anti-Israeli positions with anti-Semitism.41

Al Manar’s Role in the Summer 2006 Crisis

In the summer of 2006, events in Lebanon put Hezbollah and al
Manar back in the spotlight. During the crisis precipitated by a cross-
border raid made by Hezbollah, al Manar reverted to its original
role as mouthpiece of the Lebanese “resistance.” Although this time
around the Israelis, cognizant of the role played by al Manar in the
previous conflict between the two sides, quickly sought to neutralize
the station, they had little success.

Following Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, and believ-
ing itself relatively safe from the threat of Israeli aerial bombardment,
al Manar invested in high-specification antennas, which allowed it to
extend its broadcasts farther into Israel. As a result, residents of Haifa,
Israel’s third largest city—which is located some 30 miles from the
Lebanese border—are now within al Manar’s transmissions range. 
Al Manar’s headquarters in Haret Hreik and the above-mentioned
antennas—one of which was located near Baalbek, northeast of
Beirut, and another in Maroun al-Ras in southern Lebanon42—were
some of the first targets of IDF air attacks when hostilities erupted
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between Israel and Hezbollah in early July 2006. Al Manar’s Beirut
headquarters was first struck by the Israeli Air Force on Thursday, July
13, the second day of the crisis. The complex was bombed again on
July 16, resulting in a fire in the station and surrounding buildings.
Although the station’s broadcasts continued uninterrupted during the
first attack—which severely damaged the upper stories of the build-
ing—the second attack caused the station’s signal to be briefly
unavailable on several occasions before returning to full strength.43

Also, on the second day of the crisis, the first-ever Hezbollah rocket
attacks on Haifa commenced.

Indeed the IDF—in addition to conventional attacks on media
targets in Lebanon—is also said to have broadened its PSYOP activities
over the course of the crisis. The first reports of intercepts of al Manar’s
satellite transmissions were carried by Egypt’s Middle East News
Agency, which said that, on Sunday, July 23, Israel managed “to inter-
cept the satellite transmissions of Hezbollah’s al Manar TV channel for
the third successive day, replacing them with Israeli transmissions that
reportedly showed Hezbollah command sites and rocket launching
pads which Israel claimed it has raided.”44 A little over a week later, Al
Jazeera reported that a series of still photos with captions appeared on
the screens of al Manar viewers for several minutes during the evening
news. Al Jazeera attributed the interruption to “Israeli-backed hack-
ers.” One of the images showed the corpse of a khaki-clad man lying
face-down with accompanying Arabic text reading: “This is the photo-
graph of a body of a member of Hezbollah’s special forces. Nasrallah
lies: it is not we who are hiding our losses.” The Al Jazeera report is
also accompanied by what appears to be a screen shot that shows a
photograph of Nasrallah accompanied by the text “member of
Hezbollah: watch out,” which, Al Jazeera said, also appeared on TV
screens.45

The Israeli bombing of Hezbollah’s media outlets received harsh
criticism from journalistic and human rights organizations. The
Committee to Protect Journalists, the International Federation of
Journalists (IFJ), Human Rights Watch, and others agreed that the
attacks were a violation of international law, as the station’s broadcasts
were not serving any direct military function (e.g., sending military
communiqués).46 Aidan White, the IFJ’s general secretary, said, “The
bombing of al Manar is a clear demonstration that Israel has a policy
of using violence to silence media it does not agree with. This action
means media can become routine targets in every conflict. It is a strat-
egy that spells catastrophe for press freedom and should never be
endorsed by a government that calls itself democratic.”47 Human
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Rights Watch agreed, insisting that “Lebanese civilian opinion might
influence how the Lebanese government responds to Hezbollah is not
a sufficiently direct contribution to military action to render the media
used to influence that opinion a legitimate military target. Rather,
broadcasts should be met with competing broadcasts, propaganda
with propaganda.”48

New Media Strategy 2: Islamists
and the Internet

Islamic texts and discussion venues have been accessible online for about
twenty-five years. Anderson discerns three phases in the growth of an
Islamic presence on the Internet characterized by the predominance of
three different groups:

1. Technological adepts: People who uploaded scanned texts and
added a generally laic discourse

2. Activists and official voices: Individuals at two ends of the ideo-
logical spectrum, competing for adherents

3. Spokespersons and audiences: People representing the “online
advent of moderate Islam.”49

The assertion here is that, after September 11, a fourth phase was
developed and spearheaded by radical Islamic fundamentalists, partic-
ularly those supportive of Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda.
Throughout the maturation process identified by Anderson, the prin-
cipal actors in each phase employed—in many cases, even furthered
the development of—the best publicly available technology.50 The
representatives of phase four were no different.

In his discussion of Islam and the Internet, Anderson champions the
role of the Net in the emergence of an “activist but distinctly moderate
Islam, for which the Internet seems peculiarly congenial.”51 This is in
keeping with much of the early work on the positive effects of new
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) for global civil—
read “positive”—society actors. The spread of information does not nec-
essarily encourage increased civility or, indeed, stability, however. On the
contrary, “Johannes Guttenberg’s invention of movable type in the mid-
fifteenth century led not only to the Reformation but to the wars of reli-
gion that followed it, as the sudden proliferation of texts spurred
doctrinal controversies and awakened long dormant grievances.”52 Such
impacts are not restricted to Christianity; historically, the salience 
of technology in precipitating change within Islam has been vast.
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According to Mandaville, it was the experience of European colonialism
and the concomitant perceived decline in Islamic civilization that paved
the way for the embrace of print technology within the Muslim world in
the nineteenth century. “The book, pamphlet, and newsletter were
taken up with urgency in order to counter the threat which Europe was
posing to the Muslim ummah.”53 In theory at least, this resulted in
Islam’s sacred texts being made available for the first time to anyone who
could read them, to “be consulted by any Ahmad, Mahmud, or
Muhammad, who could make what he [would] of them.”54 In a similar
fashion, just as “the move to print technology meant not only a new
method for transmitting texts, but also a new idiom of selecting, writing
and presenting works to cater for a new kind of reader,”55 the advent of
the Internet has resulted in not only a new method for transmitting text,
audio, and video, but also a new idiom of selecting, producing, and
arranging data to cater to a new kind of audience.

In a videotaped statement that was released in December 2001, in
which he comments upon the 9/11 attackers, Osama bin Laden stated,

[T]hose youths who conducted the operations did not accept any fiqh
in the popular terms, but they accepted the fiqh56 that the Prophet
Muhammad brought. Those young men . . . said in deeds, in New
York and Washington, speeches that overshadowed all other speeches
made everywhere in the world. The speeches are understood by both
Arabs and non-Arabs—even by the Chinese.57

Bin Laden thus describes the events of 9/11 not as primarily hostile
or vengeful actions, which they undoubtedly were, but underlines
instead their essentially communicative aspect(s).58 The centrality of
communication(s) and communication technologies, especially the
Internet, to al Qaeda and its affiliates was not immediately clear to
researchers, analysts, or policymakers, however. Michael Scheuer
admits in the introduction to Imperial Hubris (2004) that a major
problem with his previous book, Through Our Enemies Eyes (2003),
was that in it he seriously underestimated the role of the Internet in al
Qaeda’s activities.59 Of course, one reason for this may be the rapidly
evolving nature of al Qaeda’s Internet use and thus its impact.

Clearly interesting things can happen when a “complex world dis-
course” such as Islam comes into contact with a force that can claim an
equally wide geographic spread: the socially and politically transforma-
tive effects of the Internet. Islam—political Islam in particular—has
exhibited a wide range of responses to this relatively new information
and communication technology with certain features being eagerly
appropriated and others vociferously rejected.60 Bin Laden himself has
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observed that “In the past there was imperfection, but it was partial.
Today, however, the imperfection touches the entire public because of
the communications revolution and because the media enter every
home.”61 However, citing the Western media’s “vicious campaign”
against Islam, bin Laden, in a 2002 Internet posting, called on Muslim
publishers and broadcasters to take “[their] rightful position and play
[their] required role in confronting . . . [the West’s] visual, audio, and
written organs.”62

Al Qaeda’s Internet Use

Al Qaeda’s Internet presence increased after January 2002 when the
group began to employ two sites, in particular, to spread their mes-
sage. Al Qaeda never claimed ownership of the sites Al-Neda and Al-
Ansar, but senior al Qaeda commander Abu-al-Layth al-Libi provided
the following recommendation as regards the Al-Neda site—also
known as the Center for Islamic Studies and Research—to visitors to
Islamic Jihad Online:

It is a website run by reliable brothers . . . and financed by brothers that
you know. It is a good website and we hope that God will accept its
actions . . . [W]e will not spare any effort or withhold anything we can
offer to this website.63

Al-Neda and Al-Ansar published, amongst other things,

● Audio and video clips of Osama bin Laden, al Qaeda spokesman
Sualaiman Abu Ghaith, and others.

● Biweekly electronic journals containing analyses of the conflicts
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

● Islamic scholars’ and clerics’ evaluations and explanations of 
al Qaeda’s past attacks, future plans, and admonishments to
others to act. These included a series of articles claiming that
suicide bombings aimed at Americans are justifiable under
Islamic law

● Essays describing al Qaeda’s war aims and assessments of how
achieving these goals would benefit the Muslim ummah.64

There was also media speculation that the Al-Neda site was being
used to direct al Qaeda operational cells. According to one report the
site has carried low-level operational information: for example, in
February 2002, it was said to have published the names and home
phone numbers of al Qaeda fighters captured by Pakistan following
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their escape from fighting in Afghanistan with the aim that sympathizers
would contact their families and let them know they were alive.65

Click on alneda.com today and the following appears: “Hacked,
Tracked, and NOW Owned by the USA. The site is described as ‘a
mostly unmoderated discussion board relating to current world affairs
surrounding Islamic Jihad [sic] and the U.S.-led war on terrorism
(plus other conflicts around the globe).’”

Michael Scheuer has argued that since 9/11, bin Laden has main-
tained a deliberately low profile for two reasons: firstly, to prevent the
United States and its allies from locating him and, secondly, because
he knows his continued silence induces fear amongst Western
publics. The latter notwithstanding, however, Internet sites main-
tained by al Qaeda and its supporters provide not just bin Laden’s
followers, but also those he is seeking to incite to holy war, with a
regular, easily accessible flow of information and comment carrying
al Qaeda’s imprimatur.66 Discussing the impact of these Web sites,
Paul Eedle goes further asserting, “As a result of the al Qaeda view-
point, it now takes great courage to speak out against the jihadi
view. . . . [and] public debate in the Muslim world is now very
radical.”67

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and al Qaeda 
in Iraq’s Cyber Strategy

Every participant in the al Qaeda movement has used the Internet
since 9/11 to pursue its goal of destroying American power in the
world, but Abu Musab al-Zarqawi was perhaps the most melodra-
matic and successful player of them all. The world first heard of
Zarqawi on February 5, 2003, the day that the then U.S. secretary of
state Colin Powell appeared at the United Nations, making the case
for the invasion of Iraq. In his statement Powell told the Security
Council that “Iraq today harbours a deadly terrorist network, headed
by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, an associate and collaborator of Osama bin
Laden and his al Qaeda lieutenants.”68 Throughout the remainder of
2003, Zarqawi’s name arose again only as a result of leaks from
American and Jordanian intelligence to media outlets. However, in a
little over four weeks in April and May 2004, “he rocketed to world-
wide fame, or infamy, by a deliberate combination of extreme violence
and Internet publicity.”69

In early April 2004, Zarqawi posted online a thirty-minute audio
recording that explained who he was, why he was fighting, and details
of the attacks for which he and his group were responsible. Paul Eedle
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has described the latter as “a comprehensive branding statement”:

The Internet gave Zarqawi the means to build a brand very quickly.
Suddenly the mystery man had a voice, if not a face, and a clear ideol-
ogy which explained his violence . . . But what is the point of an insur-
gent group building a brand, establishing a public profile in this way?
The answer is to magnify the impact of its violence.70

Another of the functions of this original audio statement was to
alert audiences that Zarqawi viewed the world rather differently than
Osama bin Laden. Within the context of the Iraq conflict, Zarqawi
was anxious to stress that the enemy included not just the American
troops, but also the Kurds and the Shi’ite Muslims. According to
Zarqawi, the former are in league with the Israelis and the latter are
not true Muslims.71

Amongst the claims of responsibility were the attacks on the UN’s
Baghdad headquarters, the shrine in Najaf, the Red Cross headquar-
ters, and an assortment of attacks on Iraqi police stations (carried out
in 2003). It was difficult to conclusively link these and other attacks
prior to Zarqawi’s admission of responsibility, nor was it entirely clear
what precise message should be taken from the attacks, which were
open to differing interpretations. It is also worth noting that prior to
the initiation of his Internet-based PR campaign, each of Zarqawi’s
attacks had to kill large numbers of people in order to get noticed in
the chaos and mounting daily death toll in Iraq. By going online,
however, Zarqawi was able to both control the interpretation of his
violent message and achieve greater impact with smaller operations.
By the end of April 2004, his group was issuing communiqués via the
Al-Ansar Web site. The first claimed responsibility for a suicide speed-
boat attack on Iraq’s offshore oil export terminal in the Gulf;
although the operation failed, it shook oil markets because of
Zarqawi’s efforts at publicizing the attack through the Internet.

In May 2004, Zarqawi took things a step farther when he used the
Internet’s force-multiplying effect to the maximum effect for the first
time when

he personally cut off the head of an American hostage live on video,
and had the footage posted on the Internet . . . . The entire purpose of
the beheading was to video it, to create images that would grip the
imaginations of friends and enemies alike. It worked. Zarqawi risked
almost nothing in this operation; but he started a withdrawal of for-
eign contractors which has paralysed reconstruction in Iraq and done
as much if not more to undermine US plans as a bomb that killed 
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100 people in Najaf. And he made himself a hero to jihadis across the
world.72

No other figure has yet emerged from within the ranks of al
Qaeda–affiliated groups to fill the cyber-gap left by Zarqawi’s death in
June 2006. But the emergence of such a figure is not crucial to the
continued buoyancy of al Qaeda’s online presence.

Other Voices

Official and semiofficial Web sites are not the only important jihadi
cyber spaces. An increasing number of Islamist groups and individuals
(re-)post articles and analyses, exchange information, voice opinions,
and debate ideas on Web sites and forums that they themselves have
established. Writing in The National Interest, David Martin Jones
observed that “the ummah is no longer a geographical concept; the
‘virtual’ world of the potential cybercaliphate knows no conventional
boundaries.”73 Today’s Internet “allows militant Muslims from every
country to meet, talk, and get to know each other electronically, a
familiarization and bonding process that in the 1980s and early 1990s
required a trip to Sudan, Yemen, Afghanistan, or Pakistan.”74 A
majority of the postings to these Web sites are explicitly pro–bin
Laden, praising him as a hero and applauding al Qaeda’s attacks. The
proliferation of these sites acts as free publicity for al Qaeda’s cause,
but the more important impact of this development may be the
increase in the number of Muslim groups and individuals who become
aware of jihad-related activities and the religious justifications for
them. For example, mainstream Muslim religious leaders such as
Sheikh Yusuf Qaradawi, whose Web site is one of the top three visited
Arabic-language Web sites in the world, support attacks even on some
Western civilians in Iraq on the grounds that they are all part of an
illegal occupation of an Islamic-majority country.75

New Web sites appear—and also disappear—frequently, and popu-
lar chat rooms are said to have lists of applicants awaiting admission.
Most producers of these sites are technically savvy, and almost all the
sites include audio, video, and the like. Together these contributions
add up to a tremendous input into what bin Laden has repeatedly said
is his and al Qaeda’s top priority: the instigation to violent jihad of as
many Muslims in as many locales worldwide as possible. Al Qaeda
does not provide financing, have any management role, or provide
dedicated content for most of these sites; nonetheless, they act as an
invaluable force-multiplier for its cyber-based incitement strategy.
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Recognizing this benefit, al Qaeda has assured its “Internet brothers”
that “the media war with the oppressive crusader enemy takes a com-
mon effort and can use a lot of ideas. We are prepared to help out with
these ideas.”76 Interestingly also while most Islamic extremist sites are
in Arabic, Urdu, and Indonesian languages, there are an increasing
number available in English, French, German, and Dutch. This signi-
fies both the rise of Islamism in the West and the growing efforts by
extremist Islamic voices to reach Western Muslim populations
online.77

As regards U.S. government attacks on al Qaeda Web sites: these
may make security sense but will also serve to validate bin Laden’s and
al-Zawahiri’s claims of American hypocrisy by showing that freedom
of speech is extended only to America’s friends and allies. For example,
a statement appearing on the Al-Neda site in 2002 read:

Every time you [the United States] close a site, you only further expose
yourself to the world and the truth about the democracy you brag
about. It is a democracy that is tailored to your measurements only.
And when people oppose you, your democracy turns into the ugliest
forms of domination, tyranny, and despotism on earth.78

In addition, Scheuer suggests that the United States and its allies have
increased the appeal and presumed importance of the al Qaeda sites
by subjecting them to repeated cyber attacks, which have taken them
offline and forced their owners to hunt for new host servers. The
U.K.-based Arabic daily Al-Hayat reported that Al-Neda was the tar-
get of some twenty U.S. attacks. While such targeting undoubtedly
made the sites more difficult for interested readers to locate, they are
doubtless interpreted by Islamists on the other hand as evidence of
American fear of al Qaeda’s “voice” and as validation of bin Laden’s
claim that freedom of speech is not extended to Muslims, while also
potentially resulting in a readership boost.79

Conclusion

Almost from the outset, bin Laden and his associates “thought big” by
integrating local causes and conflicts into a global campaign shaped “to
resonate with Muslims of all stripes and cultures.” Bin Laden has made
globalization work for him; he has a capacity for what business executives
term “strategic control,” that is tailoring himself, his “workforce,” and
his “product(s)” to the changing “marketplace,” while at the same time
making the most of the best available technologies.80 The seriousness of
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the implications of such a strategy was remarked upon by a number of
analysts, prior to being commented upon by Rumsfeld. In an article that
appeared in Foreign Policy in 2004, Jason Burke offered the following
admonition:

Bin Laden is a propagandist, directing his efforts at attracting those
Muslims who have hitherto shunned his extremist message. He knows
that only through mass participation in his project will he have any
chance of success. His worldview is receiving immeasurably more sup-
port around the globe than it was two years ago, let alone 15 years ago
when he began serious campaigning. The objective of Western coun-
tries is to eliminate the threat of terror, or at least to manage it in a way
that does not seriously impinge on the daily lives of its citizens. Bin
Laden’s aim is to radicalize and mobilize. He is closer to achieving his
goals than the West is to deterring him.81

One of the most significant aspects of al Qaeda’s post-9/11 reshaping
has been the significant increase in its reliance on the Internet as a soft
power tool.82 Bin Laden’s cadres had employed the Internet for com-
munication and propaganda purposes prior to the U.S. attacks,83 but
their use of the Internet increased exponentially thereafter. Michael
Scheuer has put this down to the loss of al Qaeda’s Afghan base and
the consequent dispersal of fighters, along with rapid development of
the medium itself and the proliferation of Internet cafes globally, which
has made Internet access easier.84 Indeed al Qaeda’s increased virtual-
ity after 9/11 inspired one analyst to coin the descriptor “al Qaeda
2.0”85 and another to liken al Qaeda’s deployment of cyber-based tools
to their own “stealth ‘revolution in military affairs.’”86

On the other hand, although Hezbollah was an early adopter of
Internet technology,87 up until quite recently this was secondary in terms
of the group’s new media strategy in its satellite television-based infor-
mation campaign, with some estimates putting al Manar’s local and
satellite audience in 2003–2004 at a combined 10 million viewers world-
wide.88 All this changed with the widespread banning of the station’s
satellite transmissions in 2006. On a practical level, if the goal of the
French, U.S., and other bans on al Manar’s satellite transmission was to
make the station unavailable to large numbers of people worldwide, it
translated into an own-goal when, almost immediately on the
announcement of these, the station commenced live online streaming.
Eventually, this may mean that the station will draw more viewers via its
freely available Internet service than via more costly satellite connections.
The U.S. ban was likely doubly ill-advised because by blocking al
Manar’s transmission, Washington not only increased the station’s
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notoriety and thus popularity but also ignored political logic that
upholds interests. Commenting on how counterproductive this was for
the United States and its attempts to reach out to the “Arab street,” the
chairman of Hezbollah’s executive committee Hashim Safiy-al-Din
summed up the feelings of presumably a great many people in the
Middle East when he spoke about the ban:

[T]his impudent attack against our rights, with all their media, political,
cultural and economic dimensions, is not a sign of strength but a sign
of the U.S. weakness and powerlessness. By doing this it has proved its
tyranny and oppression, which we have been talking about . . . [T]he
U.S.A. is talking about democracy and freedom of speech, but at the
same time it cannot tolerate a sound or an image despite all the media
it has available throughout the world.89

If, as Burke suggests, bin Laden is closer to achieving his goals than
the West is to deterring him, the same is almost certainly true for
Hezbollah. Recent events, much of them played out live on al Manar,
have ensured that Hezbollah and its leader Nasrollah have gained
considerably in stature right across the Middle East. It is no surprise
then, in the context of the Lebanese crisis, when George Bush and
Condoleezza Rice called for the birth of a “new Middle East,” that
many in the Arab world felt that just such a birthing was already in the
offing but, as one opinion writer put it, “it will not be exactly the baby
[the United States] has longed for. For one thing, it will be neither
secular nor friendly to the United States. For another, it is going to be
a rough birth.”90 There are myriad complex reasons for this, but at
least one relates to the increased availability of new media technolo-
gies and their powerful effects, and to the first-hand knowledge avail-
able to at least two powerful actors in the Middle East drama that in
the information age “the ability to take command and control of the
global info-sphere is every bit as important as any other weapon on
the military, intelligence, financial or any other fronts.”91
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