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traditional structures and recently led to a traditional media outlet channel called 

Alarabiya commissioning work for Telfaz11. 

 

I believe that satire is a covert means of making critical commentary on Saudi culture 

without being directly confrontational and was at the forefront of my mind when 

interviewing people. This was confirmed by A1, the director of Sa7i, who stressed that 

satire “is more acceptable” but it was also, to some extent, made “more provocative” due 

to the conservatism of Saudi culture. These sentiments were reinforced by A4, the 

presenter of Qawareer, a Sa7i spin-off show dealing directly with female issues. She said:  

 
In this nation, and this part of the world, comedy and satire works. 
When you laugh at something it really can help change attitudes. If we 
create a simple stereotype, over simplification, or generalisation, then 
viewers tend to be more critical of us. People are bored of direct 
criticism as well. Well-balanced humour is more acceptable and more 
likely to have an effect (personal interview, 2015) 

 

A6, the General Manager of Telfaz11, simply described the production values of his 

channel as “comedy”, not feeling the need to classify it in terms of a specific genre of 

comedy. The General Manager is in charge of commissioning programmes and so would 

have a clear idea about the style and content of programmes and so I rephrased my 

question in terms of the commissioning process to see if I could get a more specific 

answer. Again he spoke in general terms but reinforced there were no political 

motivations behind the commissioning process: “We use specific styles of entertainment 

because this is the main creative motivation behind our culture at the moment. We have 

no other agenda. Therefore, we see entertainment as the best platform to deliver 

information to the people” (Personal interview). This downplaying of intention has been 

found in similar studies. In their study of new Saudi media (NSM), Ramsey and Fatani 

(2016: 190) found that “in discussing what they do, creators of NSM content seem to 

refer simply to ‘new media’ (al-I’lam al-jadid), or ‘social media’ (al-I’lam al-ijtima l ), as 

if their own specific forms of content were simply natural outgrowths of the medium, or 

as if it were simply obvious that the internet is the only appropriate outlet for the ‘new’ 

content they are creating”. 



	 147	

 

As A6 had identified his commissions used “specific styles of comedy” I saw this as an 

opportunity to get a more explicit answer and so asked whether satire enabled his 

programmes to push boundaries regarding artistic expression, he said, rather coyly, 

“maybe” and then reiterated that “we don’t care about anything other than entertainment 

style.” When I asked whether he felt that the channel was having an impact on public 

opinion, in terms of generating new conversations and promoting free speech, he again 

was unwilling to commit and said “No”, and instead was happier to talk about influence 

in less politically threatening terms: “we have contributed to popular culture, such as in 

helping to create new phrases, such as ‘Darbawi’ [an English equivalent would be a Boy 

Racer], that has become widely used. Such words were first created in our videos […] I 

don’t think I could claim to create public opinions but we have certainly helped to create 

a new popular culture.” 

 

As a Saudi I understand why A6 is being coy about the role of satire because there are 

obvious political ramifications if he is perceived to be deliberately undermining authority. 

Due to Saudi rules and regulations, as the head of an organisation he is ultimately 

responsible. Therefore it was important that I spoke to one of the presenters of these 

shows. I asked A3, a female presenter of BanaTube, whether she considered herself to be 

a satirist. She said:    

 
Newspapers are serious, TV is serious and Radio is serious. We get 
enough from serious programmes. With new media such as Snapchat, 
YouTube and Instagram, we get new things and different perspectives. 
It is not acceptable to talk in an episode of five or ten minutes in 
YouTube about serious issues. Given the social pressures we live 
with, both politically and culturally, we need to find new ways to 
express ourselves. Personally, I am not a satirist, I have a serious 
personality, but I accept I may be labeled a satirist because my genre 
is black comedy. My goal is not to make you laugh. It’s to have a 
positive impact and create change (Personal Interview). 

 

In Habermas’s analysis of the emergence of the public sphere we see many factors 

enabling conversations to emerge. One major structural change in Europe that helped 

facilitate public debate was the Licensing Act of 1695. As stated in a previous chapter 
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this gave publishers greater freedom of expression as they no longer had to gain consent 

for publication from the Queen and were able to trust their own judgement in terms of 

taste and what the public needed. Such structural changes enabled the emergence of 

publication such as Moral Weeklies, whose primary purpose was to spread ideas about 

the Enlightenment and arouse debate around ethical considerations rather than simply 

reproduce news (Ertler, 2012). As we have seen, Moral Weeklies had large subscriptions 

with Coffeehouses which provided copies for their customers. Digital media sites such as 

YouTube are a very similar major structural change as that of the Licensing Act of 1695 

and are also facilitating public debate, much of which we will discuss in more detail 

further on in this chapter. In terms of whether they enable the producers to ‘trust their 

own judgement’ we will see that this is clearly the case in Saudi Arabia today, though I 

will demonstrate that strict changes in the law have only enabled this freedom because 

responsibility falls with the channel owner, thereby ushering in forms of self-censorship. 

The Moral Weeklies functioned to spread new ideas and not simply ‘reproduce news’. 

This is also something that can be applied to YouTube channels which are issue-based. 

Finally, Moral Weeklies partly relied on coffeehouses subscribing to issues which were 

provided to customers in order to attract and keep them in the coffeehouse. Social 

networking sites offer a similar space for discussions, albeit virtually, and it is the 

subscription to the channels of Sa7i and Telfaz11 that enables the channels to raise 

advertising rates and produce more content. In this respect I believe that each new 

historical epoch creates new conditions and new means of expression to enable public 

spaces to emerge that facilitate public debates. The popularity of Saudi YouTube 

channels is no different. 

 

6.4.2	Censorship	and	audience	engagement	
Satire has many functions and purposes, but it isn’t something that presenters and general 

managers of organisations are prepared to admit to. At present it functions as a socially 

acceptable means of opening up otherwise ignored topics. But it is also a means of 

dealing with censorship. In this section I will look at the impact of censorship on debate 

and the implications this has for digital media creating a genuine public sphere. From my 
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interviews I have classified censorship into three sections: external censorship; 

censorship to protect an individual and advertising as censorship.   

A)	External	censorship		
A1, the General Director of Sa7i, claimed that he has never had to reject material due to 

subject matter that pushes boundaries. “The only time I have rejected something is if the 

content is bad or the idea is not convincing or the scenario is not well written. So it is 

technical rejection only.” When I asked him whether satire has helped to push press 

freedom, A1 said:  

 
I don’t think so, there are lines in Saudi Arabia that can’t be 
crossed. There are certain issues in the country that have 
consensus, such as the political shape. There are no republicans 
or democrats as in Western democracies. The only disputes are; 
whether the country should be conservative or not, the level of 
participation in decision-making, and how to raise awareness of 
corruption and how to fight it. These are the main disputes in 
Saudi Arabia (Personal interview). 

 

I found this response interesting as A1 has previously been accused of ‘crossing a red 

line’ with a sport television programme. This was broadcast on television which may 

explain why it courted more controversy. When I asked him whether he possibly ‘got  

away with it’ that time because he had powerful people behind him, he said “No, the 

issue in Saudi Arabia is the way that you approach and talk about an issue. If the 

government – the real people in charge – suspect that your criticisms are deliberately 

insulting or that you have an ulterior agenda, then you have a problem. But if these two 

areas are dealt with professionally, then you are ok.”  

 

Earlier in our interview A1 had said that he had not had to reject content due to it being 

controversial yet here we have a clear admission that the reason programmes have not 

been rejected is because the facts are presented in a particular style or format. By 

ensuring programmes are produced ‘professionally’ and that they use the right ‘approach’ 

there are ways that you can get around the censor. This form of subversion is no different 

to other forms of artistic expression over the centuries which have hidden their true 

meanings behind seemingly innocent content (Newth, 2010; Freedman, 2009).     
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One major problem that Saudi Arabia YouTube channels face, as well as all forms of 

media, is that a lot of the culturally sensitive ‘red lines’ are not actually firm laws (such 

as women not being allowed to drive). This creates ambiguity about what is and isn’t 

acceptable behaviour. This means that YouTube Channels are in constant danger of 

offending someone, although A1 seemed to be relatively pragmatic and unconcerned by 

this: “The Ministry of Information and Culture don’t like ‘surprises’ and so if a person is 

offended and they complain to the Ministry, they will probably pursue this further. Ok, 

no worries. We would then be asked to take the content down”. 

 

By ‘person’ he is referring to an important person. It is, in my opinion, very likely that 

‘important’ people will continue to be offended because there is a cultural clash between 

the traditional orthodox elders and a younger, more globally connected youth. Earlier in 

the interview A1 said that he had never had to reject content that crossed a line but he did 

admit that in the past he had to take down two videos, presumably following a complaint 

from an important person. He explained that these were taken down because they were 

published at a very sensitive time and so could have been misinterpreted due to the 

political circumstances at the time. But what constitutes ‘sensitive’ is itself open to 

interpretation. One reason that A1 believes that Sa7i has been able to remain relatively 

independent and avoid censorship is “Because we have no political agenda”. He explains 

that the channel has no political allegiance, such as to Muslim Brotherhoods, and one 

reason he sees as enabling this open attitude to culture is down to having a diverse range 

of staff from different backgrounds and tribes. “It’s a very diverse organisation and we’re 

very proud of that”. The organisation actively employ a diverse range of staff from across 

the country in order to create a more balanced perspective and outlook.   	

	

Fundamental to retaining their independence and ensuring they avoided becoming 

partisan was the location of their offices in Jeddah. “This business we are doing can only 

flourish in a non-conservative society. Creativity can only happen when there are no 

social restrictions. Therefore, we chose to be in Jeddah because it is the most diverse city 

in the country and therefore has no restrictions.” Diversity is something that came up 

time and again during our interview, and it is worth noting that Jeddah is one of the few 
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cities in Saudi Arabia whereby young people of different genders are allowed to mix for a 

few hours at designated public events (Zoeff, 2011). 

 

However, a more important determinant in being able to express ideas is not so much the 

physical location, although clearly this is important, but the fact that these conversations 

take place online rather than in public. As Kraidy (2006) has argued, Saudi authorities are 

very adept at controlling ‘big media’ and therefore the success of the YouTube channels, 

particularly in terms of content, may simply be because they are small scale and therefore 

‘off the radar’. This may very well change as they grow in popularity and new forms of 

regulation develop to bring them more in line with big media. 

 
B)	Censorship	to	protect	an	individual		
BanaTube is a show that is broadcast on the Qawareer channel. The blurb on the 

YouTube channel claims their purpose is “shedding light on the situation of women and 

their affairs and those things that are relevant to them.” A4, the General Manager of the 

channel, sees the show as targeting three types of audience. These are: students, aged 

between 15-25 years-old, younger adult women “who have limited traditions and habits 

as well as confusion about their life and looking for answers everywhere” and the ‘Life 

Starter’, such as “a woman who has just started a job, recently become a mother or got 

married.” It quickly becomes clear flicking through the uploaded videos that what is 

“relevant” to these women is emancipation and equality. Content includes opinions on 

women having the right to drive, being in public without a headscarf, and workplace 

discrimination. Ramsey and Fatani in Mellor and Rinnawi (2016: 196) argue that in terms 

of political opinions, BanaTube:  

 
Does not develop these into clearly articulated political claims or 
demands directed at any authority in particular […] material with a 
clear ‘social’ agenda appears to function more in the role of offering a 
public information service than advancing any kind of partisan 
agenda, well concealed or otherwise. In such material, the aim instead 
is to encourage and empower citizens to solve problems for 
themselves, without recourse to making claims on the state.  

 

When I interviewed the presenter of BanaTube about editorial decisions relating to 

content, she supported Ramsey and Fatani’s claims, stating: 
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It can be anything as long as I steer clear of what people call the 
‘forbidden trinity,’ by this I mean religion, sex and politics. In our 
culture, it is tradition and a custom to not discuss such issues before 
the government has spoken about it. At Sa7i I have a certain degree of 
freedom in that I am allowed to discuss some issues around these 
subjects but I choose not to. This is because I am a woman and I don’t 
want to experience harassment on Twitter again (Personal Interview). 

 

This will explain why “so far there have been no comments from the government”. She is 

also aware that presenting a female show is very different to a male hosted show in terms 

of the level of freedom: “We have to think about every possible scenario and how the 

most smallest of details may cause offence or outrage on Twitter. These are still early 

days for female presenters and so pre-empting all possible problems is vital.” However, 

this pragmatism shouldn’t be underestimated. It became clear through our interview that 

this was a woman with a bigger and more patient agenda.   

 
I have more important priorities that I believe can bring about more 
meaningful change on a micro level, such as debating issues that 
affect woman such as persecution, sexual harassment and creating 
jobs for women that make a difference, or the many problems faced 
by school teachers. Many female school teachers are given jobs in 
schools that are very far away, meaning they have a male drive them 
for up to four hours a day just to get to work. I want women to be 
given jobs in schools closer to home and their family so that they 
aren’t reliant on a man to drive them to work. These are the battles I 
choose to face as they are battles I have a chance of winning (Personal 
interview). 
 

A3 then became very animated, talking about how installing women with confidence is 

vital if there is going to be change in society. This has become more evident recently with 

the inclusion of statistics at the end of an issues-led show: “We always put at the end of 

each show a message that explicitly states the overriding message or theme from each 

show. For example, when debating women’s rights I might include percentages of people 

who have reported sexual harassment.” This has direct implications for a public sphere as 

facts are vital to rational critical debate and suggest these issues are being taken seriously. 

YouTube channels are potentially filling gaps that have been ignored by mainstream 

media by providing information that may otherwise be ignored and giving a visual 

presence to the issues faced by women.  
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It is also worth stating that Qawareer is a female channel run by a female and presents 

female issues. This would have been unthinkable ten years ago. So the mere existence of 

this show represents a victory over cultural censorship. The mission of the channel, 

according to the General Manager A4, is threefold:  

 
To break/down and challenge stereotypes of Saudi females in 
Saudi Arabia. This stands on three foundations; it could be 
entertainment, information and empowerment. Entertainment 
would typically involve making fun of being single instead of 
being sad; allowing the woman to talk about these issues herself. 
Information is simple, such as tips and advice on various topics to 
help women become better informed. Empowerment is simply 
enabling individuals to think more clearly about how they can 
improve their life (Personal Interview). 

 

However, let’s be under no illusions that the diversification of programmes and 

presenters on the channel is a means of attracting and developing new audiences while 

driving traffic to their network. It is a mutually beneficial relationship, offering 

emancipation and financial remuneration.     

 
A3 became the presenter of BanaTube after visiting a friend at the studio and meeting 

one of the producers who happened to be looking for a female presenter. At the time A3 

was working for a commercial radio station in Jeddah and enjoyed the anonymity of 

radio. “It was a big step to suddenly be on screen and recognisable by lots of people, so I 

consulted with my family. My father was very supportive and so I signed the contract.” 

 

Coming from a broadcast journalism background A3 was “concerned that YouTube was 

not as credible or as powerful a medium as TV and radio.” She has now been working at 

the channel for two years. It is testament to her resilience that she has remained on the 

channel as her initial introduction was challenging. Each new show is promoted by a 15 

second trailer that is broadcast in the days leading up to the broadcast.  

 
When my clip was first broadcast it became a trending hashtag on 
Twitter for three days. People across Saudi Arabia used the hashtag to 
curse and insult me. What was really upsetting is they hadn’t even 
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seen the programme yet and they were judging me because I am a 
woman who dares to have an opinion on social issues that have 
traditionally been discussed only by men (Personal Interview). 

 

This was a very difficult time and she felt a mixture of sadness and frustration. There was 

the added problem of “being publicly humiliated by strangers.” She cites two reasons for 

remaining on the channel: the support of her family and the support of Sa7i. Sa7i did this 

by not giving in to the online trolls and helping her feel “valued for my opinions and 

artistic integrity”.  

 
This fills me with confidence that spills out into every area of my 
life. There is also a social status that comes with being associated 
with Sa7i which means that people take you more seriously. Since 
presenting BanaTube I have received several offers from TV and 
Radio, as well as being regularly invited to events to share my 
experiences on panel discussions or as a guest speaker. Sharing my 
experiences with people in public is one way that I can help people 
gain the confidence to embrace new experiences and make a 
difference. This is how you slowly make change happen in society 
(Personal Interview). 

 

I was interested as to how much freedom she would be given to articulate general 

concerns within an entertainment setting, and how she would be protected once 

expressing these beliefs. As it turned out, it was she who had to request censorship in the 

form of turning off the comments section that appeared below her broadcasts as she had 

received a lot of abuse and found this very stressful.  

 
When my clip was first broadcast it became a trending hashtag on Twitter 
for three days. I was frustrated. I cried. I became very sad. I didn’t expect it 
to be so difficult. Nothing can prepare you for being publicly humiliated. 
But the fact that the show has now existed for two years and is very 
successful has helped me prove critics wrong [……] when my first show 
was published and I read all of the horrible comments my hands froze at 
that time, seriously. I then felt like my heart was about to stop. That’s when 
I rang the channel and asked them to disable the comments or I would quit. 
(Personal Interview, 2015)  

 

This has obvious implications for conceptions of a public sphere in that the comments fell 

short of rational critical debate. However, it also shows that internally, organisations are 

protecting staff and not simply removing them from shows due to social pressures. When 
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I asked the Qawareer channel manager A4, whether disabling comments was the right 

thing to do in that it stopped other people from responding and holding other people to 

account, she said:  

 
When we enable the comments, there is nothing but hate, just hate, they either talk 
about how the girl looks or what religion she is from or her morals and reputation, 
nothing about the show, no constructive criticism, it is just pure hate. I feel it 
demotivates the team and discourages them. I don’t want people demotivated when 
we are in the early stages of our development as a company. Most of the comments 
are from men. (Personal Interview, 2015) 

Qawareer is a hugely important channel as it is the only YouTube platform available to 

women to express their ideas. More importantly, all other entertainment shows on 

YouTube that address female issues are written by men. Therefore, this is the first 

channel to present issues from a female perspective. This seems to conform to 

Habermas’s “ideal speech situation” (1990: 43-115) in that “every subject with the 

competence to speak and act is allowed to take part in discourse.” The show has also 

allowed women to “express their attitudes, desires and needs”, albeit with a little caution 

rather than “hesitation.” They can “question assertion” and “introduce assertion” into 

discourse, as is evident through conversations about issues which directly affect their life. 

Naturally there are restrictions but it is undeniably progress. 

The fact that BanaTube received such an onslaught of offensive comments when it was 

first broadcast illustrates the difficulties and challenges these courageous women face in 

making these issues public. Although hatred and prejudice are not qualities associated 

with rational-critical debate, they can be used to bring about rational dialogue. It is 

opening up discourse. A4 was insistent throughout our interview that “We have to be 

strong. We have to keep making episodes about women’s issues and show the hatred they 

experience everyday online, just because they are women. This is ignorance and our 

mission is to remain focussed on issues for women and to keep making programmes.” 

 

Habermas has received criticism from Nancy Fraser (1990) because his public sphere 

discriminates against marginalised groups and women and therefore is constituted by a 

"number of significant exclusions." She argues that “this network of clubs and 
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associations – philanthropic, civic, professional, and cultural – was anything but 

accessible to everyone. On the contrary, it was the arena, the training ground and 

eventually the power base of a stratum of bourgeois men who were coming to see 

themselves as a “universal class” and preparing to assert their fitness to govern."  I 

believe that YouTube is bringing a broad range of people together, many of whom have 

been marginalised. This has the potential to politically mobilise individuals who may 

otherwise have felt isolated were they not exposed to people with similar ideas. Indeed, 

Habermas may have been criticised for the exclusive nature of his bourgeois public 

sphere, something he acknowledged, but this is not something that can be levelled at 

YouTube whereby it is accessible to all. But in being open to all, this brings problems, 

not least to a society where men and women are segregated. But, as I would find out in 

my interview with A4, even negative and derogatory comments represent progress. It is 

just unfamiliar turf. 

 
Another important point is that online men and women are interacting for 
the first time and so they are learning how to do this. This is why I think 
there are a lot of hateful comments. Even if a woman is talking about a 
simple issue she gets lots of bullying. Our solution is to make a 
programme about this. To show how these comments affect women. This 
is how you change people. I think a lot of people in Saudi Arabia are 
accepting of women, but online they are learning how to communicate 
this and this will take time (Personal Interview). 
 
 

This observation is supported by Kraidy (2006) who has argued that new media has 

altered the information dynamics that shape public discourse. Kraidy examined public 

discourse surrounding Star Academy, the most popular and most controversial 

programme in Arab television history, and explored how dynamics of information among 

different media have shaped the Arab public sphere. This has since been supported by 

Murphy (2013: 294) who argued that satellite television was instrumental in opening up 

the “ramparts” of a traditionally closed society. “Now the internet has reduced those 

ramparts to rubble.” For similar intents and purposes as Star Academy, BanaTube is 

challenging principles of Saudi social organisation by enabling the free mixing of sexes, 

albeit virtually.  
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A4 suggested that the people responsible for the trolling “know what to say, they know 

how to be heard, they know how to get noticed”. Experience will bring greater 

confidence to deal with such personal attacks and skills to fight back, but it is 

encouraging to know she has the full support of the organisation. Perhaps when the 

comment sections on uploads can be turned back on again we can take this as a form of 

progress.  

 

C)	Advertising	as	censorship	
The biggest benefit of making an observation was being able to witness a brand 

management meeting with KitKat, whereby staff discussed how and where to include the 

brand in a video. This is a large brand and so it was useful to be reminded just how big 

these channels have got and how many people can influence the content of production. It 

was here that I made a surprising discovery. Sa7i is not an independent channel as I 

presumed but is instead funded by a Dallah, a huge private company in Saudi Arabia. 

Given their budget and the money they have invested in Sa7i, it is easy to see why the 

production values of the videos are so high. But being owned by a large organisation has 

obvious ramifications for the level of freedom individual presenters can expect as clearly 

they will want to promote the image and reputation of the organisation.   

 

Habermas (1991) has argued that the emergence of the mass media acting as a public 

sphere was problematic once advertising and business interests came to slowly replace or 

influence the content of newspapers or indeed the type of news discussed. When I 

confronted the General Manager of Sa7i about potential conflicts of interest as a result of 

having large brands sponsor shows, he was very open, admitting that “international 

advertisers do not like controversial content that could potentially damage their brand” 

but also emphasised that large brands, such as Pepsi, Doritos and KitKat offer up annual 

contracts, thereby giving the organisation security to plan and invest longer term. He was 

keen to point out that they were being approached by large brands because of their style 

of production, so this wasn’t necessarily an issue. They were chasing him rather than the 

other way around. I think it is important to be realistic here. Any organisation that is 

funded through advertising will limit the degree to which ideas can be expressed. But 
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without this funding the organisation would not be able to develop in the same way.  

However, there were still reasons to be optimistic. The General Manager later revealed 

that “the memes that don't have international advertisements might have the stronger 

views, and we have some programmes that don’t have any adverts at all.” This suggests 

that freedom of expression is possible in some programmes and not so much in others. 

Either way, both programmes are able to coexist, appealing to their respective audiences.    

 

The social media department of Sa7i is relatively small with three people. But these three 

people, according to A1, have been carefully selected as “they are all diverse, from 

different cities” and therefore enable a general understanding of the needs of the country. 

They engage audiences mainly through Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and 

Telegram, using official accounts so that the audience are aware of who they are talking 

to. Their main responsibility is to monitor every uploaded video and read through 

comments. These are then collated and analysed and written up in a weekly report which 

is published internally. I wasn’t allowed to see it. From this they are able to ascertain 

general trends. This role is taken very seriously. A1 estimates that audience engagement 

equates to “30% of our work”. This is not surprising given that these are the figures 

which will draw in the global brands and set advertising rates. 

  

6.4.3	Impact	on	traditional	media	and	professionalism		
Perhaps the single most influential aspect of these YouTube channels on traditional 

media organisations is their ability to develop and maintain audiences. This is something 

newspapers will need to emulate if they are to survive in an age when we increasingly 

turn to digital for information. Presenters of YouTube shows almost immediately become 

microcelebrities, such as Fahad Albutairi from Telfaz11 and Ibrahim Saleh from Sa7i. 

This in turns increases viewing figures, which helps raise advertising rates. This money is 

then ploughed back into new content. These are well-run media organisations, with 

enormous potential to expand further. It was no surprise, then, to learn that many of the 

presenters I interviewed have been offered lucrative jobs by high end TV channels in the 

region. But merely having the right face on television is no indicator of success. 

Likewise, television does not appear to have the freedom that online content does, 
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perhaps because television is still viewed by an older audience whereas YouTube is 

tapping into the values and culture of the under 30 generation.  

 

The initial perception I got from my observations is that there is a vast amount of work 

within these channels in order to produce one video. Sa7i produce between 16  and 17 

videos per month. These are scheduled throughout the month so that there is regular 

content uploaded. Achieving these deadlines is important as each show has its own 

sponsor. Therefore most content is created in-house, although it is necessary to film some 

shots outside, depending on the subject matter. Each show has its own basic studio, 

making it simple and easy to record content. The studios are well equipped with the latest 

technology and typically include green screen rooms, the latest software packages and 

well-trained staff who have a supportive network. A General Manager is on hand to 

ensure the smooth flow of work from production to marketing, to ensure programmes 

meet tight schedules. This structure is what you would expect of any professional media 

organisation. In producing high quality media output, these channels are directly in 

competition with traditional media outlets. This is inevitably raising production values 

and audience expectations.   

 

Small dedicated teams work tirelessly on individual shows to ensure a consistency in tone 

and output. A1, the General Director of Sa7i, describes this structure in terms of four 

corners of one whole: “The presenter is a corner, the content manager is a corner, the 

general director is a corner, and the production manager is a corner. These are the four 

corners who must always agree.” While the team remains relatively small, and everyone 

knows each other, it is perhaps more realistic to see these four corners meeting together. 

But this may change if the channel becomes more successful and the team needs to 

expand. A1 was also keen to emphasise that these “four corners” do not draw inspiration 

for their shows from topics raised in the newspapers. “The newspapers are dead, they 

became yesterday’s news” he joked. Their decisions, it would appear, are informed by 

employing a relatively youthful and digitally literate team who takes inspiration from 

their own lives while knowing how to tap into the Zeitgeist online. 
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Telfaz11 make between three and six videos a month. These can cost between 500 riyals 

to 50, 000 riyals and tend to last between 3 and 11 minutes. Like other YouTube channels 

they are funded through advertising and so need to work hard in order to increase and 

maintain viewing figures. They have exceeded one billion views and have over 12 

million followers on Twitter. They are a confident organisation, comprised of 50 full-

time staff and 50 part-time staff, who provide various placement opportunities to 

graduate students in order to equip them with the skills and experiences required for this 

sector. They do not feel the need to turn to newspapers for inspiration or topical stories 

because they know who their target audience are and what they need. These are 18-35 

year-olds, for whom, according to A6, “entertainment is the best platform to deliver 

information to the people”.  

  

Telfaz11 are emblematic of flexible and reactive modern media organisation who have 

the foresight and confidence to tap into the latest trends in order to attract new audiences. 

For this reason, they only have loyalty to YouTube as long as it serves a function. A6 

explains: “Our ambition is simple. We want to be anywhere where the public is. At the 

moment that’s YouTube but we have no loyalty to YouTube. If youth move to another 

social media platform we will start there. Our only goal is to be able to share our 

content”. A6 identifies his channel as being most closely related to the film industries and 

that “We are having an impact on the style of videos made and how these are broadcast 

and also the way in which videos are able to bring people together”.    

 

6.5	Conclusion	
Sa7i and Telfaz11 are emergent media organisations that are constantly expanding their 

channels and presenters as and when the demand is there. I was particularly struck by the 

working dynamics of both organisations, particularly the way they actively encourage all 

staff, no matter what their role or position, to participate in the production and promotion 

of programmes, creating a real sense of unity. I would go as far as to describe them as 

like families, a supportive network whereby they all share the same goal – the potential to 

have a direct impact on the lives of ordinary citizens. Unlike ethnographic studies of 

larger media organisations, such as those performed by Tunstall (1993) and 
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Hemmingway (2007), the Saudi YouTube channels appear to be less influenced by top 

down processes. The real driver is the quality of content, and from this other 

considerations fall into place. This was particularly evident in Sa7i opting to locate their 

business in Jeddah, a far more diverse and open-minded city than the capital. This 

ensured Sa7i could employ a diverse range of staff, from a broad range of backgrounds, 

helping to ensure any content produced would reflect the diversity of their intended 

audience – engaged Saudi citizens. This is why visiting the channel was so important, as 

there is no way of understanding how important a diverse range of staff are when you 

watch a video on these channels.  

 

A diverse range of staff has also been instrumental in enabling the channels to produce 

the right balance and blend of satire. Satire is absolutely fundamental to the success of the 

channel. Although my interviews and observation revealed a general cautiousness to be 

seen to be using this form of humour in a provocative way, clearly it provides a means 

through which difficult subjects can be broached. Indeed, just as the Pew Report in the 

United States found that satirical programmes such as the Colbert Report and the Late 

Show helped to provide civic education that was missing from general education, so too I 

found that the YouTube channels are helping to “teach their viewers about healthy public 

spheres and civic society” (Waisanen in Benacka, 2016 p.35). The use of satire in Saudi 

Arabia has been vital in providing citizens with information about their lives that was 

simply not being reported in newspapers or other traditional media forms due to strict 

regulations and cultural taboos. Another important finding from my visit was how the 

owners do not feel any loyalty towards the social networks that have provided them with 

their success. If in the future they close down their YouTube channel and move to 

another platform, it is, as A6 declared, because “we want to be anywhere where the 

public is”. Print media, as a passive medium, does not have this flexibility to simply 

move elsewhere. Digital media does. And it is this exact flexibility and ability to adapt to 

the changing needs of audiences that makes it such a vital space for a public sphere. 

Digital media also provides a space for anyone to contribute to public discourse. Social 

media networks have the potential to allow individuals to express their subjectivity, to 

share their identity, to personalise their experiences, to interact with people from different 
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backgrounds. This marks it out as completely different to Habermas’s bourgeois public 

sphere where access to modes of expression were more limited. However, there are ways 

in which print media can incorporate digital into the production of news reporting, such 

as sourcing information and audience opinion from social media networks, thereby 

deepening public discourse by bringing a diverse range of subjectivities together. 

Therefore, it is vital that I spoke to journalists to understand how they are adapting to this 

ever changing media landscape and to see whether social networks, rather than being a 

threat, can also help to improve professional journalism standards. 
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Chapter	7:		Twitter’s	Impact	on	Journalism	Practices	
 

7.1	Introduction	
Without doubt social media networks have imposed their presence firmly within Saudi 

Arabia’s established media organisations. Social network sites like Twitter are not only 

changing the means of producing journalism, but also making changes to journalists’ 

practices and behaviour online. This is because Twitter is becoming the place where 

journalism interacts with audiences, importing stories and posting content (Ahmad, 

2010). Audiences in Saudi Arabia are increasingly active rather than passive as a result of 

embracing social media in Web 2.0. This has created a desire to put forward their views 

and to engage in debate and discussion online. A generation that has learned the 

importance of sharing information online, be it retweeting or simply voicing an opinion, 

has created a bank of online knowledge. Now a strong motivating force is to stand out 

from the crowd, to attract more followers or likes than your friends and to become the 

next opinion leader in this more democratic online playing field. Therefore, this has led 

traditional media platforms in Saudi Arabia to engage significantly with Twitter and other 

social media platforms by creating their own accounts and interacting with their 

audiences. Whether Twitter has the potential to act as a form of parliament (Worth, 2012) 

and bring about significant change to traditional media in Saudi Arabia, or to act simply 

as an alternative medium for delivering media content, only time will tell.  

 

7.2	Interviews	with	press	journalists		
Having seen the structure of YouTube media organisations and exploring the ways in 

which these social networks are enabling conversations to emerge that are contributing to 

a digital public sphere I felt it was necessary to talk directly to newspaper journalists to 

understand the impact of social network sites, such as Twitter, on the traditional media of 

Saudi Arabia. The interviews explore what possible impacts the mass adoption and 

expression of social media might have on traditional journalism in terms of raising 
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professional standards and practices. I see this as integral to discussions surrounding 

spaces within the public sphere. Habermas has shown how in the eighteenth century a 

new civic society emerged which was partly due to growing rates of literacy, accessibility 

to literature, and a new kind of critical journalism (Habermas, 1991). It was through these 

new spaces that individuals were able to discuss issues that directly affected them, in 

particular the economics of free market capitalism.  

 

In Saudi Arabia, a traditionally closed society, new spaces of conversation are emerging 

that are bringing private individuals, with their own subjectivities, together. Ideas 

expressed on social media are forcing newspapers to take note and listen, thereby 

widening the dissemination of cultural and political discourses. Economics is still 

imperative in that newspapers need to adapt to the concerns raised on these platforms or 

they face the real danger of no longer bearing relevance to the lives they purport to 

represent. The sheer volume of ideas and opinions being expressed online is creating new 

forms of dialogue that have the potential to either change the way in which journalists 

operate or potentially to bring about meaningful change.  

 

The purpose of my conducted interviews was to hear how these changes are affecting 

journalists, how they have had to adapt the way they report on public affairs or source 

stories, and how social media is slowly being embedded into traditional print media. I 

wanted to speak to editors as well as journalists in order to ascertain the different 

pressures both feel and to see whether this is having a direct effect on their internal 

structure, as in documentation that outlines ways of engaging with readers online, as well 

as the external pressures of reporting news in a culture with a religious conservative 

monarchy at its centre.  

 

It is important to reiterate once more that it is not possible to have a ‘public sphere’ in 

Saudi Arabia as detailed by Habermas (1989) because Saudi culture is constructed on a 

different value system to that of Western capitalism. But a conversation is starting to 

emerge in the digital sphere that is empowering citizens with the means to debate public 

matters that previously would have been determined solely by mainstream media. 
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Newspapers are starting to listen more intently to the population now that they have the 

means of accessing these opinions. I wanted to hear directly from key people within the 

newspaper industry who have been affected by these digital transformations in modes of 

expression. Were they fully aware of the significance of these changes in how people 

communicate or has it all happened so quickly that nobody has had time to reflect? 

Likewise, how has social media affected the production of news? Do journalists feel extra 

pressure now that they are more accountable and their stories can be fact-checked by 

multitudes of people eager to take the opportunity to express their opinions? 

 

To understand any possible impacts I interviewed a series of senior journalists from six 

mainstream newspapers. In order to construct as vivid a picture as possible of the effects 

of social media on the profession, I spoke to people at various levels within a newspaper. 

This included editors-in-chief, content managers and senior journalists. I was concerned 

that editors may have a very different view of the direction of newspapers to the 

journalists and so interviewing both enabled me to cross check responses and ascertain 

whether standards and ethics were adapting to the new media environment. It is also 

worth noting that Saudi Arabia has no Freedom of Information law. Therefore there is no 

way of gaining public access to state-held information, particularly in relation to sensitive 

topics, and so it is difficult to ascertain exactly what pressures media organisations are 

under. Hence the need to interview a broad range of media professionals. The interviews 

focus on three key areas: the policies and regulations of newspapers in terms of 

expectations and behaviour of staff online; the extent to which newspapers feel they have 

the freedom to express ideas and opinions; and, finally, online interaction with readers. 

As with the YouTube interviews, the questions were designed and created in order to 

explore key issues, with a series of pre-planned sub-questions for each. It is important to 

note that although I had an agenda in terms of wishing to explore certain issues, I did not 

stick rigidly to a list of pre-set questions and was flexible and responsive where required. 

The interviews took place in Riyadh and Jeddah.  

 

Prior to embarking on my doctoral thesis I was a correspondent for the Aleqtisadiah 

newspaper from 2003 until 2012. My main areas of correspondence included 
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international sport, especially football. As part of this role I have travelled the world 

covering global sporting events, such as FIFA elections and the World Cup. This has 

given me a solid understanding of varying approaches to news coverage from Western 

and Saudi journalists. Given my background experience working for a Saudi newspaper I 

was genuinely fascinated to understand exactly how Twitter might have transformed 

journalism practices and what kind of impact social media has had on the production of 

news. Clearly it brings both challenges and problems. I will now explore these issues in 

relation to three categories: policies and regulations; press freedom; online interaction 

and accountability.  

 

7.2.1	Policies	and	regulations	
From the interviews I found that five of the six newspapers have no official regulations or 

general guidelines for their staff to follow when using social media networks. Likewise 

none provide, or have been given, a specific policy or training from senior management 

with regards to expected online behaviour. This is absolutely vital in managing 

expectations and ensuring staff are protected when disputes arise. It was also apparent 

that newspaper publishers do not see a distinction between a journalist – a paid employee 

representing an organisation – and their personal use of social media platforms. The 

general attitude in all of my conducted interviews was that social media is something that 

everybody does in their spare time and it is unfair to tell someone how they ought to use 

it. A personal Twitter account is a personal account: it has nothing to do with your 

employer or your place of business. Clearly there are lots of potential problems here, not 

least that individuals are under the impression that they can say what they like online but 

they may be punished for this retrospectively if their comments offend the wrong people. 

It’s interesting to compare this relaxed attitude towards social media to a study by 

Lasorsa, Lewis and Holton (2011) who analysed the content of 22,000 tweets by 

journalists and found that the journalists more freely express opinions which contests the 

journalistic norm of objectivity (impartiality and nonpartisanship). The study also 

concluded that tweeting had two additional features: it provided accountability and 

transparency regarding how they conduct their work, and enabled them to share more 

user-generated content with their followers. The study also found that journalists who 
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worked for more established ‘big’ media, such as national newspapers, national television 

news divisions or cable news networks were less likely to share personal information or 

provide information about their jobs, or to engaging in discussions with other tweeters 

than those journalists who worked for less ‘elite’ news organisations.  

 

My findings contradict those of Lasorsa, Lewis and Holton (2011). Twitter use in Saudi 

Arabia encompasses all facets of life and there doesn’t seem to be any boundaries, at least 

according to my interviews. This open attitude towards self-expression echoes sentiments 

raised by A1 of Sa7i when he said that “The Ministry of Information and Culture don’t 

like ‘surprises’ and so if a person is offended and they complain to the Ministry, they will 

probably pursue this further”. Perhaps one reason why journalists are free to do as they 

choose with their personal Twitter accounts is because self-censorship is the norm. If you 

decide to push boundaries it is your business. If you get into trouble it is your business.  

 

The journalists I spoke to confirmed this when they stated they “might face punishment” 

from their organisation if they write an article that brings disrepute to the reputation of 

the publication. “Punishment” translates as being sacked. The journalists were very 

matter-of-fact about this and didn’t seem to expect their mangers or editors to support 

them with necessary training or advice regarding content and tone of stories. It was very 

much deemed an individual’s responsibility to regulate themselves.    

  

B3 is the Assistant Editor-in-Chief for Aleqtisadiah newspaper. When asked to comment 

on journalists’ online behaviour he had a very relaxed approach and did not seem to feel 

that an employee’s personal behaviour and opinions have anything to do with their 

professional conduct. “We primarily consider social networking accounts for any 

journalist working on our newspaper to be their own personal account. Of course we 

would like them to conduct themselves in a professional manner online in line with the 

newspaper policy”. When I mentioned that there is not a document clearly outlining what 

the ‘newspaper’s policy’ is, and that journalists therefore do not have guidance on 

acceptable behaviour, B3 dismissed this. The rule that appears to govern online behaviour 

is simple: do what you like but if it creates a media storm, prepare to face the 
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consequences. Clearly this approach needs to change if the Saudi media is to raise 

professional standards. It needs to be a top-down process rather than being left to the 

discretion of employees. It will be interesting to see whether this changes over the next 

ten years as social media becomes more embedded in everyday life and therefore 

becomes beholden to more stringent regulation from the Ministry of Information and 

Culture.    

 

B3 is more than aware that behaviour online can be controversial and cause great 

dishonour to family, friends and employers. Twitter, in particular, can lead to some 

heated exchanges online and has the potential to inadvertently drag organisations into the 

discussion, such as #hashtag debates around fair pay. But he appears to accept, rather 

casually, that this is a consequence of use. When asked to expand on this he said: “There 

are some colleagues who enter into altercations online and tweet comments that are 

clearly partisan. But we do not consider what is being said on a colleague’s personal 

social networking account to be damaging to the newspaper. It is their opinion” (Personal 

Interview, 2016). 

 

On one level this attitude appears to be incredibly liberal, suggesting a degree of personal 

freedom of expression. But the fact that somebody can be punished retrospectively for 

their behaviour after being given no guidance on expected behaviour is unfair. A simple 

solution to this problem would be a disclaimer on personal Twitter accounts, as is the 

norm with BBC journalists. This would simply state: ‘The views expressed on this 

account are mine and not that of my company’, or ‘retweets are not endorsements’. There 

are tools available to do this for you, such as ‘disclaimify’ and so putting in place simple 

structural guidance would enable better journalistic standards (Sonderman, 2012) but 

most importantly help protect journalists. However, there is research that suggests a more 

relaxed attitude towards social media presence can help build up audiences.  Holton and 

Lewis (2011) performed content analysis of 22,000 tweets and examined the use of 

humour by 430 of the most followed journalists. Their findings indicate that in informal 

social spaces like Twitter humour is closely associated to sharing personal life details 

which in turn enables more interpersonal discussion. If casual everyday observations help 
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to create better bonds with followers then there is a greater chance these followers may 

engage with their articles.     

 

When I asked two senior journalists – B8 from Alyaum newspaper and B9 from Alhayat 

newspaper – whether they had ever received any guidance regarding conduct for online 

behaviour they both said ‘No’. When I asked them whether they thought they should have 

guidance in case there was ever a problem they both said that they had never been in 

trouble before and so seemed unconcerned about it. B8 did mention that he identified 

himself as a journalist on his Twitter bio which suggests an awareness of professionalism. 

But this wasn’t because he wanted to identify with a specific publication, rather so that 

people he communicated with online would know that they could give him information 

that could develop into a story. This is important in terms of transparency, a vital 

standard in professional journalism.   

 

Overall the interviews with journalists confirmed that there are no social media 

regulations or guidelines for traditional newspaper journalists that explicitly explain 

expected online behaviour, and therefore, controls and sanctions are dealt with as and 

when they arise. The only exception I found to this prevailing casual attitude was from 

Okaz newspaper. When I raised the question of regulation with B2, the Editor in Chief, 

he stopped me in the middle of the interview and had his secretary fetch two books. He 

appeared to be very proud when these documents were brought over and said: 

  
We have made two documents that we see as important for the press in Okaz, a Style 
Guide for our digital content and newspaper and also a code of honour document. 
Every journalist I employ must be committed to the code of honour as a term of 
employment. In addition to this there is a clause in the contract of employment in 
how to use social networking sites. If anyone fails to comply with these rules then 
we have several options, including a quick exit out of this institution (Personal 
Interview, 2016). 
 

Both books were A5 in size and were just under 30 pages in length each. The style 

guide is the kind of documentation you would expect with any publication and 

outlined the in-house style enabling the publication to develop a brand identity. The 

code of honour is an explicit document regarding employee expectations. This 



	 170	

included very general details about social media behaviour. It is important to 

mention that when I asked B2 to elaborate on the clause in the contract, he said he 

didn’t want this on record. He did clarify that the clause had resulted in greater 

respect for the organisation in the sense that people’s behaviour online and in 

private was less critical of the organisation that they represented which he felt was 

a reasonable request given that Okaz paid their wages. Presumably the code of 

conduct was directly related to the reputation of the organisation and broadly falls 

in line with social media policy at British institutions such as universities, rather 

than a more general breakdown of expectations with regards to freedom of 

expression. Future research may like to pursue this further by analysing a range of 

tweets from journalists at this newspaper to try to determine exactly what 

boundaries the code of honour produces.  

 

In chapter four I explored how the New York Times and Guardian newspaper are 

adapting to a changing digital landscape and encouraging staff to engage with 

audiences through social media. Out of the representatives of the six Saudi 

newspaper staff I interviewed, only Okaz provided social media guidelines for 

journalists. The interviewees suggest the reason other organisations haven’t done 

this is simply because Twitter is the main space through which Saudis 

communicate with one another and therefore there is not the need to encourage 

journalists to use this medium. It is a part of everyday life. However, this may very 

well change, particularly if and when new laws are brought in that impact on online 

behaviour. As discussed in chapter four, Kroll (2015) argued that in terms of 

newsgathering, journalism in the digital age still requires the same set of skills it 

always has. Content needs to be filtered, verified, edited and analysed. The role of 

the journalist remains fundamental to quality control. But I would argue in Saudi 

Arabia these principles work in reverse. Journalists have not been as vigorous with 

sources and content because they have been the dominant producers of news. But 

this is changing due to social media which is holding journalists accountable for not 

filtering stories, for not verifying or diversifying sources. It is the presence of 
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masses of opinions which is having a transformative effect on the production of 

news. 

  

7.2.2	Press	Freedom:	
Saudi Arabia is not a democratic country and therefore the level of press freedom is low 

compared to Western societies as is evident by Press Freedom ranking (Freedom House 

2016). But there have been some changes in the law that have enabled slow progressive 

change such as the Fourth Printing Law in 1982 which contained 46 articles. Awad 

(2010) sees three of these articles as being particularly important. The ‘Confirmation of 

freedom of expression within Islamic law and the State constitution’ is suggestive of a 

certain degree of expression, albeit within very narrow parameters. The ‘Elimination of 

the prior restraints and censorship imposed on newspapers before printing’ alludes to 

more freedom in that previously newspapers had to send a draft copy of the paper to the 

General Directorate for Broadcasting, Press and Publication for approval before 

publication. However, a third clause explains why this restraint has been removed: 

‘Attribution of prime responsibility for any material published in each newspaper to the 

respective Editor-in-Chief.’ This is worth bearing in mind when I discuss my interviews 

further on. 

  

The most recent report from Freedom House (2016) ranks Saudi Arabia as 29/30 for the 

legal environment (with 30 the worst), 32/40 for political environment (40 being the 

worst) and 86/100 for press freedom (with 100 the worst).  It is worth stating the report’s 

account of Saudi Arabia’s legal environment at length: 

 

Article 39 of the 1992 Basic Law, which covers mass media, does not 
guarantee freedom of the press, and the authorities are given broad powers 
to prevent any act that may lead to disunity or sedition. The Basic Law also 
prohibits publishing materials that harm national security or that “detract 
from a man’s dignity.” Defamation is a criminal offense, and truth is not a 
recognized defense in such cases. The 2009 cybercrimes law criminalizes 
defamation on the internet. Any form of expression that insults Islam is 
potentially punishable by death, as is the crime of apostasy. The 2003 
Printing and Publication Law governs the establishment of media outlets 
and stipulates penalties for press violations, such as fines and 
imprisonment. A 2005 royal decree transferred jurisdiction over the media 
from the court system to the Ministry of Culture and Information, which is 
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authorized to shut down any outlet that it finds to have violated the press 
law. In addition, since 2011, all online newspapers and bloggers have been 
required to obtain a special license from the ministry. In practice, a variety 
of courts hear cases against traditional and online media outlets. 

 

In 2011 a decree amended several articles of the 2003 media law. These amendments 

should be seen within the context of the Arab Springs and the fear of uprisings gaining 

momentum across the Middle East (Katz, 2014). The amendments included: banning the 

reporting of news that contradicts Sharia (Islamic Law); anything that undermines 

national security or promotes foreign interests; and, as is expected of a religious 

monarchy, the prohibiting of slander against religious leaders, which basically means not 

being critical of their work. Consequences for violating these articles are severe. It 

includes: imposing lifetime professional bans on journalists and levying fines of up to 

500,000 riyals ($133,000) for violations. In terms of censorship, publications are barred 

from publishing anything harmful to the state and the coverage of trials without prior 

authorization from judicial officials. Needless to say, it is highly unlikely a judicial 

official will allow open expression of certain topics. Due to self-censorship, many 

publications will not even raise the issue for fear of how it will personally reflect on 

them. Indeed, Alabtah (2002) goes as far as to suggest that direct censorship has changed 

into self-censorship, arguing that the government gatekeepers have successfully made a 

gatekeeper of every citizen.  

 

In February 2014 a new law was introduced called ‘The Penal Law for Crimes of 

Terrorism and Its Financing’. This law defines terrorism as any action intended to “insult 

the reputation of the state,” “harm public order,” or “shake the security of society.”  

These are vague descriptions and open to interpretation. The main fear is that it may lead 

to violation of human rights under the pretext of combating terrorism (ESOHR, 2015). 

But for the purposes of this research my emphasis is on how this is leading to the 

criminalization of ordinary journalistic activity. There have been numerous examples of 

this already as a result of the law. In December 2015, Zuhair al-Kutbi was sentenced to 

four years in prison after he called for political reforms, such as a constitutional 

monarchy, on the satellite TV channel Rotana Khaleejia on 22 June 2015. When asked 
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on the show “How successful was the National Dialogue in reforming Saudi society form 

within?” he replied “Frankly speaking, it was about zero percent [….] It was nothing but 

hot air”. His sentence also banned him from travelling abroad for 5 years or any ‘writing’ 

for 15 years, which included reference to comments on social media. Given he was 62 at 

the time the punishment has more or less silenced him (BBC, 2015). Zuhair al-Kutbi had 

previously been placed in an asylum due to his outspoken political beliefs. The host of 

the show, as well as another guest, were banned from making media appearances for an 

unspecified amount of time, presumably to bring these conversations to a close. To 

compound matters, and to reinforce this new legislation, further regulations were issued 

in March 2014 that allow the police to make arrests for virtually any criticism of the 

government. This includes the banning of articles that “promote” protests, meetings, or 

group statements, as well as anything that “harms the unity or stability of the kingdom by 

any means.” Underpinning all of this legislation is the overarching targeting of “sowing 

discord in society.” Given the severity of these changes it would seem that there is a 

greater need of guidance than ever before to protect journalists and staff to ensure they do 

not fall foul of the law.    

 

Social media networks such as Twitter complicate these problems, not least in that it 

enables ordinary people to voice discontent. It is becoming a valued space that’s enabling 

conversations to emerge that simply weren’t possible before as well as an invaluable tool 

for journalists to import and export their stories. Therefore, one of the aims of my 

interviews was to explore whether Twitter has the potential to push the boundaries of 

press freedom in Saudi newspapers, given the backdrop of severe legislation outlined in 

the 2016 Freedom House Report. I was particularly interested to see how aware 

journalists were of these issues and whether it affected news-gathering techniques that are 

increasingly turning to Twitter for inspiration.   

 

Despite the legislation previously outlined, all interviewed journalists agreed that, to 

varying degrees, Twitter has helped open up press freedom in Saudi Arabia. The sheer 

volume of ideas being shared online has inevitably meant that Saudi newspapers are more 

willing to discuss ‘sensitive’ topics that they could not discuss before. By before, they are 
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referring to the Internet before Twitter, Facebook and YouTube, so pre 2005. For 

example, B4 and B5 cited stories that were published about women driving as examples 

of newspapers being more reactive to issues raised on social media. Although there is no 

official law that bans women from driving, deeply held religious beliefs prohibit it, with 

Saudi clerics arguing that female drivers "undermine social values” (The Week, 2016). 

Publishing this could be seen as an example of “sowing discord in society” and also goes 

against the 2011 decree of “slander against religious leaders”. Similarly, it could be 

perceived as promoting ‘protests’, which the 2011 legislation was created for in light of 

the Arab Springs. There is a complete contradiction between the law and working 

practices and perhaps highlights the state of transition the country is in.   

 

Whatever the harsh realities of the law may be, the perception is that things are changing 

as a result of social media. B5, the electronic media director at Alriyadh Newspaper, 

believes that Twitter is creating a more diverse and transparent relationship with citizens. 

 

Yes the effect exists, Twitter has made the media and newspapers 
move more towards the people. I mean, taking their views into 
consideration. Previously the newspapers were written with 
officials in mind; for example, do not write this so as not to offend 
a particular party. Do not write this so as not to make an official 
angry, and so on. Now the goal has become more to gain the 
readers’ trust, this is the area where Twitter has impacted (Personal 
Interview. 2016). 

 
From this we can hear the genuine concerns of a media manager eager to develop 

audiences in a pragmatic fashion. The implication is simple: if we don’t give the people 

what they want, why would they engage with the publication? These sentiments were 

reinforced by B3, the editor in chief assistant at Aleqtisadiah newspaper. When asked 

whether social media had genuinely impacted on press freedom he was unequivocal:  

 
Yes, absolutely yes, and every other social networking platform 
has, especially Twitter in Saudi Arabia. Many printed newspapers 
would not have dared to put forward certain topics, but after 
Twitter came to the table we find ourselves discussing whether 
women should be allowed to drive or the subject of the movie 
theatre, etc. We can also now talk about economic issues, such as 
the state budget and corporate corruption and corruption in some of 
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the local councils. Newspapers now address these issues largely 
where it was difficult to deal with them in the past. And because of 
the emergence of Twitter it has made them easy. 

 

Again, this contradicts legislation. It may very well be that newspapers are acting as 

a kind of safety valve in the sense that they are able to take ‘open’ topics online that 

have the potential to be emotive and sanitise them in print. There is no way of 

knowing what pressure is being exerted by the government, especially given the 

newly created role of the Ministry of Culture and Information. I think it is fair to 

assume that some discussions have gone ahead between publishers and 

government. As we have seen with the Fourth Printing Law (1982) the Editor-in-

Chief is now held responsible for publishing offensive content. Therefore Editors 

are under enormous pressure, both from their readers who demand certain topics to 

be discussed, and the government who will penalize them for taking issues too far. 

In some respects informal conversations on Twitter help to bridge this gap. 

Newspapers are trying to create a happy medium whereby they can argue that they 

have the ability to diffuse potentially explosive topics by directing the way in which 

it is discussed. This level of complexity is simply not possible in a medium such as 

Twitter whereby opinions are constrained to 140 characters. This may also explain 

why journalists have not experienced regulation of their Twitter accounts as it is 

deemed more of a personal tool than a vehicle for serious dialogue. However I will 

argue in chapter eight that to believe this is to misunderstand the fragmentary 

nature of the public sphere in the digital age. And, most important of all, does it 

really matter what the incentives are for covering controversial issues in print? The 

mere fact that they are being discussed is suggestive of a gradual eroding of social 

norms and expectations.   

  

B8 of Alyaum sees ordinary people voicing discontent on Twitter as vital to 

transforming press freedom. He argues that it has “enabled all sections of society 

and cultures to play the ‘role’ of the media, offering criticisms, solutions and 

reasons for societal problems. The average citizen can speak up and convey an 

event, to share public information, such as an accident or a fire somewhere.” By all 
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intents and purposes this sounds like the essence of a public sphere, a layered 

public sphere, whereby different people come together to create a collective 

conversation that will have varying impacts and consequences for the rest of 

society. In terms of objectively determining whether this increased dialogue has led 

to political change, a future study way wish to compare how many hashtags led to 

direct changes in the law, or conversely, whether they led to arrests.    

 

B7, of Okaz newspaper, was more cautious in her response, arguing that “without a 

doubt, this (Twitter) has helped in the rise of freedom of opinion and expression of 

views, although some of the views are offensive and include bickering tongues that 

impose opinion by force.” This sounds similar to what the General Manager of 

BanaTube said in terms of certain people knowing how to arouse emotions and 

opinions online and why she decided to remove the comments section on videos by 

her female presenters. B7 went on to say that just because an opinion is expressed 

on Twitter it does not mean that it helps enhance a debate. When I pushed her 

further on this she seemed to suggest that the motive for expressing ideas online 

was for individuals to raise their own profile and increase their own followings. 

There is no doubt some truth to this and to some extent must be expected of a 

medium whereby everyone is fighting to be heard and appreciated. But I think the 

same could be said of newspaper journalists and political commentators in 

traditional media who have built up reputations through their contrarian persona. 

However, B7 did concede that vanity aside, “overall we can say that (Twitter) is 

creating a climate that is raising the ‘ceiling’ and raising freedom of opinion.”  

B6, who also works for Okaz newspaper, sees these mini celebrities on Twitter as 

useful in helping to determine trends and mood. People who are able to generate 

large followings are then able to trigger debates and discussions which her 

organization is then able to pick up on. Twitter, then, is vital in not only starting 

conversations but providing sources for newspapers to then give these 

conversations more depth and analysis. 

 
Yes, definitely, Twitter has increased press freedom as there are huge 
discussions on Twitter between key figures, such as celebrities and key 
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people in the society […] That kind of discussion, you know, pushed 
newspapers to make stories through Twitter and through this kind of 
discussion between these famous figures […] Actually, we also have to 
understand that open discussion and the level of freedom when discussing 
such a subject in Twitter goes beyond the scope of our newspaper because 
digital conversations are so wide open and don’t have the restrictions and 
boundaries of the printed page […] So for example, every time an issue is 
raised on Twitter, we are then able to report on it in a way that we 
wouldn’t have been able to do before because of restrictions. This also 
allows us to bring Twitter users to our paper to continue the conversation 
at length. This means that we (newspaper) change our style to be close to 
what’s happening inside social media and the level of freedom users 
experience (Personal interview, 2016). 

 
According to Almaghlooth (2013) Saudi Arabia has a shortage of research centres 

which means that the country lacks quantifiable data. In particular, there is no 

obvious mechanism to measure the popularity of a person, policy or organization. 

Almaghlooth argues that “Twitter has served to fill this gap in knowledge. A 

person’s number of Twitter followers indicates how popular he or she is and 

increasing this number has become a priority for users in the country.” Therefore 

Twitter enables a form of quantitative analysis and an incentive for individuals to 

push debates in order to build their following. Almaghlooth goes as far as to 

suggest that “Twitter users…are willing to cross red lines and to provoke their own 

arrest by angering the authorities, just to gain more followers”. This in turn has 

helped newspapers identify key influencers who have the potential to generate 

popular topics for their publications. Simply being provocative for the sake of 

gaining popularity is not an ideal ingredient of a rational public sphere, but it is the 

ripples that these opinions create that has the potential to lead, at some point, and 

on some medium, to meaningful conversations and discussions that may very well 

bring about gradual change.    

 

In addition to this ‘celebrification’ of individuals, B2 of Okaz newspaper identified 

two key events that have led to a gradual widening of freedom of expression online. 

The first he sees as 9/11, as newspapers “provided a space for opinion” with regards 

to global politics that simply would not have been discussed before. The second 

major change he identifies is the emergence of social networking sites that he 

identifies as having two functions. Firstly, they “give you the margin of freedom” 
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in that they enable papers to discuss topical issues, “sometimes issues even the 

government does not look at”. Following that, “when it is published in an official 

newspaper it has a greater impact” in terms of getting officials to listen. It is clear to 

me from these observations and others that each medium has an important role to 

play in helping a public sphere to develop. Social media is very good at provoking 

conversations around topics that newspapers are cautious of publishing as they are 

deemed too controversial. This enables readers to carry on certain conversations as 

and when needed. Therefore when we talk about press freedom we need to think 

about this in terms of complex, interrelated layers:  social media that facilitates 

spaces for expression, raises awareness of issues, gives voice to the many and 

newspapers that are able to react and feed off of these issues. Both are reliant on 

each other. I will explore this idea further in my concluding chapter.  

 
7.2.3	Online	Interaction	and	accountability	

Twitter has put a lot of pressure on traditional newspapers to interact with their audiences 

in order to create a more dialogic relationship. Twitter offers a new space of expression 

for the public that has led to Faisal Abdullah telling the New York Times in 2012 it was a 

new form of ‘parliament’. In Saudi Arabia, the public is gradually moving away from 

traditional media platforms as their first point of reference and instead embracing Twitter 

as the primary source for obtaining information. They now have the highest proportion of 

active Twitter users online (Mari, 2013) Twitter gives users a voice as they are able to 

criticise, complain, and comment via their social media platforms. This change in modes 

of expression has meant that newspapers have had to dramatically adapt the ways through 

which they articulate information in order to engage a more digitally literate and active 

audience. This section will explore the techniques and tools now being deployed by 

newspapers in order to maintain audiences. The following extracts from interviews refer 

to the changing role of journalism with a particular focus on how journalists interact and 

engage with spheres of conversation generated on Twitter via hashtags and trending news 

topics.  
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B2, the Editor in Chief, Okaz newspaper, explained that a hashtag or #hashtag in itself is 

not enough reason to generate an article in his newspaper. He was after specific types of 

stories:  

We always interact with any topics that discuss public services. To give 
you a simple example, there was a Hashtag some time ago on the subject 
of cutting down old trees in Jeddah city by the local municipality. It was 
clear that this incensed many people though the comments being posted 
and so we began interacting with users and asking questions. This 
triggered a kind of investigative journalism and we discovered that many 
people simply did not want ancient trees of more than 30 to 40 years old 
being cut down because they represented an important part of the city’s 
identity (Personal Inteview, 2016). 

 
Hashtags are a simple means of curating comments and directing users to specific topics. 

But there is still a "taboo" (a red line) about what can be discussed. B2 explained that the 

taboo subjects are sex, religion, and politics. Despite stating this, he believes that these 

taboos are becoming more porous. The sheer volume of outpouring online is slowly 

blurring the boundaries of what constitutes acceptable conversation. When I raised this 

contradiction he said “I think that in politics anything can be discussed except rare 

topics”. He also believes that Twitter has enabled deeper conversations around religion 

and that this too is acceptable “within constants”. By constraints he means that you 

cannot question the word of Allah. But it has become more acceptable to debate certain 

issues, resulting in greater dialogue between religious leaders. In terms of sex, he believes 

it is “everywhere on Twitter”. The only thing he is not prepared to engage with is 

discussions “that may lead to hatred or sectarianism or division and fragmentation of the 

community”.  

 

Although it is clear that attitudes are changing and people are being more open than 

before, it does raise the need for clearer guidelines regarding online behaviour. For 

example, how can you determine what type of discussion may “lead to hatred or 

sectarianism”? What I believe he is referring to is the level of engagement he is prepared 

to go into on a topic. The implication is to retreat when a topic becomes too emotive or 

could potentially lead to punishment. This only draws an end to the conversation in terms 

of the newspapers engagement.  
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For B3 the assistant editor in Chief for Aleqtisadiah newspaper, online interaction on 

Twitter has changed journalism in two respects. Firstly, it has a pragmatic function in 

terms of being “utilized as a news source” which in turn affects “the way in which we 

write stories”. But the major change is in terms of immediacy. It is no longer good 

enough to simply publish a story in a newspaper for it to be read the next day. Now, the 

story needs to be constantly updated online, adding additional information missed in print 

media. This has a function in terms of generating new content for an online audience. B3 

estimates that “today I consider our online news can be read by a minimum 100,000 

Twitter users. This is a conservative estimate as we have two million followers.” Twitter, 

then, fuels the insatiable appetite for information being generated online and allows 24/7 

engagement with audiences. 

 

B1, the Editor in Chief of Alyaum newspaper, reiterates a recurring sentiment from all of 

the interviews in that “Twitter is important to read public opinion, trends, and topics that 

are of importance to people. It is good for our journalists in terms of them being able to 

pick up possible stories, push these conversations, and to investigate them further where 

needed.” His only reservation in pursuing a trending topic is when “the credibility of the 

user is in question or information posted is from an unknown source”.  

 

What he is referring to is the basic ethics of professional journalism: fact-checking and 

ensuring your sources are credible. To do this they have some simple processes that they 

follow. This includes checking other Tweets to ascertain whether this is someone being 

provocative for the sake of it (such as to gain followers), and their background (as in their 

motive for taking a particular stance). So for example, is the person complaining about 

health somebody who works at a hospital, such as a doctor, and do they therefore have 

direct knowledge and access to working conditions? If they are able to locate the Tweeter 

through their digital profile then the newspaper tries to contact them directly for further 

comment, thereby giving them the opportunity to expand on what may otherwise be 

emotive Tweets. This conversation will also enable the editor or journalist to pursue other 

lines of enquiry in order to develop a more complex newsworthy story. These processes 
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may not be outlined in a formal document, such as a code of conduct, but they are 

processes that suggest a rigorous commitment to professional journalistic standards.  

 

Another issue regarding hashtags is determining which ones are worth pursuing. B1 will 

only do this based on “the seriousness of the subject” and this is also determined by 

whether “it relates to the concerns of the newspaper and our readers' interests.” The 

reason for this is because of the popularity of hashtags. There are so many generated that 

it would be impossible to follow them all. Therefore journalists need to evaluate what is 

newsworthy, just as they always have done.  

 

From all of my interviews it was easy to conclude that an online presence is absolutely 

invaluable for journalists in terms of generating stories, cross checking stories, and 

engaging with their audience, be that formally or informally. As B6 states: “The current 

generation is more adapted to using social media. This is how they really interact in 

society right now. I know it is a ‘virtual’ society but it’s a real society as well.” Given the 

changing dynamics in how people communicate and obtain information, journalists now 

need to ensure their message is heard across a diverse range of mediums. B6 is very 

explicit about this. “I think the majority of this generation are using social media and they 

exist mainly in social media. So when a journalist wants to present his work, it is not 

enough to present it in the newspaper only. You have to be very active online, especially 

in social media, such as Facebook, Twitter and other channels.”  

 

7.3	Conclusion	
In their study of the use of Saudi Twitter hashtags, Winder (2014) has argued that just as 

Twitter is giving voice to the masses to criticize Saudi political culture, so too Saudis are 

also using it to defend conservative values and to support the preservation of traditions. 

Therefore Twitter is providing a forum whereby Saudis can access lively and engaging 

debates in a way that wasn’t possible before. Opposing viewpoints are fundamental to a 

healthy public sphere. The fact that the government and key decision makers of Saudi 

society are turning to this medium and responding to criticism is a positive sign as it 
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means that these ideas are being taken seriously. People are starting to listen. Indeed, the 

highest-profile businessman in the Kingdom, Prince Alwaleed bin Talal Al-Saud, was an 

early investor in Twitter, purchasing a $300 million stake in the firm in 2011. In 2013, he 

was adamant that Twitter “has to remain an open forum for everyone…I'm totally against 

anybody who tries to control or censor Twitter or any other social media, even if it is 

governments. It's a losing war” (Sleiman, 2013). Stephen Lacroix (2012, 2967) has 

previously argued that Internet forums constitute a “veritable Saudi Parliament” whereby 

individuals have been able to “freely discuss the country’s political, religious and 

economic affairs.” Clearly, Saudis need a space in which to speak and at the moment, the 

most viable option is online. 

 

Winder has suggested one of the possible reasons for Twitter’s popularity is that Twitter 

connects with Saudi cultural traditions. He puts forward the argument that Twitter lends 

itself perfectly to the oral communication and casual conversation in the majlis. “The 

short bursts on Twitter, where each post is limited to 140 characters, are perhaps more 

relevant to Saudi societal norms than writing a long-form essay. This may explain why 

blogging has not reached the same level of popularity as Twitter and other social media 

such as WhatsApp that focus on brief snippets of dialogue” (2014: 4). This seems to 

touch on Castells' observation that social movements are a permanent feature of any 

society, and as such “they adopt values and take up organizational forms that are specific 

to the kind of society where they take place” (Castells, 2007). 

 

I find this idea of Twitter somehow mirroring the culture of the majils very interesting as 

a constant criticism of Twitter is that it does not facilitate complex social dialogue (Keen, 

2011) and therefore it can’t be considered as a part of the public sphere (Fuchs, 2014). 

But when seen from this perspective, as somehow tapping into the specific traditions of a 

specific culture, as drawing upon centuries of culture and communication, I think Twitter 

becomes an even more viable means of a public sphere. It may also explain why I found 

such a relaxed attitude towards using Twitter by the newspaper journalists I interviewed, 

as it is deemed no different to conversation in the majils. It is a personal opinion. 

Therefore it is not something that needs to be regulated.        
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But there are clearly issues in any form of online conversation, particularly in 

determining who is speaking. Anonymity may give people the courage to speak up and 

express ideas but anonymity also brings with it other problems, most notably computer 

generated responses in the form of bots. Dunham & Melnick (2008) Marc Owen Jones 

(2016). 

 

Social media networking sites like Twitter and YouTube have had a profound impact on 

the mechanisms and methods of communication throughout societies across the world. In 

terms of communication this has had profound ramifications, not least in shifting power 

from powerful bodies (Governments, traditional media organisation) to the individual. 

The traditional one way flow of communication that epitomised industrial societies 

centred around the mass media has now diversified in multiple directions. Castells (2007, 

2009, 2013) has demonstrated that communication within the network society is 

comprised of a global web of horizontal networks that “include the multimodal exchange 

of interactive messages from many to many both synchronous and asynchronous” 

(Castells, 2007: 246). This has complicated modes of expression, whereby three forms of 

communication (interpersonal, mass communication, and mass self-communication) are 

able to “coexist, interact, and complement each other rather than substituting for one 

another” (Castells, 2013: 55). 

 

 As my research has shown, ordinary Saudi civilians are empowered by these new 

networks that enable them to both consume and produce messages that directly resonate 

with their lived experiences. Saudis are not so much experiencing a power shift but an 

absolute revolution in communication. What is said and done online may not directly lead 

to change, it may not overthrow a government as it has done elsewhere in the world with 

the Arab Springs, and crossing red lines and taboos may be a very slow process given 

that crossing these lines could ultimately lead to death, hence the need to subvert ideas 

through satire and humour. But it has, undeniably, got people talking, be it directly or 

indirectly to those in power or simply to one another. It is uniquely transformative by the 

simple fact of enabling forms of expression that simply weren’t possible before. Indeed, 
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(Al-saggaf & Simmons 2015) argue that “social media may be the only way to 

communicate to the government.” There is no ‘may’ about it. Social media is the ‘only’ 

way to communicate with government and therefore is enabling a form of public sphere 

to develop. A public sphere initiated through social media creates what Fraser (1990) 

describes as "a theater in modern societies in which political participation is enacted 

through the medium of talk." In this theatre emotions run high, as should be expected of 

people given voice for the first time. It is vital that we bear this in mind when analyzing 

Saudi culture rather than fixating on whether every comment, hashtag or word leads 

directly to rational debate.  

 

Traditional media has failed to raise issues regarding governance due to regulation and 

censorship by the Ministry of Information. Therefore, it is no wonder that so many people 

have turned to social media for information. As we see more and more people adopt and 

embrace these networks I believe that we will see more lines crossed and more ideas 

expressed. Newspapers, as my interviews suggest, have perhaps been too slow to adapt. 

They are in danger of no longer having relevance to younger audiences. A lot of them 

now may be playing catch up and ensuring their articles have a digital presence, but I 

can’t see how they will compete with the likes of Sa7i in ten years’ time when these 

networks have become more established into everyday life and become the traditional 

media of younger generations.   

 

There are three main factors that I identify as having contributed to the spread and mass 

adoption of social network sites in Saudi Arabia: 

 

1. Changing Demographics: 70% of the population are now classified as ‘young 

people’, meaning they are under thirty years old. (National statement, 2015). This 

generation has spent most if not all of their lives post-internet and own 

smartphones that give them immediate access online. 

 

2. Digital literacy: Growing up with technology means this younger generation is 

more digitally literate and aware of how to: participate, share, produce, consume 
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and interact online. They are more aware of the processes of communication and 

therefore naturally more sceptical of the techniques used by traditional media to 

influence and coerce ideas.  

 

3. Active Participation: Audiences in Saudi Arabia are now active rather than 

passive as a result of embracing social media in Web 2.0. This has created a 

desire to put forward their views and to engage in debate and discussion online, 

and in some instances created microcelebrities. A generation that has learned the 

importance of sharing information online, be it retweeting or simply voicing an 

opinion, has created a bank of online knowledge. Now a strong motivating force 

is to stand out from the crowd, to attract more followers or likes than your friends 

and to become the next opinion leader in this more democratic online playing 

field.  

 

Cooper (2006) has argued that social structures which are allowed to evolve naturally 

through voluntary interactions and exchanges among people, such as the blogosphere, 

have greater potential to unite people and bring about change than structures created 

through the deliberate exercise of power. The same could be said of Twitter and 

YouTube. As my research has shown, social networking sites are creating a space for 

individuals to hold governments, media and businesses accountable for their actions, 

thereby potentially acting as what Dutton (2009) calls a “Fifth Estate”. In my opinion it is 

irrelevant how far this accountability goes. It is a process that has started and it is a 

process that will continue to grow in directions it is impossible to predict. Who would 

have thought thirty years ago that a culture whereby a woman is deemed the ‘property’ of 

a male would give a space for women, such as BanaTube, to ridicule tradition and 

demand better rights and greater respect? That is a public sphere, a space where all types 

of people can speak and be heard. It is a space that has never existed before in Saudi 

Arabia and it is a space that is inhabited in numerous fractured ways. 

 

In conclusion, the benefit of conducting these interviews is that I have been able to build 

a complex understanding of the processes involved in newspaper journalism by speaking 
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to a broad range of journalists in varying positions from six newspapers. This has enabled 

me to cross reference opinions across departments in an attempt to understand the extent 

to which these organisations are consciously implementing and adhering to professional 

standards. Saudi Arabia does not have a Freedom of Information Act and organisations 

are generally cautious of sharing information about internal practices. Therefore, these 

interviews were vital in helping to build a picture of working dynamics and value systems 

that determine news gathering techniques. It is clear from my interviews that social media 

has been instrumental in raising the standards of journalism as now the Saudi public has 

more choices in where they turn to for public information. Journalists, more than ever, 

need to be more thorough in how they gather and report stories if they are to remain 

relevant in the digital age. It was clear from my interviews that all of the journalists 

embraced the changes brought about by social media. In many ways it has opened doors 

that were previously closed and enabled them to report on previously difficult subjects, 

such as the right of women to drive, and ministerial corruption, without the fear of 

reprisal.    

 

Although the majority of newspapers do not have social media policies in place, this may 

very well change in the future. The rate of change in the Kingdom has been so rapid that 

there may simply not have been the time to make the adjustments for digital journalism. 

One factor that may bring about greater transparency and outlining of working processes 

could come from the appointment of a young Crown Prince, Mohammed Bin Salman. 

One of the very first things he implemented was Vision 2030, which outlines the 

expectations of various organisations. This is the first real piece of transparent 

documentation in the Kingdom. As it is gradually implemented this will have a knock on 

effect on how all businesses operate and may very well result in media organisations 

more clearly outlining their processes of communication, something that a future 

researcher may wish to investigate closer to the time.  
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Chapter	8:	Conclusion	
	

8.1	Introduction	
This concluding chapter will focus on the key arguments and findings of this research and 

its contributions to the field of study. This thesis has discussed the emergence of social 

media networks and their impact on professional journalism practices in Saudi Arabia. 

The main focus of this study is emergent YouTube channels in Saudi Arabia and how 

these channels, as new media organisations, or perhaps, even, new news organisations, 

given the way that they blur politics and entertainment, place pressure on traditional 

media to create and adapt content that is more relevant to the under 30 generation that is 

so prominent in Saudi Arabia. This thesis also studies the impact of Twitter, which has 

given voice to many ordinary people and in turn has exerted pressure on newspapers to 

create content that bears a greater relation to everyday lived experience. The mass 

adoption and use of Twitter has implications for press freedom, ethics, accountability and 

how traditional media organisations interact with audiences. This thesis includes eight 

chapters: an introduction, Saudi Arabia in context, digital media in Saudi Arabia: a digital 

public sphere, journalism in the digital age, methodology and research design, The rise 

and impact of YouTube, Twitter’s impact on journalism and a conclusion. This chapter 

will start by revisiting Habermas’s concept of the public sphere and how this needs to be 

rethought when used as a concept to describe public relations within Saudi Arabian 

contemporary society. It will then summarise the main arguments of the research before 

identifying suggestions and developments for future research. 

 

8.2	Saudi	Public	Sphere		
Jürgen Habermas’s concept of what constitutes a public sphere has been highly 

influential in helping us perceive the conditions in which individuals come together to 

freely discuss societal problems, and how these discussions may then influence political 

action (Habermas, 1991). This has been very useful in helping scholars understand how 

the public sphere has developed in European or Western cities whereby capitalism has 
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become the dominant mode of social relations. The concept is based on the idea of a 

religiously neutral or secular rationality, and therefore is not applicable to a lot of 

countries, particularly those, such as Saudi Arabia, that are constructed around religious 

conservativism. Does this mean, then, that a public sphere does not exist in Saudi Arabia 

because it does not mimic the characteristics outlined by Habermas? If this is so, then 

how do we define the millions of social media users who freely share ideas on Twitter or 

log in to watch the latest uploaded video on YouTube? Can we really dismiss an entire 

culture just because it does not follow the pattern and structure of other societies?   

 

I am not the first person to raise these concerns. Salvatore and Eickelman (2004) have 

argued that there is no universal or standardized single form of public sphere that can be 

applied to all contexts and times. Recently Jean Burgess argued in a talk in Sheffield, “I 

don’t believe there has ever been such a thing as a public sphere. But digital media has 

certainly helped create more visible publics” (Burgess, 2016). Therefore I propose that 

instead of focusing upon the parameters that define a public sphere we should instead 

look at the tools used by that community in order to understand how individuals make 

sense of their lives. Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country. Religion is core to the identity of 

the people and therefore this has an impact on what and how people communicate with 

each other. Interpretations of religious texts can, however, lead to internal conflicts 

within communities, such as the relationship between men and women, as highlighted by 

the many online campaigns and debates around the right of women to drive, such as 

debated on BanaTube at Sa7i, that have resulted in the Royal Decree (BBC News, 2017). 

Therefore, within the public sphere of a religious community there are, as Fraser (1990) 

has noted, a multiplicity of publics. Within these publics, members invent, promote and 

circulate counter discourses and practices that broaden, deepen and complicate our 

perceptions of identity. Fundamentally, the digital public sphere provides citizens with 

the tools to participate in public discourse. Both amateurs and professionals have the 

potential to confront different opinions, develop their own audiences and followers, or 

simply find solace through commonality. In this sense, the ‘multiplicity of publics’ within 

digital space is far more inclusive than Habermas’s conception of bourgeois public sphere 

where access was not equal for all.  
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It is my belief that social media networks such as YouTube and Twitter are creating a 

new wave of ‘multiplicity of publics’ to flourish, all of which give expression to a diverse 

range of voices that enable new ideas and conversations to develop. These publics 

overlap in several ways and at various levels due to the use of various social media 

networks. Therefore we can no longer think of the public sphere as happening in one 

particular space with one particular set of rules that apply to all. This is the flat world of 

print media. YouTube channels such as Sa7i and Telfaz11 are constantly diversifying and 

producing new channels and programmes to satiate the desires of their expanding Saudi 

audience base. The emergence of channels shows such as BanaTube give voice to 

feminist issues and encourage women to talk about issues affecting their lives, but at the 

same time the channel is not revolutionary in the traditional sense, and does not call for 

direct action. It’s complicated, which is why rigid parameters do not help.  

 

One comment that really stood out from my interviews and one that has shaped my 

understanding of the role of a public sphere was from A1, the General Manager of Sa7i, 

who said, “In conclusion, we dream to be the public’s TV, not government TV or 

advertiser TV, but People TV”. If YouTube channels like Sa7i can become ‘People TV’ 

it suggests they are producing public discourse that directly relates to the everyday lives 

of their citizens. This is surely the goal of any broadcasting company since the invention 

of TV. To do this, content must bear relation to everyday lived experience or it cannot be 

the People’s TV. To strive for this suggests that YouTube channels have the potential, 

and the ambition, to continue to push boundaries, in order to represent the needs of the 

people, needs that will continue to change and transform. I see Sa7i and Telfaz11 as 

being at the very early start of a journey that is instrumental in giving voice to people in 

Saudi Arabia and therefore in creating a public sphere. However, the owners of these 

channels do not hold any loyalty to YouTube. When the next social phenomenon emerges, 

they will happily move across in order to remain relevant to their audience.  
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8.3	The	Third	Stage		
In addition to thinking more broadly about what constitutes a public sphere, and the 

cultural factors that help constitute such a specific space, I believe that we need to think 

differently about how the conversations connect within this space. When Habermas 

discussed the impact of the media on a public sphere he was referring specifically to print 

media (Papacharissi, 2002). Most importantly he was talking about print media in 

relatively singular terms. There may very well have existed different newspapers with 

alternative editorial focus, but they all conformed to similar traits in their flow of 

communication, organisational structure, and reliance on advertising. In the digital age 

these factors have become more complicated and less easy to pin down, something I will 

address in a moment. But for now I would like to briefly refer back to another comment 

made by A1. 

 

When I asked A1 what kind of impact Sa7i and other social networks have had on 

traditional Saudi media organisations he was eager to point out that “some newspapers 

have collapsed because they didn’t fully understand the importance of social media and 

how to integrate it into their business”. However, he was also keen to point out that social 

media is not enough on its own as individual tweeters do not have the financial or 

editorial benefit of an organisation behind them.  

 
For example, recent footage came up via social media that showed a 
Saudi football player stabbed by a fan in a stadium. Many traditional 
broadcast outlets followed up this story and sent out their 
correspondents to the hospital to follow up on the whole story. This is 
something that social media simply does not have the capacity to do. 
It’s very important in providing information but it doesn’t have depth. 
In YouTube, we are at a kind of third stage. We can give opinions and 
context to all of the stories that are discussed on social media and 
traditional media like TV (Personal interview, 2015). 

 

I like this idea of YouTube functioning as a “third stage” and that emerging media forms 

are acting as layers, or jigsaw parts, that are coming together in order to facilitate 

conversations. This layering is also evident in the way that some programmes are 
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produced with a large brand advertiser in mind and so face certain restrictions, while 

YouTube shows without a brand sponsoring the show have greater freedom and are able 

to offer other perspectives. Outside of these shows are conversations emerging on Twitter 

which act to continue the debate, generate discussions, and give voice to people who 

simply want to express an idea or comment on an issue raised in a show. Something 

started on Twitter will be picked up and broadcast by YouTube, which in turn will lead to 

conversations at home between a husband and wife or father and daughter. This is the 

nature of the digital public sphere. It works in layers. Communication has become 

fractured, porous, layered and fragmentary. Online conversations have become 

cumulative, gaining momentum across networks, expressed in a rich variety of ways 

depending on the networks and needs of the respective user. This makes online discourse 

diffuse in nature, making it very difficult to identify coherent political views; though 

hashtags can help to curate conversations. This is a completely different space to the 

localised public sphere identified by Habermass. The digital public sphere is more 

inclusive, encouraging citizens to express their subjectivities, which invariably stimulates 

political engagement. These conversations act as ripples that gain momentum to help 

form an overall narrative that has finally enabled the people of Saudi Arabia to 

communicate with each other in a way that has never happened before.     

 

8.4	Initial	findings	
This study has used mixed methods of qualitative research. This includes interviews with 

a broad range of journalists and staff at two YouTube channels, as well as an 

observational study of the two YouTube channels in order to understand the working 

practices of these emerging media organisations. Interviews and observations have also 

explored how Twitter is used and how this may impact on journalism practices. As 

discussed in chapter six and seven, the analysis and discussion of this study has divided 

into two main parts. First, YouTube channel content that has resulted in three main 

concerns: the use of satire; censorship and audience engagement; and the impact on 

professional journalism standards and practices. Second, the analysis of Twitter’s impact 
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on journalism which also resulted in three main concerns: policies and regulations; press 

freedom; and interaction and accountability. 

 

8.4.1	Satire	in	YouTube	
One of the main reasons that Sa7i and Telfaz11 have been so successful is because of 

their use of satire as a means of exploring social issues. I have argued that this form of 

humour has been absolutely vital in enabling Saudi citizens to push forward debates in 

the public sphere that simply weren’t possible before. Satire functions as a non-

threatening means of broaching difficult subjects and social taboos within Saudi culture. 

By positioning itself as ‘entertainment’ the content of these channels have been able to 

address a wide variety of issues without facing censorship. They would not have been 

able to do this if they had directly confronted authority. Explicit criticisms of government 

could lead to sever punishments and so this form of humour has allowed a gentle 

brokering of potentially difficult subjects. The popularity of these channels has created 

microcelebrities, thereby positioning satirists as opinion leaders who play a key role in 

political communication. These are presenters that Saudi youth look up to, admire, and in 

some cases will imitate as new channels emerge. They represent an alternative means of 

understanding identity and politics that challenges traditional power structures.  

I have argued that not only is satire relevant to the youthful (CDSI. 2017) demographics 

of Saudi culture but that its main function has been to expose social problems and 

contradictions, rather than resolve these issues. I have argued that the primary function of 

satire is to create awareness of these issues with the overall hope that decisions may then 

be made by the government, which is a closed system. Therefore the predominant use of 

satire in YouTube videos is not subversion of the elite through semiotics, rather it is issue 

led. Issue-led satire depersonalizes situations and is enabling individuals on both sides of 

a situation to understand alternative perspectives. I have argued that this is a vital step in 

opening up conversations that I believe over time will broaden from micro issues to 

macro issues.  Future research may wish to track how far these channels have gone to 

bring about change, or what methods the government has used to counteract this change. 

Whatever happens in the future, dialogue has started for the first time and ordinary Saudi 

citizens have the means to directly communicate with each other and the government in 
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ways that weren’t possible before the advent of social media networks. It may very well 

be that satire is the first tentative step towards more serious issues-based social media 

networks, something that can only be explored in time.  

8.4.2	YouTube	Censorship	and	Audience	Engagement	
Digital media has transformed audience engagement by enabling active participation in 

conversations. The issue-led content of YouTube channels is encouraging Saudi people to 

debate and discuss what it means to be a Saudi in the 21st century. All areas of life are 

being explored and as audiences increase, so too the content of programmes diversifies 

and expands. However, these channels are not fully free to express every topic of 

conversation and so I identified three forms of censorship that determine audience 

engagement. These are: 

• External censorship 

• Censorship to protect an individual 

• Advertising as censorship 

 

 

External	censorship	
External censorship is a particular problem in Saudi Arabia because there are a lot of 

cultural taboos that are not actually law, but to cross these taboos can nevertheless cause 

great problems; the most obvious and topical example being women forbidden to drive. 

There is no law explicitly denying women the right to drive, rather it is an assumption 

due to the cultural taboo of male guardianship of women. This is why the Royal decree 

was so important as it helped to address these ideas. These kinds of cultural taboos create 

ambiguity surrounding socially acceptable behaviour and therefore have the potential to 

invoke the wrath of external influences, namely that of the Ministry of Information and 

Culture. During my interviews with Sa7i I was informed that the Ministry do not like 

‘surprises’. Traditionally this has meant non-criticism of Islam or political leaders, 

although this is becoming more blurred as the humour of these channels is becoming 

increasingly more confrontational. As audiences become more used to this it will be more 

difficult to return to a diluted version of events.         
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Censorship	to	protect	an	individual		
One inevitable consequence of giving voice to a variety of issues has been the public 

backlash from those who do not want change. This, perhaps unsurprisingly, was most 

evident in my conversations with the female host of BanaTube. When her clip was first 

broadcast it became a trending hashtag on Twitter for three days, generating a lot of 

hatred and insults. It became apparent that the comments had less to do with the actual 

views expressed on her programme and more to do with the fact that she had been given 

the opportunity to speak in the beginning. Being publicly humiliated by strangers in the 

comment section of YouTube videos was not something I considered when embarking on 

my research and clearly this is the negative side to social media. However, the response 

from Sa7i was really positive. They refused to bow to the pressures and instead supported 

the opinions and integrity of their presenter. The solution was simple. Remove the 

comments section from the video and let the video speak for itself. Although this may not 

seem like rational critical debate it is a rational reaction to a difficult situation in order to 

facilitate a space for an alternative view. This case study also demonstrates a layered 

public sphere in action. As women become presenters on shows they have a virtual 

presence in debates as well as a physical presence in the decision making process at the 

YouTube channels. Issues raised are debated, criticised or applauded across social 

networks, and, in some instances, debated in political circles.  

 

Advertising	as	censorship	
One of the biggest surprised I encountered on my visit to Sa7i was the discovery that they 

are not an independent channel as I presumed but funded by Dallah, a huge private 

company in Saudi Arabia. Being owned by a large organisation has obvious ramifications 

for the level of freedom individual presenters can expect as clearly they will want to 

promote the image and reputation of the organisation, while ensuring content does not 

offend advertisers who sponsor individual shows. This form of censorship is inevitable in 

any kind of capitalist structure, but it did appear from my visit that it was not a major 

concern. The appeal of sponsoring shows was due to their unique viewpoints and high 

production values, as this is what attracts the younger audiences they are so keen to tap 

into. Therefore I see this form of censorship as a pragmatic consideration. What might be 

useful to observe in future studies is the extent to which the government is able to exert 
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influence over advertisers who are funding contentious programmes, thereby indirectly 

impacting on the creative output of YouTube channels.   

 

8.4.3	YouTube's	Impact	on	Traditional	media	
It would appear obvious that mainstream media, as represented by newspapers and 

television channels, simply doesn’t represent the needs of Saudi youth in terms of 

aesthetic values or general content. In fact, it is misleading to refer to newspapers as 

mainstream media. Mainstream media is now social media. Part of the reason for the 

popularity of social media networks is it simply gives people a voice and enables them to 

participate in culture. This active participation in social life is creating a generation of 

citizen journalists, all of whom are eager to develop their photographic skills or ability to 

deliver bytesized commentaries on social life in order to raise their visibility and build 

their own audiences. Smart phones have been vital in nurturing citizen journalism by 

equipping individuals with the basics to share information, all of which is having a direct 

impact on traditional media. The most obvious impact from my interviews with 

journalists at newspapers is the drive to be more relevant. This is of particular concern 

given the changing demographics of the country under the age of 30. A more youthful 

audience also demands content in more varied forms and so newspapers' online presence 

has to be updated, embedding videos into articles as a means of offering different means 

of understanding a story. Future research may wish to look at the development of 

bespoke YouTube channels for newspapers or whether they embed more video into their 

websites. Sa7i and Telfaz11 get millions of hits within hours of uploading their latest 

videos. This is transforming aesthetic values and expectations as to how news should be 

presented and delivered. This could be the biggest impact on newspapers.   

 

8.4.4	Twitter	Policies	and	Regulations	in	the	Press	
From my interviews I found that five of six national newspapers have no official 

regulations or general guidelines for their staff to follow when using social media 

networks. Likewise none provide, or have been given, a specific policy or training from 

senior management with regards to expected online behaviour, although one newspaper 

gave very general guidance. I found this one of the most surprising findings from my 

study and something that needs to be addressed in order to protect individuals. The 
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prevailing attitude from the journalists and editors I interviewed was that social media is 

personal and therefore it is down to the individual how they choose to express themselves 

online. Clearly there are lots of potential problems here, not least that individuals are 

under the impression that they can say what they like online but they may be punished for 

this retrospectively if their comments offend the wrong people. But as I was informed 

that the Ministry of Information and Culture do not like ‘surprises’ it may be best practice 

to identify what these surprises may entail in order to protect staff. I have concluded in 

my research that one of the reasons for this is that self-censorship is a large part of Saudi 

culture and behaviour and people are aware of taboos. Therefore they do not necessarily 

need to be told what to say and do with their personal accounts. However, Twitter taps 

into the culture of the majlis. The majlis are spaces where people gather in a room and 

discuss ordinary life. For this reason, the right to express an idea in an informal setting is 

acceptable and I believe that Twitter functions as a virtual majlis, which could explain 

why Twitter is not as regulated as traditional media in terms of freedom of expression.  

 

8.4.5	Twitter	and	Press	Freedom	
Social media is helping to extend press freedom and the topics that journalists are able to 

broach. This was reinforced by every journalist I interviewed. The gradual widening of 

issues being discussed throughout the media is partly due to having access to express 

ideas online. If journalists choose to ignore an issue or present an issue in a way that is 

deemed biased then they face the wrath of the Twittersphere. From this I conclude that 

Twitter is acting as a Fifth Estate (Dutton, 2009) that is there to hold media institutions, 

as well as government officials, to account. Integral to this process is the credibility of the 

new breed of digital opinion leaders. The credibility of social networks may now be 

judged in terms of the number of followers, suggesting popularity could guide content 

rather than ethics. This is clearly an area open to abuse, with false accounts being bought 

as a means of hyping popularity and so should be seen with caution. But it is my belief 

that there is more press freedom now in Saudi Arabia than at any other point. There is a 

long way to go to improve this, as Freedom House rankings show, but the sheer diversity 

of topics being discussed suggests that social media is influencing traditional journalism. 



	 197	

Future research may wish to examine this by tracking a specific issue and seeing how and 

where it is discussed and whether this leads to specific changes in the law. 

 

8.4.6	Twitter,	interaction	and	accountability		
As noted by Dutton and Peltu (2007) the Internet has been described as a “mosaic” 

encompassing a wide variety of actors, issues and regulation. This is a kind of ‘structured 

anarchy’ in that there is no central control as there is with traditional media. This has led 

to suggestions that the Internet acts as a ‘Fifth Estate’ whereby ‘networked individuals 

can perform a role in holding institutions such as the media and government more 

accountable’ (Dubois and Dutton, 2014, p. 239) by indirectly arousing debate which, 

once spread across networks by various independent actors, is difficult to control. Social 

media is able to go beyond the boundaries and restrictions of traditional media, largely 

through ease of access, and create a more meaningful and transparent dialogue for 

Saudis. This has the potential to function as a form of citizen journalism (Campbell, 

2014) by enabling political communication that is curated by hashtags and YouTube 

channels in order to create an overarching narrative.  

 

As my research has shown, social networking sites are creating a space for individuals to 

hold governments, media and businesses accountable for their actions. In my opinion it is 

irrelevant how far this accountability goes, it is a process that has started and it is a 

process that will continue to grow in directions it is impossible to predict. Who would 

have thought thirty years ago that a culture whereby a woman is deemed the ‘property’ of 

a male would give a space for women, such as BanaTube, to question tradition and 

demand better rights and greater respect? This is why I believe that social media is 

enabling a public sphere to emerge as clearly we are witnessing a space where all types of 

people can speak and be heard. It is a space that has never existed before and it is a space 

that is inhabited in numerous fractured ways.  
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8.5	Conclusion		
What has distinguished this study is the claim that social media is absolutely vital in 

creating a digital public sphere in Saudi Arabia. There has been much written about how 

social media should be deemed public opinion rather than a public sphere (Alotaibi, 

2017) but I fundamentally disagree with this perspective as I believe it dismisses cultures 

that do not fit neatly into Habermas’s Eurocentric model. It also fails to take into 

consideration the nuances of modern forms of communication that overlap and enhance 

each other at various levels and operate to create an overall discourse across media 

platforms. A hashtag on Twitter may inspire a video made on YouTube which in turn 

may lead to an Instagram post or blog that continues the conversation. This is how I see 

the modern public sphere operating - in layers, fractured, and across publics and 

platforms. Saudi Arabia is experiencing a tidal wave of change at present as a result of 

social media. Fundamental to this is the speed with which it has made citizens active 

participants in everyday life rather than passive observers. This is key to a functioning 

public sphere. Platforms such as Twitter and YouTube are offering modes of expression 

that weren’t possible before. For the first time in the kingdom’s history, citizens are able 

to express opinions online and represent their own ideas. This is why (Worth, 2012) 

accurately described Twitter as acting like a mini parliament. Social media has provided 

an interface between government and people. It facilitates political communication.  

 

Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country with religion absolutely central to the identity of the 

people. Inevitably this creates taboos around certain topics. But this does not mean that 

public conversations are not starting to emerge around other issues that are equally 

important to our identity or are, to some degree, born from our religious identity. It is my 

belief that by the time this thesis is published, women will be able to drive in Saudi 

Arabia. Male guardianship of women is a long tradition within the kingdom and to some 

extent is born out of interpretations of Islam teaching. But the use of hashtags on Twitter 

raising awareness of gender politics coupled with the emergence of bespoke YouTube 

channels such as BanaTube have helped bring conversations about women’s rights to the 

table. The very fact that female presenters are able to present alongside male presenters is 
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an additional visual reminder of changing attitudes and changing times. Arguably the 

most powerful example of this process was a recent tweet of a photograph of a group of 

male politicians debating women’s rights. Tweets pointed out ‘where are the women?' 

(Raghavan, 2017). This lack of representation of women debating women’s issues 

infuriated many people within Saudi Arabia as well as externally, as the tweet then 

informed conversations with women across the globe. Needless to say this type of 

situation lends itself to satire. 

 

In addition to provoking conversations from within, social media is having an impact on 

the values and practices of traditional media. It is no longer possible for newspapers to 

simply reiterate and repeat positive aspects of government policy, as journalists are now 

held accountable by the Twittersphere. The high quality production of satirical YouTube 

videos that expose contradictions within Saudi culture are forcing newspapers to become 

more ‘relevant’ if they wish to hold on to their readership. They are also shaping the tone 

through which politics can be understood. Given the changing demographics that have 

seen 65% of the population under 30 years of age, failure to embrace their needs could 

signify the end of print media. 
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Appendix 1: YouTube Staff Interview Questions 
 
 
Part 1: YouTube, Video production/commissioning 
1- How many videos do you commission a year?  

2- How often are videos released? (do you stick to rigid deadlines or are your videos 

reactive e.g. something happens in the news and you create a response to it. 

3- How much do videos cost to make and how long do they take to make. 

4- How do you finance videos e.g. from when you started and were smaller to today. 

5- Do you use the same team to make videos and how did you assemble this team 

together? (to find out how ‘open’ their policy is and if anyone can get involved) 

6- How long do videos last? this about the target audience e.g. small content v big 

documentaries) 

 
Part 2: Video Content 
1- Where do you source your inspiration? e.g. do you have an editorial team who meets 

and discusses what’s happening in the world? Or do you turn to social media to ask fans 

what they want? Do you read newspapers and finds stories that way? 

  

2- How would you classify the content of the videos? e.g. Are they all ‘social issues’ do 

you try to get a balance between content? 

3- Where are videos made? E.g. do you have a studio? 

4- How many female staff do you have and how many male staff? Give me specific 

details on the roles of women e.g. are they in editorial, making important decisions about 

content? 

5- Have you rejected content before and if so, why? 

6- Given that you satirize popular Saudi culture is there anything you wouldn’t satirize 

and why? (red line)  

7- Given that Saudi Arabia has traditionally been a very respectful country in terms of 

how public decisions are discussed, why do you think satire has become so popular? (this 

gives me an insight into the changing demographics of the country and perhaps a change 

in attitudes of people) 
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8- Have you been put under any pressure by external organisations (government/media) 

about any videos you’ve made? 

9- Tell us about the editorial team. Who are they and how does the decision making 

process work in terms of videos commissioned? 

10- At the moment there seems to be a certain degree of freedom with these new videos 

being critical of social issues. Why do you think the government has been so ‘relaxed’ 

and do you think this will change? 

 
Part 2: Business (marketing/owner) 
1- How independent are you?  

2- For Sa7i, you’ve expanded recently to include niche channels addressing a variety of 

different issues (sport, social, etc) How have you coped with this expansion?  

3- Have newspapers or TV channels turned to you for advice or asked you to 

write/produce for them? 

4- Do you think your values would be compromised by teaming up with national 

newspapers/TV channels who are under more restrictions? 

5- Finance – how much do you make and where does this come. How does it break down 

in terms of overheads e.g. what profit are you making and do you reinvest this into the 

company, etc? 

6- Advertising – who advertises with you? How many clients etc. Do advertisers put 

pressure on you in terms of content? Public sphere argument 

 
Part 3: Audience 
1- Who do you target, audience? 

2- How do you keep them engaged? E.g. when they leave feedback on videos 

(Twitter/YouTube) do you have a team to respond to comments? How many, how often 

do they do this? How many people do this job? How long do they work on commenting? 

3- Do your staff declare they are members of your team or do they post anonymously in 

comment sections to drive conversations? How important is following up on social 

media? 
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Appendix 2: Journalists Questions 
 
Part 1: Policies and Regulation 
 

1- Please give an overview of how you manage your newspaper’s Twitter account.  

a. How regularly do you tweet? (Do you schedule tweets for out of hours e.g. 24 

hours per day?) 

b. Do you tweet every single article published in your paper or just a selection? 

c. Are all journalists expected to tweet and promote their work or is it done by a 

small team? 

d. How many people are in your social media team? 

e. What is the hierarchy of your organisation (e.g. does a social media manager 

report to a general manager, etc.)? 

f. Do staff have clear guidelines on what and how to tweet? 

g. How do staff interact with people on Twitter, e.g. do they seek out 

conversations or simply push your stories? 

  

2- Do your newspaper staff have personal Twitter accounts? If so, do you issue 

guidelines on acceptable behaviour and expectations of conduct online that could 

potentially reflect on your newspaper?  

3- If staff are not given guidelines on acceptable online behaviour, what would you 

do if they created any negative publicity for your newspaper due to comments 

they had made in their personal accounts?  

4- Does anybody monitor staff Twitter accounts?  

5- Do you (or would you) encourage their  Twitter profiles to state ‘this is a personal 

account’ or ‘I am a journalist at the newspaper’? 

 
Part 2: Press freedom & Interaction 

 
1- Newspaper content: Are your stories generated from your journalists or 

sourced from Twitter?  

2- How do you follow up stories from Twitter? (E.g. Do you verify tweets before 

publishing stories to ensure content is correct and accurate?) 
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3- Are there any topics discussed on Twitter that you would not follow up on, 

perhaps because they are too sensitive? 

4- How important are hashtags in determining newsworthy stories?  

5- How do you judge when a hashtag is worthy of investigating? E.g. is it about 

the amount of retweets and comments or the credibility of the cause or the 

number of people involved in the conversation? 

6- Topics discussed on Twitter can be controversial. To what extent do you 

believe they are helping to push freedom of expression in your newspaper?  

7- If people are turning to Twitter for conversations about issues that affect them 

in their everyday lives, do you think this will put pressure on newspapers to 

diversify what they write about?  

8- A journalist recently said to me that Twitter is like a mirror. You look into it 

everyday to see your reflection. How do you feel about this quote? 

9- How is Twitter incorporated into your newspaper e.g. do you have comment 

streams on your website?  

10- Does having millions of followers make a person more credible?   

Have you disciplined anyone for their behaviour on Twitter, or their behaviour online 

more generally? 
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Appendix 3: Interview transcript with (A1) the General Director of Sa7i  
 

How many videos do you produce monthly?  

About 16 to 17.  

 

Do you have deadlines or schedules for your videos? 

Yes, we have timetable for them  

 

How much does it cost you per video? 

Not minimum than 50 thousand Saudi riyals (£9,500) 

 

How do you finance your videos? 

From the company budget  

 

How often do you get advertisers or sponsors? 

Every show has its own sponsor 

 

Do you have the specific team for each video? 

Yes, but sometimes the same team can work with more than one show; I mean technical 

team here. 

 

Where do you source your inspiration from? Do you read newspapers to get from or 

social media? 

We have an editorial team, writing and content management. The newspapers are dead, 

they became yesterday’s news. We also have our own social media department  

 

How would you classify the content of the videos? E.g. Are they all ‘social issues’ do 

you try to get a balance between content? 

About everything, our channel has diversity.  
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Where are your videos made? 

We have our own studio, and sometimes we produce them outside.  

 

How many male and female staff do you have? 

Five females, it represents about 15 per cent of our all employees. (specific breakdown of 

roles) 

 

Have you rejected content before and if so, why? 

No, but sometimes if the content is bad or the idea is not convincing or the scenario is not 

well written, it would be rejected. So it is technical rejection only. 

 

Why do you think using satire is so popular now in your channel? 

It is more acceptable and it arrives faster, but because the Saudi culture is conservative, 

therefore, the satire is more provocative. It makes audiences smile and like it but officials, 

people in positions of responsibility, doesn’t like it.  

 

 

Does the satire style help you to push press freedom? 

I don’t think so, there are lines in Saudi Arabia that can’t be crossed. There are certain 

issues in the country that have consensus, such as the political shape. There are no 

republicans or democrats as in Western democracies. The only disputes are; whether the 

country should be conservative or not, the level of participation in decision-making, and 

how to raise awareness of and fight against corruption. These are the main disputes in 

Saudi Arabia. 

 

But I mean, in term of press freedom? 

As you can see in my other programme Action Yadwri, which is broadcast on television, 

there are people who think that I am ‘crossing the red line’ and that I can raise difficult 

issues because I have the support of powerful people behind me. No, the issue in Saudi 

Arabia is the way that you approach and talk about an issue. If the government – the real 

people in charge – suspect that your criticisms are deliberately insulting or that you have 
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an ulterior agenda, then you have a problem. But if these two areas are dealt with 

professionally, then you are ok.  

 

Have you been put under any pressure by external organisations 

(government/media) about any videos you’ve made? And why? 

Yes, the Ministry of Information and Culture, because they don’t like ‘surprises’ and if 

somebody is offended then they will complain to the ministry, and if the complainer is an 

important person the Ministry would probably hold up their claim and say: Ok, no 

worries. We would then be asked to take the content down.  

 

Is there a regulation that you follow from the ministry of information?  

Not yet, but they have just started, it regards the person in charge of our channel. The 

regulation regards his competency within the media.  

 

Is there any video has been censored? 

Yes, twice. And we deleted them  

 

Why? 

Because they came at the same time with political circumstances, therefore, might be 

misunderstood. 

 

How does the decision-making process work in terms of videos publishing? 

The presenter is a corner, the content manager is a corner, the general director is a corner, 

and the production manager is a corner. These are the four corners who must always 

agree.  

 

How independent are you?  

We are more independent than others. 

 

How, and Why?  

Because we have no political agenda. You don’t find in Sa7i any content to support 
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Muslim Brotherhoods clearly. Or ethnicity support. The channel is comprised of all 

ethnicities, from everywhere in Saudi Arabia. It’s a very diverse organisation and we’re 

very proud of that.   

 

For Sa7i, you’ve expanded recently to include niche channels addressing a variety of 

different issues (sport, social, etc) How have you coped with this expansion? 

We are not a group of amateurs who just launch a company, we are a project company 

who has been running since 2011, but launched officially on 01/01/2012. We created a 

new business model that basically sourced the most talented people across the country 

who were running individual projects and brought them together under one platform. We 

provide the budget and we make marketing studies and we make an agreement with 

advertisers and invest our money where the circulation of equity capital started.  

 

Have newspapers or TV channels turned to you for advice or asked you to 

write/produce for them? 

No, but we have a special relation with MBC group. It is a strategic partnership. 

 

Do you think your values would be compromised by teaming up with national 

newspapers/TV channels who are under more restrictions? 

No. This business we are doing can only flourish in a non-Conservative society. 

Creativity can only happen when there are no social restrictions. Therefore, we chose to 

be in Jeddah because it is the most diverse city in the country and therefore has no 

restrictions. 

 

How much do you make and where does this come. How does it break down in 

terms of overheads e.g. what profit are you making and do you reinvest this into the 

company, etc? 

We get about 15 million riyals per year from advertising and we spend about 16-17 

million. So, we are not benefited. (so how does the business model work then? You are 

technically bankrupt!) 
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Who advertises with you?  

We have global brand companies who are continuing advertising with us like Pepsi and 

Doritos, Kitkat, and the international advertisers are better for us because it gives annual 

contracts. 

 

Do advertisers put pressure on you in terms of content?  

Yes, correct. Especially the international advertisers who do not like controversial 

content that could potentially damage their brand. However, the programmes that don't 

have international advertisements might have the stronger view, and we have some 

programmes that don’t have any adverts at all.  

 

Who is your target audience? 

We target the entire population within the kingdom; therefore, we have to produce more 

programmes to target more audiences specifically.  

 

How do you keep them engaged? 

Through our big social media department, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, 

Telegram, our team is managing the communication with our audience. This team is 

following up every single video and reads people’s comments and they write a report 

after one week. This is then published internally and helps us understand public opinions 

trends.  

 

How big is the social media department. 

They are 3. They all diverse from different cities.  

 

Do they declare they are members of your team or do they post anonymously in 

comment sections to drive conversations? 

Yes, they use Sa7i official platforms accounts.  

 

How important is following up on social media?  

It is important and it represents 30% of our work. 
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To what extent do you think Sa7i has influenced public opinion?  

It has been influential. If we say 10 things that have influenced Saudi society, I would say 

Sa7i is one of them.  

 

What kind of impacts that Sa7i and other social networks have on traditional media 

in Saudi Arabia? 

Two kinds of impacts, some newspapers have collapsed because they didn’t fully 

understand the importance of social media and how to integrate it into their business. 

However, social media is about individuals who do not have the financial or editorial 

benefit of an organisation behind them. For example, recently footage came up via social 

media that showed a football player stabbed by a fan in a stadium. Many traditional 

broadcast outlets followed up this story and sent out their correspondents to the hospital 

to follow up on the whole story. This is something that social media simply does not have 

the capacity to do. It’s very important in providing information but it doesn’t have depth. 

In YouTube, we are at a kind of third stage. We can give opinions and context to all of 

the stories that are discussed on social media and traditional media like TV.  

 

Are the employees full time? 

50% of them are in full time employment. 

In conclusion, we dream to be the public’s TV, not government TV or advertiser TV, but 

People TV. 
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Appendix 4: Interview transcript with A3 Female broadcaster of BanaTube 

 

How did you get involved with YouTube in Saudi Arabia? 

Actually, because media is my background and I studied media, therefore, I was keen to 

produce for TV. But the opportunity arose out of a chance encounter when I was visiting 

a friend at the Sa7i channel. I got talking to producers and they mentioned that they were 

looking for a female presenter for a new YouTube channel. Given my media background, 

they asked me if I was available or interested in taking up the position. I was hesitant at 

first as I was already working for a commercial radio station in Jeddah and I enjoyed this 

because I was anonymous. It was a big step to suddenly be on screen and recognisable by 

lots of people so I consulted with my family. My father was very supportive and so one 

day later I signed the contract with Sa7i as it was a fantastic opportunity. 

 

Were there any other reasons that made you hesitant? 

Coming from a broadcast journalism background I was concerned that YouTube was not 

as credible or as powerful a medium as TV channels. I’ve now been working on the 

YouTube channel for two years and clearly it is very successful and a medium that’s 

taken very seriously.  

 

Did you experience any prejudice once you became visible on YouTube?  

Yes. My programme is called BanaTube and to promote this we run short clips 

advertising the latest programme. These are about 15 seconds long and highlight main 

features of the show. When my clip was first broadcast it became a trending hashtag on 

Twitter for three days. People across Saudi Arabia used the hashtag to curse and insult 

me. What was really upsetting is they hadn’t even seen the programme yet and they were 

all judging me because I am a woman who dares to have an opinion on social issues that 

have traditionally been discussed only by men.   

 

How did you personally deal with these online attacks? 

I was frustrated. I cried. I became very sad. I didn’t expect it to be so difficult. Nothing 

can prepare you for being publicly humiliated. But the fact that the show has now existed 
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for two years and is very successful has helped me prove critics wrong. I am very grateful 

to sa7i for having stood by me and having the guts to challenge accepted norms in society. 

Having the support of my family was very important in helping me get through those 

difficult initial months of abuse. This instilled me with a positive energy and I slowly 

started to enjoy the challenge.  

 

How has the role of being a female presenter on a YouTube show shaped you as a 

person? 

Sa7i is a successful, strong and professional media platform. They are leading the new 

wave of social media platforms and now dominate the digital landscape, as is seen by the 

high volume of subscribers to their channels. They have a smart management team. I 

want to be a part of this successful group for a long time because surrounding yourself 

with success people has a big impact on how you perceive yourself. I am very lucky at 

such a young age to be given the opportunity to have such a powerful role and to be 

valued for my opinions and artistic integrity. This fills me with confidence that spills out 

into every area of my life. There is also a social status that comes with being associated 

with Sa7i which means that people take your more seriously. Since presenting BanaTube 

I have received several offers from TV and Radio, as well as being regularly invited to 

events to share my experiences on panel discussions or as a guest speaker. Sharing my 

experiences with people in public is one way that I can help people gain the confidence to 

embrace new experiences and make a difference. This is how you slowly make change 

happen in society.   

 

How do you decide on the content of your videos?  

This can be anything as long as I steer clear of what people call the ‘forbidden trinity,’ by 

this I mean religion, sex and politics. In our culture, it is traditional and a custom to not 

discuss such issues before the government has spoken about it. At Sa7i I have a certain 

degree of freedom in that I am allowed to discuss some issues around these subjects but I 

choose not to. This is because I am a woman and I don’t want to experience harassment 

on Twitter again. I have more important priorities that I believe can bring about more 

meaningful change on a micro level, such as debating issues that affect woman such as 
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persecution, sexual harassment and creating jobs for women that make a difference, or 

the many problems faced by school teachers. Many female school teachers are given jobs 

in schools that are very far away, meaning they have a male drive them for up to four 

hours a day just to get to work. I want women to be given jobs in schools closer to home 

and their family so that they aren’t reliant on a man to drive them to work. These are the 

battles I choose to face as they are battles I have a chance of winning. 

 

Who is your target audience on BanaTube? 

If you change women, you change society! Our focus is generally on women, but we also 

target the men to some extent because the men also have an important role to play in 

determining women’s issues and still hold the influence in lots of important decision 

making roles in society.  

 

Is making a female YouTube programme different than making a male-hosted 

programme? 

Yes, of course. BanaTube show is far more difficult than other shows because we have to 

be incredibly sensitive to the way it looks and feels. When each show is produced we 

have to think about every possible scenario and how the most smallest of details may 

cause offence or outrage on Twitter. These are still early days for female presenters and 

so pre-empting all possible problems is vital. This is why I like sa7i so much as they are 

always very professional. 

 

Have any shows been rejected before? 

It is actually the opposite. The management does not reject any topics, but I have rejected 

some topics given to me because of the reasons stated previously.  

 

Why do you choose to produce your shows in satire style ‘comedy’? Do you think it 

is successful? Do you think it takes you through censorship? 

Newspapers are serious, TV is serious and Radio is serious. We get enough from serious 

programmes. With new media such as Snapchat, YouTube and Instagram, we get new 

things and different perspectives. It is not acceptable to talk in an episode of five or ten 
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minutes in YouTube about serious issues. Given the social pressures we live with, both 

politically and culturally, we need to find new ways to express ourselves. Personally, I 

am not a satirist, I have a serious personality, but I accept I may be labeled a satirist 

because my genre is black comedy. My goal is not to make you laugh. It’s to have a 

positive impact and create change.  

 

Do you interact with your audiences on YouTube after shows are produced? 

I always ask for people’s judgment, starting first with my family and internally from the 

producers at sa7i. But it is also important to get feedback from fans, be it negative or 

positive, or from critics. I do this largely through Twitter, Instagram and Snapchat, 

reading through comments and replying to them when time. I have 60,000 followers on 

Twitter, 100,000 on Instagram and 40,000 on Snapchat. I benefit from being able to 

source all of these opinions but time means I can’t respond to all. 

 

How do you see your show influencing people? 

I like this word ‘influence’. My goal is to be influential, not a celebrity because 

celebrities can be forgotten easily and there is no need to remember them. They are not 

influential in a way that makes a difference. Yes, my shows have an impact on people, 

we always put at the end of each show a message that explicitly states the overriding 

message or theme from each show. For example, when debating women’s rights I might 

include percentages of people who have reported sexual harassment.   

 

 

How have traditional media reacted to your shows?  

Some foreign newspapers have talked about it as well as local media. But so far there 

have been no comments from the government.  

 

Do you work here part of full time? 

I have a two-year contract. This means I am in the studio two to three times a month to 

record shows and the rest of the time I am researching subjects or filming interviews 

outside in public for future shows.  
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I notice that you’ve disabled the comments feature on your YouTube channel?   

I ordered this to happen as a condition of my contract. As I said, when my first show was 

published and I read all of the horrible comments my hands froze at that time, seriously. I 

then felt like my heart was about to stop. That’s when I rang the channel and asked them 

to disable the comments or I would quit. Overtime I’ve become more used to public 

comments and negative feedback. I can deal with this on other social media platforms but 

I don’t like it directly under my YouTube channel. So the comments are still disabled.  

 
 
 


