The SociePolitical Implications of Social Media
Participation and Activism among Young Adults in

Saudi Arabia

WaseemAbdulali Alsahafi

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of

Nottingham Trent University for thalegree of Doctor of Philosophy

September 2019



Copyright

This work is the intellectual property of the author. You may copy up to 5% of this
work for private study or personal, nenommercial research. Any 1ese of the
information contained within this document should be fully referenced, quoting the
author, title, university, degree levednd pagination. Queries or requests for any
other use, or if a ma substantial copy is required, should be direatethe owner(s)

of the Intellectual Property Rights.



Acknowledgement

All thanks be to God who has enabled me to complete this research. Without his

guidance andissistance, | would not have been able to achieve this.

| owe deep thanks to the many individuals who have significantly contributed to my

Ph.D. thesis during my time at Nottingham Trent University. First and foremost, | am
profoundly grateful to my supeisors Professor Olga Bailey and Professor Martin

hQ{ KIdzZaKySaae F2NJ 0KSANI O2y Ay dzSR &adzLJLi2 N
and for their patience and encouragement. Their valuable insights and
recommendations helped me through all the stages of aesk required for this

thesis and during the writing of it too.

Besides my supervisors, | would like to sincerely thank my external and internal
examiners Dr Lina Dencik and Dr Cuneyt Cakirlar for kindly agreeing to be a part of

this thesis. | appreciatgour efforts and valuable contribution.

| would also like to give special thanks to the Doctoral school for the very valuable
workshop session on viva preparation held in June 2019 as well as for their feedback

on my viva presentation.

| would like to expess my great gratitude to my mother and father, Jawaher Alsahafi
and Abdulali Alsahafi, for their endless support and unwavering encouragement,

which helped me complete my Ph.D. study successfully.

To the one whose help cannot be quantified, my wife Maklabhafi, who has been
my greatest motivator throughout my study. | am very thankful to God for giving me

you as my wife, lover, and great friend. | also would like to thank my son Ahmed for

1



his patience with me even though | could not give him the timd attention he

deserved while working on this project.

Lastly, | would like to thank my sweet sister Nailah and my lovely brothers Faris and
Asim. Your support has been incredibly valuable throughout the process of

conducting this research.
I hope | havenade you all proud.

Waseem



Abstract

In most democratic countries, citizens have access to several avempasdicipate

in and engag with political and social issues. However, in Saudi Arabia, there are
only a few permissible forms of expressing opinions and venting frustrations.
Therefore, unlike most democratic societies, where social media is primariggditili

to foster the traditbnal, offline means of exerting pressure state agenciessocial

media is the principal platform for political participation and activism in Saudi Arabia.

This thesis therefore aims to explore the politieadd sociaimplications of social
media partigpation and activism within an authoritarian environment. Although
there is extensive scholarly agreement ttsatcial mediehaswidened the scope of
information, enhanced horizontal networks of communication, and expanded the
space for freedom of expressipine nature of thesocicpolitical context within an
authoritarian environment can critically influence the way in which individuals
engage with and participate in social and political issues online. Thus, the political
potential of these platforms in auyblic sphere that is charactsed as being
extremely authoritarian, religious, and patriarchal requires further empirical
investigations. This thesis also investigates, through a case study of thmalsti
guardianship hashtag activism, how Saad2 YSy KI @S dziAf AaSR

feature to promote their campaigns and fight for their rights.

Based on 2 semistructured interviews with activists and neactivists (aged

between 20 and 35) and extensive fieldwork, this study will explore howi$aung

=



adults perceive thesocicpolitical implications of social media for political

participation and activism in Saudi Arabia.

The literature pertaining to the political implications of social media is highly
contradictory,with some studies emphasig] its potential to serve as a space of
autonomy and participation while others emphasse its depoliticsing nature.

Making its own original contribution to this debate, my study shows how social media
hasplayed an unprecedented role in paving the waySaudigo participate insocio

political issues, increase the level of transparency and accountabéiypo®
wrongdoing express opiniongnd generate awareness. More critically, the findings
introducea model thatdemonstrateK 2 4 G KS Wa20AlLffe& 0O2yySOi
YSRAI Oy LISYySGNIGS GKS ReéeyFrYAO 27F WY
(charactersingmost societies living under authoritarian regimes) by encouraging the

public disclosure gbreferences.

The findings also show how the antiale guardianship hashtag activism functions as

'y WEHEOGSNYIFGAGBS &AL OSQ F2NJ IS23INI LIKAOL £t
Arabia to mobike thousands of national and global opinions, franneale-
guardianshiprelated issues, and challenge the patriarchal and vittiaming

discourse dominating the Saudi public sphere.

Finally, | argue that within an authoritarian context, social media can incesse
political participation, butit does not essentially lead to the democratition and
pluralism of the online public sphere due to tvamitical reasons:the increasing

adoption of sophisticatedurveillancgechnologies by statesnd online trolls.
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1 ChapterOne Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This research sets out to examine the political implications of social media

WL NI A OAWD QiARFAQA YY RO E &2dzy3 | RdzZ Ga Ay {Ic
ALIKSNB® LG FAYa G2 SELX 2NB GKS LI NI AOA LI
of the online public sphere as well as the manner in which offline factors (i.e. culture,
religion, mlitics) may influence their engagement with social and political issues

online and their adoption of political or social stances. It also seeks, through a case
study d the antitmale guardianship online campaign, to explore how the utilisation

2F (K TBKIFSE G6dzNBEQ o6Fa GKS 2yfteée | @At of:
people) has helped Saudi women in fighting gendered inequalities and demanding

more social and political rights. The study therefore has the following objectives:

1 To explore howSaudi young adults perceive and experience social media in
terms of political participation and activism, and the role these factors play in

sociopolitical outcomes in the Saudi public sphere.

1 To assess the role that hashtag activism plays in enablindi $aumen to

fight for their social and political rights

1 To investigate how critical factors/barriers (i.e. culture, religion, politics) may

influence theonline political participation of young adults in Saudi Arabia

In the following section, | will first discuss my research questions and the

considerations that shape theamdthen providea brief review of social media usage

11



in Saudi Arabia. Aftehis,the research motivation and significanedl be examined

Finally, the structure of the thesis lbe presented.

1.2 Research Questions

To fulfilthe researchobjectives and based on a comprehensive theoretical review
as well as my personal observations as an insider researcher, the study will ask the
following questions, taking the accompanying poinit® consideration

Q1: How do young Saudi adults experience and perceive the scpiadlitical
implications of social media within the Saudi public sphere?

As will be investigated in greater detail in Chapter Two, the role of social media in
bringing about political and social changes has been the subject of much debate in
the current literature. However, what should be carefully considered when
examining thepolitical implications of social media use is the context in which they
operate. Any absolute conclusion or preference of an argument over another,
without careful scrutiny of the contextual situation, is likely to lead to premature

conclusions.

Moreover, Fuchs argues that one of the most effective ways of understanding the
NREEfS 2F a20Alf YSRAF Ay LREAGAOFE LI NI A (
theoretical models empirical research that asks the activists themselves how they

used communicatiorii 2 2 f 4 ¢ 0 H lndedicated lekbensive tme and effort

during the first and second years of my PhD to seeking interviews with Saudi activists.
Despite facing several obstacles, | successfully received acceptances from some of

those whom | contacte{See Chapter Four).

12



Therefore, in my current study, to significantly contribute to the wider understanding

of the sociepolitical implications of social media, particularly within an authoritarian

context, | conducted wepth semistructured interviews wit ordinary and activist

social media users with the aim of listening carefully to their experiences,
understandings, and perspectives of the role social media has played in Saudi Arabia

and deriving theoretical conclusions from the same.

Q2:How hastheuk t AdlF GA2y 2F (GKS WKIAaAKGF3In FSI G dz

fighting gendered inequalities and demandg more social and political rights? And

to what degree has it been successful?

The second focus of the present study is to explore the role that soediac the

Twitter hashtag feature in particular has played in socipolitical activism in Saudi

Arabia. To do so, | have selected one of the most critical activist movements in Saudi
Arabia in terms of its scale, longevity, amdbilisation: the #Saueivomen-want-to-
abolishthe-guardianshipsystem campaign. It is important to emphasise here that

0KS WKIAaAKGlF3IQ Aa GKS 2yte FTOFAflIofS wal
can protest. This fact can be used to interpret therent proliferation of hashtag

activism in Saudi Arabia.

¢KS NBOSYyid 3IAINRBgAYI LKSYy2YSy2y 2F WKl aKal
interesting developments in the domain of activism studies. Through the literature
review, it was observed that notionsich as\rawing attentionQ ®aising public
awarenesf2¥aming issu€®nhancing visibilityand YPublicising issueQare often

associated with the potential roles that the hashtag feature may play in social and
political activism. However, this doestnmean that hashtag activism is free from

limitations and criticisms (See Chagédwo and Six).

13
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CKSNEF2NBE>X 3IAQBSY GKS FFLO4G GKIFG WKFakKdl 3
demonstration for Saudis, | am interested in exploring the manner in wthieh
utilisation of such a tool hakelped Saudi womerfight gendered inequalities and
demand more social and political rights.

Q3: To what extent did the emergence of the online public sphere contribute to
facilitating dialogue and democratised debate anckvive political and social
participation in Saudi Arabia? Has it enabled young Saudis to overcome the offline
LJdzo f A O ALIKSNBEQa NBAGNAROGAZ2YyAaK

The present literature reveals that the distinctive features of social media have
facilitated access to a wealth oésources, provided users with tools for political
expression and mobilisation, and created new possibilities for political participation
and activism. Moreover, individuals who were formerly acting outside of gatekeeping
institutions are now pursuing ailger sphere of influence and a greater voice in the
online public sphere/s than what hierarchical institutions had previously provided
them opportunities for. This change is very evident, particularhauthoritarian

countries.

Scholarly works dealing with the emergence of the online public sphere

identified various academic narratives that can explain the contradictory promises of
such a sphere. These narratives can be broadly divided into two categories:
optimistic and pesimistic accounts (See Chapter Two). Therefore, in my present
study, | am interested in examining the potential promises of the emergence of the
online public sphere in Saudi Arabia in light of its cultural, religious, and political

context.

14



1.3 Social Median Saudi Arabia: A Brief Review

Before delving into a discussion on social media use and related statistics in Saudi
Arabia, it is important to first define what social media platforms or social networking
aAiSa o6{b{aov I NB® LYykSIedefiied B selreaNdtays W 2 O A
and there seems to be confusion among scholars as to what sites/applications this
term should encompass (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). While some have focused on
0KS WGSOKYAOFf FaLlSOoGQ 2 FgtiekeBradheryttige | LILIK
F20dzA4SR Y2NB 2y (KS Waz2O0Alf 7 Baph@GidQ o{ S
Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Howard and Parks, 2012). However, among
the mostcited authors in the literature are Boyd and Ellison, whorde§iocial media
as the following:

Web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or

semipublic profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of

other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and

traverse their bt of connections and those made by others within

the system (200, p.211).
Kaplan and Haenlein define social media as the following:
A group of Internebased applications that build on the ideological

and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and thalowl the

creation and exchange of User Generated Content (2010, p.60).
CdzNIIKSNXY2NBZ I GFLE2y2Yé 2F WwazOoAalt YSRAL
underthiso NB F R GSN)Y Ayidi2 &AE RAAGAYOGAOBS OFGS

Projects, BlogLontent Communities, Social Networking Sites, Virtual Game Worlds,

YR #ANJdz £ {20AFf 22NXR&aé¢ O6YFLIXLFY FyYyR |
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L KIFI9S y20SR (KIFId GKSNB IINB 2F0Sy wo2YY:
social media definitions. Among these denomanat for instance, is the idea that

social media platforms are sites or wbhsed applications thatnable user profile

creation andfacilitate communication, interactions, relationships, conversations,
connectivity, visibility, networking, and content ggation and sharing. Moreover,
adzaaSadAazya FT2N WwySgQ a20AFf YSRAF RSTA
continue to be made and they parallel the development of these technologies
(Kapoor et al., 2(8).

¢KSNEFT2NBZ (GKS (SNW&a2O0Hal2OA Y 60 SYy2SNJAN YT &y
interchangeably across the chapters in this thesis. They refer to sites such as Twitter,
YouTube, and Facebook. This information was also made clear to the research

participants to avoid any misunderstanding of the terms.

In Saudi Arabia, the use of social media platforms has witnessed a tremendous
growth, especially after the AraBpringin 2011 Therefore, in this section, | will
provide statistics to demonstrate how popular these platforms are among Saudi

people.

The ldest annual report (2018) produced by the Saudi Communications and
Information Technology Commission (CITC) revealed that the number of Internet
users in thekingdom reache80.26 millionin 2018 which represents about 89% of
the total Saudi population. e report also revealed that the average daily time

Saudis spend on the Internet is 6 hours and 44 minutes.

Regarding social media platforms, the latest statistics show that the total number of

active social media users in Saudi Arabia is 23 million. YeuTwhatsApp,

16



Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter are reported to be among the most popular
platforms in Saudi Arabia (We are Social and Hootsuite, 2019). The chart below
shows the percentage of users for each platform.

The Percentage of Users for Each Social Media Platforms
in 2019 (In Saudi Arabia)

73% 72%
62% 60% o
43% 39% i
il ] ] s N N B I 27%—24%_
% R S Q& & < >
Q R O < s < Q N
& &£ &8 E £ &
S
SO S S © v
N\ ‘(Q

Figurel:1 The Percentage of Users for Each Social Media Platfor@lia Saudi
Arabia

Moreover, Twitter and YouTube, respectively, have been ranked first and second in
the top twenty Google search queries in 2018, according & @TC report. The
popularity of these platforms illustrates the extent to which social media platforms

have become integrated into the lives of the Saudi people.

Finally, young adults (the sample selected for this study) are the age group with the
largestnumber of people adopting social media in Saudi Arabia (We are Social and

Hootsuite, 2019). The chart below provides details pertaining to demographics.
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Social Media Audience Profile

60%

50%
40%
30%
o '
— ™ e -

0%

13-17 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+
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OLD OLD OoLD OLD OLD OoLD OLD

Figurel:2 Social Media Audience Profile

These high figures related to the adoption and usage of social media platforms in
Saudi Arabia underscore the critical need for further investigation of their socio
political implications (since they asdmostthe only available means of participation
and activism for Saudi people). In relation to this need, the next section will also

reflect upon my personal motivations in conducting this research.
1.4 ResearctMotivation: Why this Topic?

The 2011 Arab Spring and its aftermath were the primary triggers ahtagest in
conducting this research. This is probably due to the fact that 28th January 2011, or
gKFEG A& O2YYzyteée (y26y la (GKS WCNARI &
tourist before | made my escape to Saudi Arabia the next day. Although | edatch
what happened that day directly from the balcony of my hotel room overlooking the
River Nile (where demonstrators clashed with the police), after | returned to Saudi

Arabia, Twitter and Facebook became the main platforms through which | followed
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thedesSt 2LIYSYyd 2F GKS WINIoO6 NB@2fdziAz2yaqQ aL

countries.

At that time, compared to the Saudi and indeed all other Arab traditional media,
social media for me, and the rest of the Saudi people, | believe, was a platform that
provided reliable sources of information and news. Evedaxleera, the only Arab
news channel that covered the Arab revolutions extensively, relied heavily on the
information published on these platforms during its coverage of the events. Storck,
for example pointed out the following:

Twitter and other SMNs wdsid used by the mainstream media as

a source during the height of the protests-Jslzeera in particular

relied on reputed bloggers and Twitter users during the uprisings for

reattime coverage of 8§y 1a o6& dzaAy3a {KINB1=Z I O

platform that received and filtered through submissions by citizen
journalists (2011, p.27).

Therefore, such technologies have, to a great extent, facilitated activists and users
alike in avoiding the control of comumication exercised by authoritarian
governments and the propaganda disseminated through their traditional media
channels.More importantly, the use of social media during the Arab revolutions
played a critical role in enabling bloggers, activists, andnargl users to connect

with the rest of the world by reporting on events on the ground in real time.

Additionally, Boyd and Ellison mention a crucial point regarding the distinctive
Fdzy QUA2ylFEAGASEAE 2F a20ALt ySiamiaINgworl(3 aAd
sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but rather that they

SylFrotfS dzaSNR G2 FNILIAOdz I GS | y,R.2001).THs DA & A
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is an extremely interesting and crucial point, especially withia tontext of
O2yaSNBI GADS { I dzRA Odzf G4dzZNBd . & YI {Ay3a Wy
communicate and engage with different network groups, but they can also engage

with or build a community of likeninded people. Such actions can have ailtic
possibilities in terms of raising awareness regarding a particular issue, lobbying for

more rights, or even encouraging largeale collective activism.

Although Saudi Arabia avoided the 2011 Arab Spring, the uprisings as well as the
manner in which saal media platforms were used by users in the affected countries

seem to have opened up unprecedented political opportunities for Saudi people to

LJdza K WGiKS NBR fFRWS TANIpKBINIINESF 2 N YA | YR NA
2011; Alothman, 201,3AFJenaibi, 2016; Erayja, 2016; Doaiji, 2017; Morsi, 2017). For
instance, the number of Internet users in Saudi Arabia grew by 300 percent during

the events of the Arab Spring (Chaudhary, 2016). AccordiBghtadd{ / 2a G2t 23 ¢
former CEOSaudiArabia achieved the world highest growth in Twitter usage in

2012 and 2013 (Chaudhary, 2016Altoaimy, 2018).Therefore, such a massive

proliferation of social media use underscores the need for empinwalstigations in

ltisimportanti 2 y 23S GKFG GKS WNBR ftAyS&aQ Ay (GKS O2ydSE
Odzad2YFNRE& (y2é6y IY2y3 (GKS LlzotAO a F2NDARRSYK
there is no written list of these topics, but we have grown upwimgjthat thesearesensitive subjects.

Such subjects can be social, religious, political, or even economic ones. Among these, for example, are
criticising members of the Royal Family, the King and his Deputy in particular; questioning religious
leaders; dticising themanner in whichdomestic wealth is distributed as well as anything related to

the relationships between theexes That said, the levebf sensitivity towardthese subjects are not

fixed; they are subject to changes and status in politicabcial and economic situationdoth

internally and externally. For instance, during and after the Arab Spring, subjects such as the criticism

of religious leaders, ministers, and economic situations have witnessed unprecedentesi dével
discussion onwitter by ordinary users and activists in Saudi Arabia.

20



the field of social media stuels to offer an understanding of the sogiolitical

implications of social media in the context of authoritarianism.

/ 2YYSYyGAy3a l62dzi GKS AYLI OGa 2F GKS WIN
points out the following:

Before the Arab Spring, online padal participation used to be a

hazardous and elite based activity. However, after the Arab Spring,

the level of public involvement in the political discussion reached

its peak. Several political and social red lines were crossed,
including those of the iKg (2016, p.239).

Numerous political hashtag activisms were reported to have gained prominence
during the Arab Springmong the most powerful of these activisms in terms of scale,
longevity, tension, and mobilisation were the Women2Drive, Salary not dgfnou
Saudi Women Revolution and the Saudi Women Want to Abolish the Male

Guardianship System campaigns, which had started online in 2016.

Alongside these hashtag activisms, there were some attempts at making offline
demonstrations, especially in the Eastern province (i.eAwdmiyah and AQatif),
where the minority Shia protesteokeingdiscriminatd against However, these were
immediately suppressed by the police. Since then, there have been no known
attempts at offline protests and social media platforms remain the only critical and

alternative spaces through which Saudi people can raise and discuss political and

2This was a Facebook page and Twitter hashtag initiated in 2011 through which Saudi women were

demanding the right to register and vote in municipal elections. The demand led the Saudi authorities

toAaadzS I NReéelft RSONBS adlidAy3a GKIFIG ag2YSy g2dz R

@20S FYR N¥zy Ay GKS Hnanmp YdzyAOA LI E St SOGA2yaé o5
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social issues that werenge impossible to address by means of the traditidhalidi

media.

Such increasing online activism has prompted the Saudi authorities to announce a
series of political and economic reforms &ppeasepeople, including an anti
corruption law, financial allocations amounting to billions of dollars to raise the
salaries of &udi citizens by 15%, provisions of thousands of jobs, and the
construction of half a million housing units. Furthermore, King Abdullah announced
more rights for women, including the right to be appointed to the Consultative Shura

Council and to vote in ahcontest municipal elections; a first in Saudi history.

Interestingly, | remember that when | began miD.in October 2015, | made two
LINBRAOGAZ2Yy A O2yOSNYyAYy3 g2YSyQa aildz GAzy
allowed to drive, and 2) The systeof male guardianship will be subject to
substantial revision and amendment to guarantee more rights for Saudi women.

Both predictions will be realised by 2020.

Indeed, these predictions were based on several important factors among which

were the highprog NIIA 2y 2F @2dziK o6cy: 20 Ay {F dzRA !
adoption of social media by Saudi youtiwhich put unprecedented pressure on the
{FdzZRA | dzi K2 NRA G A Sa (2¢the AppdinBngnt df the yoldigest)t S Q a
ever Crown Prince, MohammednBSalman, and later, the announcement of one of

the most transformative projects in the history of the country: the Saudi Vision 2030,

AY BKAOK @@ORSYOBBLINYISYylazr AygdSaild Ay (K
enable them to strengthen their fute and contribute to the development of our
a20ASG8& | yR S ORnopagidation)dslogedfftr Haamy Q& 2062 SOl
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In September 2017, a royal decree was issued allowing women the right to drive.
Furthermore, regarding the male guardianshipteys, in addition to the progress

made in allowing women access government services withouthem being
NBIjdzANBR G2 200GFAYy F YIS 3dzZ NRAIyQa I LI
mixing,on 02 August 201%sl wascarryingout the final revisiona royal decree was

issued granting Saudi women above the age oftl#¥ right to travel without

permission as of the end of August 2019 (Rashad and Kalin, 2019). Women are also
being given the right to register, marriagesvorcesandbirths, to be issued official

family documentsand be guardians to minors (The BBC News, 20t@decision

was trerding on Twitter a few hours after the announcement.

Nonetheless, the system still grants male guardsorse powever women. These
include women needing permission from their guardians to marliye
independently or leawe prison if they detained. Additionally, women still cannot
transmit citizenship to their childreandneither they can give their children approval

to marry (Rashad and Kalin, 2019).

With that said, | am quite certain that by 2020, much more progresdwithade in

0KS ALIKSNBE 2F 62YSyQa NAIKGAZ SaLISOALffe
by its Vision 2030) is working to diversify the sources of its economy instead of relying

on oil as its main source of income. Such a goal, | believe, canndtyadieved if

half of the societyg womenc is still lacking basic rights.

Social media platforms therefore seem to have brought about an unprecedented
transformation in the domain of political and social participation and activism in

Saudi Arabia. Moreeer, the great informational openness and pluralism resulting
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from the usage of social networking sites have created what Shirky (2011, p.5) refers
i2 Fa atKS RAOUFKUGU2NDRA RAfSYYLFé FFOSR o8
the flow of information va their strict censorship system and traditional media
productions (See ChapterTwo and Three). The introduction of new media
technologies has subverted such control and has opened up a space for the Saudi

public to raise issues and push for further poél and social rights.

Based on these potential sogmlitical implications of social media, the following

section will explain the significance of the present study.

1.5 Significance of the Study

| believethat the thesiswill makefour significant contrilntions to the domain of

social media studie®r the following reasons:

1 Current statistics indicate that Saudi Arabia is witnessing an exponential
growth in the number of social media users and activities. However, a review
of the literature regarding the political and sodialplicationsof social media
participation and actiismin the Middle East, and Saudi Arabia in particular,
suggess an important gap in knowledge. This may be due to two factors: 1)
Theobstaclef the Arabic language, which prevent rémabic scholars from
conducting thorough investigations and 2) Thostile political context, which
is indeed a critical barrier for researchers of all backgrounds. This thi#lsis
contribute to bridging this gap by deepening the understanding of the socio
political implications of social media participation and activiana country
that discourages civil discourse and implements severe restrictions on offline

political activities.
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1 It has been commonly argued in the present literature that one of the critical
roles social media has played in several political and sesiaé$/activisms
worldwide is increasing public awareness and improving the visibility of
issues. However, in addition to this crucial role, there is a fundamental
phenomenon that | have found to have a strong association with the notion
2F WaKl NBRIIF #IKNEKSANS Y Aya I NBSte& dzyl
media studies literature: the extent to which th&ocially connective
function(df social media may impact the dynamicdrfeference falsificatio
that is predominantly practiced by authoritarian regimes (See Chapter Two).
Therefore, this study, based on its rich qualitative data, will contribute to
bridging this gap by introducing a model (See Chapter Seven) that
demonstrates how social media panifation and activism may lead to the
LISy S (i NI { Mggditoud prefdielice faldificatioficharacterising most

societies living under conservative cultures and/or oppressive regimes.

1 Womenvrelated issues in Saudi Arabia are some of the most prominent
controversial issues in the Saudi online public sph#est of these issues
have political, social, and religious dimensions. Therefore, by selecting an
ongoing and one of the most debated issues in Saudi Amaltlee male
guardianship systenq the signifcance of the research is highlighted. The
investigation of the manner in which social media has enabled Saudi women
to discuss and raise issues that were earlier taboo will help expand the scope
of knowledge and awareness. Furthermore, | believe that tasecstudy

strategy selected to investigate the male guardianship system will pave the
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way for an indepth analysis of how hashtag activism can play a fundamental
role in the development of socipolitical issues among less democratic and

conservative socies such as Saudi Arabia.

T CAylLfftezs Y& (0KSaaa Sy3l 3Sa aobkeratn ONR G A
technologief) ¥adical transparencf2 hared awarenesQ Ihe dittatorQ a
dilemmaQ >the Yute cat theory of digital activis2 ZmassV self
communicatior autoddmyQ affecive network) phati¥ communicatiof =
Wocial mediatieQ 0 O2 Yy OSNY Ay 3 GKS LRTAGAOIT LIk
how effective they might be in investigating the role of social media within an

authoritarian environnent (See Chapter Two).

1.6 Structure ofthe Thesis

Chapter 1introduction

The introductory chapteintroducesthe aim of the research, the research objectives
and questions, statistics regarding social media use in Saudi Arabia, and finally, the

motivation underlying and the significance of the research.

Chapter 2:The Theoretical Framework: Theorising the Ingtlans of Social Media

in Political Participation and Activism

This crucial chapter will provide insight into the diversity of scholarly discussions
regarding the political implications of social media participation and activism. The
chapter will discusshie ongoing debates over the political implications of social

media under the followingeventhemes:
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1 Theme One: AuthoritarianismQpennessand hformation Pluralism,
Transparency

1 Theme TwoPublic Awareness, Widespread Shaoid the Cascade
Disclosure of Preferences

1 Theme ThreeSocial Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy

1 Theme FourOnline QuasParticipation and Endless Content Circulation

1 Theme FiveAffective Networks, Stuckness, Feedback Loops, and Phatic
Communicatio

1 Theme SixDecentralsed WeakTie Networks/s Strong Orgarsational
Ties

1 Theme SeverOnline Public Sphere: The Debate over Online

Participation

Chapter 3:The Context: Saudi Arab@The Political, Social, Religious, and Media

Environment

This chapter will present th&audi Arabiarcontext from the perspective of the
political, cultural, and media environment of political participation and activism. The
primary purpose of this chapter is to define and explain the two most significant
contexual factors affecting the politics and culture of Saudi Arabia: 1) The
authoritarian nature of the political system, and 2) The tremendous power and
significance of Islam in all aspects of life. The chapter will also discuss the
opportunities available taand limitations faced by Saudis within the context of
political participation. Moreover, the chapter will outline the Saudi media system

from the emergence of the press to that of new media for¢hs: Internet and social
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networking sites. The conclusipnesents an overview of media laws and regulations

in Saudi Arabia.

Chapter 4:Research Design, Methodoloqgy, and Fieldwork

This chapter will outline the research design, methods, and the fieldwork process,
including the consideration of the research pagadi the sampling strategy, a
justification of the adopted research method, and methodology. Moreover, the
chapter will provide an overview of the selected case studyhe antimale
guardianship hashtag activisqithe rationale behind the selection, andedldesign

and approach adopted to explore it. Given the sensitivity of the topic being studied
and the hostile political environment in which the fieldwork will be conducted,
research ethics are fundamental to this study. Therefore, this chapter will pravid
detailed explanation of the procedures and strategies adopted to ensure my safety
and that of the research participants. The conclusion entails a discussion of the

procedure and tools used to analyse the qualitative data of the research.

Chapter5The9 YLIANR OFf LYIiSNWPASS CAVRAYIAY ¢KS

SociePolitical Implications of Social Media in Saudi Arabia

l'a 0KS (GAGES adza3sSaitas GKAA OKIFLIWGSNI oAt
and perceptions regarding the doepolitical implications of social media in Saudi

Arabia and the empirical findings derived from the same. The chapter is based on

four main themes and several stlvemes. Each theme is supported tgtailed

quotes and compelling examples fromthe pattiti Yy 1 8 Q 26y SELISNA Sy O
although the influence of contextual factors (i.e. politics, religion, culture) on young

I Rdzf 6 aQ dzaS 2F az20Al f YSRAI gAff I LILIS | N



chapters as well as other chapters in the thesiseation has been devoted in this

chapter (Theme Four) to examine these factors and their remarkable influences.

The chapter is divided into the following main themes:

1 Social Media and the Emergence of a More Participatory Stalitcal

Domain;
1 Greater Awareness among Saudi Youths;
1 Social Media as Novel Platforms for Transparency and Public Accountability;

1 The Contextual Factors: So@altural Factors, Religious ldeology, and
Oppressive Political Atmosphere Influencing Saudi Youths Duringthine

Participation

Chapter 6:The AntiMale Guardianship Hashtag Activism in Saudi Arabia: A Case

Study

¢KS &SO2yR SYLANROFEt OKIFLIGSNI gAff RA&Odz
in the antimale guardianship campaign. The chapter starts &itleview of various

hashtag activism studies in terms of the efficacy of the hashtag feature in social and
political activism. After that, a brief background of the male guardianship system in

Saudi Arabia will be presented. Following this, the initighges of the campaign

(phases preceding the proliferation of the hashtage discussed in detaBased on

the findings of interviews mainly conducted with Saudi womealuding prominent

activists in the hashtag campaign and those affected by the sydteenfinal and

most critical section of the chapter discusse&k S N2t S (G KI G0 GKS WKI ¢

played in the antimale guardianship activism under two identifidgbmes:

1 The Affordance of Digital Connectivity, Networked Solidarity, Friendships;
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1 Hashtag Activisng A Potent Tool for Framing Issues, Establishing Counter

Discourse, and Promoting Policy Change

Chapter 7:Social Media is the only Participatory Spacedldr 2 1LJS v R {2 Fd h.

This chaptewwill discuss the critical findings and themes emerging from the scrutiny
2T (0KS | NHdzYSyida LINBaSyiSR Ay GKS GKS&aAa!
of both the research questions and the theoretical framuek presented in Chapter

Two.

Chapter 8:Concluding Remarks

Thefinal chapter willconclude the study angresent some personal observations
and reflections on research within an authoritarian context, discuss the limitations

of the study, and offesuggestions for further research.
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2 Chapter Two The Theoretical Framework: Theaing the

Implications of Social Media in Politicéarticipation and Activism

2.1 Introduction

This chapter aims to explore the existing theoretical literature regarding the critical
role of social media isocicpolitical participation and activisnusingan approach
that informs the interests and objectives of this research. As explain€tiapter
One, the research focus onthe role of social media in reshaping the landscape of
political and social participationand activismin the SaudiArabian authoritarian

context.

When we look to the current literature for ways to thes#ithe politicd implications

of social media, we come acrosgny differentperspectivegHaunss, 2015)The

early phase of the arguments produced two camps: the teetypiimistic Internet

camp and the technpessimistidnternet camp. The formeare those who believe

that social medidaspositive impacts on politics becaugérasestablished a space

in which politics has become more participatory than ever before, leading to the
strength of democracy anthe public sphere $ee e.gBenkler, 2006Shirky, 2011,
Papacharissi, 2010Castells, 2015 These views are commonly expressesing
YSGFLK2NES F2NJ SEF YL ST W g AanduSiNg a5t cuzit Adziy

HONQ o{dzZ t AGlFLYZ HnndT { YAGKI HaAamMMT DK2YA

On the other hand, the technpessimistidnternet camp argues thasocial media
may make a differencgdut only at marginal leveldeaving untouched the primary

infrastructure of authority and its affiliated institutions through which resources are
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allocated and power practicedSée e.g.Dean, 208, 2010a/b Gladwell, 2010;

Morozov, 201).

Recently, amedial perspective(l consider itto be probably more realistichas
emerged.A group ofinformation and communications technolodiC) scholars

reached a consensus that social medhay make a difference at the margins of
governments, as established public spheres are determined by both a tradition of
healthy civil society and the freedom of medrung et al., 2013) 2 OA I £ Y SRA |
impact also lies in bringing about a much greater transformation in terms of
governments, especially where public spheres have been weak and subject to strict
censorship(Howard and Hussain, 281 Earl et al. (2010), Gerbaudo (2012), and

TorresSoriano (2013have also discussed this perspective in great detail

| find thisrecent argument, to a great extent, accuraté say this because | have
witnessedt myself in Saudi Arabia through my consistent observation of discussions
among social media usenghich take place over these platforms, Twitter in
particular, as well athrough my engagement with politicand social issues raised
amongthese platformsin addition to the manner in whichthe Saudi government
respordsto and handles these issues. However, as has been discus€hdpters

Five, Six and Sven, it is difficult for anyone to confirm whether the recent
unprecedented reforms taking place in Saddabia,almost all of which are some
form of response to what is being demanded through social media platfdiense a

direct link to the activisnemergingonline or not.

Therefore, the diversity of opinions and debates among scholars in the literature

regardinghe political implications of social media suggests thatrttanerin which
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human agency and media technologies arerlinked requires researchers fmay
careful attentionto investigating the role of social media in political participation and
activism. Furthermore, examining the context in such cases is crucial to avoid
premature conclusions and to ensure a diversity of idgeeCurran, 2012Fuchs,

2012;Wolfsfeldet al.,2013 Porto and Brant, 2015).

Here, in particular, | would like to emphssuponti KS WRAAGAY OGAGAGREQ
situation of my current case study, Saudi Arabia, #&mel manner in whichthe

religious ideology (Wahhabism) and tlestremely conservaive culture of Saudi
Arabiansociety play a cenétirole inthe{ I dzZRA LIJS2 LJ SQa Sy 3l 3SYS)
politicaland social issues. One of the objectives of my current thesis therefore is to
explore how critical barriers (e.g. culture, religigolitics) influenceroung adultsn

Saudi Arabia during their onlingarticipation andactivism in daily political/social

issues.

Moreover, according to Fuchs (201#)e only effective way to determine the real
role of social media in activism is to clutt research based on theoretical models
which asks activists themselves how they sélthese digital platforms. T&is why
(although lencounteredgreat difficultiesn communicating with them andbtaining
their approval,with these difficultiescontinuing throughout the first year of my
doctoral degree. See Chapter Four for further details) | have decidedltmesocial

media activistsn the sample for my current research.

The current chapter thereforencludesidentifying critical questions at wonkithin
the existing literature, which are address#tough radically different approaches

undertaken by diverse theoristsin this chapter, | have grouped these debated
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questions into seven critical themes that ateongly related to my research aim and
objectives Furthermore, my choicef groupingthese controversial questions into
themes is based on my belief that this approach will pave the way for me to better
reflect the focus of the previous studi@s my curent research which will help
provide pointers forlater discussions as well as identify some gaps in the existing

literature.
The chapter proceeds in discussing the follaythemes

1 Theme One: Authoritarianism,Openness andInformation Pluralism

Transm@rency

Under this themel will review some of the key themsand concepsregarding the

potential implicationsof social medidor authoritarian practices in particular the

proposition thatinformational openness and pluralism resulting from the usage of

ICTs are frustrating the system afithoritarian regimesthat strictly control and

censorthe flow of information. The review will include highigievantand critical

concepts in the literatzZNB & dzOK | a Wf A0SN) 0A2y GSOKy2ft
GNF yaLl NEBYOBPRODKSIWRdzZuS 0O DI G GKS2NEB 27F F

2015).

1 Theme Two: Public Awareness, Widespread Shoakd the Cascade

Disclosure of Preferences

The opennes and unprecedented flow of information broughboutby new media
technologies has led to a critical factor: increasing awareness among the public,

which in fact poses a major challenge to authoritarian governméaitérky, 2011).
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This explains whwighly centrabed regimes (e.g. North Korea, Iran, China, Saudi
Arabia) are making incredible effortis limit the flow of information in their states
Therefore, inthis theme | will discuss the role of social media in increasing shared
public awarenesand the consequence of thier individual preferencesn such

authoritarian contexts.
1 ThemeThree: Social Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy

Within this theme, | will elaborate upon one of the most dedtuestions in the

literature of digital mediathe concern over the extent to which social media can
FFF2NR | WalLl OS 2 Fmpowi 2hodlivate@indivigugls. Tink dza  N.
discussion of theheme willbegin withii KS O 2 y OS &80 2YFY d¥y YA Gl al A 2 y
(Castells, 2015) and the heated debathattthis concept has generatedspecially

the oneput forth by Fuchsand otherauthors For instancefFuchsargues that the
implications of social mediain societies cannot by studied without the
contextualgation of other critical factors such as cultureligion, and politicswhich

O2dzZ R KIFI@S 3IANBI G AyFtdzsSyOSa 2y AYRADARdzZ

issues of their everyday lives.
1 ThemeFour. Online QuasiParticipation and Endless Contentr€ulation

I 1S@& FNBdzYSyid NBIFNRAYy3I &a20AlFf YSRALF |
LI NOAOALIN GA2yQ NB G2t dSa | NRdzyR GKS OF LI G
LI NOAOALI GA2YyQ Ay GKS F2N). héreforYidhisy Ay 3 ¥ c
theme, | will review the argument®ade by the two camp®©n one handarethose

who argue that social medjaarticipationcan be seen only as the onset of a critical

interpassivity in which symbolic action does not enhance genuine engagement but
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substitutesit (Zizek, 1998; Dean, 2009n the othethandarethose who argue that
social media participation may open up new pibdities for action, enable
individuals to develop their political opinions, strengthen public sphesewd

stimulatecritical debates (Shirky, 2011).

1 ThemeFive Affective Networks, Stuckness, Feedback Loops, and Phatic

Communication

A further critical argument regarding social media as a space for political
participation concerns the role of these platforms in encouraging users to
disseminate contentthat has meaningful political implicationdhe concept of

W FTFSOGADS ySig2a@m/bRSHFR2 V9Kl ad O58€2YY
introduced by Mille2008) are of great importance in this respect. Therefore, in this

theme, | will discuss both concepts as well as the corresponding perspethises

argue that both accounts have emphs®iR (G KS yS3aF GAGS AARS 27

andhavefailed to appreciate the positive potentialities that these kinds of messages

may bring to the participants.
1 ThemeSix Decentralsed WeakTie Networksvs Strong Orgarsational Ties

In this theme | will review theemergingdebatesregardingg K S G K SNJ W& 2 OA |
GASAQ | NB ai NP Activisny andadldégedal2 ImpyoRtamtAhera is

Df I RgStfQad oOownmnv FNBdzYSyd GKIFG GKS Wi N
onlybeseenas®l OAf AGIFG2NI 2F WgSI| GASAQ FyR (F
in mobilsngthe Wa i NRy3 GASEAQ NBIdZANBR FT2NJ L2t Al

elaborate upon contrastg viewsthat argue about the potential political impacts of

the W Stie felationshizQ 6 S 6SSyYy LI NILAOALI yiaod
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1 Theme Seven: Contemporary Gender Politics: The Rise of Hashtag Feminism

This theme was selected to provide an insight into the state of contemporary gender
politics in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) regionré@legance of this topic
stems from the growing debate on the political instability that the MENA region has
witnessed over the past few decades (following the September 11 attacks and the
Arab Spring), which has had a profound impact on women and gept#ions in

the MENA region. In this vein, social media have played a central role in providing a
platform for people to promote and discuss a range of contemporary social and
political issues. Among the many problems the MENA region has suffered from, the

issue of gender inequality is at the forefront.

1 ThemeEight OnlinePublic Sphere: The Debate over Meaningful/less Online

Participation

It is important to clarify here that | have selected this theme,dhénepublic sphere,
in particular, not to seek to evaluate the extent to which the Saardine public
sphere is consistent with and equivalentttee Habermasian public sphere, though
his model has its critiques and limitatiarhe concept of theonline public sphere
enablesme to investigateghe extentto whichsocial medighasfacilitated dialogue,
information exchangeand democratic debate in thenline public sphere in Saudi
Arabia Therefore,to situate the research withithe scope of myhDQ aims and
objectives,n this theme,| will discuss the debate over the emergence of dméine

public sphere in terms of its perceived limitations and ambivalent promises.

2.2 Authoritarianism, Openness andnformation Pluralism Transparency
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One of the most prominent debates among scholars in the literature is the extent to
which the use ofocial mediacan frustrate the controbver content andthe flow of
information practiced byauthoritarianregimes. The mechanics of this, as Morozov
(2012 and others argue, are quite diverse aack not consistently in faws of
empowering people living under oppressive regimgates havealsoempowered
themselves by adapting sophisticated technologies through which theyncauitor,
filter, and control the flow of information on the Internet. However, many
researcherdave reached consensus regardindpe unprecedented role played by
social networking sitesn the increased capacitfor informational transmission
which arguably subverts the monopoly over traditional media exedcibyg

authoritarian governments (Hachigian, 20@02:Jenaibj 2016).

In authoritariancountries such as Saudi Arabivhere there is no law pertaining to
freedom of informationthat allows the public to have full access to sthtd
information andwhere the censorship of traditional media channels (and indeed
educational, religiousand civil institutions) remaias repressive (Montagu, 2015),
social networking siteghreaten to take at least some of the informational power
from the Sate and its affiliated orgasationsand devolve them into a more difficult

to-manage, individual level of control

Thecollective and participatory environment created bgcial medicghas made it
much more difficult foruthoritarianregimes to control public opinions, disseminate
messages, and keep critical issues away ftloepublic eye.Consequently, we can
find that the common pattern examined and reiterated by several scholars across

different contexts (see for instance, Froehling, 1999; Lim, 2003; Kahne et al., 2015)
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has been one wheréhe online public spherdas been widely utded to circulate
issues (such as tlke related to human rights, public concerns, government abuses)

to a wider public and to achieve a greater scope.

These issuesirculated onlineoften force theirwayinto mainstream news outlets. In
Saudi Arabia, for example, the unprecedented informationpenness brought
aboutbysocial networking sitelsashelpedthe Saudi peoplén raisngand discussg
political and social issues that were once impossible to addressdgns of
traditional media (Noman et al., 2015;-2¢naibi, 2016). The considetalpressure
that Saudi society has exerted on Saudi officials through &éxténsiveuse ofsocial
media and the increasing demands for reforms have forced somé¢hefSaudi
Arabiantraditional media channels taddress though relatively, some of thissues

raised on social media.

Furthermore, this informational openness has enabled international media channels
to communicate directly with some Sauaditivists and even host them to talk about
issues conceling the Saudi public.This has been witnesseduring prominent
political and social online activiscampaignsn Saudi Arabia (such as in the case of
the previous women to drive campaigrihe antimale guardianship system
campaign and many others), where these international media outlets have played
role, which cannot be ignored, in pressuring the Saudi government. This has been
done by hosting Saudi activists and affected Saudi individuals as well as by
popularsing issues that the Saudi traditional media has been trying for many years

to either siperficially address or margingdi.
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Diamond (2010argues thatcyberspac@ abilityto circumventinformation control

and media censorshiphas enabled thelnternet to serve & Wl O0O02dzy (| o
0§SOKy2t238Q AY ¢KAOK AYRAGARdAzZ f O2YYdzyA:
governments can be held accoaiemoreeasily Diamond argues that molsition
againstauthoritarianNBE 3A YSa NBLINBASyGa 2yf esogigfS L}RG.
media. However, beforéghe mobilisation for democracy reaches its peak, these

digital platforms can help expand the public sphere, establish a more pluralistic and
independent arena of news, and widen the scdpe information, commentary,

debate,and dissent.

By facilitating individualsin documentng human rights violations within
authoritarian states and governmeat actions, social mediglatforms are also a
powerful instrument for monitoring and transparency. For instance, Ghannam
(2011),in his report titled Bocial Media in the Arab World: Leading up to the
I LINJA a A y 3 argu@sthatumiike th@ role played by traditional media channels

in the Arab wordl, social media astas a regulatory body for government activities.

However, despite the advantages provided dmcial medigor political and social
activigds and users, especially those living under oppressive regimes, it is not only
people who have beequick to take advantage of the opportunities offered by these
technologiesput authoritarianregimes also have responded immediately to these
opportunities and are adapting even more advanced technologies to control and

filter activities thatcontradict their policy interests

Thismeans that undemocratic governments have also taken advantage of these

opportunities broughtaboutby the ICTs and have had arguably equal opportunities
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with the uses of these technologies (Deibert et al., 2008; dweeHouse, 2017a).
will reflect more upon the issue of surveillance and other government techniques in
supressing and monitoring online activities in Chapter Seven with some illustrative

cases (i.e. Snowden, Moxie Marlinspike).

Acrucialaspectthat needs to be highlighted here is thauthoritarianregimes know

that these networked technologies can simply facilitate oppositional political
sphere, but at the same timethey are fully aware of the decisive rodayed by
these technologiesregardng economic developments in their countries. This
argument, which some scholars have addressed in the existing literchee €.g.
Hachigian2002 Shirky, 2011), explains the rapid and substantial development of ICT
infrastructure in these countries, regardless of the danger that these technologies

may poseto their political power and stability.

Furthermore, shutting down the entirénternet servce hasat presentbecome
almost impossible folauthoritarian regimes because of several reasons such as
business interests and international reputatiorThus, severalauthoritarian
countries, including Saudi Arabia, China, Iran, and otlrexrge sought tadevelop
several legal restrictions as well iagposea direct control ovethe public usage of

the Internet (Kalathil and Boas, 2003; Morozov, 2012; Freedom House, 2017b). Such
actions may include the banning of specific communication options. For insthece
North Korea government allovgonlyintra-country communicationsome websites

are blocked in countriesuch as Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Chiaagd advanced

technologies ar@approacledin such a manner thaguch regimesan serve their own
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policy interests, filter content, and identify opponents so as to take advardaged

minimise the challengeposed bysocial networking sites (Diamond, 2010).

Therefore, there are scholars who argue that the constraints facealiiyoritarian
regimeswhen they want to cut off the Internein which theconflict with business
interestsis one of their biggest challenges, is of great opportutatsnore people in
these countries to engage witihe Internetand get connected online, with almost

no chance for these regimes to shut off the Internet. However, having s&d th
Morozov (2012) and others argue that a total reliance on social media as a base for

politicaland social activities is problematic atidht it promotes authoritarianism

This is because information and communication sectors are often controlled in non
democratic sates bythe governments themselveand they use the service for their
own benefits. This argument is considered in the literaturédaisgfairly correct
However, what | do take issue with is the level of control and censorship as well as

the impacts on politicahndsocial activism thaauthoritarianregimes could achieve.

This does not mean that | thirtkat it is impossible fomuthoritarian countries to
monitor or block certain social platformasin China and North Korea, or even shut
down the entire Internet, asvaswitnessed duringhe Arab Spring in Tunisia and
Egypt in 2011Neverthelessthe unparalleled flow of information we are witnessing
todaydue tothe contribution of millions of social medisershas made the control

options extremely challenging for thes@thoritarianstates.

Additionally, economic pressurendersthe decision to shut off thénternet a very
costly action.Hachigian(2002) concurs with the argument mentionedrlier that

repressive regimes understand that ICTs facilitate the creation of oppositional

42


https://www.rand.org/pubs/authors/h/hachigian_nina.html

political/social spheresHowever, they also understand that ICTs are critical to

economic development in their coungs.

Forinstance, the latest annual IT report from the Saudi GZDI8) demonstrates

GKFG LYGSNYySiaG LISYSGUNraGA2y KIFa AYyONBFaSR |
47% in 2011 to abou®3% by the end of 2BQ o / L8 @g187). he number of

Internet users in Saudi Arabia is estimate®@@i26million, with a significant increase

in the demand for Internet services.

This high percentage of increase in Internet uségdelieved to be due to the
increased use of social media platforf@ITC, 208). The very high usage of the

Internet in Saudi Arabia plays a crucial role in the economic sector of the country. For
SEFYLX Sz GStSO2YYdzy A Ol (A 233bilich Saudilriyals S& Wl
(about $1953 billion) in total direct revenudrom their operations in the Kingdom

by the end of 208Q 06 / L8¢p1E/). Fheselarge figures create a serious pressure

on the Saudi government if #ttemptsto think about cutting off or everurtailing

Internet service.

With regard to social mediapecifically, proponents of the theory of social media
revolutions are keen to note that activism is by no means the primary purpose for

which social media platforms have been developed. However, they engehihsit

the multi-purpose nature and broad usH these platforms make them an effective

tool againstauthoritarianism®® 9 G KI'y  %dzO1 SNX Iy s | &Sy A 2N
Berkman Centre for Internet anBlociety referséi 2 0 KA a & We¢KS [/ dzi S

digital activism (Zuckerman, 2015, p.132). Zuaclken argues that repressive regimes

can shut down platforms thare specifically designed for political dissent with very
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little political penalty On the other handthey will face serious challenges if they
decide to shut down platforms that have been designed for broader purp(esg.

Twitter, Facebook, YouTube).

The Web 2.0 nature of social media restramsthoritarian governments from
blocking political/sociactivities, as thegannotdo so without also cutting off access

to light-hearted discussions and pictures of cute catsese norpolitical platforms,

in essence, may provide greater opportunities for political opposition, because they
can avoid being tayeted and marginalised; they are usually only associated with

superficial issue&Zuckerman, 2008).

Moreover, when such technologies are used for political purgoby some

individuals, government interference will only serve to inflate the opposition and

signal tothe public that there is something wrongccurring as any actions bthe

Sate towards political dissent groups will disturb everyday online communication

and attract greater public attentionFurther relevant here is a phenomenon
popularlyknovn astit KS W{ i NBA Al YR STFSOUIQI Ay GKAOF
or block a certain piece of information may leisl existence beingublicsed and

advertisal more widely Shirky, 2011; Barrons, 2012Thus, by considering these
possibilities, one can argue that blocking social media could tdrebly

counterproductive forauthoritarianregimes.

2 KI O Q3 theviafmdducture of social medis charactesed by the tendency
towards promotingdradicaltransparency, which couldserveas acritical means of
disseminatingdiscontent and political/social activism even under authoritarian

contexts(Lim, 2013 p.642. Social mediplatformsd LIN2 A RS | aLJ OS T2
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especially the youth, to particgte in the act of consumption as well as in the

LINE RdZOGA2Y YR RAAGNAOdzGAZ2Y 2Fp6dBRSI Az 1Y

' yRNBIFa FaaSNIlia dGKFG Ay O2ydNl ad G2 GKS
content, distributed processing and interdce Y > | YR O2y @SNHAY 3 Y
(2007, p.2) Social media tstherefore broken the usual pattern of media production

and consumption. It is no longéme factthat the Internet isthe only media system

through which users (as consumers) retri@mantent from large, centraded media
AyalArGdziazyad LyadSIFIRET 2S6 wdn G2LISNF GSa
of individuals, organizations, and sites whose relevance and authority are established

GKNRdzZAK AYOGSNI OGA2Yy PR0O7Rp.3VI NI AOALI GA2YE O

According to Jenkins et.g2009) 1 KA & | OG0 2F LI NOGAOALI GAz2Y
Odzf i daNJ& s manifested in several characteristitgat | NB  ©dsislS NJ
interactive, nonhierarchical, independent of ehtieiven institutions, andsocial ¢

GKFG Aasz | O0O0OSaaArotsS G2 Fylfteéeara dG GKS
(Kahneetatk HAMpPZIZ LIPodp0Pd ¢KA& O2y OSLIidzk £ F NI Y
serve as a foundation that may be borrowed and used byatandpoliticalactivities

and transformed into civic participation. While such transformation is applicable, Lim

(2013) argues that it is neither easy nor straightforward.

Drawing on an empirical investigation of activisatated cases from Indonesia, Lim

(2013) inherONJR G A OMdnyQickslbklifile Si AW aQ 2FFSNE | ydz
by determining the conditions under which participation in social media is likely to

lead to successful political/social activisBhel NHdzS&a G KF G GKS WLI NI

of socal media is most appropriate for disseminating content that is related to

45



LJ2 LJdzf F NJ Odzf G dzZNBd | 2SOSNE gKAES GKS O2y
borrowed and applied to civic participation and sepialitical mobilgation, it is, to
some extent, linted in its ability to mobike sociepolitical issues of a complex

nature.

According to Lim (2013jhe limitations of social media in political activism are

basically derived from three factars

Hrst, in social media, the network tends to leeaormous andthe production and
circulation of contentsaccelerating dramatically. This kind of network environment
Ad Y2NB adaAaidlroftS T2N) aaAYLXS FYRk2NJ aAYL

2yS&aé¢ O[AYI HAMOZI LJbcpol®

Second, social medigannotbe considered independent of a large media system.
While social media users can generate their own information, when it comes to
events and news, they largely depend on and derive information from traditional
mainstream media. Although the infrastructuré social media encourages the rise
of citizen journalists who produce alternative newgsichalternative production is

still too immature to challenge the content of mainstream producers. Therefore, the
success of social media activism in this regard lgrdepends on its compatibility

with the culture of mainstream media.

Thefinal factor concerns the aspect of acceSscial media platforms are linked to
their technomaterial aspects, namelyhe device and distribution of their access,
which not only @fine who has access but also the prodadssughwhich information
is accessed and consumed as welktlastype of informationthat they prefer to

consume.
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Lim conclude$&er arguments bysayingthe following

Social media activisms, thus, are masiccessful when their
narratives, icons and symbolic representations mimic those that
dominate the contemporary popular culture. In other words,
they have to embrace the principles of contemporary culture of
consumption: light package, headline appetitedarailer vision.
Beyond that, the activism must neither be associated with high
risk actions nor ideologies that challenge the dominant meta
narratives (such as nationalism and religiosity in Indonesia).
Further, it also needs to be uncontested by powédampeting
narratives endorsed in mainstream media. As such, social media
activisms are always in danger of being too fast, too thin and too
many. While online activism may see many clicks, these are little
sticks¢ while we may witness many clicks, theaee very few
causes that make for widespread activism in the vast online

social media environment (2013, pp.G&EDH4).

2.3 Public Awareness,Widespread Shock and the CascadeDisclosure of
Preferences

' Yy20KSNJ NBtS@Fyd FyR ONHzOAL t LRthayal NBfT |
publicsharedawareness{ KA NJ @ Qa oOHnanmmM0 SYLKI dtheda 2y 0
WEAKEFENBR gl NBySaaQ 27F LI2thadektdndive isa gi oday G Sy (i
mediais critical here. Théactor of shared awareness among disgruntled members

of a society is not only a force in itsdbut what this factormight lead to ¢ what

Shirky (2011, p.Sefers to astthe dictator®@ dilemmd ¢ is also a great challenge

faced byauthoritariangovernments

The dilemma is created by new media that increase public access

to speech or assembly; with the spread of such media, whether
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photocopiers or Web browsers, a state accustomed to having a
monopdy on public speech finds itself called to account for

anomalies between its view of events and the public's. The two
responses to the conservative dilemma are censorship and
propaganda. But neither of these is as effective a source of control
as the enfoced silence of the citizens. The state will censor critics
or produce propaganda as it needs to, but both of those actions
have higher costs than simply not having any critics to silence or
reply to in the first place. But if a government were to shut down

Internet access or ban cell phones, it would risk radicalizing

otherwise preregime citizens or harming the economy.
LY RRAGAZY G2 GKS NBftS (GKFdG a20Alft YSRA
awareness, | have found that there is a fundaméaspectstronglyassociated with
0KS O2yOSLJi 2F WaKFINBR | gl NSy Ba@dastng G KI
literature: 1 KS SEGSY(d (2 6KAOK (KS wazo0Aralrtte 02
AYLI OG GKS Reyl YAO ZKuratdRINBF IS INEBely précticéd- f & A T
by authoritarian regimes (Tufekci and Wilson, 200Makowsky and Rubin, 2013

Rubin, 2014

For instance, Kurzman (2004) argues that citizens, especially those living under
oppressive governments, tend to not express dfsseA y 3 2 LAY A2y A | YR |
LINE T S NIhig Kn8 &b@haviouris due to their belief that they represent only a

small minority; a belief that results from the restrictive nature of their environments,

or because of selfensorship that many undertake to avoid sanctions from the

regime thus causingsoOl f f SR AYALGADENIA Ay 2 NI y OSQ®

2 KAt S { KANJ & Qa sestupbH theYr@e/of so&alrhéiia idigmantling

government discourses arthe strict control of information, the prominent issue
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here may lie in the management tife relationship between the individuabn one
hand and society on the otherhand, in a different sense. Through repressive
practices such as censoring, discouraging, puniskang silencing oppositional
voicesauthoritarianregimes cameassurelissatisfied individuals that they are in the
minority or at least that the rest of society ds not have enough willingness to
undertake the risk of mob#ation (Faris, 2010; Makowsky and Rubin, 200&deen,
2015). Thiddeais indeed very crucial to the current focus of my studg | will

elaborate on later ithe empirical chapters.

Faris (201Q)in his study of Egyptian digital activism, argues that one of the
prominent features of social media igs great contribution in disseminating
information to a wider group of recipiestin a way that would not have happened
otherwise, where large online networks (often claeslias weak ties) continue be

updated around a range of information, viewand activities based on default

network settings. This rapid dynamism of opinionsd ainformation exchange
NEYRSNB a20AFf YSRALF | L¥Eniwhighibding expaset dzNO S
G2 Y2NB YdzidzZ t Ay FtdzSyoSa Yl & -éxStnR G2 |
preferences

The discussionegardingd KS 02y OSLIi 2F WLINBTFSNBYOS 7Tl
a20Alt YSRALIF YlI& LIXLF& Ay AwWducidednd bighy 3 dza S
related notion emphased upon by Scott (1990) in his bookominations and the

Arts of Resistancevhich is he conceptothe WK A RRSY (NI ya ONA LI Qo

Scott (1990) argues that even subordinates can still build networks for potential

political activism by developing a hidden transcript @uting in confidencamong
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themselve® / 2y NI NB (2 WLIuzbef proCessioMcbnyfriuriehtidrii Q A
and interaction between leaders and their subordinates is open and public, the

O2y OSLIi 2F WKARRSY ioNksyriaeGiddolrdie)(oftkndin thizd SR ¢
form of criticisms) that are subscribed to by subordinateslissidentdiving under
authoritarian regimeswhichtake place offstage andre difficult to be observed by

L2 6 SNK2f RSNE® ¢KS WKARREY aaNBEOHRRABII ASE
practices that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in tilelzo € A O G NI y & O

(Scott, 1990, ppdb), andthey emerge in the form of stories, grievances, rums

gossip, songs, jokes, and artwork, among others

Ly FdziK2NRGENREY O2dzy i NX, Sril behai@rdldBust@d G AT Sy
O2YLI GA6fS gAGK GKSANI I20SNYYSyidQa 2NASyYy
alternative space in which people with divergent opinions can exercise their rights
(Lim, 2014)Therefore,subordinate groupsequire a spacealternativeto the public
sphere thatis mainly controlled and occupied by domimeaentities. Fraserrefers to
GKAA & Wwadzol f 4S NYsudbfubayinafeNjtalazs dedk c@@e Ay &
the following
Venues in which to undertake communicative processes that
were rot, as it were, under the supervision of the dominant group
X G2 ITNIAOdZ 4GS YR RSTSYR GKSANI AydSi
of deliberation that mask domination by absorbing the less
L2 6 SNFdzf Ayidz2 | FlrftasS Wwg@™ dKIG NBFES
pp.66-67).

However, given the difficulties faced by peopiewuthoritariancountries, such as in
Saudi Arabia that is a part of my current case, where civic agafgons rarely exist,

where physical spaces are strictly controlled, and where political/sacialdities are
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suppressed, social media may greatly faciligibordinate groups as well as activists
in establistingthe W& dzo I £ G SN} O 2 dagduidldoiosbet ahdsiigrin G K I U

hidden transcripts.

In recent years, there have been several political events through which the role of
social media in fostering the narrative of hidden transcripts can be explored. One
notable example of a hidden transcript can be found in the cas¢hefanti-
corruption adi A A aY AY LYR2YS&AALZI (1y2s6y +a WwWDSO
dates back to 2010vhich aimsd (& 2 & dzLJdtalRultion depftied, symbolized by

I 3S012 Ay GKSANI FAIKOG 3IFAyad LYyR2ySay

O«

ONR O2 RAf S¢ p.68§).ATHE namative @f the hidden transcript in this
movement was mainly created in and through the use of social medilhe form of
visual political humor and satire (e.g. cartoons, songs, digital posters, videos,

animations). The central theme tfese artworks was inspired by and based on the

iconoftheWDSO1 2 @a / NRPO2RAf SQ®

l y2UKSN) SEIFIYLIXS OFly 6S faz2 FT2dzyR Ay W2 ¢
dedicated to the Egyptian political victim Khaled Said, who was brutally attaciced

killed by police officersTheir aim was thighlight the brutality othe police andthe

widespread corruption in his country. Through this Facebook group, thousands of
Egyptians gathered to discuss and share issues of human rights, the govethénent
corruption,brutality, and oppressiomall ofwhichwere once considered taboo topics

(Barrons 2012).

One of the arguably distinguishing features of social media is the ability of its users

to practice the politics of anonymity, which Scott (1990) considers an aspect of
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WAYFNILR2EAGAOCAQY GKNRdAZAK UKAOK GKS yI NN
communicated and transmitted/et, there is a limit to the ability ahe users of these

platforms to conceal their identities. Authoritarian regimes are now, with the use of

some sophisticated technologies, capable of tracking dissidents as well as cracking
downon activism on the Interne For instance, after the Iranian revolution in 2009,

the Iranian government was able &rest a number of activists who had been active

onthe Internet One of them was Sattar Beheshti, a we&lbwn bloggerDespitehim

not using his real name, the Iram government was able to track him down and

arrest him (Frontline, 2012).

Last but not least, it should beeptin mind that theonline space in itself does not
generate hidden transcriptdHowever, this digital space may serve as an alternative
spaceto develop and nurtue a hidden transcript when its difficult to do so in

physical spacesuch as irauthoritariancountries (Lim, 2014).
2.4 Social MediaSpaces oDutrageand Autonomy

One of themostdebated and crucial themes regarding the political implications of

social media in the current literature is the extent to which it affoedspace for

autonomy and therefore empowssubordinate groupsCastells (2015) may provide

the most prominent perspectivlere. He has tried to capture the logic of current

social network technologiesthrough § KS y 2 A2y -C2FY YWY R.D& i A By
Through thisnotion, Castellsseeks toconceptuake the shifting power of content

production and circulation fronsolely traditional media orgarsations to more

individual levels
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It is mass communication because it processes messages from
many to many, with the potential of reaching a multiplicity of
receivers, and of connecting to endless networks that transmit
digitized information around the neighborhood or around the
world. It is seicommunication because the production of the
message is autonomously decided by the sender, the designation
of the recaver is seldirected and the retrieval of messages from
the networks of communication is sedélected.[what makes
these new network technologiedistinctiveaccording to Castells

is that they providg the technological platform for the
construction of he autonomy of the social actor, be it individual

or collective, visa-vis the institutions of society (Castells, 2015,

p.6¢7).
Castells (208) therefore argues thasocialnetworking technologies provide critical
infrastructure for personal autonomincreasing possibilities of flexible orgsation,
and theyencourag and enab¢ individuals to access global discourse as well as to

engage with, reframgand express their ideas in asqe of freedom.

2 KFEG L KFE@GS F2dzyR ONMzOALFE Ay [/l adGStfaQ
spaces provided by networked technologies where individuals can express
themselves outside of the existing restrictions imposed on thenadmoritarian
governments or corporate mainstream medlastead K S NB ¥ S NB& usidg WI dzi 2
I RSSLISNI YR 2F0Sy Y2NB LISNE2YylIf &aSyaSo
than a space of freedonit is insteadthe following

The capacity of a social actor to becomsubject by defining its

action around projects constructed independently of the

institutions of society, according to the values and interests of the

social actor. The transition from individuation to autonomy is
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operated through networking, which allowsdividual actors to
build their autonomy in with likeminded people in the networks
of their choice (Castells, 2015, p.259).

Furthermore, Castells (2015) conceioés 2 OA I f YSRALF aAdSa | a |
which social networked movements can exseca counterpower by forming
IKSYasSt @gSa LINAYINAf& UGUKNRBdAzZEK | thaN®R OSaa
independent from the control of media corporations and those with institutional

power.

Having said tis, Castells makes clear that although social media sites offer a great
potential for largely unrestricted deliberation aride coordination of actions, this
represents only one element of the communicative processes through which social
movements are linked to society atr¢ge. Therefore, to generate greater impact,

social movements should not relgolely 2y G KS OF LI OAGe 27
O2YYdzy A OF (i A 2 ysdgial hddd Buk tRe$ $Rould also make themselves
WOAAAAOESQ 08 (KS & (hdhdzubad guldt ylacesdf séc@iYife.2 £ A O
As the institutional public sphere and the constitutionally defined spaces of
deliberation are often dominated by a network of elites and governrradfitiated
AyadAaddziazyas az20AFf Y20SYSy éatifgdreeR (2 ¢
communitiesthatarey 2 G 2y f & @A & A0 &linkdy/ LIt O R@dlsh deih (i S R

visible inthe symbolic public spaces.

According to Castells (2015, p.11)KS ONR G A OF f A YL NIl yOS 27
the networked space betweektS RAIAGF € &aLI} OS | yR (KS dzN

aLJ OS GKNRdAzZAK ¢gKAOK Wldzizy2Y2dza 0O2YYdzy A C

NEBR

(@p])

FILOG2ND 2F O02YYdzyAOFGA2Yy A& O2YyaaiR
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it initially contributes significantly tdhe formation of the movement and then
facilitates the movemenin linkingto society at larggbeyondLJ2 ¢ S NK 20dntRIS NE& Q
over different media platformsReferring to a number gjlobalsocial movements,

Castell® | NH sfhhfdadly convincing about how these different forms of

space RAIAGFE &ALI OS FyR Lldzof AO aefer@&t | NB

NB f I (i A ®hich lie kdnEidersnportantto the progressof social movements.

One significant mattethat | havediscovered though my literature reviewwhichl

consider critical to my current stugyis the extent to whichthe collective
O2yaiGNHzZOGA2Y 2F YSIYyAy3a Ay LIS2LI SQa YAy
vital driverd @ g KA OK WLI2 6 SN 6 2 HtiorS gf soSiefyoaBdRPRIS R A Y
the government itselfas in the case of Saudi Arabian be contestedAccording to
Castellsone of the transformativéorcesof social media is that it has established

free spacesndependentof bureaucratic structureshrough which multiple social

actors can come together to develop alternative meanings and challenge the
R2YAYlIYyld RAaA02dz2NESAE aSYOSRRSR Ay GKS Ay

claiming representation for their own valueskRin A y (i S NB & (i $eé thedGasemp = L.

Study ofthe Anti-Male Guardianship Campaign in Chapter Six.

Therefore, stating that social mediaplatforms have become accessible and
autonomous spaces for discussion, debate, and ideharing means that
authoritarian governments that have long practiced the construction of meaning in
AYVRAGARIzZ £ 4aQ YAYRA (KNRdAzZAK th&cBnsorsdigd L2 f &
social institutions are now facing a greater challenge as a result of the transformation

in the infrastucture of information technologies, social networking sites in
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particular. This has arguably -eenpowered individualsvis-a-vis existing power

a0NHZOGdzNB &z YFAYAUNBEFY YSRAFZ FYyR NBIAYS
toemphassS (G KI &G GKS LI2gSNI 2F O2yaidNHzheAy 3 Y S
factUKF G GKS aGégl @& 1LIS2LX S GKAYy1€é€ KFa | RANI
GAyalAlGdziAzyas y2NX¥Ya FyR @FfdzsSa 2y B6KAOF

p.5).

Therefore2 Yy S 2F Y& (KSaAa theexignitSwhiBhihé exterfsiie (2 SE
use of social media byoung adultsin Saudi Arabidaschallenged the dominant

power in Saudi Arabjawhich is held bythe government itself and its affiliated
institutions. AlthazaI K G KS ¢2NR WLIR2gSNDR Aa | 1S& 02\
been defined in varied ways (Fuc@€14). However, through my critical reading of
studiespertainingto this theme, for exampleLuhmann(2000), Habermas(2006),

and Castell{2007, 2011, 2015), it has been noted that power in a society generally
concerns the question of who can influence what society looks like, and most

importantly, who can control the means that allow such influence

After an indepth review of the potential rol®f social networked technologies in
arguably influencing the power structures in societyfeél that in authoritarian
governments, Saudi Arabia in my case, social media may be considered one of the
key vectors by which dominant power can be challengéeé. ise of social media in
Saudi Arabia not only provides the capacity for those powerless (dominated) group/s
to flourish and function in deentralsed and anthierarchical wag, but it also gives

rise to online collective identities.
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It is important to emphase here that Castells does not only argue about the

L2 GSyaAart NetS GKFG L/¢a YlLe LXle Ay Sy
LINE 2S00 4Q T aondpriséhSiihbged, dost&ds, die&nis,iand hardships.

This can be achied through the affordance of freer communicative aspects such as
freedom of expression, interaction, access, and opportunities, which are considered
ONARGAOFE AYFNIaldNHzZOGdzNE F2NJ 2ySQa |dzizy2
these networked techalogies in enabling powerless individuals to overcome their

sense of hopelessness by networking their desires

Therefore, one of my motivations for selecting theati-male guardianshiphashtag
activismas a case study for this research is to investighteugh my interviewsthe
extent to which socialmedia has re-empowered women in Saudi Arabia ataml
explore howthe use of the hashtag has contributed to tlevelopment of this

campaign.

2 KFG L KIFI@S F2dzyR |jdzA 0 S O 2idcadsat sbclayiddiah y /|
can greatly help individuals access a wide range of different views and overcome
bureaucratic obstaclesAll ofthesemay pave the way for them tpromote political

and sociahctivitiesand establistpersonalinitiativesin a mannethat is much easier

than ever before

Having said thatCastellsseems to me overly ambitious in his claims about the
promises social media canffer to individuals Although | agree with him that social
media hasoffered unprecedented advantages to sotes (especially those living
under authoritarian governmentsie promises of these technologies should not be

taken for granted.
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For example, in a critical article by Fu¢@@12)i A 6 £t SR WwW{ 2YS wS¥t SOl
[ FaidsSttaqQ . 221 b SHope Dotiah MoRefents dzithelin@Bet | v R

1 3SQ> CdzOKa dzNdhpréhendiveaNproach ily anddstanding the
implications of social mediéor activism than the one advanced by Castells. He

argues that the political and social implications of social méatigociety cannot be

studied without taking into consideration the contextual situations (e.g. politics,
religion, culture) that could have asuch influence on the way individuals engage

with activism as social media

Fuchs makes very clear the fact that it is the contextual situations that largely
determine the political and social implications of social méaligdocietiesHe argues
that any generating assumptionsnade about the democratsation or autonomy
related potential of social mediavithout considering/contextuading other critical

factors is likely to lead to a very poor reference at the very least.

CdzOKa Q I NHdzY Sy ( several dcHolarg Fodingtahd®hNBtuslgtled &

Baudi Arabia, Egpp> YR G KS {208anin0a g RA HzZRER YSKH @
influence of social media should therefore be considered in terms of the underlying

social and political dynamics of a given country, and not as an independent driver of

OK I y(#$2 no pagination).

Wolfsfeld et alassert that it is misguiding to attempt to examine the rolesotial

media in political and social actionswithout a G F { Ay 3 Ay G2 F O002dzyi
SYGANRYYSYlG Ay 6KAOK (& &oinkeddStNdatibsttE o H ™
YOS YiINKdza A I &4 (-8 QS LIyakeGalamd & anSliE important political

variables in the analysis of the political implications of social madiactivism.
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Therefore, to bridge this lacuna in the literature, Wolfsfeld et al. sstgd a third
ONARGAOFE FLILINRI OK K I Similaiy&igan (R0Lp Gdws YO 2 v (i
attention to the role ofthe contextual situation in determining the overall potentials

of these technologies in political and social activism.

Therefore,l believe that in an extremely conservative courgnch asSaudi Arabia,
factors such as culture and religian particulat play a critical role in the everyday
activities of Saudi peoplevhich cannot be ignored when studying the political
implications of social media. iBhis why one of my research objectives is to explore
the critical barriers that influencgoung adultsn Saudi Arabia when they participate

in political/social issues via social media.
2.5 Online QuasiParticipation and Endles€ontent Circulation

One of the importanargumensNBE 3 NRAYy 3 a20AFf YSRALF &
WLIR2 E AGAOF f LI NI A OA tdpadity eftlfesSe pldttowhad fagdiftate | NP dzy
WLIR2 £ AGAOF f LI NI Am@dningifuliah@ngads RA YR SiokhEs BdagONy 2 F
argued that social media facilitaddnorizontal and civil communicatiomdividuals

as well as institutions can now effortlessly communicate with each dthexchang

information, organse events, provié mutual support, collaborat, mobilse, and

promote collective identities Thereby, these social netwoiikg platforms can be

aSSy G2 LINRBY2(0S WR B¥nkliéN2D0G; NOveckJI2008; BtirkyLJ- ( A :
2011; Castells, 20)5However, the standing quash that has generate@ngoing
controversy among theoristss whether participation facilitated by social media

should be considered inadequate in some respects.
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¢tKS ONAGAOFf I NBdzYSyld GKFG KFra oSSy YIFR
participation has not only rendered it less meaningful bli&s possibly even
depoliticsed it (Dean 2005 2009;Gladwel) 2010a/b; Morozov, 201). Furthermore,

based on the latter view, even if social mediaonsidered an effective tool/platform

through which individuals and activists can coordinate, orggntollaborate, and

network, the extent ofits WnpactQis far less than what techroptimists have

generally expected (Dean, 2003009.

While the dorementioned criticism seems to apply particularly to democratic civil
societies in which online communication seemsniat be causing trouble to the
status quo butis rather seenas an ideologial necessity, there are also those who
argue that even imuthoritariansocieties, online communicatianpolitical activism

in particularc Y @ Fdzy OG A 2y  byalissehhinatind pblidhlEnediestind S Q

a way that does not lead to social char@=an, 2009; Gladwell, 2010).

Perhaps one of the most crucial concepts through which the debate over the
WaAaAYLI AOAGEQ 2F &a20Alt YSRALF LI NLAOALIN GA
(Zizek, 1998). Through this concept, Zizek arguesittienot only social media but

all forms of media provithgdza SNE A GK (GKS &aSyasS 2F WAyl
emphassSa (KIFG GKS ingtgad®@BO% QWadro 2 DGR Tso G KS  dz
LI F2a G4KS NRfS 2F WLI dcehd A deBuldebendgagemnenS | R 2 °
social media barely providghe delusion of participation by allowing action that is

largely symbolic at the expense of authentic action.

Inthis context, Deayin her striking bookDemocracy and Other Neoliberal Fantasies:

Communicative Capitalism ahéft Politicsargues that todaywith the extensive use

60



of networkngO2 YYdzy AOlI 1 A2ya (SOKy2f23ASax adGKS
0SG6SSYy LIRfAGAOA OANDdz | G K909, ph2R)ThEB Y (i Sy U
becawse the circulation of content in the endless and intensive digital global
networks of social communications exempts influential and Héylel actors (e.qg.
governmens, corporates, institutions) from the commitment to respond to issues
raisedwithin platforms of loose social networks. Rather than engaging in discussion
with the messages being circulated online by idissts and activists, they counter
this circulating flow of content with their own contributions, hoping that an adequate
volume (whether in terms of quantity of contributions or quality of contributg)n
will make their contributions dominant or appealing (Dean, 2009).

Instead of engaged debates, instead of contestations employing

common terms, points of reference or demarcatedrtiers, we

confront a multiplication of resistances and assertions so

extensive that it hinders the formation of strong

counterhegemonies. The proliferation, distribution, acceleration

and intensification of communicative access and opportunity, far

from enhancing democratic governance or resistance, results in

precisely the opposite¢ the postpolitical formation of

communicative capitalism (Dean, 2005, p.53).
To justify her argument, Dean (2005) discisdsav the tremendous number of anti
war messagesi@ulateddd K N2 dz3 K2 dzi 3t 201t OF LIAGIET AaYQ3
prior to and duringthe Bush administratio@ @&vasion of Iraq in 2003 were not
receivedand werekept circulatinguntil they werereduced to the medium. She
argues that even though mainstr@m media in the US provided substantial support
to the Bush administration in the ruap to the Iraq war, there have been critical

assessments of the justificationgiven by the US governmenthat have been
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circulated &i KNP dzZ3 K2 dzii 3f 20 I f icatidohsLoktivdrks. ASavéral &
media outlets, including alternative medias well asindependent local and
international media, provided wethought-out reports, insightful commentary, and
critical reviews of the US governméiclaims of weapons of massairuction in

Iraq.

For example, a welknown syndicated progranDemocracy Nowhosted by Amy
Goodman had regularly been critical of Bushadministration and his approach
towards managing national security paks. The most widely read andldest,
continuous weekly published magazine in the U Nation published extensive
analy®s and critiques of Bushjastifications for attacking Iraq. In addition this, a
number of antiwar activists provided citizens withe opportunities to malk their
oppositions known by circulating via emdikts containingthe phone and fax
numbers of theUS congresspeopleSocial networking sites were also séll to
circulate petitions, post announcements for protests and training workshops, and

call fordirect action.

While the Bush administration was preparing for a seemingly inevitable war, anti
war content proliferated extensively as thousands of actiisiganto comment and
update information about each stethat the Bush administration proceedealith
duringthe Iraq war Theycited materialfrom different media outlets to support their
anti-war positions. Althoughit is true that the mainstream media failed to cover
proteststhat hit a number of Western countries, for examplbee massive protests

in London in late 2002 and the Washington rally in the same year when more than

250,000 people surrounded the White House, several alternative, liberal, and critical
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left news outlets provided frequent and rich sousoaf information regardingthe

action on the ground.

lft Ay Fft3X gKFEG 5SSy ownndE LInam0 gl yi
strong antig I NJ Y S & & | 3 SHoweled, thel i8sGebsskie emphasis, does

y2i tAS Ay GKS SEAA&IG Segptedd cctilationfod in tartfea a1 3 S
YSaal3S agla y2i4d NBOSAGSRE AlG OANDdzZ I 4GS
knowledge that when a letter is sent, it will reach its intended destination, so the

basic process consists of a sender, a receiver, and dh@sponse/reaction to the

message. However, the central question herthesfollowing What does this mean
GAOUKAY GKS &a02L)S 2F ySiGe2N] SR O2YYdzy A Of
I NBdzYSydsz GKAA YSItya (KFIG (KS &¥ba@aarxaSye s
actually sent because the message has no arrival poifitus there will be no

response to the message and all that rensdassimplya contribution to circulating

the message.

In line with Dean, Gladwell (2010) argue his one of the mostited articleswithin

the field of digital media studies{®mall Change: Why the Revolution Will Not Be
TweetedQ that participation in social media is not as effective and powerfuhas
high-risk activism associatedor example with the participation in sHin protests

and street marches.

. FaSR 2y KAa ONARGAOIT | NBdzYSy (i eghminsWKA I Kk
how effective and impactful traditional activism is when compared to current social
media activism For example, he discussehow thousands of protesters stood up

with four black college students in 1960 when they were denied service at a
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restaurant in North Carolina, UBecauseof their race. At firstthe four students
expressed their anger and refused to Veathe restaurant but, eventually they
moved outside the restaurant and started protesting. The story of these students
and their protest started to spreadhpidly, and a number of their school colleagues
and, later, people from different states beup to join them in sitins. Gladwell argues
that although some protests were arrested, more and more participants continued
to join the sitin protest and put themselves at risk in order to demonstrate their
strongcommitment to change. Gladwell maintaithat if this sort of event were to
take place on social media, peoplewd be emotionally impacted and willing to
help, butthey wouldlack motivationwhich is considered by hito bea very critical

factor in the success of activism.

Another examplehat Gladwell discussdo clarify his belief in the powerlessssof
current social media activism is the Twitter revolution in Iran laow online activism

in Iran did not do as much as the Iranian people expected iBGtadwell argues that
many of the twets people saw on Twitter were actually in Enghghich he assumes

iIs an indication that the majority of the commentators were from outside Iran

insteadof affected peoplewithin Iran.

The conclusion that can be drawnfrdf | Rg St f Qa RARDABIENR YV Ok b f
2F LI NLGAOALI GA2YQ Ay &2 OA|.fFirstyn® Rgues thatO i A @ A
WKANRKE |1 | Ol Awhadt K@ refdrs/ @ 2¢h@ 9 a I NR YD LIKSy 2YSy
meaning that individuals will be more motivated and engaged in the activism if they
KFEFgS WOt 2aS TNRASYRa Sed@®lahk assertsitatSocial ingdiall K S

hasseveral limitations and downsides with regard to activesmd it is not as effective
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and powerful in causing a radical chadge Df  Rg St f | aaSNla GKI G
2y 0S RSTAYSR o0& GKSANI OF dzaSas> 20i&Kde | NB
pagination).

Although he conservatively acknowledges ttide of social media networks in
movements especiallyin their speed and vastachin spreading information about

events, he insists that social media faciliwbomly participants and activista doing

a2 gA0K2dzi Y20GA QI GAY Ihathé ¢oSsideksablR Oidls O2°
factor for activisnto achieve its intended objectives or bring aboutdicalchange.

He ssers U KIF i Gaz20Alt ySGg2NJa FNB SBHFSOGACL
lessening the level of motivation that participation reqéiré 6y 2 LI IAYF (A
clear that Gladwell associgd!/NJ RA OF f OKIy3ISQ |yR WadzOO0!
activism thaischaractesS R 0 & ¢RI BB ASSYy Ada LI NI AOALI
willingness to take risks. Accordingttee author, social media activism is not that

kind of activismbecause the connection between people online is based only on
Wosi A Sa Qo

2 KAES GKS ONARSNIOKNaXA PSR IXKS &F2aAghlf YSRA
be entirely denied, it should bkept in mind that onlineparticipation in itselffor

those who were previously marginsdd might be deemedxtremelyprofound and
meaningful.For instance, Shirky pombut that the work othe sociologist&atz and
Lazarsfelduggests that through the daily conversations between individgedsher

than receiving information and opinions froaone-way information medium (as it

occurs through television, radio, andwspapersg A Yy R A @pgolRicklogdiniog are

formed (Granovetter, 1978 Consequentlyda 2 OA f YSRAI G &LINBI R&
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consumption but media production as wdllallows people to privately and publicly

articulate and debate awelter @2 y ¥ £ A O (1Shyk@d 2001p.§.6 a4 ¢ 0O

| feel that thisidealis interesting because it suggests that the increasmgnmber of
online discussionever social media platforms thate are witnessing todayvhich

are proliferating with strong opinions angisited debate(at least in my casethe
onlinepublic sphere in Saudi Arabia), even if they are, for example, mixed with some
misleading information and the lack of rational reflexivity, could have significant

political implications as well as great oppmities forthe formulation ofopinions.

Therefore, in contrast to Dean, Gladwell, and Morozov, the discussion above
suggestshat in addition to the high potentialitpf increasngWa K NBR | g1 NBY
(Shirky, 2011)social media participatiosan openup new possibilities for action,
enhancepublic spheres as well ancouragecritical discussionsSocial medi@an

also enable individuals to develop their political opinions, create a decesddli

network, and broaden their perceptions of theiurrent situation all ofwhich are

consideredo be of critical importance to committed activism.

Although Shirky (2011) admits that the uses of social media are too varied and
contradictory and that the empirical record of these uses so far is lanysdyriplete,

he argues that the downsides to social media participation pointed out by Gladwell

and others should also be considered while discussing the proliferation of opinion
formationd a2 NB2@FSNE (KS WaAYLIX AOAGEQveRT a20)
assist in politi@ng users who have previously been isolated from political issues and

activities surrounding them. Therefore, Shirky believes timdine political and social
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participation can contribute to strengthering communities This may als@rompt

authoritarian governments to modify their strategic policies
2.6 Affective Networks,Stuckness, Feedback Loops, dPldatic Communication

Theargument thatsocialnetworking sites promoteutonomous participation and

enhance meaningful political activism encourgéurther challenge from accounts

that regardsocial medias mobilsing affective capacities inrmannerthat impedes

individual€ ability to undertake purposeful actions. It isargued that the
characteristics of social media incite users to disseminate information as a form of
enjoyment in ways that undermine the vision of some techojtimistic theorists

who argue that social media contribigto the democratsation ofthe public sphere.

2 A0K NBIFNR G2 GKAa INBdzYSyidz 5SSy RSaON.

G2 FYR RAA&ASYAYlIGAYy3a 2yEAyS O2yaSyd Fa v
She writeghe following

Blogs, social networks, Twitter, YouTube: they produce and
circulate affect as a binding technique. Affect, or jouissance in
Lacanian terms, is what accrues from reflexive communication,
from communication for its own sake, from the endless circular
movement of commenting, adding notes and links, bringing in

new friends and followers, layering and interconnecting myriad
communications platforms and devices. Every little tweet or
comment, every forwarded image or petition, accrues a tiny
affective nugget, alittle surplus enjoyment, a smidgen of

attention that attaches to it, making it stand out from the larger

flow before it blends back in. We might find ourselves more
fearful or seem somehow secure, even if we have no idea what
6 SQNB f 22171 A Y & folird.Nhadl&l findd givenddd, Q
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we feel, in ways that exceed our conscious perception, the

movement of multiple colliding dots (20&0p.21).
LG Aa Of SI NJ GKI { regaBlingh€amted pSlifica iSuMdaraettall) A & A
based on her assumpt2z y G KIF G GKS WRSAEAtNSBusastseeBy Rf Sa
through their multiple and repetitive online participation is indeed insufficient to
engendemeaningful actionand all it does isimplystick/tie the participants tahe
online public spher® hé fubject gets stuck doing the same thing over and over
F3FAYy o0SOFdzaS G(GKAa R2Ay3 LINRPRdzZOS&a Syez2eéd

(Dean, 2010, p.21).

In order to support her claim, Dean relies on todlowingY M0 ¢ SNNJ y 2 @I Q
plddesch LXGA2Y 2F K2g¢g W2yfAyS YSaalr3asSaqQ Oty

SEGSYyargdsS LINRPEtAFTSNIGAZ2Y 2F ardaya GKFG KI

LI GGSNYya 2F FTNBIljdzSyoOes NBRdzyRIyO& | yR NB
blog titledWPaceless Bo6kbout her feelingtowards Facebook after a discussion she
had with someone older than hewhich was about the purpose of networking

amongfriends:

| sense that Facebook is about calibrating the difficulty of knowing

the importance of theordinary event. People are trying there to

eventalize the mood, the inclination, the thing that just

happened;the episodic nature of existence. So and so is in a mood

right now. So and so likes this kind of thing right now; and just

went here andthere. Tha A& K2g GKSe& FStdG o2dzi A
ARAZ2Y 2F (GKS 3INBFG SyO2dzyiSNJ 2NJ (GKS
fA3dKiIySaa yR LJXlIe& 2F GKS L11S® ¢KSNEB

a demand for morégno pagination).
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and finallyo 0 %I AGOKA1 Qa GHINREE YONIR [DAdiadt 22 Y
YSRAlF | RRENBId2K ¢ 6 KAOK KS RSaONAOGSa waz2(
distracted and invoimg many unfocused behaviws. This is the critique that also
resonatesg St f GAGK [ A O2 LIIB) obsygrmmn{thaR MBiRddQa 0O H
communication has led to the collapsetbt presence and absee of faceto-face

O2YYdzy AOFGA2Yy Ayi(i2 6KFG (GKSe& NBFSN) G2 | &

~h
~h

networking technologies havmadelLJS 2 LJX S I f Y2a i WO 2Tidsd y dzt
potential downsides of mediated politics are perceived by some as likely to weaken

and demean social media participation.

Based on these criticisms, Dea004,201080 | NHdzSa (KI G0 GKS &adz
administration in systematicallymanipulating the information environment
especially in the rwup to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, was pririigin relying on the
WAOGNIGS3e 2F RAAGNIOGAYy3IAQ o6& O2yGAydz ff
According tothis analysis, social media paitiation therefore leads to a more

vulnerable community rather than a more engaged one.

Another critique of social media as a platform for political participation is that it has
become a space progressively dominateddplatic messageégMiller, 2008).That

is, there isa transition from a more informational and dialogic communication to a

more flattenedand nonrA Y T2 NX I A2y It 2yS 6ySi62N] SR 2
O 2 Y'Y dzyvastirgt Bsed by Malinowski (1923) to describe a new type of linguistic

use that does not carry, exchange, or inform any meaningful information. Its
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objective is a social onéo communicate sociability and maintain connectiérige
unprecedented expansion of social networks and the technical means available for
users to build boundless relationships and loose/distant friendshipsve all
SyO02dz2Ny 3SR O2YYdzyAOF A2y GKI G YIEAYGLEAY
encouraging the exchange of ideas and real information. For instance, a growing
02R& 2F NBaSI NPK LW & .3 .Yateteki@iddob)hazdegdh

to shift dramatically from systems thasupport personal and informational issues

(i.e. capturing and communicating information), and towards what are being called
WIKF GAO GSOKy 2t 23k Buiddadationshigs Kayid? dustath AsGcal ¢ K A
interaction through pervasive (but neinformational) contact and intimaéy Mitber,

2018, p.395).

Licoppe and Smoreda (280 | NHdzS GKIFdG GKS WiSOKy2t23AC
LINBEaSyOSQ KI a ¢canBngddléxprBssidns diliktin&te endtion. The

central point of their discussion is that nalialogic means of communication (e.g.

voice messages, electronic message systems) signal a demand for attention but do

not require an immediate osynchronougesponse. To put it simply, their findings

indicate that there has indeed been an increase of embodied communicative
gestures whose objective is not to exchange or share meaningful information but to

communicate sociability and preserve social connections.

SG!I NB 62NRa Ay tKFEGAO [/ 2YYdzyA2y dzASR LINA Yl NRf &
synbolically theirs? Certainly not! They fulfil a social function, and that is their principal aim, but they

are neither the result of intellectual reflection, nor do they necessarily arouse reflection in the listener.

Once again, we may say that language@loey 2 i Fdzy OliA2y KSNB & I YSIya
(Malinowski, 1923, p.315).
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It is important to emphase KSNB GKIFG GKSasS YOI NB Oy DR
ySOSaal NRt &lindeed,Snmaiyyedpecisied NS WISNE YSI YyAY:
involve intimacy, recognition, and sociability through which a strong sense of
community, securit, and belonging is founded. However, it shouldkkeetin mind

OKFG FfGK2dzZAK GKS@ YIe y20 |t gl d8esimS WYS
yeé LIdzZN1LJ2&aSFdzx aSyaSeo ¢KSNBEF2NBxX Al Ol y
technologiesO dzf (a@MNBYI Sy i Aa y2aG (1Ay3asT o6dzi 1 SSLI

p.395).

One of the most powerful reassnd SKAYR (KS LISNIBIF aAgdS Ay
O2YYdzy AOFGUA2yQ OlFy 0685 Ialishitve ateivtiessiigz 1 K S
G2RIF&3X FNEFYZNWAEIONNIAG A RS avkplessions @ thdymodetn O dzf
F3S G2 GKS WRIFIGFolaSQ a GKS 2dziadl yRA
(Manovich, 2001). WRe Wy | NNJ 6 A @SaQ G(GSftf aGd2NASaEa GKI
that follow a linear path and thenmi developmentas determined by an author,

WRE Ol 0F&aSaQ Fa RSTRWRG & & NdeOy KR RKOD H {13 @
[that are] organized for fast search and retrieval by a computer

C2NJ aAffSNI ounnyovs WLKIFGAO YSaal3asSaQ | NB
technical affordances anthe website design of these platforms. For instance, Miller

argues that the character limit of Twitter is an attempt to restrict furatic
commurh OF GA GBS OF LI OAGASAD 2A0KAY GKAa O2y(
convincing with regard to Facebd@l@atform. Indeed, this can be seen as a part of

0KS Odzft G dzNBE 2 F tHMLIR RAOB)fstressddlay Beindk di&Sof thé Q

prominent charactristics of Facebodkplatorm. Ly (G SN¥xa 2F CI O
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AYFNI a0 NHzOG dzNIF £ LINRP LISy a A G @& and 2acilitallBhe 2 G S Y
dissemination of issues in multiple networks of weils 6 K SNBX dza SNE Q RI A
(e.g. actions, cheeins, games, likes) are communicatedadoose and boundless
I dZRASYOSs GKS 2L NIdzyAde 2F GNIyaF2N¥YAY
is extremely high. He commenttse following

Unlike older pl#orms, such as mailing lists, forums, or even blogs,

on Facebook consuming information is not always a voluntary act.

In the blogosphere, for example, an interaction between bloggers

and their readers requires a voluntary act of reading and

commenting. OfCl 0S6221 % &4dzZOK Iy | O0G 2F NBI RA

not always voluntary. When everything is thrown at you on your

Facebook wall the possibility of cressading, crosdistening and

crosswatching, which might lead to crosscommunication

between strangergyou and your secondegree network), is high

(Lim, 2013, p.642).
2 KATS L LISNE2YylLtfe 0StASOS (KIFGageati K 5S1I
SEGSYyG> LISNBEdZF aA0S |yR AftdzAINF GAGS 27F
I FTF2NRI yOSa®&Sly¢ R Sasth@ie dzitthéy hdvk overlooked the
WLI2 SAAEA OS\F F SO0 a O wiich hadez2h@dh imfpactsYoS Revdral social
movements and revolutionary developments worldwide. One way to look at this is
through the assumptionthat argue thatsocial media may function mcompletely
different manner in authoritarian societies than in more democratic and civil
societies. Where speech about political, social, or even religious issues in societies
that do not enjoy democracy Saudi Arabigin my casec is relatively free, social
media can be seen as one of the most important tools that may help facilitate

oppressed individuals further diffusngand fragmeningthe environment ofclosed
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information. Therefore, one can argue that the use of sbehedia in authoritarian
environmentscan break the closure of the informational environment, open up
space for actions, and allow more political discussitias were previously almost

impossible.

Moreover, through my reading of both accounts, | fetidat they have
overemphasSR (KS Wy2@gStieQ 2F (GKS &a20Alf yS
SEOSaaAr@dsS OFLIoAatAdGe (2 GKS WIiSOKYAOLf |
social interactions. Although | generally agree with them, | believe ttiat have
oversimplified the nuanced processes and incredible complexities of such
interactions. It is here, in particulahat | would like to emphaseona A £ £ SN & 0 H n
 002dzy Gt 2F WLIKIFGAO O02YYdzyA Ol otlgoRasd L 06 S
WLIKFGAO O2YYdzyAOFGA2y Q KlFa SR KAY G2 A3
broad potentialities that social media platforms may have or bring atboutheir

users. In other words, hplacesii 2 2 Y dzOK SYLKI aAxa 2y 0(GKS y¢

commw A Ol { AMdls/ti®@ackngiviedgéhe potential advantagesf the same

Tufekci (2010) has argued that this sort of communication (the phatic messages),
which, for example, Miller (2008) and Gladwell (2010) among others regard as

WLRAYUf Sda Q2 WadzyMyQRSISIR yi KS 0 SRNR O]l 2 F W

All those Facebook friends that Gladwell and others take turns
making fun of? That is exactly where most people can potentially
draw stronger ties. Tweets/discussions about lunch and naps and
status updates alhat dates and breakups? Bedrock of sociality

and of social networks of stronger and weaker ties. Do we really

think that strong communities spend their time discussing the
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finer points of flexible specialization in the labor process under

post-Fordism? (Tukcei, 2010, no pagination).
¢ dzF S1 OA Q abatkédBydoyns ghipirickl tudies (e.g. Haythornthwaite, 2002;
Hampton and Wellman, 2003)egarding the impact of social networking
technologies on neighhwhood communities, which generally suggest thatsd
online connectivity to the already existing fameface communication (which is
often sustained in part by the smalled phatic communication) has high potentialities
to increase the level of bonding and facilitate strengtimgrties, and this is beause

the channels of communication are increased.

¢CKSNEF2NESX 2yS OFyYy INHdzS (KIFG GKSt#S WLIKI
same affinities and interests in a boundless pool of online social networks may, over
time, leadtheseindividuals tobuild robust networks of stronger ties. This is indeed
happening According to some of my female interviewees (see Chapter Six: The Anti
Male Guardianship Campaign in Saudi Arabia: A Case Studypf the reasons
behind their current strongie relationdips was initially a Twitter discussion
between them and large numbepf other females whowere affected by the male
guardianship system. They explained to me that their initial online discussitih(
could be seen here as wedk relationships) hd facilitated themin gettingto know

each other bettey which consequentlyenabledthem to build a wider network of
relationshipswith those affected by the system. All tifis has resulted in regular
offline meetings between them through which they contintleeir discussions and

plan strategies to tackle such a system.

2.7 Decentralsed WeakTie Networksvs Strong Orgarsational Ties
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Having elaborated on the argumengsertaining to the two critical concepts,

W FFSOGADS ySlab@ N} ¥R WBIKI YXOHORAXNYdzy A Ol (A
would like to move on taliscussmportant and increasingebateson whetherties

between social media useese capableof mobilisingmass activism on a largeale.

It has been arguethat social media canrdy facilitae Wg S I {  (tHusSoalie I y R
participation des not contribute to mobilising ¥trong tie€xequired for political

purposes.

Perhaps, Gladwell (2010) is one of the most prominent critics of the role of social
YSRALF Ay GSN¥a 2F Ada LRGSydiktuhardseeht A G &
as the basis for the success of political mehiion. Speakingf social media he

statesthe following

Twitter is a way of following (or being followed by) people you

may never have met. Facebook is a tool for efficiently managing

your acquaintances, for keeping up with the people you would not

otherwise be able to stay in touch Witd ¢ KI 1 Qa ¢gKe& @&2dz Oy
I GK2dzAl yR GFNASYRaé¢ 2y Cl OSo6221= | a
(2010, no pagination).

Df  RgStf I aaBANG aNRIfKH @A 2WpaSKA1LJAa Q NBLINBa Sy
YSRALF NB Ayl LLINRPLINAFGSS TREI (6 £2 a KXILIEQ Y
hierarchical orgarmsation, such as orgasing protess and largescale uprisings. He

I O1ly2¢6f SR3S GKFdG wgSIF]1 GASaAaQ INB 2yfteé d

Qx

can be tackled effortlessly with no risks involved.

Gladwel goesT dzNII K SNJ 6& | OOdzaAy3a (GKS WS@I y3aSt Aa

medig statingthat they still do not understand the distinction between weak and
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strongtie relationships He argues that participating in social media, as an&ky

action ard that whichis generally grounded in wedle relationships between users,

is ineffective in providing the necessary motivation for higtk activism, and all it

does is lower the cost of participation:
Social networks are effective at increasing p#vationt by
f SaaSyay3a (GKS fS@St 2F Y20AQF A2y @K
Facebook activism succeeds not by motivating people to make a

real sacrifice but by motivating them to do the things that people

do when they are not motivated enough to make a reatrifice.
{LISF1{AYy3 Ay fAYS 6AGK DfFTRgStts [20AY]
firmly rooted in real life and capable of mobilizing (financial) resources, will

SPgSyildz-tfe 20SNNHzZ S S]] 2yftAYyS O2YYAuUYS

Consideringall that Gladwelland Lovink haveaid, much irtheir accouns remain
highly controversial to this dagrucially, what | have found interesting to mention
here is how the notion of 'stronge’ itself has been inconsistently approached by
different accountsn the relevant literature. This undoubtedly pes that there is

no specific and agreed upon criteria by whichdieength is measured.

For instance, Granovetter (1978grceiveghe $trengthdf the interpersonatties as

a combination of several facterather tharaninherentlybinaryone (weak or strong
tie). These factors consist thfe amount of time spent together, emotional intensity,
intimacy (mutual trust), and the reciprocal services between thent@mbers all of

which charactese the tie.

This definition ishighly consisten with the arguments made bflau (2010 and

Tufekci2010)whol NHdzS G KIF 0 waz2O0Alf GASaQ akKz2dz R
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or strong) Indeed they do not only fall along a continuum but also completelea
other and play overlapping functions:
Social ties are not dichotomously weak or strong; they fall along a
continuum. The majority of relationships are in the muddy middle,
just beyond strangers, just short of friends. Indeed, all of us start
out as stragers and then, as bits of information and history are
exchanged, we find ourselves in weid territorycthe realm of
consequential strangersWeak ties can morph into stronger
ones, of course, especially when people come together to fight a
common enemyor to advance a common cause.dzi Al R2SayQi
matter how far a particular relationship travels toward the streng
tie end of the continuumAll social ties have meaning, and soe

even the weakestcan motivate us to put our lives on the line

(Blau, 2010, nogygination emphasis added
.fldz 6vnmny | NBdissR 0UKIF& b KONIEOWEOGNRERS |
GAOGK Y2NB LR6SNI YR Y2YSyiddzyz wgSIk]1 (GASa
activism to transcend its initial milietn line with Blau, Tufekci (2010) asserts that

Wg St NS JiteffecNBNRA G A Ot F2N) KSQP2NNYIGAZ2Y 2F

Therefore, rather than considering socialmeaia | & LJ- OS ¢ K3 & Q2 f IN&S
mobilised and sustained anbelievingll K § (KA & W@OANIdzrf &LJ OS.
vector by whichtrongtiesQmay be fomulated, the opposite could be true.

I 2YYSyYyidGAy3a 2y DflRgSttQa ¢ OuleRcddZqio, @oF &S|
LI AAYFGA2y 0 | NBdzZSa GKFG afl NABS LkR2ta 27
robust networks of stronger tiesand Internetuseig | Se& (2 JHUdiR LINE O
can be argued that weak ties are highly effective in providing the basis of support for

political activism and orgasations.
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Based onhis ethnographical studyof the Global Justice Movement, Juris (2008)
argues thatsocial media enabled angilobalsation activists to produce alternative
non-hierarchicalnetworks facilitate transitional communication and coordination
among grassroot participantsand build horizontal ties between autonomous
groups. Importantly, the fndings of his study demonstrate that theitial
relationships(described in the literature as weand fragmented) betweerthose
grassroot and autonomous participants do not necessarily remain weak and that
networked participants still develop strong @rpersonal ties and friendshipghat
social media facilitate in the first placeInterestingly, the findings of the present

studyconfirmthis claim(See the story of Areej and her friends in Chapter Six).

This finding isalso consistent with that of Gerudo (2012)who highlights the
interconnectedness of online and offlindriendships between movement
participants.Theintervieweesin his researchevealedi K ¢ G KSANJ WCIF OSo :
were indeed also their real friend3hus, these findings are inconsidtevith the

arguments thattate that social media participation can only allow the construction

of weakties.

In this vein,Blau suggested a number ofdaantages offered by social media
platforms that may have significant politicand socialimplications, which |
personally believe are highéffectiveeven if we acknowledge th#ownsidesto the
potential role of social media in facilitating the developmh of strong ties among

the participants.These arghe following

First, spreading the word:As has been widely argued in the existing literature

termsofa 2 OA Lt F OOAGBAAYS WAYT2NY, which&eofeenA & LJ2 ¢
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superficial in their meaningvill not necessarily motivate us to make an immediate
decision such as engagingoalitical action. However, there will be no chance for us
G2 YF1S I LI NIAOdzE  NJ RSOAaAA2Y dzyf Saa

and in multiple stages

Second, lronicling the experience: One advantage of social media is that it has
renderedus less isolated aniéssconfined to our narrow surroundings (e.g. family,
relatives, colleagues). Nowith the use of social medjave canexpresour thoughts

and share our ordeals with boundless sociak.ti€his is of great importance
especially among conservative culture such as Saudi Arabia that discourages

discussions on political and religious issues.

Third, ®nnecting the participats: Socialmedia tools havéelpedparticipants keep
conversations flommg smoothly regardless of the distance between them.
Furthermore reuniors between participants are now egs to organse than at any

previous time

Fourth, leeping the story alivdndeed, one could argue that this is one of the most
prominent features of social media. Previoustyembers of thepublic facel great
difficulties in first raising issues that affeckt them and then sustaining the
discussions ovethese issues. This is extremely evident especialputhoritarian
nations where traditional media channels are heavily controlled and censored by
governments. Thus, we can find that most of what is discusbealgh these
traditional means serves the iatests of governmentprimarily and often neglects

popular issues that are contrary to the orientations3tes.
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Fifth,inspiringy S Y2RSt a4 2F LI NGAOALI GA2YY LO Aa
which is constituted bya number of aspects, such as encouraging others to do
something or urging them to express their views on a societal issueaffettsa

groupin asociety, is not the same as participatingarstreet protest or joining a

picket line. However, as has begaid, there are many ways to be valuable to society

and to share the burden, albeit with little effort. As St. Clair put it (cited in Blau, 2010,

no paginaton)a L¥ &2dz Oly F20dza GKS avlrtft I OGA
otherwise loosely connected2ydz OF'y KIF @S | 6A3 AYLI OG 2 O¢

7 A

Moreover, existing literature suggesti K -3 Q I NB (KSyasSt g
political effectiveness in a number of wagsd are seen to be critical in the
development of social activisriror exampleGranovetter {974) asserted thagven
IKSaS-GWSSINBEt I GA2yaQ OFy 0 Satidnyindéed E8O0G A JS
through these weak tiethat information can be quickly and extensively transmitted

through multiple communities rather than merely within them.

Weak tiess t a2 KI @S |y AYyAGAFE NRES (2seis) & A\
and the supporters of social activisnin relation, there is a suggestion that the

effective potency of online sociality may facilitate individussverconing fear

through the sense of unity and togethernesgich they can achieve through their
2YEAYS AYGSNIOlGA2y d | f (i K2 grackss of &ivisNR f S 3
mobilisations is one of the critical themes, it has been somelb@&nneglected or

not fully understood in social movement studies (Goodwin et al., 2001) as well as in
contemporary social media studies (B2a'ev, 2004). However, itfisy contention

that the use of social mediaspecially irauthoritariancountries may contribute to
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helping participants creat an atmosphere of consensus, emotion, and togetherness

which would otherwisde almost impossible to achieve.

2.8 Contemporary Geder Politics: The Rise of Hashtag Feminism

After careful consideration of the critical questions thrown up by the current
literature on the socigpolitical potential of social media participation and activism,
this theme was selected to provide an indigito the state of contemporary gender
politics in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. The relevance of this topic
stems from the growing debate on the revolution in new communication
technologies which has been reinvigorating the public sphere, espedial

authoritarian countries.

The political instability that the MENA region has witnessed over the past few
decades (following the September 11 attacks and the Arab Spring) has had a
profound impact on women and gender relations in the MENA regiond Sed@lAli,

2012, 2013; Akman, 2015; Elsheikh and Lilleker, 2019). In this vein, social media have
played a central role in providing a platform for people to promote and discuss a
range of contemporary social and political issues. Among the many preblem
afflicting the MENA region, the issue of gender inequality is at the forefront

(Dalacoura, 2019).

Several feminist studies have suggested that with the revolution in media
technologies, women in authoritarian societies have been able to find alternative
ways to develop a discourse based odesire for social change, in which they can

unite and challenge the patriarchal discourse that has so far dominated the public

sphere (AlSaggaf, 2011; Sasha, 2013; Elsheikh and Lilleker, 2019; Tlarden
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Sreedharan2019).Byfocusing on lifestyle matters that are often addressed only in
small private circles, they arable to question some cultural norms and values

without provoking the state or security apparatus.

However, before moving on to assess the growingr@menon of digital feminism,
I will first highlight the cultural background of the MENA region, as the contextual
situation of any region plays a vital role shaping the form taken by specific

phenomena and how they are perceived.

According to Moghadarf2013), the MENA region is characterized by-patriarchal
countries, and the region is at the edge of several gender indices. It is believed that
the status of women in the MENA region is mainly shaped by Islamic thought and
practices and by the very neervative cultural heritage (Moussawi and Koujok,

2019).

The gender gaps in the MENA countries in terms of social, economic and political life
reflect the unequal treatment of women compared to men. The MENA region ranks
at the bottom of all regiondpr instance, on the World Economic Forum Gender Gap
Index for 2020. Turkey, for example, was ranked 130th out of 153 countries, Jordan
138th, Morocco 143th, Lebanon 145th, Saudi Arabia 146th, Iran 148th little

progress being made in narrowing the gendap (World Economic Forum, 2020).

Tablel The MENA Region Gender Gap Index Rankings 2020.

Country Rank
Regional Global
Israel 1 64
United Arab Emirates 2 120
Kuwait 3 122
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Tunisia
Turkey
Algeria
Bahrain
Egypt
Qatar
Jordan
Mauritania
Morocco
Oman
Lebanon
Saudi Arabia

Iran
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It has been argued that although many Muslim countries have moderntkey,

have not come toaccept greater equality and rights between genders, as has

happened elsewhere (Norris and Inglehart, 2012). Therefore, contrary to most

Western countries where a combination of feminist struggle and broader socio

economic shifts have brought about greatquality, most Islamic countries have

maintained traditional norms and values.

In these countries, family and tribe rather than the individual represent the

fundamental building blocks of societycould be argued that a f | Y

A

ol a GKS

dominant religion) strictly binds all aspects of life, and men and women have distinct,

complementary positions and obligations. In describing the critical role family plays
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reflect and reinforce one another in such a way that women are sectass citizens;
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they do not have equal legal rights with men, and privilege and authority in the family

Ad O2yFSNNBR 2y YIES ({Ayé O6HnAnmTE LIPMMO P

That being said, some feminist scholars (e.g. Shaik, 2003;-Panés and Tugan
,2011; MirHosseini, 2006, 2013) argue thatdtnot the Islamic beliefs per se which
have caused the difference, but rather it is the way in which Islamic Sharia has been
interpreted that has contributed to strengthening social expectations of a separate
and subordinate position for women as housateis and mothers, with men as
family patriarchs and, above all, the primary breadwinners. While the researchers
agree that in Muslim countries there are serious barriers to gender equality for
women, they challenge the belief that gender justice and womepowerment are
incompatible with Islam (Shaikh, 2009). In the view of these authors, therefore, it is
not Islam but social and cultural traditions that account for the continued mindset of

patriarchy.

This argument ipartially acceptedin the literature2 y 62 YSy Q& &G dzRA S
2015). For example, although both Saudi Arabia and Tunwi@l{ are considered

as most conservative vs the liberal countries in the MENA) adopt Islamic Sharia law

as the basic constitution for the state regulations and affatrappears that the

variation between the two countries in terms of political will, the social dynamics,

the interference of other ideological and social influences, and more critically the
different approaches implemented in the interpretation of Sharaav have resulted

in two distinct versions of gender politics.

Saudi Arabia, for instance, implements the Sunni interpretation of the Sharia with

the adoption of the Wahhabi approach. This has led to the introduction of some strict
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laws: the male guardnship system is a prominent example in this regasek (
Chapter Three). On the other hand, the Tunisian constitution which is largely
influenced by and based on Islamic Sharia law has undergone significant changes
since Habib Bourguiba's reign to date (Msawi and Koujok, 2019), all of which has
contributed to a gradalistapproach towards greater rights for women. For example,
the Tunisian personal status law opposes polygamy, allows women to inherit equally
with men and to marry no#Muslim men, and refies the idea of the male
guardianship system, stating that women have the right to decide on all aspects of

their lives.

Therefore, while the Islamic Sharia law is the basic constitution of both countries, the
implementation/interpretation of the law introduces two exceptional cases
concerning women's rights in Islam. This example is consistent with the claims made
by severascholars (e.g. Tripp 2015; Karshenas et al. 2016; Abbott, 2017). Abbott, for
instance, argues that:

Treating all Muslim countries as identical can lead to misleading

conclusions, so can treating all MENA countries as if they are

identical, which much ofhe research to date has done. While

the Arab countries may form a distinct cluster when compared

with the rest of the world we should not fail to recognise that

there are differences between them (2017, p.12).
Given that women in the MENA region habkeen excluded for decades from
participating in the public sphere for political and cultural reasons, the revolution in
information and new media technologies seems to provide them with
unprecedented opportunities to raise gender issues, generate moreeaveas, and

form public opinion (Skalli, 2006; Elsheikh and Lilleker, 2019). Therefore, the
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following is a discussion about digital feminism; the new phenomenon of hashtag

feminism, in particular.

In contemporary networked activism, new theoretical approas have been
developed to examine the potential role of social media in political activism. A large
and growing body of this literature has argued that most current social and political

campaigns are initially formulated, organised, and mobilised thraaghal media.

According to Bennett and Segerberg (2012), we are witnessing the evolution of
YSU62N] SR a20ALt OGABGAAY YR | LI NY¥RAZ
action. Moreover, it has commonly been argued that social media technologies have
not only enabled activists and organisations to mobilise geographically dispersed
individuals (Shirky, 2011) but have also provided networked individuals with a
channel through which they can generate content, collaborate, convey messages,

engage with eacbther, and challenge the dominant power (Castells, 2015).

However, there is still a need for an empirical investigation, especially about the
extent to which social media tools can facilitate social and political activism in
authoritarian contexts. Despatthe numerous socipolitical challenges in politically
restrictive environments, many affected groupscfudingwomen) have emerged

online to fight for rights, demand greater freedom, and challenge the authorities.

Therefore, my primary interest in sslting the case of anthale guardianship
campaign is to explore the potential role that social media tools (i.e. hashtags) can
play in political activism in an authoritarian public sphere, Saudi Arabia, where most
forms of social and political activism enge only online. This consequently gives less

importance to the strength of organisations and the availability of resources, and
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places greater importance on the role of social media as a driving force for the

formation and mobilisation of online activism an authoritarian environment.

¢KS NBOSY(d 3INRBgAYy3I LIKSYy2YSy2y 2F WKl akKil
critical attention in the discipline of digital media studies. For instance, Yang points
out the following:

One of the most interesting develapents in digital activism in

recent years is the rise of hashtag activism, meaning discursive

protest on social media united through a hashtagged word, phrase

or sentence (2016, p.13).
Various studies have assessed the efficacy of hashtags in politicakmactFor
example, Meraz and Papacharissi reveal that the use of hashtags for an emerging
socioLl2f AGAOI T S@Syid Oy KSELI FNIYS (GKS S@S
gStft a FLELOAECAGIFGS aGKS ONBI GA2gletBaF ' R K
the hashtag feature can pave the way for a distributed community to easily gather,

seli2 NHFyAaSs yR O2tft SOGAGStEe O2y iUNAROGdzGS

In addition to the considerable advantages that users can gain through the use of
hashtags, such as the simplicity of locating relevant topics within the vast amount of
conversations on social media platforms as well as engaging wiimlikéed people,

it has been argued that the use of hashtags by affected individuals has incredibly

enhanced the visibility of their movements (Alaimo, 2015; Wang et al., 2016).

Andrews and Caren (2010) argue that prior to the advent of social networking sites,
0KS OAaAOAtAGE 2F LREAGAOFE FTOUGAGAAY &I ¢

LINE RdzOAY 3 YR OANDdzZ FGAy3IQd ¢KAA& | NHdzYSy
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activism studies. For example, Yang (2016) has demonstrated in his case study of
#BlackLivesMatter how the use of the Twitter hashtag in this campaign has played a
powerful rolein helping the black community improve visibility and generate more
awareness and yblicity about issues that have been for decades misrepresented

and neglected by some national traditional forms of media.

wS3IFNRAY3I WFSYAYAAd I OGAGAAYQ 2NJ WKI akKial
research has focused on the potential role tlsacial media has in feminist activism.

For example, thelournal of Feminist Media Studibas featured several articles
recognising the significance of this critical phenomenon. Some of these studies, for
instance, Clark (2014), Horeck (2014), and Mejfr14), have highlighted the

LR GSYaArt NRES GKIFIG WKIFaAKGF3I FTSYAYAaAaYQ
sexism, racism, and classism) which are produced by some corporate

advertisements, forms of journalism, and the entertainment media.

Other studes conducted by RodirGolocino (2014), Williams (2015), Rentschler

(2017), Mendes et al., (2018) have demonstrated that prominent feminist hashtags

(e.g. #BeenRapedNeverReported #SafteyTipsForWomen, #StopStreetHarassment,
#YesAllWomenBringBackOurGirleave had an effective role in exposing gendered

GA2t SyOS YR | 0dzaSe® ¢KSe& SYLKIaaasS GKI G
FSYILfSaQ SOSNERIE SyO2dzy i S NBlamimddiséurseS E dzl €
that promotes such a rape culture.

Social med technologies have provided affected women with visible platforms
through which they can report the street harassment and domestic violence they

experience to a broader spectrum of audiences. In doing so, they not simply
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showcase the pervasiveness of symtactices but also critique and educate the
public about sexism and offer counter discourses to the popular misogyny Mendes

et al., 2019).

Additionally, the hashtag feature serves as an organisational structure that enables
dispersed women to produce amdnnect with personal stories; this has extensively
KSt LISR GKSY FAff GKS 3IFHL)I ONBIGSR o6& GNIR

issues (Rentschler, 2017).

Given that the use of hashtags may allow dispersed individuals to promote
WHNF yaLl NBWASQ (KSR WOAAAOATAGEQ 2F | LI N
exploring how Saudi women have utilised such a tool in theiraate guardianship

campaign to fight gender inequalities and challenge the dominant patriarchal

discourse in Saudi Arabia.

Futthermore, as has been suggested by Bennett and Segerberg (2012) that digitally

YSRAFGSR LREtAGAOIE | OUAQGAAY Ay@2f @Sa | 13

(0p))

0StASPS GKFG NIYGKSNI KIFy a2t St-politi@dl t dzl i
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actvA A YQ adzOO0SaafdzZ fe Y20AfAasSa NBaz2dz2NDSa

of the studies of traditional social movements have tended to do), an alternative and

A ¥ 4 A ~

2FT0Sy yS3f SOGSR FLIWNRIFOK Aa (2 lFaasSaa Al
2nnT0I 6KAOK OFlYy 6S RSTAYSR Fa aukKS OF LI C
influence the actions of others by means of the production and transmission of

ae Yo 2t A@hoREBIMNES).

This approach indeed becomes of great importance espganehn authoritarian and

patriarchal countries where social networking sites have enabled women to
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overcome many political and social challenges, disseminate information beyond
geographical boundaries, generate their own content, and undertake connective

actions.

That said, howeverit is important to draw attention to the fact that although
hashtags can be a powerful political tool, they are not without risks and limitations.
For example, scholars have pointed out some potential dangers associatecheiith t
use of hashtag activism. This includes the problem of oversimplifying complicated
issues, the barrierso digital access, the overexposure of vulnerable individuals,
online threats and trolls, and the expansion of corporate and state surveillance
(Morozov, 2011; Fuchs, 2014; Cole, 2015; Clark, 2016; Hintz et al., 2017; Dencik,

2018).

These potential disadvantages of online activism, particularly trolling Internet
O2YYSyida Fa ¢Sttt Fa GKS adlisSQa AyONBI|Faa
engagen covert surveillance of targeted groups, have indeed been reported by some

of the participants of this research (See Chapter Five).

Notwithstanding this, Bayat (2010) notes that acts of resistance by women in
authoritarian countries often go unnoticed S OF dza S G KS& R2ydid O2 N
2 SAGSNY Y2RStQ 2F gKIFG RSFAYySa | a2 OAl
leadership, procedures of membership, mobilisation strategies, and street marches,

which are characteristics of most movements emerging in dentacsattings, are

indeed privileges that are not accessible to women in religious and patriarchal

a20AS0ASar pK2aS GauNd¥zZ3atSa FINB 2FGSy
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authoritarian/patriarchal states as well as the unsympathetic attitudes of many

ONRAYIFNE YSyé¢ 6. F@lrdZ HamnI LIOPTO D

Bayat asserts that in authoritarian settings, ordinary practices that women seek to
participate in (such as employment or education, divorce, living independently, or
running for political office), which in Western amdkemocratic countries are
considered normal, are perceived as powerful acts of resistance. This form of
NEaArAadl yoOSz  OO02NRAYy 3 G2 .tlteelabiliytohsgati2 { @S &
collective will in spite of all odds, by circumventing constraiatsizing what exists,

and discovering new spaces of freedom to make oneself heard, seen, felt, and

NEIfAT SRE OHAMAI LIPMMHU ®
2.9 OnlinePublic Sphere: The Debate over Online Participation

Given that my research focus will be on the role of social medihearmpolitical
participationand activismof young adults ifSaudi Arabia within thenline public
sphere, it is worth exploring the growing debates over the critical role of social media
in providing individuals with the ease of participation as welhasviving the public
sphere. It is one of my research questions to investigageextentto which social
mediahasfacilitated dialogue, information exchangend democratic debate in the

online public sphere in Saudi Arabia

Therefore, a helpful starting point to understand the potential
advantages/disadvantages of tlemline public sphere is to carefully contextusi
the existingscholarlydebates over the emergence af K &lin&dpublic sphere. To

do so, | will proceeavith my discussion of thenline public sphere, after a general
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conceptualksation of the term, by addressing the concept in terms of its perceived

limitations, ambivalent promises, and some related research findings.

Several concepts have been proposed with regard to the online public sphere, and
each of them have been associated with a relatively distinct perception of the
phenomenon in question. However, there are a number of common denominators
that noticeably exist mong these concepts. For example, researchers define the
online public sphere as a communicative space provided by the Internet and
supported by social media platforms where users can openly and freely participate
should they wish to, where issues of commaoncern can be raised and

communicated, and where the proceedings are predominantly visible to all

(Dahlberg, 2001; Cammaerts, 2005; Poor, 200&5a8jgaf, 2006; Schafer, 2015).

On the other side of these commonalities, the existing scholarly perspectives
regarding the public sphere vary theoretically in terms of what sort of
communication they deem desirable (Ferree et al.,, 2002; Wessler, 2008;- Wahl
Jorgensen, 2019). For instan@evocates of a participatory public sphere endorse
civil, rational, and consenswsiented deliberation. In contrast, liberal theorists
demandda communication whose structures represent the relative power of societal
stakeholderg (Schafer, 2015, p.322)This can be measured, for instance, by
elections. Constructivism theorists also call for emotional, narrative, and
confrontational sorts of communication that would be more appropriate and
consequently, more empowering to certain social groups (Gerhandk Schafer,

2010; Schafer, 2015).

2.9.1 The Perceived Limitations @he Old Public Sphere
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attention in recent years because it has been concefeas a supplement or even
an alterrative to thepre-existingW2 f RQ LJdZRdudhfkisciahdk & i B016),

which is largely considered a fundamental component of modern democracies.

Although public sphere theory has advanced various perspectavesajority of

studies have theosed the online LJdzo t A O & LIKSNB | f2y3 GKS

0 K S 2 NB Gamethifiglsithilaritdhe ancient Greek Agoréhe New England town

meeting in the colonial era, or the salon discussions in Paris, Berlin, and Vienna in
previous centuriegDahlberg, 2004; Schafer, 201Akcording tahis perspective, the

public sphere iperceived- & | WO2YYdzyAOF A GBS &Ll OSQ Ay
and concerns are discussed by those interested and affected individuals in a manner

that aimsto establsh a set of ambitious normative principles

Discussions among members should consist of clear argunsmsshould be
supported by an appropriate logic through which they can clarify their pointiew
regardingthe case in question. All interested in@tiuals/parties should be allowed
to freely participate inand be enabled to discuss all kinds of issues. Furthermore,
there should be mutual respect between the memberstioé debate, and they
should also be honest and opeand make a sincere effort to @ach a common

conclusionPapacharissi, 2002010.

However, Jurgen Habermas and ottliteimkers argue that these aforementioned
criteria ofthe W2 f RQ LJzof AO &LIKSNB | NB y20 Fdf t @&
primarily due to astructural transformation of the public sphefHabermas1992),

during which the traditional media lIs&merged as a large but insufficient fordor

93



publicdebatesl 6 SNX I 4Qa YIAYy LRAYyG 2F ONARGAOAAY
the policy underlying mass media, especially the commercial amast based on

the principle of advancing deliberation. This is because the imaykichmass media

tendsto approach slecting and presenting social issues are highly influenced by two
factors: political preferences and economic pressur@dabermas, 1992)
Consequently, traditional medias considered asa means that potentially
contributesto enabling the authorityn imposngits power and dominance in a way

that serves its political and strategic interests. This, in turn, would help empower
institutionalised and powerful actors while excluding powerless ones such as small

civil organsations, noninstitutionalised partes, and marginaed groups ¢

effectively undermining democracy atite public sphere.

LYRSSRX | I 6 SNXYI & Q idheteatiforiainipdizadrih@ pliblidisghSre NB £ S
has resonatedstrongly among scholars since then and has evgarnered
considerable importance and debate after the revolutiontaf digital media and the
arguably effective role that these new platforms could play in facilitating individual

participation in theonline public phere (Rauchfleisch and Kovic, 2016

Having discussed the limited roletbE mass media in the public sphere as perceived
by Habermas and otheauthors in the next section] will move on to discuss the
heated debate among scholars over the role ofiasbmedia in facilitating political
participation and reviving the public sphere. | consider this section important to my
thesis as iwill partly pave the way t@xamine theextentto whichsocial medidas
facilitated dialogue, information exchangand democratic debate in theonline

public sphere in Saudi Arabia
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2.9.2 ThePotential Advantages/Disadvantages @nline PublicShere

Many scholars have regarded the emergencé¢hefonline social media network as

a Wecond structural transformation of the publgphered Moreover, with the
unprecedented wealth of information online, and with growing online audiences,
researchers argue that social medizay havea huge potential to fundamentally
facilitate political participation and change the sociaetednnerof engagementvith
public issueswhich, in turn, would result in reviving the public sphere.téinga
close look at the literature, scholarly works thevedealt with the development of

the online public sphere in particular, one can come across different academic
accounts that have, in varied theoretical approaches, examined the contradictory
promises ofthe online public sphere (e.g. Dahlberg, 200Rapacharissi, 2002;
Paulussen2004; Cammaerts, 2005P0or, 2005; ABaggaf, 2006; Morozov, 2011
Hanska an@auchowitz2019. These accounts can be broadly divided into two main

viewpoints optimistic and pessimistic accounts.

On one hand, cybeoptimists have emphased uponthe potential advantages that
the onlinepublic sphere may bring to societies. Three interrelated aspects have been

mentioned in this regard:

First, dfferent accounts have pointed to relatively easier, more open, and more
accessible means of obtaining data facilitated by social media (Brundidge and Rice,
2009; Farrell, 2012). Consequently, the activities, ambitions, positions, and attitudes
of variousstakeholders (e.g., civil society organisations, political institutions, large
corporations, NGOs, universities, places of worship) can now be studied online with

greater ease, with an unprecedented flow of information and massive amount of
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content availabe and accessible to users. This rich source of information, which
participants may not otherwise encounter in their everyday lives, and which can be
presented to them in extraordinarily distinctive, interactive, and possibly more
accessible ways, has alé®en argued to generate more reflective viewpoints

between and among users as well as more rational debates and better public

discussions.

Dahlgren (2005, p.152) emphsSiR (G KIF G aLG A& KSNBE 6 KSN.
obviously makes a contribution to the plibbsphere. There are literally thousands of

Web sites having to do with the political realm at the local, national, and global levels;

some are partisan, most are not. We can find discussion groups, chat rooms,
alternative jounalism, civic organizationlGOs, grass roots issbeR @2 O O& & A i S
' YR @2 G SN S.Ruefeloré hagey ondhistéi yi$ Ol'y a4SS |y SE
terms of available communicative spaces for politics, as well as ideological breadth,
compared to the mass media. Structurally sthluralization not only extends but also
RAAGLISNBSE (GKS NBfFGAOSt e Of dZabldgeNRed5, Lidzo f A
p.152).

However, having said this, it is important to stress that although this wealth of
information would be available onlinewhich would arguably contain more
alternative viewpoints on issues of common concern than mainstream mass media,

this abundance and diversity of views available online would indeed not beofree

some negative aspects such as deviant behagiounpleasant words racism,

extremism, and phenomensauch agrolling. All of theseraise prevalentconcerrs
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regardingthe promises of thenline public sphere as well as its potential effects on

participants or society on one hand and decision makerghemther.

Second, and more important to the scope of my thesis is that scholars have argued
that social media enabsandividuals to make at least their voices heard in society.
Users can easily post content, share opinions, and vent frustrations with less
gatekeeping and more facilitated discussi@hirky, 2011Bennett and Segerberg,
2012) Furthermore, social media facilitat@orizontal communicatioywhich is less
dependent on largescale hierarchy ands also more difficult forauthoritarian
governmensii 2 O2y UNRf® '€t 2F GKA&a YlI& fSIFER
have always sought to participate in public debate but were previously excluded and
marginalsed by, for example, traditional media or those in pow&horsen and
Sreedharan, 2009 This includes individuals va@svis institutions, activists &vis
authoritarian governmentsor certain powerless groups vésvis large powerful

organgations.

{FdzZRA ! N}FOAF A& GNIRAGAZgNBRYSY WRIA ORJ
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are extremely alienated in the public sphere, | am interested in investigathether
or not the emergence ahe online public sphere habegunto change the previous
status of Saudi women in the public sphere for the betferwhat extent have social
media platforms contributed twvardsgiving them a space to draw attention to their

social issues?

Third, scholars argue thabcialmedia may play an active role in contributing to the
production of new types of communication. For instance, some collaborative social

networking sites (e.g. Wikis) have been considered as facilitatdteofetworked,
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decentralsed production of contenand communicatioriBenkler, 2006)Therefore,

since this production targets nemarket goods through the use of nanarket
YSFyas Al KlFLa 0SSy @OAS6eSR a | KAIKEE& LN
that indeed influences the majority of traditiah media communication.

However, these enthusiastic views are confronted by many other pessimistic ones
regardingthe potential promises thathe online public sphere magpffer to people.

Thelatter have pointed out severalspectsconcerning the emergence tie online

sphere:

CANRGSE GUKSNB NB (K2aS ¢ K Xpalidpatdriintiey (K S
online public sphere, where the problem of multiple digital dividesdentified as a

critical issue. This includes difégrces between people in terms of age, social class,
race,education,and gender as well as differences between world regiorterims

of accessing the Internet and taking advantage of its possibi(ii&sf and Vincent,

2007, Van Deursen and Van Di014). Therefore, proponents of these claims argue

that not everyone has the equal opportunity to participate in tbeline public

sphere, so the possibility of excluding certain classes, groups, or regions may be very

high in theonline public sphere.

~

Second cybekcritics also have arguegtgarding KS WRAGSNBRAGE 2F R
participants in theonline public sphere (Gerhards and Schafer, 2010). They asserted

that evenwith regard tothose who have the opportunity to participate, there is a

concern abouthe high possibility of fragmentation into different communities of

like-minded individuals.
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This indeed has a technological aspect. The current sophisticatedemgihe

algorithms play a critical role in providing users with information thabissidered

most suitable for them based on additional data derived, for example, from their
locations, past research behauis, and search history. This consequently results in
thefacti K § 20 KSNJ AYF2NXI A2y Aa KAHBBREBEQE S
which users may not be familiar with (Pariser, 2011). The contemporary rise of social
networking sites has given this aspect an inherently social element too. Users of
these sites can now decide for themselves whom they want to follow as weikeas t

content they prefer to receive. According to Sunstein (2001; 2009), this phenomenon

has been hypotness R (2 ONBI GS 'y WSOK2 OKIFYoSN S
becomes impossible, issues become ‘flamed' and decisiaking become subjected

to the greder polarization of opinionA political process in which ltkeinded people

talk primarily to one another poses a great danger for the future of a demog&racy

(losifidis and Wheeler, 2015, p.8).

Consequently, there is a high potentiality that individuaidl not be exposed to

different perspectives and positions, which makes them less motivated to express

their views and patrticipate in public dialogue. This, accordir@agacharisg2002,

LJobmT 0 ¢g2dz2Z R IABS | aFlfasS aifaftgBhice T SYL
would, in turn,misrepresent the real impact of their opinions on decision makers.

Third, among the criticism dhe online public sphere is the increasing concern
regardingthe]l A Yy R 2 Fhat Waulel hékasad@nd discussedtire online public
sphere(Fuchs, 2014)Pessimists are particularly wary about the growing economic

influences in this regard. They argue that economic interests lead to the
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commodification of digital communicatiorwhich will, in turn, result intheir
depoliticsation and consumesation. This is aritique that alsoresonateswell with

| F 6 SNXI & Q degdrdv@lhdz¥cSngriic influence on online media.

Finally, and perhaps, most critical to thiedingsof my present study(see Chapter

Five is tha cybercritics have emphassed that the conditions of debates among
participants in theonline public sphere may lead to certain typef undesirable
communication(Zhuo, 2010) They claim that in offline facm-face meetings,

conditions such as a cle&t SyasS 2F LI NIAOALIY(iaQ ARSY
individual commitments, and appropriate behanfoexist, which are relatively

absent on theonline public sphereand that therefore engaging in such a rational

debate is unlikely to occur.

These pergectives of boththe cyberoptimists and cybepessimists represent two
extremes of a continuum with numerous viewpoints in between. The debate
between the twosides ofscholars is still ongoing and each of thattempt to refute

the arguments of thether. However, it should be noted that because many of the
scholarly assumptions are actually empirical, a number of current studies ha
contributed significantly to resolving or mitigating several disputes between the two

sides (optimists and pessimistegardingthe promises of thenline public sphere

(See e.gPoor, 2005; ABaggaf, 2006; Althiabi, 2017)his ultimately leaglus to

t LI OKFNAREAAQEA SHAAHY LIPHMO | NBdzYSyid 6KA

and dystopian visions thatunvail G KS G NXzS yIF Gdz2NE 2F (KS Ay

2.10 Conclusion
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This chapter has critically reviewed the broad theme of this reseavhfch is the
political implications of social media witham authoritarian contextBased on this
central theme as wll as the aim and objectives of this research, | have identified
severnrelated subthemes (se&ection 2.). Itis crucial to emphasg that the existing
scholarly literature provides insight and context for the arguably efficacious role of

social media in political participation and activism.

However, | could not agree more with what Warf and Ving@007), Samin(2012),

and Fichs(2012) have identified as key contextual factors influencing individuals
when they want to participate in sociahdpolitical issues. They have asserted that
factors such as politssculture, and religinK I S O2 Yy AARSNI 6t S A Y LI «
everyday ativities. Thus, in studying the political implications of social media, one
should seriously take into account these factors in each step of the study process and
result analysis. Based on their assertion, the role of social media should therefore be
examhed in terms of the underlying contextual dynamics of a given society and not
as an independent driver of change. | believe that this is becommcgasingly
important when it comes to a case suchtlaat of the Saudi Arabian societgsociety

that cannd even be compared to other Arab societies due to several existing

restrictions and cultural norms (see Chapldmeefor more details).

This chapter has also reflected upon critical concepts and argureentsundingthe
political implications of sociamnedig which will hopefully enable me to better
address my research aim and objectives. Some of the arguments are worth briefly
responding to hergas | believe that thigill partly demonstratehow the situation in

Saudi Arabia is distinctive.
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An exampleof these arguments ige following

1 Scholars (e.g. Gladwell, 2010) claim that social media participants do not put
themselves at risk and that social media participation is all about tasks that

require lowrisk activism.

| believe that this may be thease in countries that are more democratic and civil,
but it is definitely not the case in Saudi Arabia. There are countless individuals
(especially those figures with high number of followendio have been detained
solely for participating in online agtsm (e.g. the previous women to drive campaign

or the still ongoing antimale guardianship campaign) or expressing controversial
viewsthat arecontrary to the political and religious orientations of the government.
Therefore, | disagree with the broadgarment that social media participation does

not involve a level of risk.

1 Another critical argument is that social media platforms cannot be
charactersed as asource ofinformation. For instance, FuchsNH dzS & (K I
2009, only 7% of the top Twitter treintopics were political topics and 38%
were entertainmentoriented topics. In 2010, only 3% were about politics,

28% about entertainmerdnd 40% about hashtags 2014, p.190).

Although Ipartiallyagree with the first part of the argument that socrakdiais not

a source ofinformation (though thiss what has made these platforms such novel

and multipurpose tools)L. 06 St AS@PS (KI G CdzOKaQ I NHdzYSy
Arabia For example, aelatively recent study by Noman et af2015)found that

religion, football, and politics are the topics that people are most interested in, which

draw the most debates and attention in the Saudi Arabian Twittersphere
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Additionally, it is crucial here to bear in mind that it is becoming quite difficult to
differentiate between politics and entertainment, particularly with the increwap
use of satireespecially in authoritarian countrieto bypass cultual and political

restrictions.

For example, a recent study by Althig®017) suggests that entertainment should

not be perceived asliscouragementto the more serious matters in public
communication. For instance, his study found that the use of satire has become one
of the prominent neans for Saudi people to approach sensitive political subjects and
a20A1f GFroz22ad ! fiKAFOA O2yOf dzZRSa 4KI
stone in creating a public sphere in Saudi Arabia. It has enabled conversations to

emerge and topics jwviously deemed taboo to be discuss€d017, p.142).

It seems that the politicalcultural, and religious contexts are dynamic factors in
several aspects of social media participataod activismn undemocratic countries.
Therefore, the next chapter will shed light on Saudi Arabia in terms of its political,
social,and religious context, soal media usageits online communities, and the
impacts of the rapid growth in social media usa@epolitical/social perspective will

consequently be examined.
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3 Chapter ThreeThe Context: Saudi Arabia The Political, Social,

Religious and Media Environment

3.1 Introduction

This chapter will introduce the research contex$audi Arabig from the aspect of

the political, culturaland media environment of political participation. The primary
purpose of this chapter is to define and expldéihe two most significant contextual
factors affecting the political and cultural lives of Saudi Arathie:oppressive and
authoritarian nature of the political system and the tremendous significeanue
power of the Islamic religiomver all aspects ofife. The absolute monarchy system

of Saudi and its influential institutions, especially the religious ones, the legal system
and traditional media outlets are the main and historical forces in the hands of the
Saudi authories used to control any politial and social activities. This chapter will

thereforereflect upon these forces in detalil.

After establishing theole that political and socigeligiousinstitutions have played

in shaping the identity of Saudi Arabia as well as the opportunities emthiions
faced by Saudis within the context of political participation, | will discuss Vision 2030,
one of the largest and most important transformation projects in the modern history
of the Kingdomwhichd S a4 (1 KS Qerrdzgconddic sociahrgl gafitical

goals and expectation3his project is highly relevant to the interest of the present
study, as the goals that the project seeks to achieve are now among the interests of

the young people who constitute the most dominant age group in Saudi#rab
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Finally, the chapter will discuss the Saudi media environment, from the emergence
of the press to the new media forces i.e. thaternet and social networking sites.

This will be followed by an overview of the media law and regulation in $aabia.
3.2 Saudi Arabia: A Country Profile
3.2.1 Geography

Saudi Arabia is located at the centre of the Middle East region. It occupies a total
area of 2,149,690 kmz2, making it one of the largest countries in the Arabian Peninsula
and also among the Gulf statesywbrandt, 2010). The Kingdom enjoys a central and
strategic location between Asia, Afriand Europe, with access to the Arabian Sea,
the Arabian Gulfand the Red Sea. Saudi Arabia is surrounded by multiple provinces
¢ the Arabian Gulf, the States of @at the United Arab Emirateand Oman to the

east, the Red Sea to the west, Kuwait, Jordan, and Iraq to the,rmortithe Republic

of Yemen to the south (Atarsy, 2009). The major cities in the country are Riyadh

(the capital), Jeddah (the commerciapdal), and Dammam (the eastern province).

Moreover, Saudi Arabia derives its status from its religious significarateMuslims

around the world as the land where IslaseganandwhereL & f | YQ&a Y2 ald K21
¢ Mecca, where Kaaba and the Grand Mosque are located Medina where the

graves of prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the first two Caliphs of Islam,

Abu Bakr and Umar (may Allah be pleased with thara)located; havetheir home

(Long, 2010Wynbrandt, 2010).

CKSNEF2NE>S AG4& 3IS23aANI LIKAOFE YR S02y2YAO
well as its religious significant@ Muslimshas given it an enduring statasd made

it one of the most influential countrgin the world.
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Picture3:1 Saudi Arabia Map

3.2.2 History

In the history of the Arabian Peninsula, theSdud family ruledor three non
consecutive periodg, the first Saudi state (1744818), the second Saudi state
(1824;1891), and the third Saudi state (1932esen). However, only the third
adlrdSs 2N ¢gKIG Aa a2YSUAYSa NBTFTSNNBR (2
of the present study with regard to the forthcoming review of the political, spcial

and religious aspects of Saudi ArabiaKaitsy, 2009).

The modern Saudi state emerged in 1932 with the unification of the Najd and Hejaz
provinces by King Abdulaziz®dud (Vassiliev, 2000). Before the unification, Saudi
Arabia existed as a group of sdlfected tribes and large families settled in several

regions across the Arabian Peninsula. Therefore, prior to 1932, there was no sense
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of a state or Saudi identity,na though Islam waa common link between these

tribes and families, there were many conflicts and wars between them (Long, 2010).

According to Vassiliev (2000), before the formation of Saudi Arabia, the Arabian
Peninsula was in a state of so@oonomic mstability and political chaos. However,
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which derives its name from the ruling famBa(Al),
came into existence when King Abdul Azi&alid (the founder of the modern Saudi
state) united the country anevas able tomaintain order in the land by the end of

1932 (AdFarsy, 2009).

Because there were many tribes with different traditions, custpansl backgrounds,

the first task undertaken by King Abdul AziSald was to unite these tribes, each
with its own unique customs and traditions, to form a unified state and a common
identity. Since Islam was the only common factor among these tribeg Afidul Aziz
adopted it as a fundamental policy in uniting these competing tribes into one
cohesive state and identity. Therefore, Islam was a critical factor through which King
Abdul Aziz, with the help of the Islamic scholar MuhamrgdAbdul Wahab, was
able to hold together a range of tribes and cities through one identy the Saudi

identity (AbFarsy, 2009; Long, 2010).

This of course does not mean that the Saudi identity has overshadowed the Islamic
identity, but Islam served as the primary factused by King Abdul Aziz in the
unification of the country and the formation of the modern Sakidgdom (Vassiliev,
2000). Tis Islamic identity has been and continues to be th®st prominent

common factor among individuals in Saudi Arabia as welha$ackbone of both
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the society and the state (I will reflect upon the role of Islam in everyday life and

culture ofthe Saudis later in this chapter).

Unlike most other Arab countries, the modern Saudi Arabia emerged independent of
Western control. Thiautonomy was achieved lartyeas a result of the mobilisation

of a wellorganised military by King Abdul Aziz and Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab,
the Islamicscholaraffiliated with him. Furthermore, King Abdul Azizas able to
gather a diverse and committed pii¢al coalition capable of maintaining a delicate
political balance between the Islamic religion (Wahhabi form) and modernisation (Al

Farsy, 2009).

Although Saudi Arabia faced severe economic constricdoe to the global
depressioreight years after ibecame an official state in 1932, King Abdul Aziz was
able toestablisha strong economic and political foundation, particularly through the
discovery of something that proved to be one of the most critical saoteconomy

Ay { I dzRA | Néndrhdushad eksioamdcc@sNdeposits of oil. There is no
doubt that the discovery of this natafresource has contributed significantly to the
SadlroftAaKYSyd 2F { I dzZRA ! NI oAl Qdpolitigali NP y 3

stability (Library of Congress)@6).

King Abdul Aziz ruled the country from 1932 until his death in 185&duringthis
period, he established the foundations of the modern Saudi state. Saudi Arabia
witnessed some important achievements during the reign of King Abdul Aziz, which

facilitated the succession of his sons in the governmentgkky, 2009).

7 A e

¢CKS F2ftt26Ay3a Aa | GlofS akKz2gAiy3da (K & dzC

after his death and their most important achievements, beginning with King Saud,
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who was the first sorio succeed his father in poweup until King Salman, the
current ruler of the country, and the Deputy Crown Prince Muhammed bin Salman

(his son).
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Period of Reign

Achievements

Saud

1953¢ 1964

The reign of King Saud did not enjoy an economic renaissance. During his rule, the country suffered an administrateuecatd fi
crisis that caused public discontent, which led to his dismissal from office by the ruling family and therappobf his half
brother Faisal (ARasheed, 2010).

Faisal

1964¢ 1957

Although the Middle East withessed increasing diplomatic complexity both within the Arab world and outside (especiadithe
1973 Arablsraeli conflictiduring the reign of King Fais&ling Faisal took substantive financial and administrative meashes
contributed significantly to the stability of the economic and political situation in the Kingdom. Additionally, he increased
opportunities for educationfe2 NRSNBER (KS 2LSyAy3a 2F alOKz22fa T2N 62Y30iQa
from the conservatives of that period), guaranteed free health insurance and education to Saudi citizens, introduced Westert
technology and pursued more modernisation (Vassiliev, 2000). In 1975, King Faisal fell victim to an assassination plotithsriet
one of his nephews.

Khalid

1979¢ 1982

The reign of King Khaldascharacterised by socieconomic prosperity. He continued the developmental policy adopted by his
brother Faisal by reinforcing more social, econgraie political stability (Vassiliev, 2000).

Fahd

1982¢ 2005

King Fahd was a pioneer in a numberacéas;he introduced a regional administrationa consultant councjland spearheaded the
expansion of the two holy mosques to accommodate more than one miflempleeach (AlFarsy, 2009). Moreover, he initiated
massive program of internal development to bring health, housing, communicatiodseducation to akitizens

Abdullah

2005¢ 2015

King Abdullah is remembered for his many unprecedented social and economic achievements. For instance, during his reig
were (to some extent) politically and socially empowered. He, for the first tm&audi historyallowed women tdoecomemembers
of the Shura Council as well as to vote ahtestmunicipal electios. Furthermore, he also supported the establishment of m(
than 17 universities in different cities in the Kingdom, the launch of the King Abdullalyfr&wholarship Programand the launch of
smart and economic cities (Rasheed, 2010).

Salman

2015¢ Present

YAYy3 {FfYlFlyQa NBAIYy KFa 6AGySaaSR Ylye NILAR | yR dzy LINE(
amended the Fstorical succession system that states that didest descendants of King Abdul Amigstsit on the throne after him
by appointing his young son Muhammed a&awn Prince in 2017 TheBBC, 2017). Many attributed this decision to the generatic
shift currently taking place in the Kingdom, wherein the majority of the population is under 35 years old. Additionally, wome
obtained some of their basic rights such as the lifting of bla@ on driving and access to some governmental services witdc
guardiarQ a@pproval (Guidoni, 2018). Economically, the announcement of the Saudi 2030 ¢/g@icembitious project supervised k
the Crown Prince Muhammed aiming reduce { I dzZRA ! ebily depdnd@ice da oil by diversifying its economy and develo
public service sectors (Anon, 20X7s of significance. | will discuss this plan in more detail in a separate section later in this ch
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3.2.3 Demography

In 2019, thepopulation of Saudi Arabia stands at 33,413,660 according to the Central

Department of Statistics and Information in Saudi Arabia (CDSI). This translates to a

yearly growth rate of 1.75% from 2018 (World Population Review, 201bhis

population is repreented by 57.40% males and 42.60% females.

While Saudi nationals constitute 20768627 people, @udis make up the

remaining third, which is equivalent to 12645033 people (CDSI). The number of Saudi

citizens under the age of 35 years represents about 6B#te total Saudi population

(This is an important reasdior which| selected this age group as a sample of my

present studySee Chapter Four for more details).

Saudi Arabia
population in 2019

v

Total population
33,413,660 Million

v

Of which Saudis
20768627 people

X
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1
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Young adults

68%

Figure3:1 Saudi Arabia Population in 2019

4 http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/saudarabiapopulation/
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Moreover, there is a significant declinetire population belonging tthe age groups
50+, indicating a generational shift in Saudi demographics, a fact reinforced by the
figurespertaining tothe age group €9 (over 4 million), whicmow represents the
majority of the population. According to Worldometérshe median agén 2019 in

Saudi Arabia is 30.2 years.

Therefore, it can be said that one of the key drivers thasled to the very high
consumption of social media platforms in Saudi Arabia is the fact that a high
proportion of the Saudi population is under the age3&fyears. Such age groups, |
0StASOSsE FlLtt GAGKAY @gKIFG tNByaleé oHnnmo
have grown up solely knowing theternet and, thus, social media is second nature

to them. | will undertake further discussions about the edia landscape in Saudi

Arabia later in this chapter.
3.3 Complex Authoritarianism: The Political and So¢#ligious Background

This section will discuss the Saudi Arabian political system and thinablslam has
played in Saudi culture. This is crucial to my overall thesis, as developing an insightful
understanding of the politics, cultureand religion of Saudi Arabia is critical in
examining the socipolitical implications of social media participati and activism,
especially as these factors are never abandoned at the login screen when people

access their social med{&ee Chapter Five)

3.3.1 The Political System: Institutions, Strategies of Contaoid DecisioAMaking

5 https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/saudiarabiapopulation/

112



https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/saudi-arabia-population/

The system of government in Sawgtiabia is considered as an absolute monarchy
with Islam being its fundamental religion {R&rsy, 2009). The basic rule of the
Kingdomisthat the country must be led and governed by sons and grandsons of King
Abdul Aziz (the founder). Perhaps this is of¢he primary reasonfor slow reforms

and the creation of a closed political and cultural society (Aarts and Meijer, 2012).

The King of Saudi Arabia is both head of the state and government and has complete
control over decisionmaking. He has full powdo appoint/dismiss state ministers,
provincial governors, ambassadpasd senior government officers (Montagu, 2015).

He is also the commanddan-chief of the Armed Forces and the Court of Final Appeal,
and he also holds the power of amnes{jvellahi and Wood, 2001)All other
important political positions are occupied by the members of the Royal Fanhhilys,
challenging the authork Spolfical power and commitments will bmet with no

tolerancewhatsoever

The modern Kingdom, since its founding 1832 to date, hashad no written
constitution. However, the Islamic Sharia Law, which is primary derived from the Holy
Book of Quran, and Sunnah serve as the only constitution upon which the system of
Saudi government as well as the administration oftpal and social affairs based

(Long, 2010).

l'f K2dZAK YAyYy3 ClIKR AYUNRBRdAzZOSR | o0eéfl g
D2JSNY I yOSQ> gKAOK 0L aA andécondmidaspecksfyh8a (K S
relationship between the state and its citizefAFFahad, 2005), this system has faced

some criticism from those who belong to the Wahhabi Islamic saho®toconcerrs

regardingthe legitimacy of mammade constitutions. Therefore, to avoid giving
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Wahabi scholars the power to question the legitimatyhe Royal Family in ruling an
Islamic State and to enhance its stability, the Saudi authorities always tend to officially
declare with every decision they make that the Quran and Sunnah are the only

constitution of the Kingdom and the basis on whicly aecision isnade

Independent political parties and civic organisations are not allowdze formedin
Saudi Arabia (Montagu, 201%Jowever, the only kind of consultative body that can
be seen as a relative representation of the parliaments existingleimocratic
countries is Majlis ABhura(The Consultative Council of Saudi Arabia). Majihika

is a governmental advisory body responsible for providing the King with new
proposals forlaws, suggestiongnd public concerndt has no power tamplement

or enforce laws Historically, the ABhura Council has undergone several reforms in
terms of its structure and ruleBom its early establishment by the founder of the

Kingdom in 1932 untthe present

For example, in 1992, King Fahd (thehfiing of the Kingdom) introducedsariesof

reforms to develop the framework and function of the CouncitHahad, 2005).
LYONBFaAy3a GKS ydzYoSNJ 2F (GKS /giRingsh©OA f QA&
Councithe rightto propose a new system or to sugtjas amendment to an existing

one were part of these reforms. Howevean unprecedented change in Council
history came in 2013 when King Abdullah issued two royal decress, to increase

the number of Council seats to 150, and, second, to allow worieerthe first time,

to comprise20% of these seats, which incidentally caused widespread controversy
among conservatives (The BBC News, 2013). Therefore, the Council currently consists

of 150 members selected by the King for a renewable-f@ar term.
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That being said, despite the fact that the members of theSAura Council are
responsible for discussing and evaluating the performance of governmental agencies

and then making a recommendation to the King based on their assessments as well

as the generatoncerns raised by public, their interest and credibility in properly
O2YYdzyAOFIGAy3a OAGATSyaQ ySSRa FyR @2A083
O2yOSNY 6! IFNIa FyYyR aSA2SNE HAMHO® t S2 LI S¢
that the members othe AlShura Council are directly appointed by the King and that

the positions come with high financial incentives and huge social stahesefore

they argue that many avoidhighlighting issues that the government considers

sensitive for fear of losing their seats.

Indeed, the actual effect and role of the-8hura Council have recenttpmeunder
increasing fire on social media as many peompie demandng that the Council
members be elected by the public to better represent the country in all its regions
and socialclasses (Fanack, 2017). Therefore, as the discussions in Chapter Five will
show, the interviewees of this study argued that social media, Twitt@anticular,
functionsas a parliament in Saudi Arabia as a variety of public issues that Staufd

Council has failed to credibly address or even bring to the table are raised and
discussed on this platform. They also argue that the influence of H&ha Council

over the decisiomakers is very limited and does noatchthe aspirations of young

I Rdzt & Ay {ldzRA ! N} oAl RdzS (2 GKS g1l &

Interestingly, the issue referred to by the participants in this study is comsistih
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the argument putforward by Madawi ARasheeél She claims that the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia is governed by individuals rather than institutions since all critical
decisions aremade by a few influential individuals within the Royal Family- (Al

Rasleed, 20@).

However, it is important to emphasise that the Saudi government is not immune to
the internal and external pressures that undoubtedly influence its political and social
decisions. Internallythe Wahabi ulama enjoy significant social gralitical influence

due to their religious knowledge and large number of followers (Kechichian, 1986;
Obaid, 1999)The ulama also dominate many high positions in most-palitical
institutions (Bligh, 1985). Thereforajthough they do not have direct fluence on
political authority, their influence is largely exercised indirectly through public
opinion (Niblock, 2006)and this public opiniois extensively influenced by religion
due to the conservative nature of the Saudi society (Ifuither discus the rolethat

Islam plays in Saudi culture in the next section).

The ulama in Saudi Arabia haagery high social status and are highly respected by
the public, a fact that has led the Saudi authority to affiliate with themd exploit

their social sigificance toimplement some sensitiveand potentially controversial
political and social decisions (Niblock, 2006). The recent royal decree allowing women
to drive is an explicit example of how the government has relied on religious support
to avoid any pesible social controversy (The Economist, 2017). The Saudi authority

emphasised that the ban on women driving was lifted after the decisias

6 A Saudi Arabian professor of social anthropology at the Middle East Centre at the London School of
Econonics and Political Science.
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approved by senior religious scholdrslonging tothe Council of Senior Ulamghé

YAYIR2YQa KhoaSad NBf AIA2dz

Another relatively recent example that shows the critical roletloé ulama in
influencing the Saudi public was when the Council of Senior Ulama issued an edict
during the2011 Arab Spring upheaval prohibiting demonstrations and attempts to
overthrow the government (Schanzer, 2012). The edict also coincided witenoush
famous religious scholars urging people on television and through their personal
Twitter accounts to not attempt street demonstrations as such acts are opposed to
Islam. Howeer, althoughit is difficult to confirm whether the ulama prevented a
revolution in Saudi Arabia, it can be said that they played a vital role in assisting the

Saudi governmenpreventrevolution bypacifyingthe public.

Externally, human rights organtgans and some Western governmentse US

especially, constitute an external front that indelbdspolitical influence on some of

GKS 3F20SNYYSyiQa RSOAaAz2yad ¢KAA Sl & LI N
the US authorities and media accused tberriculum of the Saudi Ministry of
Education of inciting hatred and violence-{dfjan, 2012). Such increasing pressures

have prompted the Saudi government to replace the senior leadership with non

Islamist figures. The current education minister issidared liberal by Islamists.
3.3.2 Identity and Everyday Culture: The Role of Islam in Saudi Arabia

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has embraced the Islamic vision from the Salafist
tradition, which corresponds to the period of Prophet Muhammed (Peace be upon
him). The primary function of the Islamic religion in Saudi Arabia, through the Quran

and Hadith, is to organise all the moral and physical needs of humanity (Rice-and Al
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Mossawi, 2002)Saudi Arabia can therefore be defined as a representative of religious
fundamentalism due to the religious law enforcement in economic, soaiad

political matters (Hickson and Pugh, 1995).

The specific Islamic ideology espoused by Saudi Arabia is often referred to as
Wahhabism. It is a rigid form of Salafism that is derivedh the name of the Muslim

scholar Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab. According to Aarts and Meijer, Wahhabism
emphassS& G GKS dzyAdGeé 2F D2R 60l gKAROLI y20 2
but also that he alone should be the focus of worship and rituadsisutotally unique

AY SOSNE 41 @¢ OHAMHI LInod 2| KKFoAAY 0
generations as a guide to the behaviour of Muslims. Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab
OFftSR 2y {IFdzZRA ! N} oAl Q& adzafAyvYa @2 NI d:

Prophet Muhammed had taught the first Muslim generations.

Ly GKS {FdzZRA ' N} oAlYy O2yUGSEGS 2 KKIoA&a | ¢
0KSANJ NBf A3A2dza LINF OGAO0Sa INB oFaSR 2y
2011). The Saudi ulama dedas Wahhabism as a system of governance regulating

social, politicgland moral Islamic legislation. Sugboncept shows the magnitude of

the cultural and regulatory power of Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia (Alsaif, 2013).

Saudi Arabia is distinguished by idigious significance as it is home to some of
LaflYyQa Kz2fASad t20FdA2ya 6aSOO0lI yR aSR
of natural resources, and despite many regional disputes, it enjoys high political,
social and economic stability compared other Arab countries. Islam is the primary

factor that shapes the Sauitlentity & A0 | f a2 NBFfSOGa GKS {

values and practices. For example, in public domasnsh asschools, workplaces,
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the government and private sectorsyith the exception ofmarkets and hospitals,
Saudi society is strictly segregated by gender. Islam also plays an important role in

definingprivileges, responsibilities, traditions, habits, normsd practices.

The primary reasonfail KS LaftF YAO Ay FfdzSyOS Agasl t & |
beenthe strong integration between the Saudi rulers and Islamic leaders since the
establishment of the country. In Saudi Arabia, Islam is perceived as a comprehensive
guidetoallaspectsdf A FS YR KIF & | KdzaS STFFT&uog 2y LI
prayer time,five times a dayall public sites and shops such as malls, restaurants,

cafes, grocery storesnd petrol stations must be closédTherefore, it can be said

thatIslamis®W y S&aaSyadialf O2YLRYSYydiQ Ay GKS ARSY

Moreover, the culture of Saudi Arabia is described as conservative and, thus, ehange
resistant. It is extremely religious, with rich values and beliefs that are often
incomprehensible to outsidersand it is a culture that is even distinct from its
neighbouingArabO2 dzy  NA S& RdzS (2 AdGa Yirye O2yiNIFR
creed is based on Islam and clothing uniformity as malesteas KA 1S Wi K206 SQ
femalesweati KS o0f I O1 Wrol &l QT GKAA RSY2yaidNI ¢

appearance

The Sadi social organisation/structure largely depends on a tribal system. Each tribe

has a recognised leader who is highly respected by the individuals belonging to the

70On 16 July 2019, whilewas working orthe final revisionsof my current study, the Council of
Minsters approved a measure &low shops to remain open for 24 hours upon the payment of a fee
However, he decision izague in terms of whether stores will be allowed to remain open during prayer
time. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/209-07-16/saudiendsprayertime-shop

closuresasanotherbarrier-falls
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tribe. One of the important traditions of the tribe in Saudi Arabia is that individuals
shoud consult their tribe whenever a decisive decision (e.g. a decision that may affect
0KS GNARO6SQa NBLMWzilGA2Y YR adlddza sgAGKAY
the individuals belonging to the tribe should be loyal to the tribal leader and not

deviate from what is agreed upon by the majority of the tribal members.

Such a practice is argued to create difficulties for individuals and is indeed against the

g tdzSa 2F Y2RSNY RSY2O0ONIOed ¢KAa Aad O2yT¥
study, The Ne&v Rise of Tribalism in Saudi Aralige claims that the tribal system in

the developing nation oSaudi Arabia has created obstacles for modern democratic
principles. Despite efforts to exclude tribal values from the nabaiiding process,

they are stillevident in various aspects of public life (Maisel, 2014). Interestiimgly,

this vein, one of the activists interviewed in this study has described the tribe in Saudi

I N}y 6AF & Wi Igigdtalitiioktydver its rghibdrsi(8e@ Chagiteil Fve).
Therefore, along with Islam as the primary component of Saudi culture, tribal
traditions also play a vital role not onlySaudi culturdut also in the way individuals

belonging to the tribe should behave

Furthermore, some traditions of theibe, for instance, various aspects of woni2a
life are seen as very strict. It privileges men with more authority and dominance in
decisionmaking over women. For instance, many Saudi tribes prevent women from
marrying a person outside their tribe or @ggon from a tribe that is considered

inferior.

An example of this unjustifiable sense of tribal incompatibility can be seen in the

unfortunate case in 2005 when a court in the Northern part of Saudi Arabia ordered
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a Fatima (mother of two) to divorce hé&dza 0 YR RSALIAGS GKS 02 dz
the verdictc they stated that they were happily married and that her father (who was
deceased at that time) had approved the marriage beforeh@athal, 2009). The
RAG2NODS KIFIR 0SSy A yrbthieAvha HadReliedl & hid goder @asA TS Qa
KSNJ YFES 3dz2r NRAIFY | FGSNI GKSANI FI G§KSNJ LJ a2
was from a tribe of a rather low status compared toits@and that he had also failed

to disclose this when he first came to askHtier hand from their father (Karam, 2010).

LG A&a 0StASOPSR GKIFIG GKSNB | NB YI ywhich OF aSa
have not received media attention.

Additionally, one of the maidirectivesof the tribal system is that a woman should

stayin the house, serving her husband and taking care of her children. Thia was
dominantpracticein the pastandit continues in some regions of Saudi Arabia to this

day, especially rural ones.

It is important to stress that tribal traditions in Saudi Awbo not simply affect the
lifestyle of Saudi society but also the way Islanmterpreted. Such interpretations

have generated extensive debates that are stihtinuingin the Saudi online public
sphere. As a consequence, individuals in Saudi Arabiexposedto varying, often
conflicting views, making it hard for some to differentiate between traditions and
Islamic doctrines since Islam is interpreted according to their traditions and concerns.
The previous debates over the rights of womerdtove as well as the current ones
over the male guardianship system (See Chapter Six) are explicit examples of how
tribal traditions and the strict Wahhabi interpretations of Islam have created several

challenges for women, in particular, and men in Sa&urdbia.

121



Having elaborated on the Saudi political system and the role of Islam and tribes in
shaping the culture and identity of Saudi people, the following section will discuss the
opportunities and limitations faced kihie Saudi public within the contexif political

participation.
3.4 Political Participation: Opportunities and Limitations

In general, people in Saudi Arabia have no formal me&mgluencing policymakers.
Political parties, human rights organisations, independent civic associations, trade
unions, and political demonstrations are extremely prohibit¢elontagu, 2015).
However, since communication between the public @hd authoritiesis deemed
ONXzOA L F2NJ Fye 3F208SNYyYSyid G2 FRRNBaa
Saudi authority has alwed only two traditional and nowontroversial forms of
communicationg confidential petitions (written and online) and direct contact with

officials (Alnahdi, 2014).

Saudi Arabia has 13 provinces. Each province has a governor (usually a member of

the Rowl Family), a deputy governaand a provincial council (Library of Congress,
2006). One of the responsibilities of the provincial governors iaddresspublic
concerns. They hold a weekly meeting where citizens have the right to attend and
petition for the redress of grievances or personal favours (DoumatapRMHowever,

this is not theonlyway that citizens can follow up to express grievances; they can also
petition the King directly through the Royal Court or online via a website that was

recentlydesignedor this purpose.
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The site, called Tawasul (Communication) in Arabic, was launched irag@kdthe

orders of King Abdullah to provide Saudi citizens with a platform through which they
can confidentially lodge complaints and suggest ideas and reforms (The BBC News,
2014).Nonetheless, such communication methods leave individuals feeling that they
are still in high need for the Royal Family as their only saviours, as any action taken

by the King or provincial governors is final

Therefore, with the extensive prohibition @he establishment of political parties and
independent civic institutions as well as the harsh reaction to any offline political
demonstrations and meetingpgetitions seem to be the only allowed and accessible
form of communication in Saudi Arabia betwethe authorities and the members of

the public including elites, reformers, and ordinary individuals
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Petitions can highlight personal, public, social, or political issBessonal petitions
usually revolve around needs such as ja@tsommodation, medical support, money
and so on (Montagu, 2015). These can be traditionally (in a written format) handed
to a local governor, the King (via the Royal Couort}o influential members of the
Royal Family (Long, 2010). From 2014 onwardo&igion has been made for the

petitions to be sent online via the website mentioned above.

As for public petitions, they are written for two purposgesocial and politicaleform
(Alnahdi, 2014).Social petitions are created to tackle local issues such a
neighbourhood problems, municipal services problerasd family and tribal
conflicts. Both the local governor and the Royal Court can receive these petitions.
However, most of these kinds of issues are solved at the local government level.
Political petiions follow the same approach as social ones, but they seek to address

delicate political cases (A& uwaifli, 2013).

Historically, private and publicly declared political petitions are the primary
method/channel of communication between Saudi elites df @ategories (e.g.
religious scholars, traders, intellectuals, reformers) and the Saudi authorities. For
instance, political elites commontyeatetheir petitions confidentially in small circles
and then present them to prospective followers/supporters register it (Erayja,
2016). Since political petitions are deemed sensitive in the Saudi Arabian context, the
King and his deputy are often the target of such petitions. Therefore, letters are
officially presented to the Royal Court and, sometimes, aaggivneeting with the

King is requested to deliver the petition personally.
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That said, many social and political reformers have claimed that petitions are not
always effective (Alnahdi, 2014). Additionally, public petitions are not welcomed by

the Saudi athoritiesand are often seen as cafbr sedition and chaos. Thus, though

many confidential petitions are handed to the King, there is no record of any of them

since they are confidential. However, reformers argue that, recently, many public
petitions hae coincided with external events such as the Arab Spring in 2011 and

have beeradvanced by thénternet and social media in particular. A few examples

are some of the most prominent petitions filegW ¢ 2 6 NRa GKS {dGF 4GS
LyadAlddziA2wad@zt dslilARWIOSY W{ Il dzZRA 22YSy wSg@
/[ 1YL A FRQ WCSOo Nz NBE mn | 2dziK /2 fAGA2YQ

Chaudhry, 2014; Montagu, 2015).

The primary demands of these petitions are social justoeelected parliamentan
independentjudiciary, respect for human rights, freedom of spegaid more rights

for women. What is distinctive about online public petitions is that they enable all
publicinternet users to see and register the petition, making them more widespread

and subject tanedia reports.

This is indeed true at least with regard to the case examined in the present study
the antrmale guardianship campaign. The initial petition of the campaign, which was
created in early 2012 by AzizaYdsuf and other women activists, siaigned only by

25 women. However, in 2016, when the antale guardianship hashtag activism
evolvedon Twitter, the same petitiorthat wasdelivered confidentiallyduring that

time to three governmental bodies including the Royal Court was uploaded online

under the hashtag. Within a few days of uploading, the petition was signed by more
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than 14,000 peoplé(Sidahmed, 2016). Additionally, the petition gained extensive
national and international media attention. (See Chapter Six, Part 6.3; Setting the

Stage for the AntMale Guardianship Campaign).

It can therefore be said that some petitions have reported success, especially those
that coincided with major internal and exteal political events, in pushing forward
reforms and changes (&uwaifli, 2013). For example, after the Second Gulf War in
1992/1993, King Fahd issued three important decrees in response to denmatis

by Saudi elitegor greater governmental accountdity. These decrees are the Basic
Law of Government, the Consultative Council Stgtaed the Regions Statute
(Ibrahim, 1992, The BBC News, 281&dditionally, later on, in 2005, following the
Alv | S Rleadli Jihadist attacks on the petrochemical git¥anbu, the Khobar oil
company and the US consulate in Jeddal2004 the Saudi government announced

its first-ever nationwide municipal elections (Ménoret, 2005).

However, reforms following external events, the 2011 Arab Spripguiticular, are
considered by some Saudi people as significant compared to those prior to the Arab
Spring and social media revolution. For example, in 2011, King Abdullah announced
more rights for women. These include the right to be appointed to the Qtatsie
Counci) for the first time in the Saudi histoyyand the right to vote andtontest

municipal elections (The BBC News, 2)18dditionally, in 2017, women were finally

8 According to Aziza Musuf, the petition has indeed been signed by more than 30000 people.
However, they (Aziza and the other petitioners responsible) excluded any signaturescied the
LISGAGAZ2YSNARQ LISNB2Y Il f RSGFIAfad C2NJ SEI YL ST aK$S &
account names to sign the petition instead of their real names. This, according to her, led to the
exclusion of more than 15000 signatures (Ateiview with AtYusuf and ABada in Rotana Khalijia,

2016).
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allowed to drive after the Saudi government lifted the ban on women drivings Th
decree came after one of the most prominent online women campaigns,
#Women2Drive, which coincided with Arab Spring in 2011 and lasted until 2017

(Chulov, 2018).

These are some of the important political reforms tbaturredin Saudi Arabia, most
of which seem to be a kind of response to internal and external events. The following
section will discuss one of the most comprehensive reforms in terms of its political,

social and economic aspects in modern Saudi history (if successful).

3.5 SaudiVision2030t KS az2ail / 2YLINBKSYaiagdS wST2NYy

Ly !LINARE HnamcX {FdzZRA ! NI oAl | yy2dzyOSR W1
political, and economic aspects of Saudi society (Manzlawiy, 2018)ViBien is

considered one of the most significant national projeans! isdirectly supervised by

the Crown Prince Muhammed bin Salman. The project outlines ambitious goals that

must be achieved by the relevant governmental and private departments within a

specified timeline (Vision 2030 Book).

According to the Vision 2030 Bogk2 LJ- 3AY I GA 2y 03 W+xAaA2Y H
themes that are quantified through subcategories:@A)Vibrant Society (with strong

roots, fulfilling lives and strong foundations)(2) a Thriving Economertailing

rewarding opportunities, investing for the lorigrm, open for businessand

leveraging its unique position), (3) an Ambitious Nation (effectively governed and

responsibly enabled)

Thefollowing are theCrown Prince MK YYSRQ& 62 NR A&
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Our ambition is for the long term. It goes beyond replenishing
sources of income that have weakened or preserving what we have
already achieved. We are determined to build a thriving country in
which all citizens can fulfill their dreambppes and ambitions.
Therefore, we will not rest until our nation is a leader in providing
opportunities for all through education and training, and high
quality services such as employment initiatives, health, housing, and
entertainment. We commit ourselves to providing worletlass
government services which effectively and efficiently meet the
needs of our citizensTogether we will continue building a better
country, fulfilling our dream of prosperity and unlocking the talent,
potential, and dedicdion of our young men and womenwWe will

not allow our country ever to be at the mercy of a commodity price
volatility or external markets (Vision 2030 Book, no pagination,

emphasis added).

What makes this project unique is thdor the first timeg a mockl concerning the
strategy and policy of the country has been made public. Thipiaasptedextensive

local and global media debates about the feasibility af phoject in light of the
political, sociagland economic challengagbe Kingdom igadng both internally and
externally (Alkarni, 2018; Nuruzzaman, 2018). For example, internally, a hashtag
(#SaudiArabia2030Vision) was active where Saudi people enthusiastically discussed
how great this plan would be if ats promises were successfulkgpt® (Westall and

McDowall, 2016).

°fSS TEf1INYAQa OHAMYyUOL AYAaAIKIGTFdzZ tK5 GKSaAay ¢gAd
Perceptions of Normative Disorder within Saudi Social Media, for more details about the Sdaxdi
public response on Twitter toward the Saudi Vision 2030.
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Indeed, this plan is the first of its kind that tries to enshrine the notion of
transparency, which wasn fact, completely absent from most political decisions
GFr1Sy o6& GKS {IdzZRA 3F208SNYyYSyild Ay GKS LI
confidence about the rationale behind any governmental decisions that may affect

their lives. For instance, to increase pugbkonfidencein the credibility of its
implementationmany2 ¥ (G0 KS W+xAaA2y HnonQ aidl GdSySyda

tools usingwhich theVisiorQ gerformance will be measured (Al Arabiya, 2017).

Furthermore, Crown Prince Muhammed hgisen several V interviewsregarding
0KS Wz A dnal tfie intenviewsQh@ provided a breakdown of the procedures
and steps involved in implementing Vision 2030, which extends in several stages until
2030 He also emphasised that he is workidigectly with minigers and decision
makers to accomplish all the tasks on time and that senior officers are now more

liable to be dismissed if they fail to perform accordingly (Al Arabiya, 2017).

W+ A a A 2was announce@@hile | wasconductingmy presentresearchand| was

interested inthe timing of the announcement of thisistoric vision, especially as it

led to intensive debates on social media, Twitter in particular. However, given the

fact that Prince Muhammed bin Salman is in his early thirties, | think that the
emergence of thisVision is not coincidentak younger age groups arenow
predominant in Saudi societ® demographis and, as a result, more reforms are
neededM2 NE ONRGAOFffé&xX WiINIyaLl NByoeQ Kl a o
technologies because of the simple fact that social networking sites make personal

views more public ando soon a larger scale.
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[ 2dzf R GKS dzy LINS OS RSy (i ShRoughtathdét by e tnédia | vy R
technologies, coupled with increased demands for reforms, have influktheeision

makers in the Saudi government and thus the adverthef¥ + A a A 2 ¥ithaugho n QK
there is no way to provehis, | believe that politics and cuite do not exist in a
vacuum and that the rapid development we are witnessing today in communications

Is slowlypermeatingall aspects of our lives.

+AaA2y wHnon Ylé& y2i SELXAOAGtEe YSyidArzy
democracy, yet it prominentlieatures promises of accountability and transparency,

which the Saudi government had lacked in most of its previous political
decisions/reforms. For example, given below are some of the pronttisdd have

directly quoted from the third theme of the¥ision¢ An Ambitious Nation (effectively

governed):

We are updating our governance and administrative practices to

international standardsensuring high levels of transparency and

accountability. Our goals, plans and performance indicators are

now beingpublished so that progress and delivery can be publicly

monitored. By expanding our online services, we will become a

global leader in & 2 @S NJ YChghitels %f communications

between government agencies, citizeasd the private sector are
alreadyexpandy 3 G2 SyadzaNSE SOSNeB2yS Oly &Kl
will continue in this policy direction teensure each ministry

functions to the highest standar@Vision 2030 Book, no pagination,

emphasis added).
Within the scope of my thesis, | would argue that in ayvelosed political system
such as Saudi Arabia, where there is no means for people to participate ir socio

political issues, social media platforms serve as the only available means through
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which people can share opinions and vent their frustrations. rdfuge see the
emergence of this Vision and other recent reforms such as the lifting of the ban on
women driving partly & being aesponse to the intensive debates and demands of
reforms taking placén the Saudi online public sphere. | SggrtlyCbecause | believe
that thereissome external pressure on the Saudi authesfrom Western countries

as well as some civic and human rights organisatwinsseinfluence on the Saudi

government cannot be denied.

This indeed may lead to a critical debaethe present literature, which is that even

in closed social and political environments, social media platforms may pave the way
F2NJ GKS WLz f A O & LIKSNEBK a QSagoaf, 2608 \MS, 0 { S S
2017). However, | believe that in ordtr arrive ata mature conclusion, any public

sphere must be examined in terms of the social and political contexts in which it is
formed. Saudi Arabia, for example, is characterised as a religiously and politically
restricted environmentandthese arethusthe factorsii K & RSFAyYy S LIS2 LJ

and behaviors.
3.6 The Media Environment in Saudi Arabierom Old to New Forces

The perceptions and experiences of Saudi young adedfardingthe socioepolitical
implications of social media use in Saudi Arabethe basis of the present studit.
is thus crucial to identify the place that social media occupies in the Saudi media
system This section wiltherefore begin with a brief discussioof the traditional
media in Saudi Arabia, starting with the emergence of newspapers, then radio,
television, satellite television (DH®)Nd theInternet, respectively. Aftethis, | will

present some important laws that medmofessionals such as journalists as well as
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media organisations in Saudi Arabia must abide by in order to maintain their

presence.

Newspapes, as indeeds the casen most nations, heralded the beginning of other
media in Saudi Arabia (Alotaibi, 2016pr instance, among the first and leading
newspapers established during and after the unification of modern Saudi Arabia are
Umm AlQura in 1924, ABilad in 1932, Al Madina in 193@nd Okaz in 1960.
Currently, there are around sixtegprivately owned newspapes and one official
government newspaper in Saudi Arabia. Fourteen newspapers are printed within the
Saudi territory (two of them are published in English) and two are printed in London

(Erayja, 2016; Morsi, 2017).

Despite the fact that most of these newspapers are privately owned, the Saudi
government has a huge influence on the appointment and dismissal of editors and
journalists. Additionally, the production of the domestic mass media in Saudi Arabia
is controlledby the government andll contentmust pass through censors before it

goes on air or comes out in print (Kraidy, 206@&edom House, 2016).

The radio was introduced to Saudi Arabia in 1949G&ini, 2000)Radio broadcast

at that time mostly consisted foreligious programghat were based on Islamic
GSFOKAY3&a YR INIo6AO KA&G2NR® { dzOK LINE AN
fears¢ at that time, they believed that the radio may distract people from acts of

worship and thusnegatively impact Islamicvalues (Alotaibi, 2016}, and have

absorbed objections to the new medium.

Television wasintroduced in the Kingdom inthe early 196@ following the

government recognition of the audiaisual power of the TV above tipeevioustwo
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mediag newspapers and radio (Kraidy, 2006Rslsheed, 2008). Despite the fact that
it was seen as a propagandist instrument, television also acted as atsté$br
cinema, which was outlawed until 2018s they thought that television would

LIN2E A RS Y2NB WAYyy20Syid SyYyiSNIIAYYSYGIQ G2

Inthe early 1990s, satellite television was introduced in Saudi Arabi@d/ii, 2000).
This marked a milestone in the development of communication technologiteein
extremely conservative and religious Saudi Aratsaciety(Marghalani et al., 1998).

At the time, he emergence of such a medium was a major challenge for the Saudi
authorities as theyhad almost completecontrol over all other media platforms
precedng satellite TV. Additionally, as with all previous media, religious scholars
made great efforts to warn people about the dangémnat this new mediumvould

pose to Islamc values and traditions. They also exerted some pressure on the

government to impose regulations on direict-home satellite.

It is worth emphasising here that in Saudi Arabia, the emergence of any new
technology is likely to face enormous resistancearfneeligious leaders, especially at
first. This has happened with the introduction of all types of med&dio, television,
satellite TV, faxand later with mobile phones, particularly those with Bluetooth and
camera features. Commenting aboueligious ¥ A 3 dhsddShd r@actions to the
emergence of satellite TV, Almaghlooth staties following

Its emergence [the satellite TV] in the country faced extreme

hostility from religious leaders, who warned that it would ruin Saudi

society and weaken the faithf dluslims. In the early 1990s, many

houses which had satellite dishes on their roofs came under gunfire

in an expression of anger and in an attempt to intimidate the owners
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into removing them. Many others had leaflets delivered to their
houses by hand, wamng them that these devices were evil and

dangerous to the unity of the country and its religion (2013, p.33).
However, despite all these efforts, by 2000, dishes filled the roofs of most houses in

Saudi Arabia (Morsi, 2017).

Contrary to the contentionrad violence that greeted the entry of the radio, television
and satellite TV in Saudi Arabia, the introduction of limernet in 1994elicited less
concernfrom Islamic leaders (Alghamdy, 2011). Althoughlititernetwas introduced

to the country in 1994, it was restricted to health and educational research
institutions and other government bodies. Ordinary citizens in Saudi Arabiaomére
allowed access to thiternet service in 1999. Since then, the number of subscribers
hasincreased dramatically from only 2 million in 2004 $%abgaf and Weckert, 2004)
to more than 30 million users in 2019, representing more than 89 percent of the total

population (We are &ial and Hootsuite, 2019).

However, access to thimternet in Saudi Arabia is subject to strict censorship and
sophisticated filtering systesndeveloped by the CTC Thus, the CITC has the
responsibility of monitoring and developing Internet filtering measures and
requirements. A regular database of websites that the CITC wants blocked is
submitted toInternet service providers (ISPs) in Saudi Arabia who provideniesh

filteringa 2 ft dziA2ya Ay | OO2NRI YOS gA0GK GKS /L¢/

Previously, all globdhternet traffic from all Internet users travelled through one
International Access Point to the Internet, whiaras the King Abdul Aziz City for

Science and Technology (KACST). However,deitelopments innternet usage in
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the Kingdom and the growingplumeof information processed, a meinfrastructure
hierarchywasdeveloped. According to the CITC, the current structure enables greater
flexibility in the existence of more than one International Internet Access Point and
also offers a more dynamic environment that contributes to incregshe standard

of service and performance. The new infrastructure is illustrated below.
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Picture3:3 The Internet and Filtering Service Infrastructure in Saudi Afabia

Moreover, the Saudi government hastablishedstringent conditions that Internet
users must follow in order to not be held accountable. According to Gazzaz, some of

theseconditions arehe following

0 CITC, General Information on Filtering Service. Accessed on 11 July 2019.
https://webl.internet.sa/enfgeneratinformation-on-filtering-service/
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All Internet users in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia shall refrain from

publishing or accessing data containing anything contravening a

fundamental principle or legislation, or infringing the sanctity of

Islam or breachingpuld RSOSy O0é X Fye@iKAy3a O2yidNY
or its system; reports or news damaging to the Saudi Arabian armed

forces without the approval of the competent authorities;

publication of official state laws, agreements or statements before

they are officiallyy RS LJdzot A0 X FyedKAY3I RIYI3A
of heads of states or heads of accredited diplomatic missions in the
YAYAR2YI 2NJ KIFINXYa&a NBflFdiA2ya gAGK GK
Internet users are prohibited from propagating, through the

Internet, subversie ideas or the disruption of public order or

disputes among citizens (2006, pcll3).
Therefore, thelnternet in Saudi Arabia is closely monitoreslith access to some
websites being completely denied. Furthermore, users who attempt to access a
blocked wdsite will be redirected to a page displaying tbdowingmessageW{ 2 NNZE
0KS NBljdzSaGdSR LI 3IS A& dzyl gl AfloftSQ oly S
in the event that users want to access a blocked website for important reasons (e.g.
education, health), they can fill in an online application form, which appaarsost

blocked sites, and then send it for consideration.
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Picture3:4 Redirected Page for Blocked Website

Officially, sites that are assessediecontainngW| Y & X I YA OQ Miolshg RE Sy & A
Iy R WAf £ S 3IpbrabgrapByy garSbfingandod8igsHate regularly blocked.
Additionally, criticism of the Royal Family and senior religious imsnt tolerated.

For example, in 2016, the website of the Londmsed AlAraby AlJadeed was

blocked due to the increased suppahownto the Muslm Brotherhood Group,

which the Saudi governmehtaddesignated a terrorist organisation (Freedom House,

2018).

While the Internet is reported to be among the most filtered and censored
technologies in Saudi Arabia, the introduction of social media plagofeg.
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) as well as mobile smartphones has led to a massive
diversification of online content, offering Saudi people unprecedented access to a

variety of perspectives beyond stat®ntrolled media. Ordinary citizens and human
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