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Abstract 

In most democratic countries, citizens have access to several avenues to participate 

in and engage 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 primarily utilised 

to foster the traditional, offline means of exerting pressure on state agencies, social 

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

This thesis therefore aims to explore the political and social implications of social 

media participation and activism within an authoritarian environment. Although 

there is extensive scholarly agreement that social media has widened the scope of 

information, enhanced horizontal networks of communication, and expanded the 

space for freedom of expression, the nature of the socio-political 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 a public sphere that is characterised as being 

extremely authoritarian, religious, and patriarchal requires further empirical 

investigations. This thesis also investigates, through a case study of the anti-male 

guardianship hashtag activism, how Saudi ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊΩǎ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎΩ 

feature to promote their campaigns and fight for their rights. 

Based on 29 semi-structured interviews with activists and non-activists (aged 

between 20 and 35) and extensive fieldwork, this study will explore how Saudi young 
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adults perceive the socio-political 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 emphasising its potential to serve as a space of 

autonomy and participation, while others emphasise its depoliticising nature. 

Making its own original contribution to this debate, my study shows how social media 

has played an unprecedented role in paving the way for Saudis to participate in socio-

political issues, increase the level of transparency and accountability, expose 

wrongdoing, express opinions, and generate awareness. More critically, the findings 

introduce a model that demonstrates Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƳŜŘƛŀ Ŏŀƴ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƻŦ Ψǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦŀƭǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

(characterising most societies living under authoritarian regimes) by encouraging the 

public disclosure of preferences. 

The findings also show how the anti-male guardianship hashtag activism functions as 

ŀƴ ΨŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ 

Arabia to mobilise thousands of national and global opinions, frame male-

guardianship-related issues, and challenge the patriarchal and victim-blaming 

discourse dominating the Saudi public sphere. 

Finally, I argue that within an authoritarian context, social media can increase socio-

political participation, but it does not essentially lead to the democratisation and 

pluralism of the online public sphere due to two critical reasons: the increasing 

adoption of sophisticated surveillance technologies by states and online trolls. 

  



5 

 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgement ............................................................................................... 1 

Abstract ............................................................................................................... 3 

List of Figures, Tables, and Pictures ...................................................................... 9 

1 Chapter One: Introduction ........................................................................... 11 

1.1 Introduction .................................................................................................11 

1.2 Research Questions ......................................................................................12 

1.3 Social Media in Saudi Arabia: A Brief Review ..............................................15 

1.4 Research Motivation: Why this Topic? ........................................................18 

1.5 Significance of the Study ..............................................................................24 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis .................................................................................26 

2 Chapter Two: The Theoretical Framework: Theorising the Implications of 

Social Media in Political Participation and Activism ............................................ 31 

2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................31 

2.2 Authoritarianism, Openness and Information Pluralism, Transparency .....37 

2.3 Public Awareness, Widespread Shock, and the Cascade Disclosure of 

Preferences .............................................................................................................47 

2.4 Social Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy .........................................52 

2.5 Online Quasi-Participation and Endless Content Circulation ......................59 

2.6 Affective Networks, Stuckness, Feedback Loops, and Phatic 

Communication ......................................................................................................67 

2.7 Decentralised Weak-Tie Networks vs Strong Organisational Ties ...............74 



6 

 

2.8 Contemporary Gender Politics: The Rise of Hashtag Feminism ..................81 

2.9 Online Public Sphere: The Debate over Online Participation ......................91 

2.9.1 The Perceived Limitations of the Old Public Sphere .............................92 

2.9.2 The Potential Advantages/Disadvantages of Online Public Sphere .....95 

2.10 Conclusion ............................................................................................. 100 

3 Chapter Three: The Context: Saudi Arabia ς The Political, Social, Religious, 

and Media Environment .................................................................................. 104 

3.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 104 

3.2 Saudi Arabia: A Country Profile ................................................................. 105 

3.2.1 Geography .......................................................................................... 105 

3.2.2 History ................................................................................................ 106 

3.2.3 Demography ....................................................................................... 111 

3.3 Complex Authoritarianism: The Political and Socio-religious Background 112 

3.3.1 The Political System: Institutions, Strategies of Control, and Decision-

Making 112 

3.3.2 Identity and Everyday Culture: The Role of Islam in Saudi Arabia..... 117 

3.4 Political Participation: Opportunities and Limitations .............................. 122 

3.5 Saudi Vision 2030: The Most /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ wŜŦƻǊƳ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ 

History .................................................................................................................. 127 

3.6 The Media Environment in Saudi Arabia: From Old to New Forces ......... 131 

3.6.1 Media Regulations in Saudi Arabia .................................................... 140 

3.7 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 145 

4 Chapter Four: Research Design, Methodology, and Fieldwork .................... 148 

4.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 148 

4.2 The Research Background and Questions ................................................ 148 

4.3 Research Paradigm: Rationale for Qualitative Ethnographic Research .... 149 



7 

 

4.4 Sampling Strategy ..................................................................................... 153 

4.4.1 The Selection of Participants.............................................................. 153 

4.4.2 The Participant Recruitment Procedure ............................................ 156 

4.5 Fieldwork, Data Collection Tool, and Setting ............................................ 163 

4.5.1 Semi-Structured Interview ................................................................. 164 

4.5.2 Interviews: The Set and Setting ......................................................... 166 

4.5.3 Procedures Followed During the Interview ....................................... 169 

4.6 A Qualitative Case Study: The Anti-Male Guardianship Hashtag Activism 172 

4.6.1 Rationale Behind the Selection .......................................................... 173 

4.6.2 Anti-Male Guardianship Campaign: Design and Approach ............... 175 

4.7 Research Ethics: Procedures and Practices ............................................... 178 

4.8 Data Analysis ............................................................................................. 180 

4.9 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 187 

5 Chapter Five: ThŜ 9ƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΥ ¢ƘŜ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ±ƻƛŎŜǎ ƻƴ 

the Potential Socio-Political Implications of Social Media in Saudi Arabia ......... 189 

5.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 189 

5.2 Social Media and the Emergence of a More Participatory Socio-Political 

Domain................................................................................................................. 190 

5.3 Social Media as Novel Platforms for Transparency and Public Accountability

 204 

5.4 Greater Awareness among Saudi Youths .................................................. 214 

5.5 Contextual Factors: The Potential Influence of Socio-Cultural Factors, 

Religious Ideology, and an Oppressive Political Atmosphere on Young Saudi 

Adults During Their Online Participation ............................................................. 223 

5.5.1 The Socio-Cultural and Religious Ideology Factors ............................ 226 

5.5.2 The Fear of Government Surveillance and Repression ...................... 232 

5.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 242 



8 

 

6 Chapter Six: The Anti-Male Guardianship Hashtag Activism in Saudi Arabia: A 

Case Study ....................................................................................................... 246 

6.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 246 

6.2 The Male Guardianship System in Saudi Arabia: A Brief Review .............. 246 

6.3 Setting the Stage for the Anti-Male Guardianship Activism ..................... 250 

6.4 Online Defence: Saudi Women Resist the Male Guardianship System with 

Hashtag Activism ................................................................................................. 262 

6.4.1 The Affordances of Digital Connectivity, Networked Solidarity, 

Friendships ....................................................................................................... 263 

6.4.2 Hashtag Activism: A Potent Tool for Framing Issues, Establishing 

Counter-Discourse, and Promoting Policy Change .......................................... 272 

6.5 The Anti-Male Guardianship Campaign: An Evaluation of Its Success ..... 286 

6.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 287 

7 /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ {ŜǾŜƴΥ {ƻŎƛŀƭ aŜŘƛŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ {ǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ΨIƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ 

{ƻŦǘ hǳǘǊŀƎŜΩ ................................................................................................... 291 

7.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 291 

7.2 ¸ƻǳƴƎ {ŀǳŘƛǎΩ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛƻ-Political Impacts of Social Media 291 

7.3 The Emergence of the Online Public Sphere: A Democratisation of Political 

Participation, an Instrument of Authoritarian Durability, or an Immature Form of 

Engagement? ....................................................................................................... 302 

7.4 Hashtag Activism: Effective but not Reliable ............................................ 310 

тΦр Conclusion ................................................................................................. 313 

8 Chapter Eight: Concluding Remarks ........................................................... 315 

8.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 315 



9 

 

8.2 Research on an Authoritarian Context: Personal Observations and 

Reflections ........................................................................................................... 316 

8.3 Limitations of the Research ...................................................................... 320 

8.4 Future Studies ........................................................................................... 322 

Bibliography .................................................................................................... 325 

Appendix ......................................................................................................... 368 

List of Figures, Tables, and Pictures 

Figure 1:1 The Percentage of Users for Each Social Media Platform in 2019 in Saudi 

Arabia. ........................................................................................................................17 

Figure 1:2 Social Media Audience Profile. .................................................................18 

Figure 3:1 Saudi Arabia Population in 2019. ........................................................... 111 

Figure 4 The Most Frequent Words in the Interview Transcripts Regarding the 

Socio-Political Implications of Social Media. ........................................................... 190 

Figure 6:1 A Cartoon Clip by HRW about the System of Male Guardianship in Saudi 

Arabia. ..................................................................................................................... 255 

Figure 6:2 A Screenshot Showing the Last Updated Number of the Anti-male 

Guardianship Hashtag Activism. ............................................................................. 261 

Figure тΥм ! {ŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ 9Ƴŀƛƭǎ {Ŝƴǘ ǘƻ aƻȄƛŜΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ aƻōƛƭȅΩǎ wŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

Shown in Three Bullet Points. ................................................................................. 304 

Figure 7:2 Cohen's Twitter Account, which was Later Suspended by Twitter due to 

its Violation of Rules................................................................................................ 312 

 



10 

 

Table 1 The MENA Region Gender Gap Index Rankings 2020. ..................................82 

Table 4:1 List of Interviewees (Ordinary Users). ..................................................... 161 

Table 4:2 List of Interviewees (Activists). ................................................................ 162 

Table 4:3 Secondary Data Materials. ...................................................................... 178 

Table 5 Drivers of Social Media Use Among Young Saudis. .................................... 192 

 

Picture 3:1 Saudi Arabia Map .................................................................................. 106 

Picture 3:2 A Screenshot of the Tawasul Webpage ................................................ 123 

Picture 3:3 The Internet and Filtering Service Infrastructure in Saudi Arabia ........ 135 

Picture 3:4 Redirected Page for Blocked Website .................................................. 137 

Picture 5:1 The Leaked Video Showing the Minister of Health Arguing with a Group 

of Citizens ................................................................................................................ 211 

Picture 5:2 The Two Snapchat Accounts of the Anti-Male Guardianship System 

Campaign ................................................................................................................. 222 

Picture сΥм ! wŀƴŘƻƳ {ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ²ŜψŀǊŜψŀƭƭψaŀǊƛŀƳψ!ƭƻǘŀƛōƛΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨL{ǘŀƴŘ²ƛǘƘaŀǊƛŀƳΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ¢ǊŜƴŘƛƴƎ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ aŀǊƛŀƳΩǎ 5ŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ !ǇǊƛƭ ǘƻ 

July 2017. ................................................................................................................. 278 

 

  



11 

 

1 Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

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

ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ōȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ Lǘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭǎκŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 

of the online public sphere as well as the manner in which offline factors (i.e. culture, 

religion, politics) 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 of the anti-male guardianship online campaign, to explore how the utilisation 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜΩ όŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ {ŀǳŘƛ 

people) has helped Saudi women in fighting gendered inequalities and demanding 

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

¶ To explore how Saudi young adults perceive and experience social media in 

terms of political participation and activism, and the role these factors play in 

socio-political outcomes in the Saudi public sphere. 

¶ To assess the role that hashtag activism plays in enabling Saudi women to 

fight for their social and political rights. 

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

influence the online political participation of young adults in Saudi Arabia. 

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

considerations that shape them and then provide a brief review of social media usage 
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in Saudi Arabia. After this, the research motivation and significance will be examined. 

Finally, the structure of the thesis will be presented. 

1.2 Research Questions 

To fulfil the research objectives, 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 points into consideration: 

Q1: How do young Saudi adults experience and perceive the socio-political 

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 the political 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 

ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ƛǎ ǘƻ άŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

theoretical models empirical research that asks the activists themselves how they 

used communication ǘƻƻƭǎέ όнлмнΣ ǇΦтутύΦ I dedicated extensive time and effort 

during the first and second years of my PhD to seeking interviews with Saudi activists. 

Despite facing several obstacles, I successfully received acceptances from some of 

those whom I contacted (See Chapter Four). 
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Therefore, in my current study, to significantly contribute to the wider understanding 

of the socio-political implications of social media, particularly within an authoritarian 

context, I conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 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 has the utƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜΩ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ {ŀǳŘƛ ǿƻƳŜƴ in 

fighting gendered inequalities and demanding 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 social media ς the 

Twitter hashtag feature in particular ς has played in socio-political activism in Saudi 

Arabia. To do so, I have selected one of the most critical activist movements in Saudi 

Arabia in terms of its scale, longevity, and mobilisation: the #Saudi-women-want-to-

abolish-the-guardianship-system campaign. It is important to emphasise here that 

ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ΨƎŀǘŜǿŀȅΩ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

can protest. This fact can be used to interpret the current proliferation of hashtag 

activism in Saudi Arabia. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

interesting developments in the domain of activism studies. Through the literature 

review, it was observed that notions such as Ψdrawing attentionΩΣ Ψraising public 

awarenessΩΣ Ψframing issueΩΣ Ψenhancing visibilityΩΣ and Ψpublicising issuesΩ are often 

associated with the potential roles that the hashtag feature may play in social and 

political activism. However, this does not mean that hashtag activism is free from 

limitations and criticisms (See Chapters Two and Six). 
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¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ΨƳŜŀƴǎΩ ƻŦ 

demonstration for Saudis, I am interested in exploring the manner in which the 

utilisation of such a tool has helped Saudi women fight 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 and revive political and social 

participation in Saudi Arabia? Has it enabled young Saudis to overcome the offline 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΚ 

The present literature reveals that the distinctive features of social media have 

facilitated access to a wealth of resources, 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 a larger 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, particularly in authoritarian 

countries. 

Scholarly works dealing with the emergence of the online public sphere have 

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 pessimistic accounts (See Chapter Two). Therefore, in my present 

study, I 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.  
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1.3 Social Media in 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 

ǎƛǘŜǎ ό{b{ǎύ ŀǊŜΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ has been defined in several ways, 

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 

ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŜǿ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴg the term, others have 

ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘΩ ό{ŜŜ ŜΦƎΦ .ƻȅŘ ŀƴŘ 9ƭƭƛǎƻƴΣ нлл7; Kaplan and 

Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Howard and Parks, 2012). However, among 

the most-cited authors in the literature are Boyd and Ellison, who define social media 

as the following: 

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

semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of 

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

traverse their list of connections and those made by others within 

the system (2007, p.211). 

Kaplan and Haenlein define social media as the following: 

A group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological 

and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the 

creation and exchange of User Generated Content (2010, p.60). 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŀ ǘŀȄƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ ŘƛǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎκǎƛǘŜǎ ǎǳōǎǳƳŜŘ 

under this ōǊƻŀŘ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƛȄ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ōȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΥ ά/ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

Projects, Blogs, Content Communities, Social Networking Sites, Virtual Game Worlds, 

ŀƴŘ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ {ƻŎƛŀƭ ²ƻǊƭŘǎέ όYŀǇƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ IŀŜƴƭŜƛƴΣ нлмлΣ ǇΦрфύΦ 
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L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŘŜƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƻǊǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ 

social media definitions. Among these denominators, for instance, is the idea that 

social media platforms are sites or web-based applications that enable user profile 

creation and facilitate communication, interactions, relationships, conversations, 

connectivity, visibility, networking, and content generation and sharing. Moreover, 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ΨƴŜǿΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǳǇŘŀǘƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ƻƴŜǎ 

continue to be made and they parallel the development of these technologies 

(Kapoor et al., 2018). 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǎƛǘŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ 

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 Arab Spring in 2011. Therefore, in this section, I will 

provide statistics to demonstrate how popular these platforms are among Saudi 

people. 

The latest annual report (2018) produced by the Saudi Communications and 

Information Technology Commission (CITC) revealed that the number of Internet 

users in the Kingdom reached 30.26 million in 2018, which represents about 89% of 

the total Saudi population. The 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. YouTube, WhatsApp, 
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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. 

 

Figure 1:1 The Percentage of Users for Each Social Media Platform in 2019 in Saudi 

Arabia.  

Moreover, Twitter and YouTube, respectively, have been ranked first and second in 

the top twenty Google search queries in 2018, according to the CITC 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 

largest number 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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Figure 1:2 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 are almost the 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 Research Motivation: Why this Topic? 

The 2011 Arab Spring and its aftermath were the primary triggers of my interest in 

conducting this research. This is probably due to the fact that 28th January 2011, or 

ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨCǊƛŘŀȅ ƻŦ !ƴƎŜǊΩΣ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ǘƘƛǊŘ Řŀȅ ƛƴ /ŀƛǊƻ ŀǎ ŀ 

tourist before I made my escape to Saudi Arabia the next day. Although I watched 

what happened that day directly from the balcony of my hotel room overlooking the 

River Nile (where demonstrators clashed with the police), after I returned to Saudi 

Arabia, Twitter and Facebook became the main platforms through which I followed 
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the devŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ!Ǌŀō ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǎǇǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ !Ǌŀō 

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, I believe, was a platform that 

provided reliable sources of information and news. Even Al-Jazeera, 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 was [sic] used by the mainstream media as 

a source during the height of the protests. Al-Jazeera in particular 

relied on reputed bloggers and Twitter users during the uprisings for 

real-time coverage of evŜƴǘǎ ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ {ƘŀǊŜƪΣ ŀ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

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 communication 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, and ordinary 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 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǎƛǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎƻcial network 

sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but rather that they 

ŜƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎέ όнлл7, p.2011). This 
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is an extremely interesting and crucial point, especially within the context of 

ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ {ŀǳŘƛ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ .ȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ΨƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǿ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

communicate and engage with different network groups, but they can also engage 

with or build a community of like-minded people. Such actions can have critical 

possibilities in terms of raising awareness regarding a particular issue, lobbying for 

more rights, or even encouraging large-scale collective activism. 

Although Saudi Arabia avoided the 2011 Arab Spring, the uprisings as well as the 

manner in which social media platforms were used by users in the affected countries 

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

ǇǳǎƘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜŘ ƭƛƴŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ1Ω ŦƻǊ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ό{ŜŜ ŜΦƎΦ tƻƭƭŀŎƪ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2011; Alothman, 2013; Al-Jenaibi, 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). According to 5ƛŎƪ /ƻǎǘƻƭƻΣ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊΩǎ 

former CEO, Saudi Arabia achieved the worldΩs highest growth in Twitter usage in 

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

proliferation of social media use underscores the need for empirical investigations in 

 
1 It is important ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŘ ƭƛƴŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǎ ŦƻǊōƛŘŘŜƴκǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΦ L ŀƳ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊƛƭȅΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

there is no written list of these topics, but we have grown up knowing that these are sensitive 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; criticising the manner in which domestic wealth is distributed as well as anything related to 

the relationships between the sexes. That said, the levels of sensitivity towards these subjects are not 

fixed; they are subject to changes and status in political, social, and economic situations both 

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 unprecedented levels of 

discussion on Twitter by ordinary users and activists in Saudi Arabia. 
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the field of social media studies to offer an understanding of the socio-political 

implications of social media in the context of authoritarianism. 

/ƻƳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ!Ǌŀō ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ ƻƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΣ 9ǊŀȅƧŀ 

points out the following: 

Before the Arab Spring, online political 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 King (2016, p.239). 

Numerous political hashtag activisms were reported to have gained prominence 

during the Arab Spring. Among the most powerful of these activisms in terms of scale, 

longevity, tension, and mobilisation were the Women2Drive, Salary not Enough, 

Saudi Women Revolution2 , 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.e. Al-Awamiyah and Al-Qatif), 

where the minority Shia protested being discriminated 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 

 
2 This 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 

to ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƘǳǊŀ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǾƻǘŜ ŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлмр ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ό5ƻŀƛƧƛΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ сύΦ 
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social issues that were once impossible to address by means of the traditional Saudi 

media. 

Such increasing online activism has prompted the Saudi authorities to announce a 

series of political and economic reforms to appease people, including an anti-

corruption law, financial allocations amounting to billions of dollars to raise the 

salaries of Saudi 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 and contest municipal elections; a first in Saudi history. 

Interestingly, I remember that when I began my Ph.D. in October 2015, I made two 

ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΥ мύ {ŀǳŘƛ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

allowed to drive, and 2) The system of 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 high propƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǘƘ όсу҈ύ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ 

adoption of social media by Saudi youth ς which put unprecedented pressure on the 

{ŀǳŘƛ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ς the appointment of the youngest 

ever Crown Prince, Mohammed Bin Salman, and later, the announcement of one of 

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

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ άώŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎϐ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

enable them to strengthen their future and contribute to the development of our 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέ ό!ƴƻƴΣ нлм7, no pagination) is one of the VƛǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ 
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In September 2017, a royal decree was issued allowing women the right to drive. 

Furthermore, regarding the male guardianship system, in addition to the progress 

made in allowing women access to government services without them being 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎŜŘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

mixing, on 02 August 2019, as I was carrying out the final revision, a royal decree was 

issued granting Saudi women above the age of 21 the 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, marriages, divorces, and births, to be issued official 

family documents, and be guardians to minors (The BBC News, 2019). The decision 

was trending on Twitter a few hours after the announcement. 

Nonetheless, the system still grants male guardians some power over women. These 

include women needing permission from their guardians to marry, live 

independently, or leave prison if they detained. Additionally, women still cannot 

transmit citizenship to their children and neither they can give their children approval 

to marry (Rashad and Kalin, 2019). 

With that said, I am quite certain that by 2020, much more progress will be made in 

ǘƘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ {ŀǳŘƛ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ όŀǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ 

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, I believe, cannot be fully achieved if 

half of the society ς women ς 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. Moreover, 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 

ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŘƛŎǘŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀέ ŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ {ŀǳŘƛ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ 

the flow of information via their strict censorship system and traditional media 

productions (See Chapters Two 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 political and social rights. 

Based on these potential socio-political implications of social media, the following 

section will explain the significance of the present study. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

I believe that the thesis will make four significant contributions to the domain of 

social media studies for the following reasons: 

¶ 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 social implications of social media 

participation and activism in the Middle East, and Saudi Arabia in particular, 

suggests an important gap in knowledge. This may be due to two factors: 1) 

The obstacles of the Arabic language, which prevent non-Arabic scholars from 

conducting thorough investigations and 2) The hostile political context, which 

is indeed a critical barrier for researchers of all backgrounds. This thesis will 

contribute to bridging this gap by deepening the understanding of the socio-

political implications of social media participation and activism in a country 

that discourages civil discourse and implements severe restrictions on offline 

political activities. 
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¶ It has been commonly argued in the present literature that one of the critical 

roles social media has played in several political and social issues/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 I have found to have a strong association with the notion 

ƻŦ ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǳƴŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

media studies literature: the extent to which the Ψsocially connective 

functionΩ of social media may impact the dynamic of Ψpreference falsificationΩ 

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 participation and activism may lead to the 

ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψubiquitous preference falsificationΩ characterising most 

societies living under conservative cultures and/or oppressive regimes. 

¶ Women-related issues in Saudi Arabia are some of the most prominent 

controversial issues in the Saudi online public sphere. Most of these issues 

have political, social, and religious dimensions. Therefore, by selecting an 

ongoing and one of the most debated issues in Saudi Arabia ς the male 

guardianship system ς the significance 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, I believe that the case study 

strategy selected to investigate the male guardianship system will pave the 
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way for an in-depth analysis of how hashtag activism can play a fundamental 

role in the development of socio-political issues among less democratic and 

conservative societies such as Saudi Arabia. 

¶ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ Ƴȅ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ όŜΦƎΦ Ψliberation 

technologiesΩΣ Ψradical transparencyΩΣ Ψshared awarenessΩΣ Ψthe dictatorΩǎ 

dilemmaΩΣ Ψthe cute cat theory of digital activismΩΣ Ψmass self-

communicationΩΣ ΨautonomyΩΣ Ψaffective networksΩΣ Ψphatic communicationΩΣ 

Ψsocial media tiesΩύ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ 

how effective they might be in investigating the role of social media within an 

authoritarian environment (See Chapter Two). 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The introductory chapter introduces the 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 Implications 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 discuss the ongoing debates over the political implications of social 

media under the following seven themes: 
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¶ Theme One: Authoritarianism, Openness and Information Pluralism, 

Transparency 

¶ Theme Two: Public Awareness, Widespread Shock, and the Cascade 

Disclosure of Preferences  

¶ Theme Three: Social Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy 

¶ Theme Four: Online Quasi-Participation and Endless Content Circulation  

¶ Theme Five: Affective Networks, Stuckness, Feedback Loops, and Phatic 

Communication 

¶ Theme Six: Decentralised Weak-Tie Networks vs Strong Organisational 

Ties  

¶ Theme Seven: Online Public Sphere: The Debate over Online 

Participation  

Chapter 3: The Context: Saudi Arabia ς The Political, Social, Religious, and Media 

Environment 

This chapter will present the Saudi Arabian context 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 

contextual 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 to and 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 forces: the Internet and social 
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networking sites. The conclusion presents an overview of media laws and regulations 

in Saudi Arabia. 

Chapter 4: Research Design, Methodology, and Fieldwork 

This chapter will outline the research design, methods, and the fieldwork process, 

including the consideration of the research paradigm, the sampling strategy, a 

justification of the adopted research method, and methodology. Moreover, the 

chapter will provide an overview of the selected case study ς the anti-male 

guardianship hashtag activism ς the rationale behind the selection, and the design 

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 provide a 

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. 

Chapter 5: The 9ƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΥ ¢ƘŜ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ±ƻƛŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

Socio-Political Implications of Social Media in Saudi Arabia 

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ 

and perceptions regarding the socio-political 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 sub-themes. Each theme is supported by detailed 

quotes and compelling examples from the particiǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ 

although the influence of contextual factors (i.e. politics, religion, culture) on young 

ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ 
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chapters as well as other chapters in the thesis, a section 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: 

¶ Social Media and the Emergence of a More Participatory Socio-Political 

Domain; 

¶ Greater Awareness among Saudi Youths;  

¶ Social Media as Novel Platforms for Transparency and Public Accountability; 

¶ The Contextual Factors: Socio-Cultural Factors, Religious Ideology, and 

Oppressive Political Atmosphere Influencing Saudi Youths During their Online 

Participation 

Chapter 6: The Anti-Male Guardianship Hashtag Activism in Saudi Arabia: A Case 

Study 

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ 

in the anti-male guardianship campaign. The chapter starts with a review 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 initial phases of the campaign 

(phases preceding the proliferation of the hashtag) are discussed in detail. Based on 

the findings of interviews mainly conducted with Saudi women, including prominent 

activists in the hashtag campaign and those affected by the system, the final and 

most critical section of the chapter discusses ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜΩ Ƙŀǎ 

played in the anti-male guardianship activism under two identified themes: 

¶ The Affordance of Digital Connectivity, Networked Solidarity, Friendships; 
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¶ Hashtag Activism ς A Potent Tool for Framing Issues, Establishing Counter-

Discourse, and Promoting Policy Change 

Chapter 7: Social Media is the only Participatory Space for ΨIƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ {ƻŦǘ hǳǘǊŀƎŜΩ 

This chapter will discuss the critical findings and themes emerging from the scrutiny 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǘǿƻ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎΣ CƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ {ƛȄΣ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ 

of both the research questions and the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 

Two. 

Chapter 8: Concluding Remarks 

The final chapter will conclude the study and present some personal observations 

and reflections on research within an authoritarian context, discuss the limitations 

of the study, and offer suggestions for further research. 

 

  



31 

 

2 Chapter Two: The Theoretical Framework: Theorising the 

Implications of Social Media in Political Participation and Activism  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to explore the existing theoretical literature regarding the critical 

role of social media in socio-political participation and activism using an approach 

that informs the interests and objectives of this research. As explained in Chapter 

One, the research focus is on the role of social media in reshaping the landscape of 

political and social participation and activism in the Saudi Arabian authoritarian 

context. 

When we look to the current literature for ways to theorise the political implications 

of social media, we come across many different perspectives (Haunss, 2015). The 

early phase of the arguments produced two camps: the techno-optimistic Internet 

camp and the techno-pessimistic Internet camp. The former are those who believe 

that social media has positive impacts on politics because it has established a space 

in which politics has become more participatory than ever before, leading to the 

strength of democracy and the public sphere (See e.g. Benkler, 2006; Shirky, 2011; 

Papacharissi, 2010; Castells, 2015). These views are commonly expressed using 

ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ Ψ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨCŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ and ΨwŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

нΦлΩ ό{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴΣ нллфΤ {ƳƛǘƘΣ нлммΤ DƘƻƴƛƳ нлмнύΦ 

On the other hand, the techno-pessimistic Internet camp argues that social media 

may make a difference, but only at marginal levels, leaving untouched the primary 

infrastructure of authority and its affiliated institutions through which resources are 
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allocated and power practiced (See e.g. Dean, 2005, 2010a/b; Gladwell, 2010; 

Morozov, 2011). 

Recently, a medial perspective (I consider it to be probably more realistic) has 

emerged. A group of information and communications technology (ICT) scholars 

reached a consensus that social media may 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 media (Fung et al., 2013). {ƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ 

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, 2013). Earl et al. (2010), Gerbaudo (2012), and 

Torres-Soriano (2013) have also discussed this perspective in great detail.  

I find this recent argument, to a great extent, accurate. I say this because I have 

witnessed it myself in Saudi Arabia through my consistent observation of discussions 

among social media users which take place over these platforms, Twitter in 

particular, as well as through my engagement with political and social issues raised 

among these platforms in addition to the manner in which the Saudi government 

responds to and handles these issues. However, as has been discussed in Chapters 

Five, Six, and Seven, it is difficult for anyone to confirm whether the recent 

unprecedented reforms taking place in Saudi Arabia, almost all of which are some 

form of response to what is being demanded through social media platforms, have a 

direct link to the activism emerging online or not. 

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

regarding the political implications of social media suggests that the manner in which 
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human agency and media technologies are interlinked requires researchers to pay 

careful attention to 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 ideas (See Curran, 2012; Fuchs, 

2012; Wolfsfeld et al., 2013; Porto and Brant, 2015). 

Here, in particular, I would like to emphasise upon ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ 

situation of my current case study, Saudi Arabia, and the manner in which the 

religious ideology (Wahhabism) and the extremely conservative culture of Saudi 

Arabian society play a central role in the {ŀǳŘƛ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Řŀƛƭȅ 

political and social issues. One of the objectives of my current thesis therefore is to 

explore how critical barriers (e.g. culture, religion, politics) influence young adults in 

Saudi Arabia during their online participation and activism in daily political/social 

issues. 

Moreover, according to Fuchs (2012), the only effective way to determine the real 

role of social media in activism is to conduct research based on theoretical models 

which asks activists themselves how they utilise these digital platforms. This is why 

(although I encountered great difficulties in communicating with them and obtaining 

their approval, with these difficulties continuing throughout the first year of my 

doctoral degree. See Chapter Four for further details) I have decided to include social 

media activists in the sample for my current research. 

The current chapter therefore includes identifying critical questions at work within 

the existing literature, which are addressed through radically different approaches 

undertaken by diverse theorists. In this chapter, I have grouped these debated 
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questions into seven critical themes that are strongly related to my research aim and 

objectives. Furthermore, my choice of grouping these 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 studies in my current research, which will help 

provide pointers for later discussions as well as identify some gaps in the existing 

literature. 

The chapter proceeds in discussing the following themes: 

¶ Theme One: Authoritarianism, Openness and Information Pluralism, 

Transparency 

Under this theme, I will review some of the key theories and concepts regarding the 

potential implications of social media for authoritarian practices, in particular, the 

proposition that informational openness and pluralism resulting from the usage of 

ICTs are frustrating the system of authoritarian regimes that strictly control and 

censor the flow of information. The review will include highly relevant and critical 

concepts in the literatǳǊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩ ό5ƛŀƳƻƴŘΣ нлмлύΣ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅΩ ό[ƛƳΣ нлмоύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǳǘŜ Ŏŀǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ό½ǳŎƪŜǊƳŀƴΣ 

2015). 

¶ Theme Two: Public Awareness, Widespread Shock, and the Cascade 

Disclosure of Preferences 

The openness and unprecedented flow of information brought about by new media 

technologies has led to a critical factor: increasing awareness among the public, 

which in fact poses a major challenge to authoritarian governments (Shirky, 2011). 
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This explains why highly centralised regimes (e.g. North Korea, Iran, China, Saudi 

Arabia) are making incredible efforts to limit the flow of information in their states. 

Therefore, in this theme, I will discuss the role of social media in increasing shared 

public awareness and the consequence of this for individual preferences in such 

authoritarian contexts. 

¶ Theme Three: Social Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy 

Within this theme, I will elaborate upon one of the most debated questions in the 

literature of digital media: the concern over the extent to which social media can 

ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ŀ ΨǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜ-empower subordinated individuals. The 

discussion of the theme will begin with ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƳŀǎǎ self-ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

(Castells, 2015) and the heated debates that this concept has generated, especially 

the one put forth by Fuchs and other authors. For instance, Fuchs argues that the 

implications of social media in societies cannot by studied without the 

contextualisation of other critical factors such as culture, religion, and politics, which 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

issues of their everyday lives. 

¶ Theme Four: Online Quasi-Participation and Endless Content Circulation 

! ƪŜȅ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎΩ. Therefore, in this 

theme, I will review the arguments made by the two camps. On one hand are those 

who argue that social media participation can be seen only as the onset of a critical 

interpassivity in which symbolic action does not enhance genuine engagement but 
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substitutes it (Zizek, 1998; Dean, 2009). On the other hand are those who argue that 

social media participation may open up new possibilities for action, enable 

individuals to develop their political opinions, strengthen public spheres, and 

stimulate critical debates (Shirky, 2011). 

¶ Theme Five: 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 content that has meaningful political implications. The concept of 

ΨŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōȅ 5Ŝan (2010a/bύ ŀƴŘ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

introduced by Miller (2008) are of great importance in this respect. Therefore, in this 

theme, I will discuss both concepts as well as the corresponding perspectives that 

argue that both accounts have emphasisŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ 

and have failed to appreciate the positive potentialities that these kinds of messages 

may bring to the participants. 

¶ Theme Six: Decentralised Weak-Tie Networks vs Strong Organisational Ties  

In this theme, I will review the emerging debates regarding ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ Ƴƻōƛƭƛse activism on a large scale. Important here is 

DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭΩǎ όнлмлύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ Ŏŀƴ 

only be seen as a ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ΨǿŜŀƪ ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 

in mobilising the ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘƛŜǎΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ L ǿƛƭƭ 

elaborate upon contrasting views that argue about the potential political impacts of 

the ΨǿŜŀƪ-tie relationshipsΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΦ 
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¶ 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) region. The relevance 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 gender relations 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. 

¶ Theme Eight: Online Public Sphere: The Debate over Meaningful/less Online 

Participation 

It is important to clarify here that I have selected this theme, the online public sphere, 

in particular, not to seek to evaluate the extent to which the Saudi online public 

sphere is consistent with and equivalent to the Habermasian public sphere, though 

his model has its critiques and limitations. The concept of the online public sphere 

enables me to investigate the extent to which social media has facilitated dialogue, 

information exchange, and democratic debate in the online public sphere in Saudi 

Arabia. Therefore, to situate the research within the scope of my Ph.D.Ωǎ aims and 

objectives, in this theme, I will discuss the debate over the emergence of the online 

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

2.2 Authoritarianism, Openness and Information Pluralism, Transparency 
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One of the most prominent debates among scholars in the literature is the extent to 

which the use of social media can frustrate the control over content and the flow of 

information practiced by authoritarian regimes. The mechanics of this, as Morozov 

(2012) and others argue, are quite diverse and are not consistently in favour of 

empowering people living under oppressive regimes. States have also empowered 

themselves by adapting sophisticated technologies through which they can monitor, 

filter, and control the flow of information on the Internet. However, many 

researchers have reached a consensus regarding the unprecedented role played by 

social networking sites in the increased capacity for informational transmission, 

which arguably subverts the monopoly over traditional media exercised by 

authoritarian governments (Hachigian, 2002; Al-Jenaibi, 2016). 

In authoritarian countries such as Saudi Arabia, where there is no law pertaining to 

freedom of information that allows the public to have full access to state-held 

information and where the censorship of traditional media channels (and indeed, 

educational, religious, and civil institutions) remains repressive (Montagu, 2015), 

social networking sites threaten to take at least some of the informational power 

from the State and its affiliated organisations and devolve them into a more difficult-

to-manage, individual level of control. 

The collective and participatory environment created by social media has made it 

much more difficult for authoritarian regimes to control public opinions, disseminate 

messages, and keep critical issues away from the public 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) 

http://journals.sagepub.com/author/Al-Jenaibi%2C+Badreya
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has been one where the online public sphere has been widely utilised to circulate 

issues (such as those related to human rights, public concerns, government abuses) 

to a wider public and to achieve a greater scope. 

These issues circulated online often force their way into mainstream news outlets. In 

Saudi Arabia, for example, the unprecedented informational openness brought 

about by social networking sites has helped the Saudi people in raising and discussing 

political and social issues that were once impossible to address by means of 

traditional media (Noman et al., 2015; Al-Jenaibi, 2016). The considerable pressure 

that Saudi society has exerted on Saudi officials through their extensive use of social 

media and the increasing demands for reforms have forced some of the Saudi 

Arabian traditional media channels to address, though relatively, some of the issues 

raised on social media. 

Furthermore, this informational openness has enabled international media channels 

to communicate directly with some Saudi activists and even host them to talk about 

issues concerning the Saudi public. This has been witnessed during prominent 

political and social online activism campaigns in Saudi Arabia (such as in the case of 

the previous women to drive campaign, the anti-male guardianship system 

campaign, and many others), where these international media outlets have played a 

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 

popularising issues that the Saudi traditional media has been trying for many years 

to either superficially address or marginalise. 
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Diamond (2010) argues that cyberspaceΩs ability to circumvent information control 

and media censorship has enabled the Internet to serve ŀǎ ΨŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ 

governments can be held accountable more easily. Diamond argues that mobilisation 

against authoritarian ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƴƎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ social 

media. However, before the 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 scope for information, commentary, 

debate, and dissent. 

By facilitating individuals in documenting human rights violations within 

authoritarian states and governmental actions, social media platforms are also a 

powerful instrument for monitoring and transparency. For instance, Ghannam 

(2011), in his report titled ΨSocial Media in the Arab World: Leading up to the 

¦ǇǊƛǎƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ нлммΩ, argues that unlike the role played by traditional media channels 

in the Arab world, social media acts as a regulatory body for government activities. 

However, despite the advantages provided by social media for political and social 

activists and users, especially those living under oppressive regimes, it is not only 

people who have been quick to take advantage of the opportunities offered by these 

technologies, but authoritarian regimes also have responded immediately to these 

opportunities and are adapting even more advanced technologies to control and 

filter activities that contradict their policy interests. 

This means that undemocratic governments have also taken advantage of these 

opportunities brought about by the ICTs and have had arguably equal opportunities 
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with the uses of these technologies (Deibert et al., 2008; Freedom House, 2017a). I 

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). 

A crucial aspect that needs to be highlighted here is that authoritarian regimes know 

that these networked technologies can simply facilitate an oppositional political 

sphere, but, at the same time, they are fully aware of the decisive role played by 

these technologies regarding economic developments in their countries. This 

argument, which some scholars have addressed in the existing literature (See e.g. 

Hachigian, 2002; Shirky, 2011), explains the rapid and substantial development of ICT 

infrastructure in these countries, regardless of the danger that these technologies 

may pose to their political power and stability. 

Furthermore, shutting down the entire Internet service has at present become 

almost impossible for authoritarian regimes because of several reasons such as 

business interests and international reputation. Thus, several authoritarian 

countries, including Saudi Arabia, China, Iran, and others, have sought to develop 

several legal restrictions as well as impose a direct control over the 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 instance, the 

North Korean government allows only intra-country communications, some websites 

are blocked in countries such as Iran, Saudi Arabia, and China, and advanced 

technologies are approached in such a manner that such regimes can serve their own 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/authors/h/hachigian_nina.html
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policy interests, filter content, and identify opponents so as to take advantage of and 

minimise the challenges posed by social networking sites (Diamond, 2010). 

Therefore, there are scholars who argue that the constraints faced by authoritarian 

regimes when they want to cut off the Internet, in which the conflict with business 

interests is one of their biggest challenges, is of great opportunity to more people in 

these countries to engage with the Internet and get connected online, with almost 

no chance for these regimes to shut off the Internet. However, having said this, 

Morozov (2012) and others argue that a total reliance on social media as a base for 

political and social activities is problematic and that it promotes authoritarianism. 

This is because information and communication sectors are often controlled in non-

democratic states by the governments themselves, and they use the service for their 

own benefits. This argument is considered in the literature as being fairly correct. 

However, what I do take issue with is the level of control and censorship as well as 

the impacts on political and social activism that authoritarian regimes could achieve. 

This does not mean that I think that it is impossible for authoritarian countries to 

monitor or block certain social platforms, as in China and North Korea, or even shut 

down the entire Internet, as was witnessed during the Arab Spring in Tunisia and 

Egypt in 2011. Nevertheless, the unparalleled flow of information we are witnessing 

today due to the contribution of millions of social media users has made the control 

options extremely challenging for these authoritarian states. 

Additionally, economic pressure renders the decision to shut off the Internet a very 

costly action. Hachigian (2002) concurs with the argument mentioned earlier that 

repressive regimes understand that ICTs facilitate the creation of oppositional 

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


43 

 

political/social spheres. However, they also understand that ICTs are critical to 

economic development in their countries. 

For instance, the latest annual IT report from the Saudi CITC (2018) demonstrates 

ǘƘŀǘ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ΨǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

47% in 2011 to about 93% by the end of 2018Ω ό/L¢/Σ нлм8, p.107). The number of 

Internet users in Saudi Arabia is estimated at 30.26 million, with a significant increase 

in the demand for Internet services. 

This high percentage of increase in Internet usage is believed to be due to the 

increased use of social media platforms (CITC, 2018). The very high usage of the 

Internet in Saudi Arabia plays a crucial role in the economic sector of the country. For 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘŜƭŜŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ΨŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ т3.3 billion Saudi riyals 

(about $19.53 billion) in total direct revenue from their operations in the Kingdom 

by the end of 2018Ω ό/L¢/Σ нлм8, p.107). These large figures create a serious pressure 

on the Saudi government if it attempts to think about cutting off or even curtailing 

Internet services. 

With regard to social media specifically, 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 emphasise that 

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

tool against authoritarianismΦ 9ǘƘŀƴ ½ǳŎƪŜǊƳŀƴΣ ŀ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ IŀǊǾŀǊŘΩǎ 

Berkman Centre for Internet and Society, refers ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ǳǘŜ /ŀǘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΩ ƻŦ 

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

can shut down platforms that are specifically designed for political dissent with very 
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little political penalty. On the other hand, they will face serious challenges if they 

decide to shut down platforms that have been designed for broader purposes (e.g. 

Twitter, Facebook, YouTube).  

The Web 2.0 nature of social media restrains authoritarian governments from 

blocking political/social activities, as they cannot do so without also cutting off access 

to light-hearted discussions and pictures of cute cats. These non-political platforms, 

in essence, may provide greater opportunities for political opposition, because they 

can avoid being targeted and marginalised; they are usually only associated with 

superficial issues (Zuckerman, 2008).  

Moreover, when such technologies are used for political purposes by some 

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

signal to the public that there is something wrong occurring, as any actions by the 

State towards political dissent groups will disturb everyday online communication 

and attract greater public attention. Further relevant here is a phenomenon 

popularly known as ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘǊŜƛǎŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŎŜƴǎƻǊΣ ǊŜƳƻǾŜΣ 

or block a certain piece of information may lead its existence being publicised and 

advertised more widely (Shirky, 2011; Barrons, 2012). Thus, by considering these 

possibilities, one can argue that blocking social media could be terribly 

counterproductive for authoritarian regimes. 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ, the infrastructure of social media is characterised by the tendency 

towards promoting άradical transparencyέ, which could serve as a critical means of 

disseminating discontent and political/social activism even under authoritarian 

contexts (Lim, 2013, p.642). Social media platforms άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ 
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especially the youth, to participate in the act of consumption as well as in the 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ ό[ƛƳΣ нлмоΦ p.640).  

!ƴŘǊŜŀǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƭŘΩ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΣ ²Ŝō нΦл ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ άƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ 

content, distributed processing and interactƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŦƻǊƳŀǘǎέ 

(2007, p.2). Social media has therefore broken the usual pattern of media production 

and consumption. It is no longer the fact that the Internet is the only media system 

through which users (as consumers) retrieve content from large, centralised media 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ²Ŝō нΦл άƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

of individuals, organizations, and sites whose relevance and authority are established 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴέ ό!ƴŘǊŜŀǎΣ 2007, p.3). 

According to Jenkins et al. (2009), ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ, and it is manifested in several characteristics that ŀǊŜ άǇŜŜǊ-based, 

interactive, nonhierarchical, independent of elite-driven institutions, and social ς 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭέ 

(Kahne et al.Σ нлмрΣ ǇΦофύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ Ŏŀƴ 

serve as a foundation that may be borrowed and used by social and political activities 

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 activism-related cases from Indonesia, Lim 

(2013) in her ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ΨMany Clicks but Little SǘƛŎƪǎΩ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ƴǳŀƴŎŜŘ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ 

by determining the conditions under which participation in social media is likely to 

lead to successful political/social activism. She ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩ 

of social media is most appropriate for disseminating content that is related to 
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ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

borrowed and applied to civic participation and socio-political mobilisation, it is, to 

some extent, limited in its ability to mobilise socio-political issues of a complex 

nature. 

According to Lim (2013), the limitations of social media in political activism are 

basically derived from three factors: 

First, in social media, the network tends to be enormous, and the production and 

circulation of content is accelerating dramatically. This kind of network environment 

ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ άǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄκŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

ƻƴŜǎέ ό[ƛƳΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦсроύΦ 

Second, social media cannot be 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 infrastructure of social media encourages the rise 

of citizen journalists who produce alternative news, such alternative production is 

still too immature to challenge the content of mainstream producers. Therefore, the 

success of social media activism in this regard largely depends on its compatibility 

with the culture of mainstream media.  

The final factor concerns the aspect of access. Social media platforms are linked to 

their techno-material aspects, namely, the device and distribution of their access, 

which not only define who has access but also the process through which information 

is accessed and consumed as well as the type of information that they prefer to 

consume. 
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Lim concludes her arguments by saying the following:  

Social media activisms, thus, are most successful 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 appetite and trailer 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 powerful competing 

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 ς while we may witness many clicks, there are very few 

causes that make for widespread activism in the vast online 

social media environment (2013, pp.653ς654).  

2.3 Public Awareness, Widespread Shock, and the Cascade Disclosure of 

Preferences  

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎΩ ƛǎ that of 

public shared awareness. {ƘƛǊƪȅΩǎ όнлммύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ the 

ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ the extensive use of social 

media is critical here. The factor of shared awareness among disgruntled members 

of a society is not only a force in itself, but what this factor might lead to ς what 

Shirky (2011, p.5) refers to as άthe dictatorΩs dilemmaέ ς is also a great challenge 

faced by authoritarian governments:  

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 

monopoly 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 enforced 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 pro-regime citizens or harming the economy. 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ Ƴŀȅ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ 

awareness, I have found that there is a fundamental aspect strongly associated with 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǳƴŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ in existing 

literature: ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ Ƴŀȅ 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦŀƭǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Kuran, 1997) that is largely practiced 

by authoritarian regimes (Tufekci and Wilson, 2012; Makowsky and Rubin, 2013, 

Rubin, 2014).  

For instance, Kurzman (2004) argues that citizens, especially those living under 

oppressive governments, tend to not express disseƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ 

ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΩ. This kind of behaviour is 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 self-censorship that many undertake to avoid sanctions from the 

regime, thus causing a so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜΩΦ  

²ƘƛƭŜ {ƘƛǊƪȅΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛses upon the role of social media in dismantling 

government discourses and the strict control of information, the prominent issue 
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here may lie in the management of the relationship between the individual, on one 

hand, and society, on the other hand, in a different sense. Through repressive 

practices such as censoring, discouraging, punishing, and silencing oppositional 

voices, authoritarian regimes can reassure dissatisfied individuals that they are in the 

minority or at least that the rest of society does not have enough willingness to 

undertake the risk of mobilisation (Faris, 2010; Makowsky and Rubin, 2013; Wedeen, 

2015). This idea is indeed very crucial to the current focus of my study, as I will 

elaborate on later in the empirical chapters. 

Faris (2010), in his study of Egyptian digital activism, argues that one of the 

prominent features of social media is its great contribution in disseminating 

information to a wider group of recipients in a way that would not have happened 

otherwise, where large online networks (often classified as weak ties) continue to be 

updated around a range of information, views, and activities based on default 

network settings. This rapid dynamism of opinions and information exchange 

ǊŜƴŘŜǊǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎŀǎŎŀŘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΩ in which being exposed 

ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜ-existing 

preferences.  

The discussion regarding ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦŀƭǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ Ƴŀȅ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ a crucial and highly 

related notion emphasised upon by Scott (1990) in his book, Dominations and the 

Arts of Resistance, which is the concept of the ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘΩΦ 

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

political activism by developing a hidden transcript and acting in confidence among 
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themselvesΦ /ƻƴǘǊŀǊȅ ǘƻ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎh the process of communication 

and interaction between leaders and their subordinates is open and public, the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ {Ŏƻǘǘ to describe discourses (often in the 

form of criticisms) that are subscribed to by subordinates or dissidents living under 

authoritarian regimes, which take place offstage and are difficult to be observed by 

ǇƻǿŜǊƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘΩ ǘƘǳǎ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘs ƻŦ άǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎΣ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

practices that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in the ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘέ 

(Scott, 1990, pp.4ς5), and they emerge in the form of stories, grievances, rumours, 

gossip, songs, jokes, and artwork, among others.  

Lƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ, and behaviours must be 

ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ 

alternative space in which people with divergent opinions can exercise their rights 

(Lim, 2014). Therefore, subordinate groups require a space alternative to the public 

sphere that is mainly controlled and occupied by dominant entities. Fraser refers to 

ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨǎǳōŀƭǘŜǊƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇǳōƭƛŎǎΩΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ such subordinate groups seek to create 

the following: 

Venues in which to undertake communicative processes that 

were not, as it were, under the supervision of the dominant group 

Χ ǘƻ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ Χ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ ƳƻŘŜǎ 

of deliberation that mask domination by absorbing the less 

ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŦŀƭǎŜ ΨǿŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ (1990, 

pp.66-67).  

However, given the difficulties faced by people in authoritarian countries, such as in 

Saudi Arabia that is a part of my current case, where civic organisations rarely exist, 

where physical spaces are strictly controlled, and where political/social activities are 
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suppressed, social media may greatly facilitate subordinate groups as well as activists 

in establishing the ΨǎǳōŀƭǘŜǊƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇǳōƭƛŎǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ required to foster and sustain 

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 case of the anti-

corruption acǘƛǾƛǎƳ ƛƴ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨDŜŎƪƻ Ǿǎ /ǊƻŎƻŘƛƭŜΩΣ ŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

dates back to 2010 which aims άǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴǘƛ-corruption deputies, symbolized by 

ŀ ƎŜŎƪƻΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀΩǎ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

ŎǊƻŎƻŘƛƭŜέ ό[ƛƳΣ нлмо, p.636). The narrative of the hidden transcript in this 

movement was mainly created in and through the use of social media, in the form of 

visual political humour and satire (e.g. cartoons, songs, digital posters, videos, 

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

icon of the ΨDŜŎƪƻ Ǿǎ /ǊƻŎƻŘƛƭŜΩΦ 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ YƘŀƭŜŘ {ŀƛŘΩΣ ŀ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ƎǊƻǳǇ 

dedicated to the Egyptian political victim Khaled Said, who was brutally attacked and 

killed by police officers. Their aim was to highlight the brutality of the police and the 

widespread corruption in his country. Through this Facebook group, thousands of 

Egyptians gathered to discuss and share issues of human rights, the governmentΩǎ 

corruption, brutality, and oppression, all of which were 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 

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Barrons%2C+Genevieve
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ΨƛƴŦǊŀǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘ ƛǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ 

communicated and transmitted. Yet, there is a limit to the ability of the 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 

down on activism on the Internet. For instance, after the Iranian revolution in 2009, 

the Iranian government was able to arrest a number of activists who had been active 

on the Internet. One of them was Sattar Beheshti, a well-known blogger. Despite him 

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

arrest him (Frontline, 2012).  

Last but not least, it should be kept in mind that the online space in itself does not 

generate hidden transcripts. However, this digital space may serve as an alternative 

space to develop and nurture a hidden transcript when it is difficult to do so in 

physical spaces such as in authoritarian countries (Lim, 2014).  

2.4 Social Media: Spaces of Outrage and Autonomy 

One of the most debated and crucial themes regarding the political implications of 

social media in the current literature is the extent to which it affords a space for 

autonomy and therefore empowers subordinate groups. Castells (2015) may provide 

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

social network technologies through ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳŀǎǎ ǎŜƭŦ-ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ. 

Through this notion, Castells seeks to conceptualise the shifting power of content 

production and circulation from solely traditional media organisations 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 self-communication because the production of the 

message is autonomously decided by the sender, the designation 

of the receiver is self-directed and the retrieval of messages from 

the networks of communication is self-selected. [what makes 

these new network technologies distinctive according to Castells 

is that they provide] the technological platform for the 

construction of the autonomy of the social actor, be it individual 

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

p.6ς7).  

Castells (2015) therefore argues that social networking technologies provide critical 

infrastructure for personal autonomy, increasing possibilities of flexible organisation, 

and they encourage and enable individuals to access global discourse as well as to 

engage with, reframe, and express their ideas in a space of freedom. 

²Ƙŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΩ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

spaces provided by networked technologies where individuals can express 

themselves outside of the existing restrictions imposed on them by authoritarian 

governments or corporate mainstream media. Instead, ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΩ using 

ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΩ ŦƻǊ /ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ 

than a space of freedom, it is instead the following: 

The capacity of a social actor to become a subject 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 allows individual actors to 

build their autonomy in with like-minded people in the networks 

of their choice (Castells, 2015, p.259). 

Furthermore, Castells (2015) conceives of ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦǊŜŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

which social networked movements can exercise a counterpower by forming 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ that is 

independent from the control of media corporations and those with institutional 

power. 

Having said this, Castells makes it clear that although social media sites offer a great 

potential for largely unrestricted deliberation and the coordination of actions, this 

represents only one element of the communicative processes through which social 

movements are linked to society at large. Therefore, to generate greater impact, 

social movements should not rely solely ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ social media, but they should also make themselves 

ΨǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǎƛǘes in the urban public places of social life. 

As the institutional public sphere and the constitutionally defined spaces of 

deliberation are often dominated by a network of elites and government-affiliated 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ Ψŀ ƴŜǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ōȅ Ŏreating free 

communities that are ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψonline ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ōǳǘ are also 

visible in the symbolic public spaces. 

According to Castells (2015, p.11), ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άƴŜǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ 

the networked space between tƘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎǇŀŎŜέ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊΩ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƭ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
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it initially contributes significantly to the formation of the movement and then 

facilitates the movement in linking to society at large, beyond ǇƻǿŜǊƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ control 

over different media platforms. Referring to a number of global social movements, 

CastellsΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ seems broadly convincing about how these different forms of 

space, ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ŀǊŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŎƻ-dependent 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ, which he considers important to the progress of social movements. 

One significant matter that I have discovered through my literature review, which I 

consider critical to my current study, is the extent to which the collective 

άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎέ ό/ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦрύ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

vital driver ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǇƻǿŜǊΩ όƻŦǘŜƴ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘutions of society and/or in 

the government itself, as in the case of Saudi Arabia) can be contested. According to 

Castells, one of the transformative forces of social media is that it has established 

free spaces independent of bureaucratic structures through which multiple social 

actors can come together to develop alternative meanings and challenge the 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ άŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ 

claiming representation for their own values anŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ όнлмрΣ ǇΦрύΦ See the Case 

Study of the Anti-Male Guardianship Campaign in Chapter Six. 

Therefore, stating that social media platforms have become accessible and 

autonomous spaces for discussion, debate, and idea-sharing means that 

authoritarian governments that have long practiced the construction of meaning in 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ the censorship of 

social institutions are now facing a greater challenge as a result of the transformation 

in the infrastructure of information technologies, social networking sites in 
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particular. This has arguably re-empowered individuals vis-à-vis existing power 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎΩ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƘŜǊŜ 

to emphasisŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ the 

fact ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǿŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪέ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

άƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘέ ό/ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΣ нлмрΣ 

p.5).  

Therefore, ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ the extent to which the extensive 

use of social media by young adults in Saudi Arabia has challenged the dominant 

power in Saudi Arabia, which is held by the government itself and its affiliated 

institutions. AlthoǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǇƻǿŜǊΩ ƛǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

been defined in varied ways (Fuchs, 2014). However, through my critical reading of 

studies pertaining to this theme, for example, Luhmann (2000), Habermas (2006), 

and Castells (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 in-depth review of the potential role of social networked technologies in 

arguably influencing the power structures in society, I feel 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 challenged. The use of social media in 

Saudi Arabia not only provides the capacity for those powerless (dominated) group/s 

to flourish and function in de-centralised and anti-hierarchical ways, but it also gives 

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

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ L/¢ǎ Ƴŀȅ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ comprise their hopes, concerns, dreams, and hardships. 

This can be achieved through the affordance of freer communicative aspects such as 

freedom of expression, interaction, access, and opportunities, which are considered 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ 

these networked technologies in enabling powerless individuals to overcome their 

sense of hopelessness by networking their desires.  

Therefore, one of my motivations for selecting the anti-male guardianship hashtag 

activism as a case study for this research is to investigate, through my interviews, the 

extent to which social media has re-empowered women in Saudi Arabia and to 

explore how the use of the hashtag has contributed to the development of this 

campaign. 

²Ƙŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ idea that social media 

can greatly help individuals access a wide range of different views and overcome 

bureaucratic obstacles. All of these may pave the way for them to promote political 

and social activities and establish personal initiatives in a manner that is much easier 

than ever before. 

Having said that, Castells seems to me overly ambitious in his claims about the 

promises social media can offer to individuals. Although I agree with him that social 

media has offered unprecedented advantages to societies (especially those living 

under authoritarian governments), the promises of these technologies should not be 

taken for granted. 
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For example, in a critical article by Fuchs (2012) ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ{ƻƳŜ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ aŀƴǳŜƭ 

/ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΩ .ƻƻƪ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ hǳǘǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ Hope: Social Movements in the Internet 

!ƎŜΩΣ CǳŎƘǎ ǳǊƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ comprehensive approach in understanding the 

implications of social media for activism than the one advanced by Castells. He 

argues that the political and social implications of social media for society cannot be 

studied without taking into consideration the contextual situations (e.g. politics, 

religion, culture) that could have as much 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 media for societies. He argues 

that any generalising assumptions made about the democratisation or autonomy-

related potential of social media without considering/contextualising other critical 

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

CǳŎƘǎΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ several scholars. For instance, in his study titled 

ΨSaudi Arabia, EgypǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ aŜŘƛŀ aƻƳŜƴǘΩ, Samin ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 

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 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ (2012, no pagination).  

Wolfsfeld et al. assert that it is misguiding to attempt to examine the role of social 

media in political and social actions without άǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜέ όнлмоΣ ǇΦммрύΦ They pointed out that both 

ΨŎȅōŜǊ-ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎȅōŜǊ-ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎǎΩ have failed to include important political 

variables in the analysis of the political implications of social media in activism. 
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Therefore, to bridge this lacuna in the literature, Wolfsfeld et al. suggested a third 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŀōŜƭ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎƳΩΦ Similarly, Curran (2012) draws 

attention to the role of the contextual situation in determining the overall potentials 

of these technologies in political and social activism. 

Therefore, I believe that in an extremely conservative country such as Saudi Arabia, 

factors such as culture and religion, in particular, play a critical role in the everyday 

activities of Saudi people, which cannot be ignored when studying the political 

implications of social media. This is why one of my research objectives is to explore 

the critical barriers that influence young adults in Saudi Arabia when they participate 

in political/social issues via social media. 

2.5 Online Quasi-Participation and Endless Content Circulation  

One of the important arguments ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ 

ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ capacity of these platforms to facilitate 

ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ Ψmeaningful and engagŜŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎΩΦ It has been 

argued that social media facilitates horizontal and civil communication: individuals 

as well as institutions can now effortlessly communicate with each other to exchange 

information, organise events, provide mutual support, collaborate, mobilise, and 

promote collective identities. Thereby, these social networking platforms can be 

ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ όBenkler, 2006; Noveck, 2009; Shirky, 

2011; Castells, 2015). However, the standing question that has generated ongoing 

controversy among theorists is whether participation facilitated by social media 

should be considered inadequate in some respects. 
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¢ƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

participation has not only rendered it less meaningful but has possibly even 

depoliticised it (Dean, 2005, 2009; Gladwell, 2010a/b; Morozov, 2011). Furthermore, 

based on the latter view, even if social media is considered an effective tool/platform 

through which individuals and activists can coordinate, organise, collaborate, and 

network, the extent of its ΨimpactΩ is far less than what techno-optimists have 

generally expected (Dean, 2005, 2009). 

While the aforementioned criticism seems to apply particularly to democratic civil 

societies in which online communication seems to not be causing trouble to the 

status quo but is rather seen as an ideological necessity, there are also those who 

argue that even in authoritarian societies, online communication ς political activism 

in particular ς Ƴŀȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǾŀƭǾŜΩ by disseminating political energies in 

a way that does not lead to social change (Dean, 2009; Gladwell, 2010).  

Perhaps one of the most crucial concepts through which the debate over the 

ΨǎƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǇŀǎǎƛǾƛǘȅΩ 

(Zizek, 1998). Through this concept, Zizek argues that it is not only social media but 

all forms of media providing ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ½ƛȊŜƪ 

emphasisŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘΩ ƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ instead of ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ όǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊύΣ ǿƘƻ ƛƴ turn 

Ǉƭŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǇŀǎǎƛǾƛǘȅΩΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǊǎ to enjoy a genuine engagement, 

social media barely provides the delusion of participation by allowing action that is 

largely symbolic at the expense of authentic action.  

In this context, Dean, in her striking book Democracy and Other Neoliberal Fantasies: 

Communicative Capitalism and Left Politics, argues that today, with the extensive use 
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of networking-ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέ (2009, p.428). This is 

because the circulation of content in the endless and intensive digital global 

networks of social communications exempts influential and high-level actors (e.g. 

governments, corporates, institutions) from the commitment to respond to issues 

raised within platforms of loose social networks. Rather than engaging in discussion 

with the messages being circulated online by dissidents 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 contributions) 

will make their contributions dominant or appealing (Dean, 2009). 

Instead of engaged debates, instead of contestations employing 

common terms, points of reference or demarcated frontiers, 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 ς the post-political formation of 

communicative capitalism (Dean, 2005, p.53).  

To justify her argument, Dean (2005) discusses how the tremendous number of anti-

war messages circulated άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎέ 

prior to and during the Bush administrationΩǎ invasion of Iraq in 2003 were not 

received and were kept circulating until they were reduced to the medium. She 

argues that even though mainstream media in the US provided substantial support 

to the Bush administration in the run-up to the Iraq war, there have been critical 

assessments of the justifications given by the US government that have been 
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circulated άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴications networksέ. Several 

media outlets, including alternative media as well as independent, local, and 

international media, provided well-thought-out reports, insightful commentary, and 

critical reviews of the US governmentΩs claims of weapons of mass destruction in 

Iraq.  

For example, a well-known syndicated program, Democracy Now, hosted by Amy 

Goodman, had regularly been critical of BushΩs administration and his approach 

towards managing national security policies. The most widely read and oldest, 

continuous, weekly published magazine in the US, The Nation, published extensive 

analyses and critiques of BushΩǎ justifications for attacking Iraq. In addition to this, a 

number of anti-war activists provided citizens with the opportunities to make their 

oppositions known by circulating via email, lists containing the phone and fax 

numbers of the US congresspeople. Social networking sites were also utilised to 

circulate petitions, post announcements for protests and training workshops, and 

call for direct action. 

While the Bush administration was preparing for a seemingly inevitable war, anti-

war content proliferated extensively as thousands of activists began to comment and 

update information about each step that the Bush administration proceeded with 

during the Iraq war. They cited material from different media outlets to support their 

anti-war positions. Although it is true that the mainstream media failed to cover 

protests that hit a number of Western countries, for example, the 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 sources of information regarding the 

action on the ground. 

!ƭƭ ƛƴ ŀƭƭΣ ǿƘŀǘ 5Ŝŀƴ όнллфΣ ǇΦплмύ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘŜǊ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ 

strong anti-ǿŀǊ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜέ. However, the issue, as she emphasises, does 

ƴƻǘ ƭƛŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǿƛŘespread circulation but in that the 

ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ άǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ƛǘ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘŜŘΣ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳέΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

knowledge that when a letter is sent, it will reach its intended destination, so the 

basic process consists of a sender, a receiver, and then a response/reaction to the 

message. However, the central question here is the following: What does this mean 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΚ .ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 5ŜŀƴΩǎ 

ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜκƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

actually sent, because the message has no arrival point. Thus, there will be no 

response to the message and all that remains is simply a contribution to circulating 

the message. 

In line with Dean, Gladwell (2010) argues in his one of the most-cited articles within 

the field of digital media studies, ΨSmall Change: Why the Revolution Will Not Be 

TweetedΩ, that participation in social media is not as effective and powerful as the 

high-risk activism associated, for example, with the participation in sit-in protests 

and street marches. 

.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘκƭƻǿ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩΣ DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭ όнлмлύ explains 

how effective and impactful traditional activism is when compared to current social 

media activism. For example, he discusses how 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, US, because of their race. At first, the four students 

expressed their anger and refused to leave the restaurant, but, eventually, they 

moved outside the restaurant and started protesting. The story of these students 

and their protest started to spread rapidly, and a number of their school colleagues, 

and, later, people from different states began to join them in sit-ins. Gladwell argues 

that although some protesters were arrested, more and more participants continued 

to join the sit-in protest and put themselves at risk in order to demonstrate their 

strong commitment to change. Gladwell maintains that if this sort of event were to 

take place on social media, people would be emotionally impacted and willing to 

help, but they would lack motivation, which is considered by him to be a very critical 

factor in the success of activism.  

Another example that Gladwell discusses to clarify his belief in the powerlessness of 

current social media activism is the Twitter revolution in Iran and how online activism 

in Iran did not do as much as the Iranian people expected it to. Gladwell argues that 

many of the tweets people saw on Twitter were actually in English, which he assumes 

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

instead of affected people within Iran. 

The conclusion that can be drawn from DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭƛǘȅ 

ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘǿƻ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ. First, he argues that 

ΨƘƛƎƘ-Ǌƛǎƪ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜs what he refers to as the ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ-ǘƛŜΩ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΣ 

meaning that individuals will be more motivated and engaged in the activism if they 

ƘŀǾŜ ΨŎƭƻǎŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΦ Second, he asserts that social media 

has several limitations and downsides with regard to activism and it is not as effective 
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and powerful in causing a radical changeΦ DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƘŜǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƻƴŎŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǳǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻƻƭǎέ ό2010, no 

pagination).  

Although he conservatively acknowledges the role of social media networks in 

movements, especially in their speed and vast reach in spreading information about 

events, he insists that social media facilitates only participants and activists in doing 

ǎƻΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŘŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘΩ that he considers as a crucial 

factor for activism to achieve its intended objectives or bring about a radical change. 

He asserts ǘƘŀǘ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴτby 

lessening the level of motivation that participation requireǎέ όƴƻ ǇŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

clear that Gladwell associates ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ 

activism that is characterisŜŘ ōȅ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ-tiesΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

willingness to take risks. According to the author, social media activism is not that 

kind of activism, because the connection between people online is based only on 

ΨǿŜak-ǘƛŜǎΩΦ 

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǇŀǎǎƛǾƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 

be entirely denied, it should be kept in mind that online participation in itself for 

those who were previously marginalised might be deemed extremely profound and 

meaningful. For instance, Shirky points out that the work of the sociologists Katz and 

Lazarsfeld suggests that through the daily conversations between individuals ς rather 

than receiving information and opinions from a one-way information medium (as it 

occurs through television, radio, and newspapers) ς ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ political opinions are 

formed (Granovetter, 1973). Consequently, ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ άǎǇǊŜŀŘǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜŘƛŀ 
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consumption but media production as well-it allows people to privately and publicly 

articulate and debate a welter of ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿǎέ όShirky, 2011, p.4).  

I feel that this idea is interesting, because it suggests that the increasing number of 

online discussions over social media platforms that we are witnessing today, which 

are proliferating with strong opinions and spirited debate (at least, in my case, the 

online public 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 opportunities for the formulation of opinions.  

Therefore, in contrast to Dean, Gladwell, and Morozov, the discussion above 

suggests that in addition to the high potentiality of increasing ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩ 

(Shirky, 2011), social media participation can open up new possibilities for action, 

enhance public spheres as well as encourage critical discussions. Social media can 

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

network, and broaden their perceptions of their current situation, all of which are 

considered to 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 largely incomplete, 

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 

formationΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛvely 

assist in politicising users who have previously been isolated from political issues and 

activities surrounding them. Therefore, Shirky believes that online political and social 
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participation can contribute to strengthening communities. This may also prompt 

authoritarian governments to modify their strategic policies.  

2.6 Affective Networks, Stuckness, Feedback Loops, and Phatic Communication 

The argument that social networking sites promote autonomous participation and 

enhance meaningful political activism encounters further challenge from accounts 

that regard social media as mobilising affective capacities in a manner that impedes 

individualsΩ ability to undertake purposeful actions. It is argued that the 

characteristics of social media incite users to disseminate information as a form of 

enjoyment, in ways that undermine the vision of some techno-optimistic theorists 

who argue that social media contributes to the democratisation of the public sphere. 

²ƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ 5Ŝŀƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ΨŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΩ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀǎ ΨŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΩΦ  

She writes the 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, a little 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 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩve found. Unable to find a given dot, 
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we feel, in ways that exceed our conscious perception, the 

movement of multiple colliding dots (2010a, p.21). 

Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŜŀƴΩǎ ǇŜǎǎƛƳƛǎǘƛŎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ regarding mediated politics is fundamentally 

based on her assumptƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜǎƛǊŜ ƻŦ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΩ that users seek 

through their multiple and repetitive online participation is indeed insufficient to 

engender meaningful action, and all it does is simply stick/tie the participants to the 

online public sphereΦ ά¢he subject gets stuck doing the same thing over and over 

ŀƎŀƛƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΦ tƻǎǘΦ tƻǎǘΦ tƻǎǘΦ /ƭƛŎƪΦ /ƭƛŎƪΦ /ƭƛŎƪέ 

(Dean, 2010, p.21).  

In order to support her claim, Dean relies on the followingΥ мύ ¢ŜǊǊŀƴƻǾŀΩǎ όнллп, 

p.14) descrƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ΨƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ άƻƴƭȅ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅΣ ǊŜŘǳƴŘŀƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜέΣ нύ .ŜǊƭŀƴǘ όнллтύ ǿƘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ŀ 

blog titled ΨFaceless BookΩ about her feelings towards Facebook after a discussion she 

had with someone older than her, which was about the purpose of networking 

among friends:  

I sense that Facebook is about calibrating the difficulty of knowing 

the importance of the ordinary event. People are trying there to 

eventalize the mood, the inclination, the thing that just 

happenedςthe 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 and there. Thƛǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƛŘƛƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛƎƘǘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƪŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ 

a demand for more (no pagination). 



69 

 

and finally, оύ ½ŀƛǘŎƘƛƪΩǎ όнллфΣ ƴƻ ǇŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴύ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ άŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ-contact 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴέ, ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ 

distracted and involving many unfocused behaviours. This is the critique that also 

resonates ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ [ƛŎƻǇǇŜ ŀƴŘ {ƳƻǊŜŘŀΩǎ όнлл6) observation that mediated 

communication has led to the collapse of the presence and absence of face-to-face 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ, 

networking technologies have made ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ΨŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘŀōƭŜΩΦ These 

potential downsides of mediated politics are perceived by some as likely to weaken 

and demean social media participation.  

Based on these criticisms, Dean (2004, 2010aύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ .ǳǎƘΩǎ 

administration in systematically manipulating the information environment, 

especially in the run-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, was primarily in relying on the 

ΨǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎΩ ōȅ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǇǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

According to this analysis, social media participation 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 dominated by άphatic messagesέ (Miller, 2008). That 

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

more flattened and non-ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻƴŜ όƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǘȅύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛƻƴΩ was first used by Malinowski (1923) to describe a new type of linguistic 

use that does not carry, exchange, or inform any meaningful information. Its 



70 

 

objective is a social one: to communicate sociability and maintain connections3. The 

unprecedented expansion of social networks and the technical means available for 

users to build boundless relationships and loose/distant friendships have all 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ Ψŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

encouraging the exchange of ideas and real information. For instance, a growing 

ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ Ψǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘƛƴƎΩ όǎŜŜ e.g. Vetere et al., 2005) has begun 

to shift dramatically from systems that άsupport personal and informational issues 

(i.e. capturing and communicating information), and towards what are being called 

ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩΥ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎh build relationships and sustain social 

interaction through pervasive (but non-informational) contact and intimacyέ όMiller, 

2018, p.395).  

Licoppe and Smoreda (2005ύ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ ŀ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ condensed expressions of intimate emotion. The 

central point of their discussion is that non-dialogic means of communication (e.g. 

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

not require an immediate or synchronous response. 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. 

 
3  ά!ǊŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛƴ tƘŀǘƛŎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛƻƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

symbolically 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 doeǎ ƴƻǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘέ 

(Malinowski, 1923, p.315).  
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It is important to emphasise ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴsΩ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎƭŜǎǎΩ. Indeed, in many respects, they ŀǊŜ ΨǾŜǊȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭΩ ŀƴŘ 

involve intimacy, recognition, and sociability through which a strong sense of 

community, security, and belonging is founded. However, it should be kept in mind 

ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎƭŜǎǎΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ-less in 

ŀƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ǎŜƴǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ 

technologies ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ, άŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƪƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƻǳŎƘ ƛǎέ όaƛƭƭŜǊΣ нллуΣ 

p.395). 

One of the most powerful reasons ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊal shift we are witnessing 

ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳǎΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊal expressions in the modern 

ŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŀƎŜ 

(Manovich, 2001). While ΨƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǘŜƭƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘƛƴƎǎ 

that follow a linear path and thematic development as determined by an author, 

ΨŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜǎΩ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ aŀƴƻǾƛŎƘ όнллмΣ ǇΦ218) are άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ 

[that are] organized for fast search and retrieval by a computerέ.  

CƻǊ aƛƭƭŜǊ όнллуύΣ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ 

technical affordances and the website design of these platforms. For instance, Miller 

argues that the character limit of Twitter is an attempt to restrict non-phatic 

communƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ 

convincing with regard to FacebookΩǎ platform. Indeed, this can be seen as a part of 

ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅΩ that Lim (2013) stressed as being one of the 

prominent characteristics of FacebookΩǎ platform. Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΩǎ 
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ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜƴǎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅΩ and facilitate the 

dissemination of issues in multiple networks of weak-ties ǿƘŜǊŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ Řŀƛƭȅ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ 

(e.g. actions, check-ins, games, likes) are communicated to a loose and boundless 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

is extremely high. He comments the following:  

Unlike older platforms, 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. On CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ άƎƭŀƴŎƛƴƎέ ƛǎ 

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

Facebook wall the possibility of cross-reading, cross-listening and 

cross-watching, which might lead to cross- communication 

between strangers (you and your second-degree network), is high 

(Lim, 2013, p.642).  

²ƘƛƭŜ L ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ 5ŜŀƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜΣ ǘƻ a great 

ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΩΣ L also believe that they have overlooked the 

ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛsƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΩ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ, which have had impacts on several social 

movements and revolutionary developments worldwide. One way to look at this is 

through the assumptions that argue that social media may function in a completely 

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 ς Saudi Arabia, in my case ς is relatively free, social 

media can be seen as one of the most important tools that may help facilitate 

oppressed individuals in further diffusing and fragmenting the environment of closed 



73 

 

information. Therefore, one can argue that the use of social media in authoritarian 

environments can break the closure of the informational environment, open up 

space for actions, and allow more political discussions that were previously almost 

impossible. 

Moreover, through my reading of both accounts, I feel that they have 

overemphasisŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴƻǾŜƭǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ōȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ 

ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ 

social interactions. Although I generally agree with them, I believe that they have 

over-simplified the nuanced processes and incredible complexities of such 

interactions. It is here, in particular, that I would like to emphasise on aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ όнллуύ 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ outlook of 

ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ όǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƭȅ ƻǊ ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƭȅύ ǘƘŜ 

broad potentialities that social media platforms may have or bring about for their 

users. In other words, he places ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ 

commuƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ fails to acknowledge the potential advantages of 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 

ΨǇƻƛƴǘƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘǊƻŎƪ ƻŦ ΨǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ, 

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 about 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? (Tufekci, 2010, no pagination).  

¢ǳŦŜƪŎƛΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ backed by some empirical studies (e.g. Haythornthwaite, 2002; 

Hampton and Wellman, 2003) regarding the impact of social networking 

technologies on neighbourhood communities, which generally suggest that adding 

online connectivity to the already existing face-to-face communication (which is 

often sustained in part by the so-called phatic communication) has high potentialities 

to increase the level of bonding and facilitate strengthening ties, and this is because 

the channels of communication are increased. 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ƳŀǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ the 

same affinities and interests in a boundless pool of online social networks may, over 

time, lead these individuals to build 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 Study), one of the reasons 

behind their current strong-tie relationships was initially a Twitter discussion 

between them and large numbers of other females who were affected by the male 

guardianship system. They explained to me that their initial online discussions (which 

could be seen here as weak-tie relationships) had facilitated them in getting to know 

each other better, which consequently enabled them to build a wider network of 

relationships with those affected by the system. All of this has resulted in regular 

offline meetings between them through which they continue their discussions and 

plan strategies to tackle such a system.  

2.7 Decentralised Weak-Tie Networks vs Strong Organisational Ties  
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Having elaborated on the arguments pertaining to the two critical concepts, 

ΨŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΩ ό5ŜŀƴΣ нлмлa/bύ ŀƴŘ ΨǇƘŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊΣ нллуύΣ L 

would like to move on to discuss important and increasing debates on whether ties 

between social media users are capable of mobilising mass activism on a large scale. 

It has been argued that social media can only facilitate ΨǿŜŀƪ ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ thus online 

participation does not contribute to mobilising Ψstrong tiesΩ required for political 

purposes.  

Perhaps, Gladwell (2010) is one of the most prominent critics of the role of social 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘƛŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ in turn are seen 

as the basis for the success of political mobilisation. Speaking of social media, he 

states the 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 witƘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ άŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέ ƻƴ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΣ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ 

(2010, no pagination). 

DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜŀƪ-ǘƛŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘŀǎƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ-tiŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 

hierarchical organisation, such as organising protests and large-scale uprisings. He 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜŀƪ ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

can be tackled effortlessly with no risks involved. 

Gladwell goes ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ōȅ ŀŎŎǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǾŀƴƎŜƭƛǎǘǎΩ όŀǎ ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳύ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

media, stating that they still do not understand the distinction between weak and 
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strong-tie relationships. He argues that participating in social media, as a non-risky 

action and that which is generally grounded in weak-tie relationships between users, 

is ineffective in providing the necessary motivation for high-risk activism, and all it 

does is lower the cost of participation:  

Social networks are effective at increasing participationτby 

ƭŜǎǎŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ Χ 

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 real sacrifice.  

{ǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭΣ [ƻǾƛƴƪ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ 

firmly rooted in real life and capable of mobilizing (financial) resources, will 

ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƻǾŜǊǊǳƭŜ ǿŜŀƪ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎέ όнлмнΣ ǇΦмснύΦ  

Considering all that Gladwell and Lovink have said, much in their accounts remain 

highly controversial to this day. Crucially, what I have found interesting to mention 

here is how the notion of 'strong-tie' itself has been inconsistently approached by 

different accounts in the relevant literature. This undoubtedly proves that there is 

no specific and agreed upon criteria by which tie-strength is measured.  

For instance, Granovetter (1973) perceives the ΨstrengthΩ of the interpersonal ties as 

a combination of several factors rather than an inherently binary one (weak or strong 

tie). These factors consist of the amount of time spent together, emotional intensity, 

intimacy (mutual trust), and the reciprocal services between the tie-members, all of 

which characterise the tie.  

This definition is highly consistent with the arguments made by Blau (2010) and 

Tufekci (2010) who ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǘƛŜǎΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƻǳǎ όǿŜŀƪ 
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or strong). Indeed, they do not only fall along a continuum but also complete each 

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 strangers and then, as bits of information and history are 

exchanged, we find ourselves in weak-tie territoryςthe realm of 

consequential strangers. Weak ties can morph into stronger 

ones, of course, especially when people come together to fight a 

common enemy or to advance a common cause. .ǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

matter how far a particular relationship travels toward the strong-

tie end of the continuum. All social ties have meaning, and someς

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

(Blau, 2010, no pagination, emphasis added).  

.ƭŀǳ όнлмлύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ-tiesΩ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ 

ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǳƳΣ ΨǿŜŀƪ ǘƛŜǎΩ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

activism to transcend its initial milieu. In line with Blau, Tufekci (2010) asserts that 

ΨǿŜŀƪ-ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ, in effect, ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ-tiesΩΦ 

Therefore, rather than considering social media aǎ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ΨǿŜŀƪ-ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ 

mobilised and sustained and believing ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ 

vector by which Ψstrong-tiesΩ may be formulated, the opposite could be true. 

/ƻƳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ DƭŀŘǿŜƭƭΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƪ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘƛŜs, Tufekci (2010, no 

ǇŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƭŀǊƎŜ Ǉƻƻƭǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƪŜǊ ǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ 

robust networks of stronger ties ς and Internet use is ŀ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέΦ Thus, it 

can be argued that weak ties are highly effective in providing the basis of support for 

political activism and organisations. 
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Based on his ethnographical study of the Global Justice Movement, Juris (2008) 

argues that social media enabled anti-globalisation activists to produce alternative 

non-hierarchical networks, facilitate transitional communication and coordination 

among grassroot participants, and build horizontal ties between autonomous 

groups. Importantly, the findings of his study demonstrate that the initial 

relationships (described in the literature as weak and fragmented) between those 

grassroot and autonomous participants do not necessarily remain weak and that 

networked participants still develop strong interpersonal ties and friendships that 

social media facilitated in the first place. Interestingly, the findings of the present 

study confirm this claim (See the story of Areej and her friends in Chapter Six). 

This finding is also consistent with that of Gerbaudo (2012) who highlights the 

interconnectedness of online and offline friendships between movement 

participants. The interviewees in his research revealed ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨCŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ 

were indeed also their real friends. Thus, these findings are inconsistent with the 

arguments that state that social media participation can only allow the construction 

of weak ties. 

In this vein, Blau suggested a number of advantages offered by social media 

platforms that may have significant political and social implications, which I 

personally believe are highly effective even if we acknowledge the downsides to the 

potential role of social media in facilitating the development of strong ties among 

the participants. These are the following:  

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

terms of ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΣ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ hǳǊ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ, which are often 
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superficial in their meaning, will not necessarily motivate us to make an immediate 

decision such as engaging in political action. However, there will be no chance for us 

ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ψƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƛŘŜŀǎΩ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ 

and in multiple stages. 

Second, chronicling the experience: One advantage of social media is that it has 

rendered us less isolated and less confined to our narrow surroundings (e.g. family, 

relatives, colleagues). Now, with the use of social media, we can express our thoughts 

and share our ordeals with boundless social ties. This is of great importance 

especially among a conservative culture such as Saudi Arabia that discourages 

discussions on political and religious issues. 

Third, connecting the participants: Social media tools have helped participants keep 

conversations flowing smoothly regardless of the distance between them. 

Furthermore, reunions between participants are now easier to organise than at any 

previous time. 

Fourth, keeping the story alive: Indeed, one could argue that this is one of the most 

prominent features of social media. Previously, members of the public faced great 

difficulties in first raising issues that affected them and then sustaining the 

discussions over these issues. This is extremely evident especially in authoritarian 

nations where traditional media channels are heavily controlled and censored by 

governments. Thus, we can find that most of what is discussed through these 

traditional means serves the interests of governments primarily and often neglects 

popular issues that are contrary to the orientations of States. 
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Fifth, inspiring ƴŜǿ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΥ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ 

which is constituted by a number of aspects, such as encouraging others to do 

something or urging them to express their views on a societal issue that affects a 

group in a society, is not the same as participating in a street protest or joining a 

picket line. However, as has been said, 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 pagination), άLŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ 

otherwise loosely connected, yƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜέΦ  

Moreover, existing literature suggests ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜŀƪ-ǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 

political effectiveness in a number of ways and are seen to be critical in the 

development of social activism. For example, Granovetter (1974) asserted that even 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǿŜŀƪ-ǘƛŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛsation. Indeed, it is 

through these weak ties that information can be quickly and extensively transmitted 

through multiple communities rather than merely within them.  

Weak ties ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ΨǘǊǳǎǘΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛsers 

and the supporters of social activism. In relation, there is a suggestion that the 

effective potency of online sociality may facilitate individuals in overcoming fear 

through the sense of unity and togetherness, which they can achieve through their 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ process of activism 

mobilisations is one of the critical themes, it has been somehow been neglected or 

not fully understood in social movement studies (Goodwin et al., 2001) as well as in 

contemporary social media studies (Ben-Ze`ev, 2004). However, it is my contention 

that the use of social media, especially in authoritarian countries, may contribute to 
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helping participants create an atmosphere of consensus, emotion, and togetherness, 

which would otherwise be almost impossible to achieve. 

2.8 Contemporary Gender Politics: The Rise of Hashtag Feminism   

After careful consideration of the critical questions thrown up by the current 

literature on the socio-political potential of social media participation and activism, 

this theme was selected to provide an insight into 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, especially in 

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 region (See e.g. Al-Ali, 

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 problems 

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 on a desire for social change, in which they can 

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

sphere (Al-Saggaf, 2011; Sasha, 2013; Elsheikh and Lilleker, 2019; Thorsen and 
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Sreedharan, 2019). By focusing on lifestyle matters that are often addressed only in 

small private circles, they are able to question some cultural norms and values 

without provoking the state or security apparatus. 

However, before moving on to assess the growing phenomenon 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 in shaping the form taken by specific 

phenomena and how they are perceived.  

According to Moghadam (2013), the MENA region is characterized by neo-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 conservative 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 regions, for 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, with little 

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

Table 1 The MENA Region Gender Gap Index Rankings 2020. 

Country Rank 

Regional  Global  

Israel 

United Arab Emirates  

Kuwait  

1 

2 

3 

64 

120 

122 
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Tunisia  

Turkey  

Algeria  

Bahrain  

Egypt  

Qatar  

Jordan 

Mauritania  

Morocco  

Oman  

Lebanon 

Saudi Arabia  

Iran  

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

124 

130 

132 

133 

134 

135 

138 

141 

143 

144 

145 

146 

148 

 

It has been argued that although many Muslim countries have modernised, they 

have not come to accept 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 greater equality, 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 society. It could be argued that LǎƭŀƳ όŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ 

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 

ƛƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ a9b! ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ !ōōƻǘǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŀǿ 

reflect and reinforce one another in such a way that women are second-class citizens; 
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they do not have equal legal rights with men, and privilege and authority in the family 

ƛǎ ŎƻƴŦŜǊǊŜŘ ƻƴ ƳŀƭŜ ƪƛƴέ όнлмтΣ ǇΦммύΦ  

That being said, some feminist scholars (e.g. Shaik, 2003; Jones-Pauly and Tuqan 

,2011; Mir-Hosseini, 2006, 2013) argue that it is not 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 householders 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 women empowerment 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 is partially accepted in the literature ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ό¢ǊƛǇǇΣ 

2015). For example, although both Saudi Arabia and Tunisia (which 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 affairs, it appears 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 Sharia Law 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 guardianship system is a prominent example in this regard (see 

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 (Moussawi and Koujok, 2019), all of which has 

contributed to a gradualist approach towards greater rights for women. For example, 

the Tunisian personal status law opposes polygamy, allows women to inherit equally 

with men and to marry non-Muslim men, and refutes 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 several scholars (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 of the 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 have been 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 more awareness, 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 approaches 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 through social media.  

According to Bennett and Segerberg (2012), we are witnessing the evolution of 

ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

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 each other, 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. Despite the numerous socio-political challenges in politically 

restrictive environments, many affected groups (including women) have emerged 

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

Therefore, my primary interest in selecting the case of anti-male 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 emerge 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 in an authoritarian environment.  

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ 

critical attention in the discipline of digital media studies. For instance, Yang points 

out the following: 

One of the most interesting developments 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 political activism. For 

example, Meraz and Papacharissi reveal that the use of hashtags for an emerging 

socio-ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ 

ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ άǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘ ƘƻŎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ όнлмоΣ ǇΦмппύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊgue that 

the hashtag feature can pave the way for a distributed community to easily gather, 

self-ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŜŀƳΦ 

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 with like-minded 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, 

ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ΨƴŜǿǎ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ 



88 

 

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 role in helping the black community improve visibility and generate more 

awareness and publicity about issues that have been for decades misrepresented 

and neglected by some national traditional forms of media. 

wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ƻǊ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ 

research has focused on the potential role that social media has in feminist activism. 

For example, the Journal of Feminist Media Studies has featured several articles 

recognising the significance of this critical phenomenon. Some of these studies, for 

instance, Clark (2014), Horeck (2014), and Meyer (2014), have highlighted the 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ όŜΦƎΦ 

sexism, racism, and classism) which are produced by some corporate 

advertisements, forms of journalism, and the entertainment media. 

Other studies conducted by Rodino-Colocino (2014), Williams (2015), Rentschler 

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

(e.g. #BeenRapedNeverReported #SafteyTipsForWomen, #StopStreetHarassment, 

#YesAllWomen, #BringBackOurGirls) have had an effective role in exposing gendered 

ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀōǳǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘŀǎƘǘŀƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘŜŘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ 

ŦŜƳŀƭŜǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳ-blaming discourse 

that promotes such a rape culture.  

Social media 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 such practices 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 and connect with personal stories; this has extensively 

ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ ōƛŀǎŜŘ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

issues (Rentschler, 2017). 

Given that the use of hashtags may allow dispersed individuals to promote 

ΨǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ L ŀƳ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

exploring how Saudi women have utilised such a tool in their anti-male guardianship 

campaign to fight gender inequalities and challenge the dominant patriarchal 

discourse in Saudi Arabia. 

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

ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ L 

ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψŀ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political 

activƛǎƳΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ƳƻōƛƭƛǎŜǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜǎ ƛǘǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ όŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 

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

ƻŦǘŜƴ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ƛǘǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ΨǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ό/ŀǎǘŜƭƭǎΣ 

2ллтύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

influence the actions of others by means of the production and transmission of 

ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ŦƻǊƳǎέ (Thompson, 2005).  

This approach indeed becomes of great importance especially in an 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, however, it 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 associated with the 

use of hashtag activism. This includes the problem of oversimplifying complicated 

issues, the barriers to 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 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

engage in 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 ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ 

²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƳƻŘŜƭΩ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 

leadership, procedures of membership, mobilisation strategies, and street marches, 

which are characteristics of most movements emerging in democratic settings, are 

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

ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ άǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘǿŀǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ 
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authoritarian/patriarchal states as well as the unsympathetic attitudes of many 

oǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƳŜƴέ ό.ŀȅŀǘΣ нлмлΣ ǇΦфтύΦ 

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 and democratic countries are 

considered normal, are perceived as powerful acts of resistance. This form of 

ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ .ŀȅŀǘΣ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ άǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜτ the ability to assert 

collective will in spite of all odds, by circumventing constraints, utilizing what exists, 

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

ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘέ όнлмлΣ ǇΦммнύΦ 

2.9 Online Public Sphere: The Debate over Online Participation 

Given that my research focus will be on the role of social media in the political 

participation and activism of young adults in Saudi Arabia within the online 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 well as in reviving the public 

sphere. It is one of my research questions to investigate the extent to which social 

media has facilitated dialogue, information exchange, and democratic debate in the 

online public sphere in Saudi Arabia.  

Therefore, a helpful starting point to understand the potential 

advantages/disadvantages of the online public sphere is to carefully contextualise 

the existing scholarly debates over the emergence of ǘƘŜ ΨonlineΩ public sphere. To 

do so, I will proceed with my discussion of the online public sphere, after a general 
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conceptualisation 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 among 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 common concern can be raised and 

communicated, and where the proceedings are predominantly visible to all 

(Dahlberg, 2001; Cammaerts, 2005; Poor, 2005; Al-Saggaf, 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 instance, advocates of a participatory public sphere endorse 

civil, rational, and consensus-oriented deliberation. In contrast, liberal theorists 

demand άa communication whose structures represent the relative power of societal 

stakeholdersέ (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 (Gerhards and Schafer, 

2010; Schafer, 2015). 

2.9.1 The Perceived Limitations of the Old Public Sphere 
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¢ƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨonlineΩ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ 

attention in recent years because it has been conceived of as a supplement or even 

an alternative to the pre-existing ΨƻƭŘΩ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ (Rauchfleisch and Kovic, 2016), 

which is largely considered a fundamental component of modern democracies. 

Although public sphere theory has advanced various perspectives, a majority of 

studies have theorised the online ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ, something similar to the ancient Greek Agora, the New England town 

meeting in the colonial era, or the salon discussions in Paris, Berlin, and Vienna in 

previous centuries (Dahlberg, 2004; Schafer, 2015). According to this perspective, the 

public sphere is perceived ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 

and concerns are discussed by those interested and affected individuals in a manner 

that aims to establish a set of ambitious normative principles.  

Discussions among members should consist of clear arguments and should be 

supported by an appropriate logic through which they can clarify their points of view 

regarding the case in question. All interested individuals/parties should be allowed 

to freely participate in and be enabled to discuss all kinds of issues. Furthermore, 

there should be mutual respect between the members of the debate, and they 

should also be honest and open, and make a sincere effort to reach a common 

conclusion (Papacharissi, 2002, 2010).  

However, Jurgen Habermas and other thinkers argue that these aforementioned 

criteria of the ΨƻƭŘΩ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ 

primarily due to a Ψstructural transformation of the public sphereΩ (Habermas, 1992), 

during which the traditional media has emerged as a large but insufficient forum for 
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public debates. IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

the policy underlying mass media, especially the commercial ones, is not based on 

the principle of advancing deliberation. This is because the ways in which mass media 

tends to approach selecting and presenting social issues are highly influenced by two 

factors: political preferences and economic pressures (Habermas, 1992). 

Consequently, traditional media is considered as a means that potentially 

contributes to enabling the authority in imposing its 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 organisations, non-institutionalised parties, and marginalised groups ς 

effectively undermining democracy and the public sphere.  

LƴŘŜŜŘΣ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ the traditional media in the public sphere 

has resonated strongly among scholars since then and has even garnered 

considerable importance and debate after the revolution of the digital media and the 

arguably effective role that these new platforms could play in facilitating individual 

participation in the online public sphere (Rauchfleisch and Kovic, 2016).  

Having discussed the limited role of the mass media in the public sphere as perceived 

by Habermas and other authors, in the next section, I will move on to discuss the 

heated debate among scholars over the role of social media in facilitating political 

participation and reviving the public sphere. I consider this section important to my 

thesis as it will partly pave the way to examine the extent to which social media has 

facilitated dialogue, information exchange, and democratic debate in the online 

public sphere in Saudi Arabia. 
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2.9.2 The Potential Advantages/Disadvantages of Online Public Sphere 

Many scholars have regarded the emergence of the online social media network as 

a Ψsecond structural transformation of the public sphereΩ. Moreover, with the 

unprecedented wealth of information online, and with growing online audiences, 

researchers argue that social media may have a huge potential to fundamentally 

facilitate political participation and change the societal manner of engagement with 

public issues, which, in turn, would result in reviving the public sphere. By taking a 

close look at the literature, scholarly works that have dealt 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 of the online public sphere (e.g. Dahlberg, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002; 

Paulussen, 2004; Cammaerts, 2005; Poor, 2005; Al-Saggaf, 2006; Morozov, 2011; 

Hänska and Bauchowitz, 2019). These accounts can be broadly divided into two main 

viewpoints: optimistic and pessimistic accounts.  

On one hand, cyber-optimists have emphasised upon the potential advantages that 

the online public sphere may bring to societies. Three interrelated aspects have been 

mentioned in this regard: 

First, different 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 various stakeholders (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 available 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 also been argued to generate more reflective viewpoints 

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

discussions. 

Dahlgren (2005, p.152) emphasisŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άLǘ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ Ƴƻǎǘ 

obviously makes a contribution to the public sphere. 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 journalism, civic organizations, NGOs, grass roots issue-ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǎƛǘŜǎ Χ 

ŀƴŘ ǾƻǘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛǘŜǎέ. Therefore, based on this, άƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

terms of available communicative spaces for politics, as well as ideological breadth, 

compared to the mass media. Structurally, this pluralization not only extends but also 

ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ ƳŜŘƛŀέ (Dahlgren, 2005, 

p.152).  

However, having said this, it is important to stress that although this wealth of 

information would be available online, which 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 be free of 

some negative aspects such as deviant behaviours, unpleasant words, racism, 

extremism, and phenomena such as trolling. All of these raise prevalent concerns 
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regarding the promises of the online public sphere as well as its potential effects on 

participants or society on one hand and decision makers on the other. 

Second, and more important to the scope of my thesis is that scholars have argued 

that social media enables individuals 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 discussion (Shirky, 2011; Bennett and Segerberg, 

2012). Furthermore, social media facilitates horizontal communication, which is less 

dependent on large-scale hierarchy and is also more difficult for authoritarian 

governments ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ 

have always sought to participate in public debate but were previously excluded and 

marginalised by, for example, traditional media or those in power (Thorsen and 

Sreedharan, 2019). This includes individuals vis-à-vis institutions, activists vis-à-vis 

authoritarian governments, or certain powerless groups vis-à-vis large powerful 

organisations.  

!ǎ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ƛǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀ ΨǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ as ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ǾƻƛŎŜǎΩ 

are extremely alienated in the public sphere, I am interested in investigating whether 

or not the emergence of the online public sphere has begun to change the previous 

status of Saudi women in the public sphere for the better. To what extent have social 

media platforms contributed towards giving them a space to draw attention to their 

social issues?  

Third, scholars argue that social media 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 facilitators of the networked, 
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decentralised production of content and communication (Benkler, 2006). Therefore, 

since this production targets non-market goods through the use of non-market 

ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ōȅǇŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎΩ 

that indeed influences the majority of traditional media communication.  

However, these enthusiastic views are confronted by many other pessimistic ones 

regarding the potential promises that the online public sphere may offer to people. 

The latter have pointed out several aspects concerning the emergence of the online 

sphere: 

CƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜƎǊŜŜΩ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ participation in the 

online public sphere, where the problem of multiple digital divides is identified as a 

critical issue. This includes differences between people in terms of age, social class, 

race, education, and gender as well as differences between world regions in terms 

of accessing the Internet and taking advantage of its possibilities (Warf and Vincent, 

2007; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2014). Therefore, proponents of these claims argue 

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

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

high in the online public sphere. 

Second, cyber-critics also have argued regarding ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎΩ ŀƳƻƴƎ 

participants in the online public sphere (Gerhards and Schafer, 2010). They asserted 

that even with regard to those who have the opportunity to participate, there is a 

concern about the high possibility of fragmentation into different communities of 

like-minded individuals.  
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This indeed has a technological aspect. The current sophisticated web-engine 

algorithms play a critical role in providing users with information that is considered 

most suitable for them based on additional data derived, for example, from their 

locations, past research behaviours, and search history. This consequently results in 

the fact ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƘƛŘŘŜƴΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŦƛƭǘŜǊ ōǳōōƭŜǎΩ, 

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 well as the 

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

has been hypothesisŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ ΨŜŎƘƻ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

becomes impossible, issues become 'flamed' and decision-making become subjected 

to the greater polarization of opinion: A political process in which like-minded people 

talk primarily to one another poses a great danger for the future of a democracyέ 

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

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

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

their views and participate in public dialogue. This, according to Papacharissi (2002, 

ǇΦмтύΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ άŦŀƭǎŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘέ ǘƻ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎipants, which 

would, in turn, misrepresent the real impact of their opinions on decision makers.  

Third, among the criticism of the online public sphere is the increasing concern 

regarding the ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇƛŎǎΩ that would be raised and discussed in the 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 communication, which will, in turn, result in their 

depoliticisation and consumerisation. This is a critique that also resonates well with 

IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ regarding the economic influence on online media.  

Finally, and perhaps, most critical to the findings of my present study (see Chapter 

Five) is that cyber-critics have emphasised that the conditions of debates among 

participants in the online public sphere may lead to certain types of undesirable 

communication (Zhuo, 2010). They claim that in offline face-to-face meetings, 

conditions such as a clear ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

individual commitments, and appropriate behaviour exist, which are relatively 

absent on the online public sphere, and that therefore engaging in such a rational 

debate is unlikely to occur.  

These perspectives of both the cyber-optimists and cyber-pessimists represent two 

extremes of a continuum with numerous viewpoints in between. The debate 

between the two sides of scholars is still ongoing and each of them attempt to refute 

the arguments of the other. However, it should be noted that because many of the 

scholarly assumptions are actually empirical, a number of current studies have 

contributed significantly to resolving or mitigating several disputes between the two 

sides (optimists and pessimists) regarding the promises of the online public sphere 

(See e.g. Poor, 2005; Al-Saggaf, 2006; Althiabi, 2017). This ultimately leads us to 

tŀǇŀŎƘŀǊƛǎǎƛΩǎ όнллнΣ ǇΦнмύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǘƻǇƛŀƴ 

and dystopian visions that unveilǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜέΦ  

2.10 Conclusion  
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This chapter has critically reviewed the broad theme of this research, which is the 

political implications of social media within an authoritarian context. Based on this 

central theme as well as the aim and objectives of this research, I have identified 

seven related sub-themes (see Section 2.1). It is crucial to emphasise that the existing 

scholarly literature provides insight and context for the arguably efficacious role of 

social media in political participation and activism.  

However, I could not agree more with what Warf and Vincent (2007), Samin (2012), 

and Fuchs (2012) have identified as key contextual factors influencing individuals 

when they want to participate in social and political issues. They have asserted that 

factors such as politics, culture, and religion ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ 

everyday activities. 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 

examined in terms of the underlying contextual dynamics of a given society and not 

as an independent driver of change. I believe that this is becoming increasingly 

important when it comes to a case such as that of the Saudi Arabian society; a society 

that cannot even be compared to other Arab societies due to several existing 

restrictions and cultural norms (see Chapter Three for more details).  

This chapter has also reflected upon critical concepts and arguments surrounding the 

political implications of social media, which will hopefully enable me to better 

address my research aim and objectives. Some of the arguments are worth briefly 

responding to here, as I believe that this will partly demonstrate how the situation in 

Saudi Arabia is distinctive.  
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An example of these arguments is the following: 

¶ 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 low-risk activism. 

I believe that this may be the case 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 followers) who have been detained 

solely for participating in online activism (e.g. the previous women to drive campaign 

or the still ongoing anti-male guardianship campaign) or expressing controversial 

views that are contrary to the political and religious orientations of the government. 

Therefore, I disagree with the broad argument that social media participation does 

not involve a level of risk.  

¶ Another critical argument is that social media platforms cannot be 

characterised as a source of information. For instance, Fuchs ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ 

2009, only 7% of the top Twitter trend topics were political topics and 38% 

were entertainment-oriented topics. In 2010, only 3% were about politics, 

28% about entertainment and 40% about hashtags (#)έ (2014, p.190).   

Although I partially agree with the first part of the argument that social media is not 

a source of information (though this is what has made these platforms such novel 

and multi-purpose tools), L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ CǳŎƘǎΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ {ŀǳŘƛ 

Arabia. For example, a relatively recent study by Noman et al. (2015) 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 increasing 

use of satire, especially in authoritarian countries, to bypass cultural and political 

restrictions.  

For example, a recent study by Althiabi (2017) suggests that entertainment should 

not be perceived as discouragement to the more serious matters in public 

communication. For instance, his study found that the use of satire has become one 

of the prominent means for Saudi people to approach sensitive political subjects and 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǘŀōƻƻǎΦ !ƭǘƘƛŀōƛ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎŀǘƛǊŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ-

stone in creating a public sphere in Saudi Arabia. It has enabled conversations to 

emerge and topics previously deemed taboo to be discussedέ (2017, p.142). 

It seems that the political, cultural, and religious contexts are dynamic factors in 

several aspects of social media participation and activism in undemocratic countries. 

Therefore, the next chapter will shed light on Saudi Arabia in terms of its political, 

social, and religious context, social media usage, its online communities, and the 

impacts of the rapid growth in social media usage. A political/social perspective will 

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

Religious, and Media Environment 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter will introduce the research context ς Saudi Arabia ς from the aspect of 

the political, cultural, and media environment of political participation. The primary 

purpose of this chapter is to define and explain the two most significant contextual 

factors affecting the political and cultural lives of Saudi Arabia: the oppressive and 

authoritarian nature of the political system and the tremendous significance and 

power of the Islamic religion over all aspects of life. 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 authorities used to control any political and social activities. This chapter will 

therefore reflect upon these forces in detail.  

After establishing the role that political and socio-religious institutions have played 

in shaping the identity of Saudi Arabia as well as the opportunities and limitations 

faced by Saudis within the context of political participation, I will discuss Vision 2030, 

one of the largest and most important transformation projects in the modern history 

of the Kingdom which ǎŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term economic, social, and political 

goals and expectations. This 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 Arabia. 
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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. the Internet and social networking sites. 

This will be followed by an overview of the media law and regulation in Saudi Arabia. 

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 km², making it one of the largest countries in the Arabian Peninsula 

and also among the Gulf states (Wynbrandt, 2010). The Kingdom enjoys a central and 

strategic location between Asia, Africa, and Europe, with access to the Arabian Sea, 

the Arabian Gulf, and the Red Sea. Saudi Arabia is surrounded by multiple provinces 

ς the Arabian Gulf, the States of Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Oman to the 

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

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

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

Moreover, Saudi Arabia derives its status from its religious significance to all Muslims 

around the world as the land where Islam began and where LǎƭŀƳΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ Ƙƻƭȅ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ 

ς Mecca, where Kaaba and the Grand Mosque are located, and 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 them) are located ς have their home 

(Long, 2010; Wynbrandt, 2010). 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘǎ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƻƛƭ ŜȄǇƻǊǘŜǊ ŀǎ 

well as its religious significance for Muslims has given it an enduring status and made 

it one of the most influential countries in the world. 
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Picture 3:1 Saudi Arabia Map.  

 

3.2.2 History 

In the history of the Arabian Peninsula, the Al-Saud family ruled for three non-

consecutive periods ς the first Saudi state (1744ς1818), the second Saudi state 

(1824ς1891), and the third Saudi state (1932ςpresent). However, only the third 

ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴ {ŀǳŘƛ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΣ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎt 

of the present study with regard to the forthcoming review of the political, social, 

and religious aspects of Saudi Arabia (Al-Farsy, 2009). 

The modern Saudi state emerged in 1932 with the unification of the Najd and Hejaz 

provinces by King Abdulaziz Al-Saud (Vassiliev, 2000). Before the unification, Saudi 

Arabia existed as a group of self-directed 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, and though Islam was a 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 socio-economic instability and political chaos. However, 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which derives its name from the ruling family (Al-Saud), 

came into existence when King Abdul Aziz Al-Saud (the founder of the modern Saudi 

state) united the country and was able to maintain order in the land by the end of 

1932 (Al-Farsy, 2009). 

Because there were many tribes with different traditions, customs, and backgrounds, 

the first task undertaken by King Abdul Aziz Al-Saud 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 tribes, King Abdul 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 Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab, was 

able to hold together a range of tribes and cities through one identity, i.e. the Saudi 

identity (Al-Farsy, 2009; Long, 2010). 

This of course does not mean that the Saudi identity has overshadowed the Islamic 

identity, but Islam served as the primary factor used by King Abdul Aziz in the 

unification of the country and the formation of the modern Saudi Kingdom (Vassiliev, 

2000). This Islamic identity has been and continues to be the most prominent 

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

culture of the Saudis later in this chapter).  

Unlike most other Arab countries, the modern Saudi Arabia emerged independent of 

Western control. This autonomy was achieved largely as a result of the mobilisation 

of a well-organised military by King Abdul Aziz and Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab, 

the Islamic scholar affiliated with him. Furthermore, King Abdul Aziz was able to 

gather a diverse and committed political 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 constriction due to the global 

depression eight years after it became an official state in 1932, King Abdul Aziz was 

able to establish a strong economic and political foundation, particularly through the 

discovery of something that proved to be one of the most critical sources of economy 

ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ς enormous and easy-to-access deposits of oil. There is no 

doubt that the discovery of this natural resource has contributed significantly to the 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀǎŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political 

stability (Library of Congress, 2006). 

King Abdul Aziz ruled the country from 1932 until his death in 1953, and during this 

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 government (Al-Farsy, 2009). 

¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ǘŀōƭŜ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ YƛƴƎ !ōŘǳƭ !ȊƛȊΩǎ ǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

after his death and their most important achievements, beginning with King Saud, 
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who was the first son to succeed his father in power, up until King Salman, the 

current ruler of the country, and the Deputy Crown Prince Muhammed bin Salman 

(his son). 



110 

 

YƛƴƎΩǎ bŀƳŜ Period of Reign Achievements 

Saud  1953 ς 1964  The reign of King Saud did not enjoy an economic renaissance. During his rule, the country suffered an administrative and financial 
crisis that caused public discontent, which led to his dismissal from office by the ruling family and the appointment of his half-
brother Faisal (Al-Rasheed, 2010).  

Faisal  1964 ς 1957  Although the Middle East witnessed increasing diplomatic complexity both within the Arab world and outside (especially during the 
1973 Arab-Israeli conflict) during the reign of King Faisal, King Faisal took substantive financial and administrative measures that 
contributed significantly to the stability of the economic and political situation in the Kingdom. Additionally, he increased 
opportunities for education (he ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘion 
from the conservatives of that period), guaranteed free health insurance and education to Saudi citizens, introduced Western 
technology, and pursued more modernisation (Vassiliev, 2000). In 1975, King Faisal fell victim to an assassination plot carried out by 
one of his nephews. 

Khalid  1979 ς 1982 The reign of King Khalid was characterised by socio-economic prosperity. He continued the developmental policy adopted by his 
brother Faisal by reinforcing more social, economic, and political stability (Vassiliev, 2000). 

Fahd  1982 ς 2005  King Fahd was a pioneer in a number of areas; he introduced a regional administration, a consultant council, and spearheaded the 
expansion of the two holy mosques to accommodate more than one million people each (Al-Farsy, 2009). Moreover, he initiated a 
massive program of internal development to bring health, housing, communications, and education to all citizens.  

Abdullah  2005 ς 2015 King Abdullah is remembered for his many unprecedented social and economic achievements. For instance, during his reign, women 
were (to some extent) politically and socially empowered. He, for the first time in Saudi history, allowed women to become members 
of the Shura Council as well as to vote and contest municipal elections. Furthermore, he also supported the establishment of more 
than 17 universities in different cities in the Kingdom, the launch of the King Abdullah Foreign Scholarship Program, and the launch of 
smart and economic cities (Al-Rasheed, 2010). 

Salman  2015 ς Present YƛƴƎ {ŀƭƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ Ƙŀǎ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŀǇƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭy, he 
amended the historical succession system that states that the oldest descendants of King Abdul Aziz must sit on the throne after him 
by appointing his young son Muhammed as a Crown Prince in 2017 (The BBC, 2017). Many attributed this decision to the generational 
shift currently taking place in the Kingdom, wherein the majority of the population is under 35 years old. Additionally, women have 
obtained some of their basic rights such as the lifting of the ban on driving and access to some governmental services without a 
guardianΩǎ approval (Guidoni, 2018). Economically, the announcement of the Saudi 2030 Vision ς an ambitious project supervised by 
the Crown Prince Muhammed aiming to reduce {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ Ƙeavy dependence on oil by diversifying its economy and developing 
public service sectors (Anon, 2017) ς is of significance. I will discuss this plan in more detail in a separate section later in this chapter.  
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3.2.3 Demography 

In 2019, the population 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, 20194). This 

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

While Saudi nationals constitute 20768627 people, non-Saudis 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 68% of the total Saudi population 

(This is an important reason for which I selected this age group as a sample of my 

present study; See Chapter Four for more details). 

 

Figure 3:1 Saudi Arabia Population in 2019.  

 
4 http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/saudi-arabia-population/  

http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/saudi-arabia-population/
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Moreover, there is a significant decline in the population belonging to the age groups 

50+, indicating a generational shift in Saudi demographics, a fact reinforced by the 

figures pertaining to the age group 0ς9 (over 4 million), which now represents the 

majority of the population. According to Worldometers5, the median age in 2019 in 

Saudi Arabia is 30.2 years. 

Therefore, it can be said that one of the key drivers that has led 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 age of 35 years. Such age groups, I 

ōŜƭƛŜǾŜΣ Ŧŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ tǊŜƴǎƪȅ όнллмύ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

have grown up solely knowing the Internet and, thus, social media is second nature 

to them. I will undertake further discussions about the media landscape in Saudi 

Arabia later in this chapter. 

3.3 Complex Authoritarianism: The Political and Socio-religious Background 

This section will discuss the Saudi Arabian political system and the role that Islam has 

played in Saudi culture. This is crucial to my overall thesis, as developing an insightful 

understanding of the politics, culture, and religion of Saudi Arabia is critical in 

examining the socio-political implications of social media participation and activism, 

especially as these factors are never abandoned at the login screen when people 

access their social media (See Chapter Five). 

3.3.1 The Political System: Institutions, Strategies of Control, and Decision-Making  

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

https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/saudi-arabia-population/
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The system of government in Saudi Arabia is considered as an absolute monarchy 

with Islam being its fundamental religion (Al-Farsy, 2009). The basic rule of the 

Kingdom is that the country must be led and governed by sons and grandsons of King 

Abdul Aziz (the founder). Perhaps this is one of the primary reasons for 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 decision-making. He has full power to appoint/dismiss state ministers, 

provincial governors, ambassadors, and senior government officers (Montagu, 2015). 

He is also the commander-in-chief of the Armed Forces and the Court of Final Appeal, 

and he also holds the power of amnesty. (Mellahi and Wood, 2001). All other 

important political positions are occupied by the members of the Royal Family. Thus, 

challenging the authoritƛŜǎΩ political power and commitments will be met with no 

tolerance whatsoever. 

The modern Kingdom, since its founding in 1932 to date, has had 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 of political and social affairs is based 

(Long, 2010). 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ YƛƴƎ CŀƘŘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀ ōȅƭŀǿ ƛƴ мффн ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ .ŀǎƛŎ {ȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ 

DƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ, and economic aspects of the 

relationship between the state and its citizens (Al-Fahad, 2005), this system has faced 

some criticism from those who belong to the Wahhabi Islamic school due to concerns 

regarding the legitimacy of man-made constitutions. Therefore, to avoid giving 
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Wahabi scholars the power to question the legitimacy of the 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 which any decision is made. 

Independent political parties and civic organisations are not allowed to be formed in 

Saudi Arabia (Montagu, 2015). However, the only kind of consultative body that can 

be seen as a relative representation of the parliaments existing in democratic 

countries is Majlis Al-Shura (The Consultative Council of Saudi Arabia). Majlis Al-Shura 

is a governmental advisory body responsible for providing the King with new 

proposals for laws, suggestions, and public concerns. It has no power to implement 

or enforce laws. Historically, the Al-Shura Council has undergone several reforms in 

terms of its structure and rules from its early establishment by the founder of the 

Kingdom in 1932 until the present.  

For example, in 1992, King Fahd (the fifth King of the Kingdom) introduced a series of 

reforms to develop the framework and function of the Council (Al-Fahad, 2005). 

LƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ фл ǘƻ мнл ŀƴŘ giving the 

Council the right to propose a new system or to suggest an amendment to an existing 

one were part of these reforms. However, an unprecedented change in Council 

history came in 2013 when King Abdullah issued two royal decrees ς first, to increase 

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

to comprise 20% 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 four-year term.  
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That being said, despite the fact that the members of the Al-Shura 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 general concerns raised by public, their interest and credibility in properly 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ό!ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ aŜƛƧŜǊΣ нлмнύΦ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ 

that the members of the Al-Shura Council are directly appointed by the King and that 

the positions come with high financial incentives and huge social status. Therefore, 

they argue that many avoid highlighting issues that the government considers 

sensitive for fear of losing their seats. 

Indeed, the actual effect and role of the Al-Shura Council have recently come under 

increasing fire on social media as many people are demanding that the Council 

members be elected by the public to better represent the country in all its regions 

and social classes (Fanack, 2017). Therefore, as the discussions in Chapter Five will 

show, the interviewees of this study argued that social media, Twitter in particular, 

functions as a parliament in Saudi Arabia as a variety of public issues that the Al-Shura 

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 the Al-Shura Council 

over the decision makers is very limited and does not match the aspirations of young 

ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘΦ 

Interestingly, the issue referred to by the participants in this study is consistent with 
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the argument put forward by Madawi Al-Rasheed6. She claims that the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia is governed by individuals rather than institutions since all critical 

decisions are made by a few influential individuals within the Royal Family (Al-

Rasheed, 2008).  

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. Internally, the Wahabi ulama enjoy significant social and political influence 

due to their religious knowledge and large number of followers (Kechichian, 1986; 

Obaid, 1999). The ulama also dominate many high positions in most non-political 

institutions (Bligh, 1985). Therefore, although they do not have direct influence on 

political authority, their influence is largely exercised indirectly through public 

opinion (Niblock, 2006), and this public opinion is extensively influenced by religion 

due to the conservative nature of the Saudi society (I will further discuss the role that 

Islam plays in Saudi culture in the next section).  

The ulama in Saudi Arabia have a very high social status and are highly respected by 

the public, a fact that has led the Saudi authority to affiliate with them and exploit 

their social significance to implement some sensitive and 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 possible social controversy (The Economist, 2017). The Saudi authority 

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

 
6 A Saudi Arabian professor of social anthropology at the Middle East Centre at the London School of 

Economics and Political Science.  
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approved by senior religious scholars belonging to the Council of Senior Ulama (the 

YƛƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ body). 

Another relatively recent example that shows the critical role of the ulama in 

influencing the Saudi public was when the Council of Senior Ulama issued an edict 

during the 2011 Arab Spring upheaval prohibiting demonstrations and attempts to 

overthrow the government (Schanzer, 2012). The edict also coincided with numerous 

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. However, although it 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 government prevent revolution by pacifying the public.  

Externally, human rights organisations and some Western governments, the US 

especially, constitute an external front that indeed has political influence on some of 

ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ фκмм ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ 

the US authorities and media accused the curriculum of the Saudi Ministry of 

Education of inciting hatred and violence (Al-Nafjan, 2012). Such increasing pressures 

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

Islamist figures. The current education minister is considered 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, social, and 

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 derived from the name of the Muslim 

scholar Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab. According to Aarts and Meijer, Wahhabism 

emphasisŜǎ άǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ DƻŘ όǘŀǿƘƛŘύΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ DƻŘ 

but also that he alone should be the focus of worship and rituals and is totally unique 

ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŀȅέ όнлмнΣ ǇΦпύΦ ²ŀƘƘŀōƛǎƳ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŜƳǳƭŀǘŜ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

generations as a guide to the behaviour of Muslims. Muhammed bin Abdul Wahab 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƻƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘat 

Prophet Muhammed had taught the first Muslim generations.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ²ŀƘƘŀōƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ Ψ{ŀƭŀŦƛǎΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ tǊƻǇƘŜǘ aǳƘŀƳƳŜŘΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎ όDŀǳǎŜΣ 

2011). The Saudi ulama describes Wahhabism as a system of governance regulating 

social, political, and moral Islamic legislation. Such a concept shows the magnitude of 

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

Saudi Arabia is distinguished by its religious significance as it is home to some of 

LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ƘƻƭƛŜǎǘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ όaŜŎŎŀ ŀƴŘ aŜŘƛƴŀύΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ 

of natural resources, and despite many regional disputes, it enjoys high political, 

social, and economic stability compared to other Arab countries. Islam is the primary 

factor that shapes the Saudi identity ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ {ŀǳŘƛ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

values, and practices. For example, in public domains such as schools, workplaces, 
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the government, and private sectors, with the exception of markets and hospitals, 

Saudi society is strictly segregated by gender. Islam also plays an important role in 

defining privileges, responsibilities, traditions, habits, norms, and practices. 

The primary reason for ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ has 

been the strong integration between the Saudi rulers and Islamic leaders since the 

establishment of the country. In Saudi Arabia, Islam is perceived as a comprehensive 

guide to all aspects of ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ during 

prayer time, five times a day, all public sites and shops such as malls, restaurants, 

cafes, grocery stores, and petrol stations must be closed7. Therefore, it can be said 

that Islam is Ψŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ŀǳŘƛ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ  

Moreover, the culture of Saudi Arabia is described as conservative and, thus, change-

resistant. It is extremely religious, with rich values and beliefs that are often 

incomprehensible to outsiders, and it is a culture that is even distinct from its 

neighbouring Arab ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ 

creed is based on Islam and clothing uniformity as males wear the ǿƘƛǘŜ ΨǘƘƻōŜΩ ŀƴŘ 

females wear ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ΨŀōŀȅŀΩΤ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ŀ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƛƴ 

appearance.  

The Saudi 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 

 
7 On 16 July 2019, while I was working on the final revisions of my current study, the Council of 

Minsters approved a measure to allow shops to remain open for 24 hours upon the payment of a fee. 

However, the decision is vague in terms of whether stores will be allowed to remain open during prayer 

time. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-16/saudi-ends-prayer-time-shop-

closures-as-another-barrier-falls  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-16/saudi-ends-prayer-time-shop-closures-as-another-barrier-falls
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-16/saudi-ends-prayer-time-shop-closures-as-another-barrier-falls
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tribe. One of the important traditions of the tribe in Saudi Arabia is that individuals 

should consult their tribe whenever a decisive decision (e.g. a decision that may affect 

ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛōŜΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅύ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

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 

ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ōȅ aŀƛǎŜƭΩǎ όнлмпύ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

study, The New Rise of Tribalism in Saudi Arabia. He claims that the tribal system in 

the developing nation of Saudi Arabia has created obstacles for modern democratic 

principles. Despite efforts to exclude tribal values from the nation-building process, 

they are still evident in various aspects of public life (Maisel, 2014). Interestingly, in 

this vein, one of the activists interviewed in this study has described the tribe in Saudi 

!Ǌŀōƛŀ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ great authority over its members (See Chapter Five). 

Therefore, along with Islam as the primary component of Saudi culture, tribal 

traditions also play a vital role not only in Saudi culture but also in the way individuals 

belonging to the tribe should behave.  

Furthermore, some traditions of the tribe, for instance, various aspects of womenΩǎ 

life are seen as very strict. It privileges men with more authority and dominance in 

decision-making over women. For instance, many Saudi tribes prevent women from 

marrying a person outside their tribe or a person 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 her ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

the verdict ς they stated that they were happily married and that her father (who was 

deceased at that time) had approved the marriage beforehand (Staal, 2009). The 

ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ƘŀƭŦ-brother who had relied on his power as 

ƘŜǊ ƳŀƭŜ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΤ ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ 

was from a tribe of a rather low status compared to theirs and that he had also failed 

to disclose this when he first came to ask for her hand from their father (Karam, 2010). 

Lǘ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ CŀǘƛƳŀΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ which 

have not received media attention.  

Additionally, one of the main directives of the tribal system is that a woman should 

stay in the house, serving her husband and taking care of her children. This was a 

dominant practice in the past and it continues in some regions of Saudi Arabia to this 

day, especially rural ones. 

It is important to stress that tribal traditions in Saudi Arabia do not simply affect the 

lifestyle of Saudi society but also the way Islam is interpreted. Such interpretations 

have generated extensive debates that are still continuing in the Saudi online public 

sphere. As a consequence, individuals in Saudi Arabia are exposed to 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 women to drive 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 Saudi Arabia. 
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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 by the Saudi public within the context of political 

participation.  

3.4 Political Participation: Opportunities and Limitations 

In general, people in Saudi Arabia have no formal means of influencing policymakers. 

Political parties, human rights organisations, independent civic associations, trade 

unions, and political demonstrations are extremely prohibited (Montagu, 2015). 

However, since communication between the public and the authorities is deemed 

ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

Saudi authority has allowed only two traditional and non-controversial forms of 

communication ς 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 Royal Family), a deputy governor, and a provincial council (Library of Congress, 

2006). One of the responsibilities of the provincial governors is to address public 

concerns. They hold a weekly meeting where citizens have the right to attend and 

petition for the redress of grievances or personal favours (Doumato, 2010). However, 

this is not the only way 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 

recently designed for this purpose.  
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Picture 3:2 A Screenshot of the Tawasul Webpage.  

The site, called Tawasul (Communication) in Arabic, was launched in 2014 as per the 

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 on the establishment of political parties and 

independent civic institutions as well as the harsh reaction to any offline political 

demonstrations and meetings, petitions seem to be the only allowed and accessible 

form of communication in Saudi Arabia between the 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 issues. Personal petitions 

usually revolve around needs such as jobs, accommodation, 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 Court), or to influential members of the 

Royal Family (Long, 2010). From 2014 onward, a provision has been made for the 

petitions to be sent online via the website mentioned above. 

As for public petitions, they are written for two purposes ς social and political reform 

(Alnahdi, 2014). Social petitions are created to tackle local issues such as 

neighbourhood problems, municipal services problems, and 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 petitions follow the same approach as social ones, but they seek to address 

delicate political cases (Al-Guwaifli, 2013).  

Historically, private and publicly declared political petitions are the primary 

method/channel of communication between Saudi elites of all categories (e.g. 

religious scholars, traders, intellectuals, reformers) and the Saudi authorities. For 

instance, political elites commonly create their petitions confidentially in small circles 

and then present them to prospective followers/supporters to 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, a private meeting 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 authorit ies and are often seen as calls for 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 have coincided with external events such as the Arab Spring in 2011 and 

have been advanced by the Internet and social media in particular. A few examples 

are some of the most prominent petitions filed ς Ψ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ wƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ΨIǳƴŀȅƴ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ Ψ{ŀǳŘƛ ²ƻƳŜƴ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ Ψ²ƻƳŜƴн5ǊƛǾŜ 

/ŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨCŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мп ¸ƻǳǘƘ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴΩ ό5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ нлммΤ hǘǘŀǿŀȅΣ нлмнΤ 

Chaudhry, 2014; Montagu, 2015).  

The primary demands of these petitions are social justice, an elected parliament, an 

independent judiciary, respect for human rights, freedom of speech, and more rights 

for women. What is distinctive about online public petitions is that they enable all 

public Internet users to see and register the petition, making them more widespread 

and subject to media reports.  

This is indeed true at least with regard to the case examined in the present study ς 

the anti-male guardianship campaign. The initial petition of the campaign, which was 

created in early 2012 by Aziza Al-Yusuf and other women activists, was signed only by 

25 women. However, in 2016, when the anti-male guardianship hashtag activism 

evolved on Twitter, the same petition that was delivered confidentially during 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 people8 (Sidahmed, 2016). Additionally, the petition gained extensive 

national and international media attention. (See Chapter Six, Part 6.3; Setting the 

Stage for the Anti-Male Guardianship Campaign).  

It can therefore be said that some petitions have reported success, especially those 

that coincided with major internal and external political events, in pushing forward 

reforms and changes (Al-Guwaifli, 2013). For example, after the Second Gulf War in 

1992/1993, King Fahd issued three important decrees in response to demands made 

by Saudi elites for greater governmental accountability. These decrees are the Basic 

Law of Government, the Consultative Council Statute, and the Regions Statute 

(Ibrahim, 1992, The BBC News, 2018a). Additionally, later on, in 2005, following the 

Al-vŀŜŘŀΩǎ deadly Jihadist attacks on the petrochemical site in Yanbu, the Khobar oil 

company, and the US consulate in Jeddah in 2004, the Saudi government announced 

its first-ever nationwide municipal elections (Ménoret, 2005). 

However, reforms following external events, the 2011 Arab Spring in particular, 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 Consultative 

Council, for the first time in the Saudi history, and the right to vote and contest 

municipal elections (The BBC News, 2018a). Additionally, in 2017, women were finally 

 
8 According to Aziza Al-Yusuf, the petition has indeed been signed by more than 30000 people. 

However, they (Aziza and the other petitioners responsible) excluded any signatures that lacked the 

ǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ 

account names to sign the petition instead of their real names. This, according to her, led to the 

exclusion of more than 15000 signatures (An interview with Al-Yusuf and Al-Sada in Rotana Khalijia, 

2016). 
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allowed to drive after the Saudi government lifted the ban on women driving. This 

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 that occurred in 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 Saudi Vision 2030: ¢ƘŜ aƻǎǘ /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ wŜŦƻǊƳ ƛƴ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

Lƴ !ǇǊƛƭ нлмсΣ {ŀǳŘƛ !Ǌŀōƛŀ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ 

political, and economic aspects of Saudi society (Manzlawiy, 2018). The Vision is 

considered one of the most significant national projects and is directly 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 Book (ƴƻ ǇŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴύΣ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 

themes that are quantified through subcategories: (1) άA Vibrant Society (with strong 

roots, fulfilling lives, and strong foundations), (2) a Thriving Economy (entailing 

rewarding opportunities, investing for the long-term, open for business, and 

leveraging its unique position), (3) an Ambitious Nation (effectively governed and 

responsibly enabled)έ. 

The following are the Crown Prince MuƘŀƳƳŜŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ:  
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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 dreams, hopes 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 world-class 

government services which effectively and efficiently meet the 

needs of our citizens. Together we will continue building a better 

country, fulfilling our dream of prosperity and unlocking the talent, 

potential, and dedication of our young men and women. We 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 that, for the first time, a model concerning the 

strategy and policy of the country has been made public. This has prompted extensive 

local and global media debates about the feasibility of the project in light of the 

political, social, and economic challenges the Kingdom is facing 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 all its promises were successfully kept9 (Westall and 

McDowall, 2016).  

 
9 {ŜŜ !ƭƪŀǊƴƛΩǎ όнлмуύ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ tƘ5 ǘƘŜǎƛǎΥ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΥ ! /ŀǎŜ {ǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

Perceptions of Normative Disorder within Saudi Social Media, for more details about the mixed Saudi 

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 was, in fact, completely absent from most political decisions 

ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ŀǳŘƛ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ 

confidence about the rationale behind any governmental decisions that may affect 

their lives. For instance, to increase public confidence in the credibility of its 

implementation, many ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ 

tools using which the VisionΩǎ performance will be measured (Al Arabiya, 2017).  

Furthermore, Crown Prince Muhammed has given several TV interviews regarding 

ǘƘŜ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩΦ In all the interviews, he 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 working directly with ministers 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).  

Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩ was announced while I was conducting my present research, and I was 

interested in the timing of the announcement of this historic 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, I think that the 

emergence of this Vision is not coincidental ς younger age groups are now 

predominant in Saudi societyΩǎ demographics and, as a result, more reforms are 

needed. MƻǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ΨǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

technologies because of the simple fact that social networking sites make personal 

views more public and do so on a larger scale. 
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/ƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ΨƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ brought about by new media 

technologies, coupled with increased demands for reforms, have influenced decision 

makers in the Saudi government and thus the advent of the Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлолΩΚ Although 

there is no way to prove this, I believe that politics and culture do not exist in a 

vacuum and that the rapid development we are witnessing today in communications 

is slowly permeating all aspects of our lives. 

±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлол Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘ 

democracy, yet it prominently features 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 promises that I have 

directly quoted from the third theme of the Vision ς An Ambitious Nation (effectively 

governed):  

We are updating our governance and administrative practices to 

international standards, ensuring high levels of transparency and 

accountability. Our goals, plans and performance indicators are 

now being published so that progress and delivery can be publicly 

monitored. By expanding our online services, we will become a 

global leader in e-ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Χ Channels of communications 

between government agencies, citizens and the private sector are 

already expandƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿǎ Χ ²Ŝ 

will continue in this policy direction to ensure each ministry 

functions to the highest standard (Vision 2030 Book, no pagination, 

emphasis added). 

Within the scope of my thesis, I would argue that in a very closed political system 

such as Saudi Arabia, where there is no means for people to participate in socio-

political issues, social media platforms serve as the only available means through 



131 

 

which people can share opinions and vent their frustrations. I therefore see the 

emergence of this Vision and other recent reforms such as the lifting of the ban on 

women driving partly as being a response to the intensive debates and demands of 

reforms taking place in the Saudi online public sphere. I say ΨpartlyΩ because I believe 

that there is some external pressure on the Saudi authorities from Western countries 

as well as some civic and human rights organisations whose influence on the Saudi 

government cannot be denied. 

This indeed may lead to a critical debate in the present literature, which is that even 

in closed social and political environments, social media platforms may pave the way 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜκǎΩ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ό{ŜŜ ŜΦƎΦ tƻƻǊΣ нллрΤ !ƭ-Saggaf, 2006; Althiabi, 

2017). However, I believe that in order to arrive at a 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 environment, and these are thus the factors ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

and behaviours. 

3.6 The Media Environment in Saudi Arabia: From Old to New Forces 

The perceptions and experiences of Saudi young adults regarding the socio-political 

implications of social media use in Saudi Arabia are the basis of the present study. It 

is thus crucial to identify the place that social media occupies in the Saudi media 

system. This section will therefore begin with a brief discussion of the traditional 

media in Saudi Arabia, starting with the emergence of newspapers, then radio, 

television, satellite television (DHS), and the Internet, respectively. After this, I will 

present some important laws that media professionals such as journalists as well as 
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media organisations in Saudi Arabia must abide by in order to maintain their 

presence. 

Newspapers, as indeed is the case in most nations, heralded the beginning of other 

media in Saudi Arabia (Alotaibi, 2016). For instance, among the first and leading 

newspapers established during and after the unification of modern Saudi Arabia are 

Umm Al-Qura in 1924, Al-Bilad in 1932, Al Madina in 1937, and Okaz in 1960. 

Currently, there are around sixteen privately owned newspapers 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 controlled by the government and all content must pass through censors before it 

goes on air or comes out in print (Kraidy, 2006; Freedom House, 2016). 

The radio was introduced to Saudi Arabia in 1949 (Al-Garni, 2000). Radio broadcast 

at that time mostly consisted of religious programs that were based on Islamic 

ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ !ǊŀōƛŎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ {ǳŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŜŀǎŜ {ŀǳŘƛ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΩ 

fears ς at that time, they believed that the radio may distract people from acts of 

worship and thus negatively impact Islamic values (Alotaibi, 2016) ς and have 

absorbed objections to the new medium. 

Television was introduced in the Kingdom in the early 1960s following the 

government recognition of the audio-visual power of the TV above the previous two 
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media ς newspapers and radio (Kraidy, 2006; Al-Rasheed, 2008). Despite the fact that 

it was seen as a propagandist instrument, television also acted as a substitute for 

cinema, which was outlawed until 2018, as they thought that television would 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ό¢ƘŜ ../ bŜǿǎΣ нлмуb). 

In the early 1990s, satellite television was introduced in Saudi Arabia (Al-Garni, 2000). 

This marked a milestone in the development of communication technologies in the 

extremely conservative and religious Saudi Arabian society (Marghalani et al., 1998). 

At the time, the emergence of such a medium was a major challenge for the Saudi 

authorities as they had almost complete control over all other media platforms 

preceding satellite TV. Additionally, as with all previous media, religious scholars 

made great efforts to warn people about the dangers that this new medium would 

pose to Islamic values and traditions. They also exerted some pressure on the 

government to impose regulations on direct-to-home satellite.  

It is worth emphasising here that in Saudi Arabia, the emergence of any new 

technology is likely to face enormous resistance from religious leaders, especially at 

first. This has happened with the introduction of all types of media ς radio, television, 

satellite TV, fax, and later with mobile phones, particularly those with Bluetooth and 

camera features. Commenting about religious ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΩ harsh reactions to the 

emergence of satellite TV, Almaghlooth states the 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 faith of Muslims. 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, warning 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 contention and violence that greeted the entry of the radio, television, 

and satellite TV in Saudi Arabia, the introduction of the Internet in 1994 elicited less 

concern from Islamic leaders (Alghamdy, 2011). Although the Internet was introduced 

to the country in 1994, it was restricted to health and educational research 

institutions and other government bodies. Ordinary citizens in Saudi Arabia were only 

allowed access to the Internet service in 1999. Since then, the number of subscribers 

has increased dramatically from only 2 million in 2004 (Al-Saggaf and Weckert, 2004) 

to more than 30 million users in 2019, representing more than 89 percent of the total 

population (We are Social and Hootsuite, 2019). 

However, access to the Internet in Saudi Arabia is subject to strict censorship and 

sophisticated filtering systems developed by the CITC. 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 to Internet service providers (ISPs) in Saudi Arabia who provide technical 

filtering ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /L¢/Ωǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ 

Previously, all global Internet traffic from all Internet users travelled through one 

International Access Point to the Internet, which was the King Abdul Aziz City for 

Science and Technology (KACST). However, with developments in Internet usage in 
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the Kingdom and the growing volume of information processed, a new infrastructure 

hierarchy was developed. 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 increasing the standard 

of service and performance. The new infrastructure is illustrated below. 

 

Picture 3:3 The Internet and Filtering Service Infrastructure in Saudi Arabia10.  

Moreover, the Saudi government has established stringent conditions that Internet 

users must follow in order to not be held accountable. According to Gazzaz, some of 

these conditions are the following:  

 
10 CITC, General Information on Filtering Service. Accessed on 11 July 2019. 

https://web1.internet.sa/en/general-information-on-filtering-service/  

https://web1.internet.sa/en/general-information-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 breaching publiŎ ŘŜŎŜƴŎȅ Χ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

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 officially ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ Χ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ 

of heads of states or heads of accredited diplomatic missions in the 

YƛƴƎŘƻƳΣ ƻǊ ƘŀǊƳǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ Χ ώŦƛƴŀƭƭȅϐΣ 

Internet users are prohibited from propagating, through the 

Internet, subversive ideas or the disruption of public order or 

disputes among citizens (2006, p.12ς13). 

Therefore, the Internet in Saudi Arabia is closely monitored, with access to some 

websites being completely denied. Furthermore, users who attempt to access a 

blocked website will be redirected to a page displaying the following message: Ψ{ƻǊǊȅΣ 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘŜŘ ǇŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΩ όŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

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 appears on most 

blocked sites, and then send it for consideration. 
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Picture 3:4 Redirected Page for Blocked Website.  

Officially, sites that are assessed to be containing Ψŀƴǘƛ-LǎƭŀƳƛŎΩΣ ΨƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΩΣ ΨviolenǘΩΣ 

ŀƴŘ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ όŜΦƎΦ pornography, gambling, and drugs) are regularly blocked. 

Additionally, criticism of the Royal Family and senior religious imams is not tolerated. 

For example, in 2016, the website of the London-based Al-Araby Al-Jadeed was 

blocked due to the increased support shown to the Muslim Brotherhood Group, 

which the Saudi government had designated 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 platforms (e.g. 

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 state-controlled media. Ordinary citizens and human 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































