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Abstract

The following research examines the relationship between media, both new and
traditional, and Saudi governance between 2001 and 2015. By utilizing qualitative data
gained through both acquiring Royal Decrees and independently soliciting case study
interviews with high ranking officials in Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Interior, Ministry of
Media, Ministry of Education, and Presidency of Youth Welfare— the study
demonstrates that the rapid increase in digital technology and media since the beginning
of the 21* century has played a significant role in bringing about policy change in three
specific domains of Saudi life: women’s empowerment, education, and citizen digital
voice. For the first time in its history, Saudi Arabia is at the dawn of a new age, in which
public expression and opinion are breaking down the unidirectional traditions of a once
absolute monarchy. Although many aspects of Saudi culture and society influence the
non-transparent political decisions of the ruling class, the intention of this study is to

highlight only the role that media plays in influencing the governing process.

il



Table of Contents

Abstract
Acknowledgments
Chapter 1

Logging Into the Kingdom:
Introduction
L Purpose of the Study
Il.  Study Questions
IIl.  Importance of the study
IV.  Study Methodology
a) Philosophical Foundation
b) Research Design
c) Defining Variables
d) Data collection
e) Data Analysis
V. Introduction to Case Studies
a) CaseStudy1
b) Case Study 2
c) Case Study 3
VI Limitations and strengths
a) Limitation of Data Availability
b) Limits of Generalizability
c) Constraints of Saudi Culture
d) Study Strength
VII.  Outline of Chapters
Conclusion

Chapter 2

A Conceptual Map of Media and Governance

Introduction

L Clarifying Media Impact

Il.  Media Impact on Policy
a) The Media as a Power Resource
b) An Overview of Media Impact in Saudi Arabia
c) CNN Effect

Ill.  Social Media Impact on Political Communication in the Kingdom
a) Citizens Acting as Watchdog
b) Mediatization

IV.  Political Reform in Saudi Arabia

Conclusion

Chapter 3

From Sand Dunes to Cyberland:
Introduction
L. Historical Background
Il.  The Time Frame of the Study
III.  Saudi Governance and Its Impact on Media
IV.  The Evolution of Saudi Arabian Society

v

iii

viii

O 0oL W= =



V. The Digital Revolution and Saudi Arabia 79

VI Saudi Media’s Ambivalence to Technological Change 82
VII. Media within Saudi Arabia Borders 87
Conclusion 96
Chapter 4 97
The Evolution of Saudi Media Policy 97
Introduction 97

L. Background of Saudi Media Policy 97

a) 2000 Royal Decree M/32 Revises 1982 Saudi Media Policy 101

b) 2003 Royal Decree M/41 Articulates Saudi Copyright Law 102

c) 2007 Royal Decree M/17 Articulates Saudi Anti-Cyber Crime Law 103

d) 2011 Royal Decree A/93 Amend the Publishing and Print Law 104

e) 2013 Royal Decree M/16 Articulates Saudi Counter Terrorism Law 106

Il.  Media Censorship 106
Conclusion 109
Chapter 5 111
Unveiling the Subject of Women 111
Introduction: 111

1. Women’s Rights in Saudi Arabia 113

Il.  Case Study 1: Women Driving in Saudi Arabia 117
Introduction 117

a) The Government of Saudi Arabia’s Position 118

b) The Movement 121

c) Phases of Government Reaction in Media 128

d) Evaluation 130

III.  Case Study 2: Saudi Women in Sports 131
Introduction 132

a) International Media Pressure and Local Coverage 134

b) During and Post Olympics 139

c) Evaluation 140

IV. Lessons 141
Conclusion 142
Chapter 6 145
Reading Between the Lines: 145
Introduction 145

L. The Evolution of Education in Saudi Arabia 146

Il Case Study 1: Religious Textbook Reform 148
Introduction 148

a) Background: A Wake Up Call 149

b) Phase One: 2002-2004 151

c) Phase Two: 2004-2005 152

d) Phase Three: 2005-Present 155

e) Evaluation 162

IIl.  Case Study 2: The KAUST Case 165
Introduction 165

a) The King's Vision 167

b) The Controversy Begins 169



c¢) Reaction of the Media
d) Reaction from the Government
e) Evaluation

IV. Lessons

Conclusion

Chapter 7

Saudi Citizens Digital Voice:
Introduction
L. Case study: The Impact of Social Media on the Ministry of Health
Introduction
a) FirstEvent
b) Second Event
¢) Evaluation
Il.  Lessons
Conclusion

Chapter 8

In Their Own Words
Introduction
a) Rationale for Selected Governing Bodies
b) What Was Said and Not Said
¢) Understanding Context and How Policy Gets Enacted: The Royal Decree
d) An Overview of Governance: Understanding the Royal Decree
I Focus Area 1: Women
Il.  Focus Area 2: Education
a) The Disconnect between Media and Education Policy
III.  Focus 3: Media
a) Is Media Effective in Leading to Policy Reform?
b) The Disconnect Between Media and Policy
c) Are Policy Makers Inefficient, Or Are Policies Absent?
d) Media Impact on Citizen Voice
Conclusion

Chapter 9

From Deserts to I-Clouds
Introduction
Light Entering the Cave
Case Studies Intent
L Case Study Summaries
A. Case Study 1: Impact of Media on Women’s Issues
B. Case Study 2: Impact of Media on Educational Reform
C. Case Study 3: Social Media’s Impact of the Ministry of Health
Il.  Findings
a) Awareness
b) Duality
c) Power
IIl.  Recommendations
Conclusion

Vi

169
171
171
173
174

176

176
176
177
177
179
184
187
190
193

194

194
194
194
195
195
196
196
199
199
202
202
204
205
206
207

209

209
209
209
211
212
212
215
218
220
223
224
226
229
234



Appendix A
Works Cited
Bibliography

Thematic and Name Index

vii

238
282
299
304



Acknowledgments

First and foremost, I give much gratitude to Dr.Jean-Marc Coicaud for being an
incomparable advisor and mentor. His continued guidance, patience, knowledge, and

support have been invaluable throughout the process.

I would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee— Dr.Sussan Carruthers,
Dr. Eric Davis, and Dr. Gregory Payne —for their time, feedback, and insight throughout
the research.

I would like to acknowledge my parents, Dr.Hend AlKuthaila and Sultan ALShehail, for
being behind me in everything I do. I am eternally grateful for all of their tremendous
love and support over the years, [ am grateful that I can look to them as role models that

help to guide and shape my life.

Thanks to my sisters and brother, for being my friends and support team throughout this

experience. Thanks to my nephews, as well, for filling my days with joy.

This dissertation is only the beginning of my journey. Thank you, God.

viii



Chapter 1

Logging Into the Kingdom:
An Introduction to the Study

Introduction

In the early part of the 20" century, long before desert landscapes had been
converted into major thoroughfares, or sand swept tents had risen into modern
skyscrapers, Saudi Arabia was an impoverished nation. In fact, prior to the discovery of
oil, King Ibn Saud’s financial advisor reported that he could fit the entire treasury of the
Kingdom into the saddlebags of a camel. It was a time before technology, when
Bedouins told the time of day through navigating the direction of the sun. Saudi was a
tribal nation, divided, and heavily rooted in one unifying force: its religious values and
beliefs.

There was very real fear among the King’s cabinet, with the knowledge that if
better conditions did not come up, the country may never be able to sustain its people.
Despite the immense poverty all around him, King Ibn Saud saw a future for his nation:
he envisioned a world where technology could help to bring about positive change for his
country. It was an unpopular view, strongly protested by many of the more traditionally
minded leaders of the society. Yet King Abdulazziz persisted, believing that the way to
birth the nation would be through creating alliances with other strong countries, and
integrating substantive technological advances, while all the while believing that moving

forward technologically would not damage or replace the past.



History repeats itself. At the turn of the 21 century, Saudi Arabia once again has
become faced with a challenge to its identity, a reiteration, if you will, of the early
confrontation with change that lead to the rapid growth and advancement of the Kingdom
under its first King. This repetition comes in the form of a new entity influencing Saudi
people— not the black gold that bubbled in oceans underneath desert sands, but rather a
new technology that has swept into the Kingdom and broken down traditional barriers
previously impervious to change. From 2001-2015, the penetration of technology and
media into the Kingdom has lead to one of the most radical periods of cultural growth
and expansion in KSA’s modern history. With both traditional and new media flooding
into Saudi with unparalleled force, governing bodies are re-establishing and redefining
the way they listen to their people, think about change, and reform policy.

In the digital age, Saudi Arabia, like much of the world, finds itself at a dynamic
crossroads in identity. On the one hand, the Kingdom stands as the guardian of the holy
mosques and as the protectorate of the Muslim faith. It is anchored in tradition,
conservatism, and adherence to its atavistic religious roots. However, with the
unprecedented technological advances and innovation, Saudi Arabia since 2001 has faced
an incredible clash between the force of modernization and the stones of its past. This
advance in technology has completely revolutionized the way that media voices itself in
the Kingdom and impacts policy making. The research will explore the impact that both
traditional and new media are having on public policy and decision-making during this
time period.

Chapter one will first outline the prominent study questions. Next it will convey

the methodologies and research design used for acquiring data. Lastly, it will present the



philosophical foundations upon which the study is based, and provide strengths and

limitations of the work.

I.  Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to shed light on whether traditional media and social
media are impacting domestic public policy decisions in Saudi Arabia between 2001-
2015. Although there are a number of elements impacting sociopolitical change in Saudi
Arabia’s domestic public policy, this study restricts itself to the impact media has in
effecting changes on Saudi Arabia’s domestic public policy: specifically, within the
domains of women’s empowerment, educational reform, and dissemination of
information. The process by which public policy is formulated in the Kingdom is by no
means transparent, since the procedure of political decision-making is determined
through publishing a Royal Decree— a royal action that establishes law when enacted.
The research contained in this study primarily focuses on Royal Decrees and Ministerial
decisions made between 2001 to 2015. The rationale for this time period stems from the
fact that this 15-year expanse featured two major world events: the 9/11 terrorist attacks
in the United States and the Arab Uprising in the Middle East. Each of these events
radically impacted both traditional and new media policies within the Kingdom,
redefining and repurposing how citizens express themselves and interact with their
government. This period has also coincided with and witnessed the birth of an
increasingly young demographic that is transforming the nation by popularizing the use
of digital technology. It is a youth culture heavily engaged with Twitter, YouTube, and
Instagram. For the first time, these voices are storming the walls of the Kingdom. As the

voices within new and traditional media have accelerated and given rise to previously



unvoiced opinion in KSA, governing bodies have been forced to react and reform to
citizen concerns. This is the first time in Saudi Arabia’s history that we have seen
citizen’s voices influencing policy decisions at the highest levels of governance. This
study intends to determine the extent to which the media has been able to effect policy

development and bring about reform.

Il. Study Questions

Several fundamental questions reside at the heart of this study. Each, in its own
right, deals with the ways that traditional media and new media are impacting policy-
decisions in the Kingdom. The questions are as follows:

1.  What is the relation between the Saudi monarchy and media development on the
process of political reform?

2. Is the media in Saudi Arabia able to impact change in domestic public policy
formation?

3. In each case, what has the Kingdom done to regulate the media in order to
maintain control over it?

4. How has the technological development impacted the process of political
decision-making?

5. How has new media impacted citizen voice in the Kingdom?

Through engaging with and providing well-researched answers to these questions,
the study hopes to clarify how the development of new technologies is impacting policy
making at the highest levels of Saudi governance.

The study focuses on the time period between 2001 and 2015— an era that has

seen major changes in Saudi political communication. This period has featured the 9/11



terrorist attacks at the front end, “The Arab Spring” at the backend, and countless less
dramatic though impactful moments in between. The force of these events within the
media has compelled the Saudi government to react by issuing new policies and policy
reform, which, in turn, have impacted the media. As a result, the study investigates what
new policies have impacted Saudi media during the time frame studied. The research
includes three independently solicited case studies concerning women’s empowerment,
education, and dissemination of information. These case studies were conducted in
cooperation with the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of the
Media, and the General Presidency of Youth Welfare in the Kingdom. Government

policies in each of these areas are addressed.

lll. Importance of the study

While a growing body of research and commentary regarding social media and
sociopolitical transformation in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has sprung up
since the Arab Spring, little or no research on traditional and new media’s impact on
sociopolitical change in the Kingdom exists. The evolution in citizen voice and social
media pressure is having an effect on how policy is made. Prior to this dramatic influx in
technology, authority and decision-making power was relegated exclusively to the
monarchy, with little to no citizen or media impact. Yet no research exists describing or
accounting for this transformation. This study intends to fill that gap by exposing the
underbelly of the political environment in Saudi Arabia, and by addressing the impact of
media on domestic governance within the kingdom. Saudi Arabia holds a central strategic

importance, due to its economic power from oil, and its religious power as the birthplace



of Islam. Both powerful forces need to be understood in the context of Saudi Arabia
governance from a communication perspective.

Furthermore, it should be recognized that most of the research that currently
exists regarding the impact of media and the Arab Uprising on sociopolitical change has
been purposed through two distinct voices: 1) the voice and perspective of the Arab, Gulf
Region and its constituents; 2) the voice of the Western world. Each of these voices is
heavily inflected by cultural values, ideas, and traditions specific to their respective
regions, beliefs, and moral values. The research proposed here will offer a perspective
that is more objective, academic, and positioned within a framework that bridges the
experiences of both Western and Middle-Eastern worlds. No such study currently exists.

This study intends to provide an unbiased comprehensive survey of the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia to bridge theory-practice gaps that commonly turn up in research
literature. Given its influence as both a religious and an economic force in today’s world,
surprisingly little literature is available related to Saudi Arabia’s political communication.
This is in large part due to shortage of funding, red tape, strict regulations, and lack of
cooperation. In no short terms, Saudi Arabia prefers to keep its political decision-making
guarded and non-transparent. This research will provide a better understanding of the
current Saudi political communication, for both locals and the international communities.

Interviews with high ranking government officials from the Ministry of Interior,
the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Media, the King Abdullah University for
Science and Technology, and the General Presidency of Youth Welfare will be used to
shed light on the thinking behind public policy formation and government attempts to

control the media in order to achieve an understanding of how both traditional and social



media impact public life and governance. As social media is becoming the public voice
of Saudi Arabia, this study includes an in-depth investigation of this new digital space by
providing powerful socio-psychological insights into the demographics of the Kingdom.
At the same time, the evolving social media platforms will be compared and contrasted
with traditional media reports and editorials in order to identify points of convergence
and interaction. This analysis aims to lift the veil shrouding political change in Saudi
Arabia.

The research is significant in several important regards. In so far as it aims to
understand what impact new media and traditional media are having on policy making in
the Kingdom, it is the first study of its kind to provide a bridge between Western thought
and cultural dynamics unique to the Kingdom, itself. Most of the literature that currently
exists exclusively examines the issue from either a Western perspective or a Saudi
perspective, but none bridges the gap. To this end, the research will utilize both Arabic
and non-Arabic literature and documents. The study is also unique in that it provides
uncommon access into the thinking and views of high-ranking government officials in
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. No such insight exists in any of the current body of literature.

Finally, the study is significant in that it comes during a time of incredible
acceleration in the way that technology is being used to influence policy and bring about
change. The current explosion in new media within the Kingdom is producing

unprecedented transformation and these must be better understood and accounted for.



IV. Study Methodology

a) Philosophical Foundation

Research in this study is primarily focused on events that occurred between 2001-
2015. This time frame coincides with the emergence of social media as well as with the
advent of new technology, which created informal networks within the Saudi society.
According to Papachriss, the advent of social media permits citizens to voice “dissent
with public agenda ... by expressing political opinion on blogs, viewing or posting
content on YouTube, or posting comments on an online discussion group” (Papachsriss
2009, 244). In this way, social networking has the potential to change the relationship
between citizens and policymakers, and this has certainly been true within the Kingdom,
where influxes of citizen social media activity have lead to Royal Decrees that have been
implemented as a direct result of online citizen voice. Benkler stipulates that with the
advent of new media ordinary people “no longer need to be consumers and passive
spectators. They can become creators and primary subjects” (Benkler 2006, 272). The
current research aims to ascertain the degree to which this public discourse through
media is occurring within Saudi Arabia, and the effect that it is having on governance.

Due to the qualitative nature of the research, the framework of this dissertation is
grounded in social constructivism, or constructionism. This framework “emphasizes the
role of humans in actively using symbolic resources to objectify, circulate, and interpret
the meaningfulness of their environments and their existence” (Lindolf and Taylor 2011,
45). For the purpose of this research, which views the impact of media on the formation
of public policy within the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the key foundational principal of
constructionism 1is that meaning is a socially-derived concept that emerges from

interpersonal interactions within the human community (Crotty 1998).



Within the field of communications, constructionist theorists “claim that
communication is the fundamental activity through which humans constitute their social
world as a ‘real’ phenomenon—that is, one conducive to shared understanding and
coordinated interaction” (Lindolf and Taylor 2011, 46). This framework has been used by
media scholars to explain news stories manufactured through institutionalized journalism
and news reporting, how common understandings of controversial issues may be framed
by the media, and how media content may be given local interpretations based upon the
“shared knowledge and customs” of a given culture (Ibid).

In order to better comprehend the role of media on public policy in modern Saudi
Arabia, this study will use constructionism as a conceptual framework in order to analyze
shared interactions and understandings between the Saudi public and policymakers.
These shared understandings and interactions will include political dialogues and the

development of public policy as influenced by media channels.

b) Research Design

This study is phenomenological in nature, as it attempts to use a variety of data
collection tools (interviews, case studies, social media content, news articles, and
scholarly works) to synthesize a reasonable explanation for how new media and
technology are bringing about rapid policy change in the Kingdom.

These case studies were derived from a compendium of sources which included
academic literature, news reports, social media posts and YouTube videos, Saudi Royal
Decrees, official government publications, and publications by non-governmental
organizations. These sources were then assembled and analyzed in an effort to provide a

complete and accurate portrait of the interactions between media and public policy in the
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Kingdom. Three key areas were examined— women’s empowerment, education reform,
and dissemination of information— and used to synthesize a more general understanding
of the bigger, more holistic conception of Saudi society and culture.

In order to account for multiple angles and perspectives here, the research relied
on both official traditional media sources internal to Saudi Arabia, as well as on citizens
voices expressed through personal social media channels. Traditional media is the official
public governmental voice and speaks well to the conservative, atavistic presence in the
Kingdom. New media was used to account for the progressive movement among Saudi’s
more liberal demographic populace. Both forces are operating with strong presence in the
Kingdom, and each needs to be understood well in order to piece together Saudi’s current

trajectory.

c¢) Defining Variables

1. Main Variables

We must understand the relationship between the studies’ two categorical
variables: media and governance. Media refers to reporting in Saudi Arabia (local and
international), and governance in Saudi Arabia refers to Royal Decrees, published law
and the enactment of public policy. As the purpose of the research is to measure the
effect of media on Saudi Arabian governance, the independent variable is broadly defined
as media, and the dependent variable is broadly defined as governance. The study will
examine the way proliferation and content of media directly impacts government

decision-making and policy reform. We must also understand the sub-variables involved.

2. Independent Sub-Variable
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Within the overarching umbrella of media and governance, public opinion is a
key independent sub-variable that may be seen to play a distinct role in moderating
between media representation and policy outcomes on any given issue. While public
opinion is influenced through both traditional and social media, social media networks
provide a modern forum through which the public may interact with policymakers via

both direct (interpersonal) and indirect (mass media) means.

3. Dependent Sub-Variable

A dependent sub-variable that should be considered is secondary policy change
that arises as a result of social media and technology forces. There have been instances in
the Kingdom where social media pressure has led not to specific policy change it targets,
but to other related policy changes. For instance, social media discussions about women’s
participation in the 2012 London Olympics invariably spawned curriculum reforms for
Saudi women in 2015. The study examines policy outcomes in the areas of women’s
empowerment, educational curriculum reforms, and modifications to communication and
health concerns. It is worth noting at the outset that media attention to these respective
issues has been varied, and met with unequal consideration from traditional official
media. This indicates that other variables (such as discrimination, in the case of women’s
rights) influence the interplay between media and policy in Saudi Arabia (although it was

not possible to directly measure such variables here).

d) Data collection
The data gathered— Royal Decrees, published articles, and interviews— were all
originally in Arabic and then personally translated. All of the Royal Decrees, which were

housed in separate domains within the Saudi Press Agency and local newspapers, were
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collected and organized by date, and then linked to events that corresponded with the
particular case studies. The news reports and social media correspondences were also
collected according to the most influential published material within the case studies. I

have done my best to present faithful translations into English.

1. Royal Decrees

In order to determine whether a relationship may be shown through which media
has a direct impact upon the formation of policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, three
separate case studies were conducted: women’s empowerment, educational reform, and
dissemination of information. Independent data sources were used to measure the rate of
policy change within the Kingdom. Each of the variables measured here relates to and is
determined by policy. The primary source of data for this study was provided by Royal
Decrees, which constitute the ultimate source of positive law within Saudi civil society.
Royal Decrees issued between 2001-2015 provide the legal framework of the study
(analogous to the US Constitution). To provide a point of contrast and demonstrate the
rapid pace of policy change in the Kingdom, Royal Decrees issued between 1950-2000
are also considered. From a comparative perspective, the number of Royal Decrees from
2001-2015 vastly outnumbers those implemented in the final 50 years of the 20" century.
The acceleration seems to be directly related to the influx of new media and technology.

Unlike United States databases, which typically provide comprehensive
information related to US policy decisions and modifications to the law, Royal Decrees in
Saudi Arabia are not available online. In order to track Royal Decrees, one must actually

seek them out through the Saudi Press Agency, which houses them individually in their
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archives. Royal Decrees must be gathered on an individual basis by going through the

Archives of SPA (the Saudi Publishing Agency).

2. News Reports and Social Media Correspondence

News reports and social media correspondence provided a second source of data.
Research from Saudi newspapers and social media outlets—with particular emphasis on
Twitter and YouTube, due to their prevalence in Saudi Arabia—was used to research and
analyze the dissemination of information and media policies through three separate case
studies. Each of the three case studies is presented in a distinct chapter to link the issue of

policy with published material or posted content on social media.

3. Interviews with High Ranking Officials

Personal interviews with high-ranking Saudi officials represent the third data
source for the purpose of policy interpretation here. These included: officials from King
Abdul Azziz City for Science and Technology (the institution that controls and censors’
digital information), the Ministry of Information and Culture (which regulates digital and
non-digital information), the Ministry of Education (which is responsible for all education
reform) and the Ministry of Interior (which is responsible for national security). In each
case, different sets of questions were utilized in order to narrow the focus on how media
reflects and promotes change within these respective governmental institutions. The
questions were focused on three main categories: media, education, and women. The
interview questions, responses and discourse analysis are woven into the case studies,

with pertinent content questions embedded into analysis for each section.

a) Gaining Access
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I am aware that my interview participants are high-ranking officials within the
Saudi government and society, and therefore not easily accessible by conventional
standards. I had special access to the participants by virtue of both family connections
and personal affiliation.

King Abdul Aziz City for Science and Technology: 1 interviewed Dr.Daham Alani,
the President advisor for research institutes. I sent a letter to the institute’s president, HH
Prince Dr. Turki AlSaud, who responded graciously and instructed Dr. Alani to provide
me with whatever I needed.

Ministry of Information and Culture: Initially I sent a letter to the Minister and
every head of every department in the Ministry. Nobody responded to my
correspondence or request for interview. So next [ went to the Ministry, six times in total,
staying all day waiting, I was the only woman there, which has obvious cultural
implications.

Finally, the spokesperson of the Ministry answered one of my phone calls and
told me that he would conduct an interview on the phone. One other high-ranking official
spoke to me, insisting that he remain anonymous. While the Deputy Minister met with
me asking that I would reconsider my topic and should focus on studying other media
systems instead of the Saudi media and recommended I would come back again to him in
few months and praised my family and that I should not study anything related to the
Saudi governance, and said “media has no influence so don’t waste your time”.

Ministry of Interior: I initially sent a letter to HH Dr.Bandar AL Saud, the
Assistant Minister of Interior for Technology Affairs. He replied shortly thereafter with

an email. I had no previous connection with Dr.Al Saud, but he was highly cooperative
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throughout the process. He asked me to email him the questions, and he responded right
away with emailed responses to my questions. In general, Dr. Al Saud was the most
prompt and cooperative of all interview participants throughout the study.

Ministry of Education: I gained access to members of this Ministry through my
mother, who is the first full professor in Education in Saudi Arabian history, and first
Saudi Dean. My mother has deep ties within the field of education and the Ministry, and I
was able to leverage these connections. In all, I conducted four interviews with high-
ranking officials within the Ministry of Education.

Saudi Press Agency: I conducted an interview with the president of the Saudi
Press Agency, Abdullah AL Hussein, the Saudi press Agency (SPA), which is the
governmental institute responsible for distributing material to media outlets, both locally
and internationally. SPA news is considered “official” news within the Kingdom. All
governmental news must come directly through SPA. I gained access by calling multiple
of ten times. Finally, an official within the Agency connected me with the president, and
he was willing to do an email interview.

Finally, I conducted two interviews with high-ranking officials focused on the
role of women’s rights in Saudi society. I conducted these with a member of the Ministry
Interior, and another with the Saudi Youth Welfare. Both participants asked their names

remain anonymous.

b) A Caveat for Consideration
As I went about analyzing the data presented to me, I was highly aware of the
political nature of the work, and the fact that participants needed to answer me, or not

answer me, with a delicate awareness of how their responses might be interpreted or
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revealed. Saudi Arabia is a conservative monarchy with a rich history of adherence to
traditional values, religion, and cultural norms. The people I interviewed were generous
with their time and may have even taken some risks in speaking publicly about cultural
and governmental matters that have some sensitivity. Many of the high-ranking officials I
interviewed asked that they give responses anonymously. And for those who did not ask
for total anonymity, it was clear that they were careful with their responses, choosing
their words deliberately. Given their lofted positions within the Kingdom, it is easy to
understand why they were carful with their answers. As I set to analyze the data, I will
consider both what was said and sow it was said or not said. Each of these provides
important information for the purpose of this study. This was particularly true with the
interview participants from the Ministry of Media. In general, they were highly sensitive

and careful with responses, and often outright refused to answer questions.

e) Data Analysis

Data was independently collected and analyzed for each of the three case studies
performed. Legal mandates and Saudi Royal Decrees, transcripts of interviews, and news
reports and social media communications were subjected to inductive analysis and
patterns in the data were identified.

A key foundation to the study was provided through utilization of a constructivist-
interpretive paradigm, through which the theoretical building blocks are provided by the
researcher’s interpretation of local events and situations.

Trustworthiness was a primary concern in drafting this study, and every effort
was made to ensure that the researcher’s subjective interpretations of Saudi Arabian

culture were not imposed, and that the research findings remained as objective as
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possible. Therefore, several steps were taken to enhance the validity and reliability of the
study findings. This was particularly true when accessing academic articles, periodicals,
and books originating from Saudi Arabia. The research was careful to ensure that
reported data found confirmation in multiple, distinct sources prior to inclusion in the
analysis. This effort at bolstering credibility through triangulation of multiple sources

helped to confirm study findings and augment reliability.

V. Introduction to Case Studies

Existing literature confirms media can draw attention to both policy makers and
citizens around a particular policy or issue. Media can also change the discourse of the
policy debate by framing an issue. However, Saudi Arabia as a nation and media system
cannot be understood solely through western literature, since the Saudi media system,
government, and society has many unique features different than the western world. To
better understand the impact Saudi media has on policy, the research will examine three
different angles that influence Saudi identity and politics.

I have chosen to focus on women, education, and media. Women is a key area to
examine for the following reasons: 1) women represent roughly half of the population
within the Kingdom, 2) women are largely considered second class citizens in Saudi
society, and 3) women lack full rights as citizens. Given the subordinate role that Saudi
women have in contemporary society, they are significant demographic to examine in so
far as media pressures may influence the way they are treated, envisioned, and dealt with
in society. Furthermore, since women know that media power may positively influence
their role in Saudi culture and society, they are actively using media opportunities to gain

empowerment.



18

Education is a second key focal area, since how children are educated powerfully
influences the future ideologies, values, and systemic structures of society. The youth
generation is largely at odds with many of the more conservative, atavistic attitudes
endemic to Saudi’s governing past. This tension has been highlighted in the media both
locally and internationally. Furthermore, there have been media pressures from other
nations urging Saudi to modify its more radical and traditional educational content. These
media forces invariably have lead to curriculum reform and likely will continue to do so.

The third focal area involves a recent firing of high-ranking officials within the
Ministry of Health. The pressures coming from local media lead government replacement
of lofty officials. This 2014 occurrence highlights the new ways that media and new
media are bringing about real societal change in the Kingdom.

Each of these elements is considered a complex political component in its own
way. The study will shed light on these three distinct domains within public policy that

have brought about internal change.

a) Case Study 1

The first case is presented in chapter five, and focuses on women in the Kingdom.
Since the topic of Saudi women topic is layered with religious, traditions, and social
factors, two different case studies have been selected to better understand the effect
media has on policy related to women. The first case is women driving and the second is
women participation in 2012 Olympics.

The cases have been chosen because they highlight different yet important issues
concerning the progression of women’s rights in the Kingdom. Since almost any woman

can theoretically learn to drive, women driving impacts almost all women in Saudi
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Arabia, and is a matter confined to the country’s borders, governmental system, and
social codes. Women in the Olympics has a far less smaller direct scope, since only a
very small percentage of Saudi women possess the ability to compete at an elite level of
sports. However, given the scale and reach of the Olympic games, there are international
media plays in local awareness. Each also highlights the importance of political reaction

with the Kingdom.

b) Case Study 2

The second case, which is presented in chapter six, relates to education.
Following 9/11, the Saudi education system received accusations claiming that it was one
of the main factors behind fostering radical mentality that lead to terrorist groups. This
was especially true for religious textbook materials used in Saudi schools, which
international reports portrayed as honoring and even promoting jihadist beliefs and
actions. The United States administration and media pressured the Saudi government to
reform adherence to religious textbooks. Saudi had a difficult time handling these
pressures, since the government believed that efforts to reform education should come
from within the nations borders and not from without. Higher government was open to
reform, but local policy makers resisted, despite insistent pressures.

The local media filled with tension from two different views about religious
textbooks: those who focused on the need to update textbooks that has not been changed
for more than forty years, and those who believed the reform is a reaction to foreign
pressure against Islam. The case sheds light on how the Saudi government dealt with
local and foreign media campaigns, in dealing with reform in addition to the process of

political reform in the religious education curriculum in Saudi education.



20

c) Case Study 3

Chapter seven covers the final case, which illustrates how media pressure can
propel the government to hire and fire Ministry members. In 2014, local dissenters began
to express criticism of certain members of the Ministry of Health. The dissemination of
these views reached government officials, and they responded precisely by dismissing
two ministers and firing three high governmental officials within the health Ministry in
one year. In a country with an absolute power and authoritarian media control, public
opinion does not garner tremendous weight when it comes to making political decision,
but with the advancement of media and citizen involvement through social media,
ordinary citizens have begun to use online platforms to make an impact on the political
decisions that result in Royal Decrees. This case sheds light on the introduction of public

opinion and its influence in an authoritative government.

VI. Limitations and strengths

This study has significant strengths and important limits. The basic limitations
relate to three important categories: limitation of data, limitation of generalizability, and
limitation of Saudi culture. These limitations are in large part due to the specific societal
and cultural codes of the Kingdom, which, unlike Western culture, deliberately shields
and safeguards much of its information. It is a challenge to uncover data on the
Kingdom, since the Kingdom itself does much within its power to limit its dissemination.
A unique strength of the study is that it bridges Western and Middle Eastern perspectives,
and also provides unique access into the thoughts and viewpoints of high-ranking

government officials within the Kingdom.
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a) Limitation of Data Availability
This study had several limitations that need to be acknowledged. The primary
limitation of the study is the lack of statistical data and lack of prior research on the
impact of Saudi Media on public policy formation. Although cultural bias is to be
expected in any research, the negative bias of western scholars (critical views of Saudi
society and government) and the positive bias of Saudi scholars (tendency to boost rather

that intelligently critique local politics and customs) made objective research difficult.

b) Limits of Generalizability

The nature of qualitative research conducted deliberately aimed to acquire reliable
and meaningful data as well as to put together comprehensive description of the case
study materials, designed to analyze the effect of media on governance in modern-day
Saudi Arabia. In this sense, the data utilized for the research is reliable. However, the
degree to which any qualitative data may be generalized is limited, as the data is
applicable only to the situations and events discussed herein, and does not necessarily
apply to other Middle Eastern countries or more global regions. This is to say that every
Middle Eastern government body has its own distinct worldviews, constructs, traditions,
and cultural norms. While the study sheds light on certain areas within the Saudi
governance and policy-making, it does not pretend to account for government policy in
other Gulf regions. This is not to suggest that the study is not applicable for the benefit of
similarly situated cultures or individuals, just that it is not identical and must not be used

to characterize other Middle Eastern media/political environments.

c) Constraints of Saudi Culture
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Finally, and most importantly, the situation in Saudi Arabia limited the scope of
this study. As discussed in the literature review, Saudi Arabia is a traditionally closed
culture and practices state censorship of media. It goes without saying that this placed

significant limitations on the research. The analysis section handles these limitations.

d) Study Strength

A key strength of this study is that it sought to merge data about the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia from both domestic and international sources. A major aim of the study has
been to contribute to a dialogue on the interplay between governance and media in Saudi
Arabia in the Information Age. This research is new and exciting, and has significant
implications within Saudi Arabia, the Middle East, and the international community. In
this regard, the limitations mentioned above are also the strength of this study. The intent
of the study was to examine Saudi Arabian governance and culture through a lens that
was neither Western nor Saudi, but, rather, objective and academic. As the principle
investigator of the study, my role as both Saudi citizen (born and raised in Saudi Arabia)
and American scholar (educated at American universities) positions me uniquely to

bridge this gap and give appropriate weight to both sides.

VII. Outline of Chapters

The research is organized into nine chapters. Chapter one includes an
introduction to the dissertation, an overview of the prominent questions handled in the
research, a discussion of the methodology, an outline of the case studies, and a
compendium of study strengths and weaknesses. Chapter Two provides a comprehensive
review of the literature, examining media’s impact on policy, social media’s impact on

political communication in the Kingdom, and political reform in Saudi Arabia. Chapters
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Three and Four provide an introduction to the central concepts that delineate the impact
of media on the Saudi political system. Chapter Three provides a contextual history,
presenting the emergence and development of Saudi government, and the development of
media outlets in Saudi Arabia. This includes sections clarifying the unique nature of
Saudi culture intentionally designed to help Westerners better understand why Saudi
Arabia is a unique case that must be viewed with a lens specifically sensitive to its
national context. Chapter four lays out the design used to measure the impact of media on
policy, with specific focus on how governing bodies responded to radical technological
and social developments. Chapters Five through Seven deal specifically with three case
studies. Chapter Five, the first case, focuses on women empowerment. Chapter Six
presents the second case study on educational reform. Chapter Seven presents the final
case study on information dissemination. Chapter Eight examines the content of the
interviews themselves, with a rich discourse analysis highlighting several key features of
what was said and not said during the interviews. Finally, Chapter Nine pulls the lens
back and takes one more, big picture view of Saudi during the information age. It
proceeds to draw general conclusion from three different case studies and the impact

media has had on the formation of policy.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an overview of the purpose, time frame and focus of
the study, and also outlined the relationship between media and domestic public policy in
Saudi Arabia. It introduced the questions covered by the study, the importance and
purpose of the study, and detailed the methodological structures, philosophical

foundation, research design, categorical variables, case data and data analysis,
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furthermore study limitation and strength. The following chapter will provide an
overview of both western and Middle Eastern literature that directly and indirectly relates

to media and its relationship on policy reform.
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Chapter 2

A Conceptual Map of Media and Governance

Introduction

The relationship between media and policy-making is well established within
democratic societies. In global communities where free speech and media freedom are
normative, it is easy to trace the ways that media impacts governance and policy reform.
However, this is not the case in authoritarian governments, where rigid controls and a
stark distinction between populace and control are a hallmark of society and rule.
However, in recent years, with the explosion in technology and innovation, as well as
access to social and international media, notable advances have occurred in the way that
political decisions are made and executed. The primary aim of the research is to analyze
the ways that media innovation is influencing policy within Saudi Arabia. The secondary
aim is to report on the findings free from both western ideology/democratic biasness and
Saudi parochial traditional perspectives. Each of these paradigms possesses the potential
to distort the story by inappropriately weighing cultural biases and prominent societal
assumptions.

Chronologically, the first section of the literature review examines and clarifies
what is meant by the concept of media impact, and how it relates specifically to the study.
The second provides an overview of the unique case studies that are related to the Saudi
media system and its impact on Saudi governance and policy reform. The third section is
focused on the way that social media is impacting Saudi political communication. The

final section looks at Saudi reform literature.
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An overview of the literature provides a comprehensive understanding of the
study, while at the same time exposing the gap in the literature that this study seeks to
fill— namely, a more complex and nuanced understanding of the Saudi system in its own
context, free from either the biases of a western democratic lens, or the favorable support
of its own embedded community’s perspective. Current literature lacks scientific
measurement and qualitative data to support claims. The following study aims to fill in

this important data and better represent the phenomenon and how it is taking place.

I. Clarifying Media Impact

As early as the 1920s, political and social scientists have been preoccupied with
media effects on the audience’s behavior and attitudes (Miller and Krosnick 1996). Early
media effects revolved around the use of media in persuasion and propaganda. Scientists
developed various theories and approaches to better understand the phenomenon.
However, it is a young science with varied approaches resulting in different definitions
depending on the focus of interest. Media effect and media impact are key terminologies
used in communication, sociology, media studies and psychology to define media culture
and mass media influences on audience behavior, attitude and thought. The first thing to
clarify is the difference between media impact and media effect as these two are used
interchangeably without any clear differentiation as to their true meanings.

Research on media effects is more extensive than the media impact because the
latter is a more recent concept. Effect studies have gone through many phases, always
adjusting to the mass media technological development. The terms media impact and
mass effects are used interchangeably. In fact, it can be difficult to differentiate them. As

a result, media impact is often defined regarding media effects in existing body of
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research. Moreover, research on media effects is more extensive than research on media
impacts.

Although there is overlap between media impact and media effect, the former can
be typified as having a strong micro-orientation. The individual media user is the unit of
analysis in media effects, and the main focus is narrowed to whether media exposure to a
specific media message affected the users' beliefs, behaviors, cognitions or attitudes.
Media impact is characterized as possessing strong macro-orientation because the
conclusions and observations are based on institutions, social groups or systems (Inagaki
2007). Furthermore, media effect studies explore effects that are short-lived in nature.
Due to methodological challenges implicated in carrying out long-term media effects
research, media effects studies focus on short-term influences. However, inherent in the
concept of media impact is the notion of a long-lived change (Harmony Institute 2013).

In addition to that, media impact goes beyond the traditional idea of media effects
studies through its sprouting focus on the notion of engagement. This means that when
evaluating media impact, the participants involved focus on the interaction between
media and the audience, tracing beliefs, cognitions, and attitudes that are not
quantitatively measurable. The focus is largely on how the audience uses the media, the
nature of consumption dynamics, and what additional interactions are incited by the
initial interaction.

Media effects are delineated regarding the short-term outcomes, which a media
project can have, including engaging, reaching, mobilizing and informing the target
audience. Impacts are long term and coupled with far-reaching changes like changes in

citizens’ behavior and public policy (Knight Foundation 2012). Media effects may be
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defined as measurable effects. The effect of the media message on the target audience
depends on several factors including psychological characteristics and demographics.
Scientists examine audience following exposure to a particular media for changes in
attitudes, belief system and cognition.

Media influenced effect is an interdisciplinary field that includes political
scientists,  sociologists, psychologists, communication scholars, economists,
anthropologists, etc. and is defined as follows:

Media- influenced effects are those things that occur as a
result —either in part or whole— from media influence.
They can occur immediately during exposure to a media
message, or they can take a long time to occur after any
particular exposure. They can last for a few seconds or an
entire lifetime. They can be positive as well as negative.
They can show up clearly as changes, but they can also
reinforce existing patterns, in which case the effect appears
as no change. They can occur whether the media have an
intention for them to occur or not. They can affect
individual people or all people in the form of the public.
They can also affect institutionsand society. They can act
directly on a target (a person, the public, an institution, or
society) or they can act indirectly. And, finally, they can be
easily observable or they can be latent and therefore much
more difficult to observe (Potter 2012, 38).

From this definition, it can be understood that media influenced effects are such a
broad topic that they can be interpreted and dealt with in many ways. Perhaps this
explains much of the contradicting results in media research.

On the other hand, media impacts may be defined as the ability to change actual
opinions, behaviors and attitudes of people or institutions. An impact may be defined as a
change in status quo due to a direct intervention of mass media or social media. Media

impact focuses on how the media content helps push for movement building or policy

change. The fact that people are exposed to media content does not mean they will
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demand policy change or take action. Media impact is concerned with macro-level effects
in that it examines the impact of media on systems and large communities.

Moreover, media impact is a recent field with a limited body of research. But with
the rapid development of technology and media, the definitions are also developing.
Lang, states it best by saying "we must learn to understand communication as a
fundamental dynamic, natural aspect of human adaption to the environment. We must
redefine media regarding human-centric variables. We must understand how variations in
message production influence every aspect of human behavior” (Lang 2013, 23).

As a result, for research to be meaningful, it must be specific and local because
most academic studies related to media influenced impact have been conducted in
democracies. Thus, only issues directly related to media influenced impact related to the

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia are included in the literature review of this study.

Il. Medialmpact on Policy

Central to this study is the question, "Does mass media have the power to
influence policymaking?" According to Koch-Baumgarten & Voltmer, policymakers
have traditionally believed that the media has a strong influence on citizens since people
tend to be substantively influenced by what they read and watch (Koch-Baumgarten and
Voltmer 2010). We might assume that public opinion influences public policy, but how
this is executed in actuality is more complex. One of the reasons we do not have a
conclusive answer in the literature is that the media’s impact on policy is simply too
broad a question to be satisfactorily answered. It can only be studied when we divide it
into focused, empirically manageable sub-questions: which media, which policy, and

what impact?
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Martin Linsky at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University
conducted research studying the impact of the press on policy makers. Linsky and his
team carried out six case studies which resulted in two types of impact that media has on
the policy process: 1) massive news coverage speeds up the decision-making process; 2)
extensive coverage tends to push decision-making up the bureaucratic hierarchy to higher
level officials. Depending on the circumstances and the issue involved, media coverage
can either narrow the options effectively available, or it can effectively increase the
options decision makers consider (AlGer 1989).

Due to the nature of media in Saudi Arabia, traditional media outlets are
controlled directly or indirectly by the government, so the cause and effect relationship is
difficult to establish. However, international media and social media content accelerates
the decision making process by pressuring government to utilize higher level officials and
compel them to more rapidly effect change, a phenomenon that will be examined later in
this chapter.

Another study, cited by AlSaud, that demonstrates cause and effect connection
between media and its impact on influencing the process of decision-making is a study
conducted regarding journalists’ job satisfaction. Fifty-four percent of Saudi newspaper
journalists participating in the study believe that journalism offers them an opportunity to
impact decision makers, while twenty-one percent reported that they do not believe they
can influence political decision making (S. Alsaud 2010).

The Saudi government acknowledges this reality, and therefore chooses to protect
the traditional identity of the nation through media content control; as a result, heavy

censorship is imposed on the media (Freedom House 2014). Freedom of the Press
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(2014) ranks Saudi Arabia 164 out of 180 countries regarding media censorship. This
clearly demonstrates that the Saudi government believes in the importance of media
control, and has historically done much within its power to ensure that it holds dominion

over media and its potential impact.

a) The Media as a Power Resource

The media has always been adequately leveraged as a tool for empowerment.
Scullion, Gerodimos, Jackson, and Lilleker argue that power in political communication
is not a zero sum game but a facilitation of civic voice, and the interaction of media and
politics is a form of political communication, which has a cultural effect. This effect
shapes values and norms, and has a significant role in influencing political
communication and political discussions, leading to citizen empowerment (Scullion, et al.
2013).

In Scullion, Gerodimos, Jackson, and Lilleker’s study, the researchers believe that
the media’s role in the Middle East both empowers and disempowers citizens. It
empowers citizens by providing information on a variety of social issues, but
disempowers them by selectively editing information, censoring, and deliberately
providing a skewed perspective to advance their particular aims. To complicate the
matter further, media in the Middle East provides minimal platforms for motivating
individuals to mobilize and effect real change. In this sense, these scholars find that
media within the Middle East both helps and hinders the common citizen.

When it comes specifically to women’s empowerment, something that will be
addressed much more comprehensively later in the study, there is some evidence that the

media is helping to build and unify a female voice. Naomi Sakr conducted a review of
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the region and established that the media has facilitated women’s empowerment through
a shift in the media’s ecological interest in the Middle East. In the case of Saudi Arabia,
she argues that women’s empowerment should be viewed from a political economical
perspective. She claims that the media and the issues covered within it usually are
politically approved. She states “women empowerment can be rather easily traced to the

very same power structure that excluded women for so long” (Sakr 2007, 3).

b) An Overview of Media Impact in Saudi Arabia

1. Authoritarian Model

To study the impact of media on policy in Saudi Arabia, we have to first
understand the media system in the Kingdom and the relation between the media system
and political decision-making. When considering Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm’s four
major theories of the relation between the press and the government (the soviet
communist theory, the authoritarian theory, the libertarian theory, and the social
responsibility theory), the authoritarian model seems to best represent the Saudi media
system.

According to Siebert, who developed the model of authoritarian theory, it is “a
theory under which the press, as an institution is controlled in its functions and operation
by organized society through another institution, government” (Siebert, Peterson and
Schramm 1956, 10). Authoritarian theory presumes that the state is the optimal
expression of a rational institutionalized structure and that individuals in society are
neither capable nor trustworthy when it comes to disseminating information and views.
On this basis, where the media supports the state and not vice versa, media promotes the

views and goals of the incumbent governmental system, such that the society will
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advance, and the state will attain its objectives (Ibid). Under this theory, the state and
media form a partnership. However, the partnership is not carried out on equal footing.
In actual effect, the elite rulers of society maintain ultimate control over mass media, the
mechanism used for social control.

Wright Mills Ruling Elite Theory is a special category within the authoritarian
model, and it applies to Saudi's historical media and governance dyad. According to
Wright Mills, “the ruling elite” consists of the members of society that hold dominant
positions and have the power to manipulate ordinary citizens, due to their lofty positions
at the top of society (Mills 2000). The ruling elite and their decisions heavily impact the
national and international community. Chomsky suggests that media is used by the
powerful elite to utilize propaganda that serves the interests of the wealthy against the
needs and interests of the working class (Chomsky 1988). This sort of media influence
lends itself well to Saudi Arabia, where hierarchy and social order represent the

cornerstones of everyday life.

2. Media Ownership

The 1990 Gulf War opened the eyes of both Saudi rulers and citizens to the
significant role media can play in determining politics and exerting influence. The elite
Saudi citizens, who had access to international TV channels through satellite during the
early 1990's,and were able to tune into CNN and other prominent international news
outlets, learned about Iraq's invasion of Kuwait three days prior to the Saudi
government’s official announcement of the event (Cochrane 2007).

According to Douglas Boyd, Saudi’s stated intention in purchasing vast amounts

of media was to push towards modernization, but the actual motivation seems to be more
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deeply rooted in controlling how and when information gets disseminated. Boyd
elaborates that the primary motivation for media dominance is to stabilize the Saudi
political system (Boyd 2001). On the other hand, Saad AL Saud says that Saudi
investment in foreign media results from the recognition of the important role media
plays in the world and the region by Saudi businessmen. Al Saud sees media buying
among the private sector as a boon towards modernizing the image of Saudi media. He
elaborates that restrictions imposed by local regulations motivate local and international
private sector investment in media (S. Alsaud 2010).

Ownership is a crucial factor when it comes to media impact because Saudi
Arabia is not only able to influence local news coverage but also can impact regional
reporting. Thus, Saudi Arabia influences the Gulf region by presenting local politics in a
wider regional context. As a result, coverage of political events is capable of triggering

other local and regional events as demonstrated by the Arab Uprising.

3. Why Ownership Matters:

3.1. Agenda Setting
Communication scholars agree that owners of the media influence media content
by funding projects, employing personnel, and providing a media platform for ideological
interest groups (Meier 2002). Even in democratic societies with free media, ownership is
a crucial matter. Noam Chomsky believes that media serves the dominant elite. His
propaganda model, which he conceptualized in political economy, explains that even if
the media is privately owned, it still serves the biased interest of the owners and not the

public. In the case of Saudi Arabia, government restrictions within the authoritarian
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model are presented in the government media outlet directly, and the political economy
interest is presented in the privately owned media outlet indirectly.

When ownership equals control, as it does among Saudi media outlets, theorists
refer to it as Agenda Setting Theory. Agenda Setting Theory dates back to 1922 when
Walter Lippmann wrote "the world outside us and the pictures in our heads” (W.
Lippmann 1922, 9). Lipmann introduced how media has the power to influence the
audience. Then, in 1968, McCombs and Shaw proposed a theory explaining that the
public's perception of the relative importance of issues is determined to a strong degree
by the amount of media coverage devoted to issues. Hence, "people learn from the media
what the important issues are" (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Bernard Cohen explains the
process of the theory by stating that the press “may not be successful much of the time in
telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to
think about” (B. Cohen 1963). Subsequent studies have found a strong relationship
between the media and public agendas.

Media content is the basis of media impact. Shoemaker and Reese elucidate
integrating content and effect studies to facilitate growth in communication studies.
Because they include the most important elements of the mass communication process:
media content and the factors that shape it. In a study conducted by content analysis of
the media agenda setting in the Saudi national TV, newscast revealed that Islamic affairs,
foreign affairs, and interior affairs had the highest number of occurrences. Those three
issues of focus convey that the government identifies itself with Islam as its main source,
and the foreign affairs stories, which glorifies Saudi Arabia as a leader, while the interior

stories focused on the efforts of development (Sabir 2012).
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Agenda setting in the Kingdom greatly influences how the public sets its
priorities. It may not create content, but media chooses which content to disseminate.
This has a powerful impact on the way Saudi citizens lead their lives and
experience/interpret the world. In another study— conducted at the other end of the
spectrum in terms of influence—Giulio and AlFilali focus on the soft power of Saudi
Arabia. They explain the power of Saudi in oil as hard power and cultural influence as
soft power. They elaborate that much of Saudi’s soft power is carried on the chariots of
media sources by investing in modern technology. The researchers state that Saudi
Arabia “has access to many potential sources of such power both nationally and
internationally with which to address its problems and attain its most important national
objectives” (Gallarotti and AlFilali 2012, 17).

Meraz analyzed the influence of Agenda Setting Theory in traditional and social
media using time measures, and came to the conclusion that “traditional media
institutions still have the power to set non-traditional media agendas at the issue level”
(Maraz 2011, 178). Yu and Aikat also found evidence of sharing of agendas among
traditional media platforms and non-traditional portal news outlets, such as Yahoo, News
and Google News. Finally, Messner and Garrison assert that that traditional news media
heavily influences the agenda of blogs by being their dominant sources (Messner 2011).
However, the Arab Uprising has led to a hypothesis that perhaps an Agenda Setting
media structure can be countered by the role of social media and networking as a tool for
political mobilization towards political change. Egyptian Google executive Wael Ghonim
famously said, “If you want to liberate a society, just give them the Internet” (Mackinnon

2011).
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Evgeny Morozov counters the idea that social media provides an influential
platform for common citizens. Morozov sarcastically refers to popular enthusiasm about
technology’s empowerment of the people as a “cyber utopianism”. He argues that most
often instead of granting freedom it constricts freedom. Morozov focuses on Internet
political ramification, explaining that authoritarian governments use the Internet as a
carrot and a stick: “Keeping their populace entertained, and punishing those who dare to
challenge the official line” (Morozov 2011, 268), although he agrees that the Internet
penetrates and reshapes all walks of political life. Morozov elaborates that authoritarian
regimes are becoming more modern and open not from modern technology but rather
“religion, culture, history, and nationalism are all potent forces that, with or without the
Internet, shape the nature of modern authoritarianism in ways that no one fully
understands yet”(Ibid, 29). He concludes that the dark side of the Internet is growing, and
we have nether neither the intellectual nor the political tools to prevent its advance.

Additionally, today’s modern media in the Kingdom provides diverse options to
citizens— vastly more than they did even a few decades ago. Although it cannot account
for the potential impacts and contributions of culture, politics, and education, agenda
setting is the first step in the process of public opinion formation, which is the main

determinant of media impact on policy.

3.2. Public Opinion
In the Western world, public opinion has traditionally had a strong influence over
both media and policy makers. In Saudi, however, this has not historically been the case,
with the exception of the role that tribes have had as consultants to the King. Prior to

new media, the influence of public opinion was relatively non-existent in Kingdom of
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Saudi Arabia (KSA). However, this is changing. A pioneering study conducted by
Prince Mohammad Bin Naif Center for Counselling and Care has examined the role that
public opinion has in the Kingdom, and the way that it impacts political reform and new
media. The 2014 study found that religious scholars, in particular, possess a powerful
ability to impact both the media and policy makers. The study bases its conclusion on the
fact that religious scholars in the Kingdom hold great weight because they are respected
as protectors and maintainers of social norms (Albshir 2014). According to the report,
seventy percent of political extremists have been influenced by exposure and usage to
social media: "there are several reasons for young people to become attracted to these
extremist ideologies, with media being the number one source of influence, be it in the
form of satellite TV or Internet and social networking sites” (Arab News 2015).

Social media has greatly augmented the influence of public opinion. This is a
reality that that even Saudi authorities have accepted. In 2004 Saudi Arabia lifted its ban
on camera phones, which have become the primary tool for citizen journalism. In 2014,
at his speech at the Asia Media Summit, King Abdullah confirmed the impact of the
media on influencing public opinion: “Countries around the world are exposed to
extraneous cultural influences that shake the foundations of humanitarian and religious
values because of the dissemination of irresponsible media content. We request that
media experts use their influence constructively” (CoastalDigest 2014). Public opinion is
a 21" century reality for the monarchy.

The generalization that social media is influencing the Saudi society on many
levels is attributed to the fact that Saudi Arabia has the highest Twitter penetration

(activity) in the world— a fact that makes it one of the Middle East’s most engaged
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countries on social media. Additionally, Saudis watch more than ninety million videos
daily on YouTube, which is the highest daily YouTube video viewership in the world
(The Social Clinic 2013).

Although it is true that social media is influencing public opinion in the Kingdom,
there are many attempts by authoritarian figures to suppress it. On November 5™ of
2014, former Minister of Media, Abdulaziz Khoja, was dismissed from his position after
tweeting "I had ordered the shutdown of Wesal channel's bureau in Riyadh and [am]
banning it from broadcasting in the Kingdom." The late King Abdullah reacted to the
Tweet by canceling the closure order. If a single Tweet regarding the closure of a
channel resulted in the dismissal of a government minister, it demonstrates the power the
authoritarian government still possesses to suppress unfavorable public views. This
incident highlights the media system in the Kingdom.

Despite Khoja’s dismissal, public opinion continues to battle for expression in
Saudi. A few weeks later, on November 30, 2014, an article appeared in Alwatan
newspaper titled "21 million media ministers are awaiting the minister of media" (Yazeed
2014). The intent of the columnist was to illustrate that during the transitional period it
took to appoint a new Minister of Media, Saudi citizens were actively expressing their
concerns over the incident on social media. The battle between public opinion’s growth

and the monarch’s suppression of it still rages in the Kingdom today.

c) CNN Effect

The CNN effect has revolutionized the way policy makers
have to approach their jobs” (Livingston 1997, 329)
-James Baker
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One of the clearest examples of media impact on policy occurred in 1990 during
the First Gulf War. This marked the first time in history that a news channel covered a
major world war 24 hours a day, every day (Bahador 2007). The impact of CNN’s
coverage and its effect on policy was so extensive that a term was coined, the "CNN
Effect".! Coiners of the term claimed that access to news of the combat “24/7” altered
both the prosecution and politics surrounding the war.

That the “CNN Effect” has impacted policy-making seems widely agreed upon,
but the extensiveness of its impact differs among communication scholars. Shaw and
Ammonm, for instance, claimed that the “CNN Effect” impacted the Kurdish crisis,
whereas Miller claims it did not. Mandelbaum and Cohen said it impacted the Somalia

crises, but Livingston and Gibbs say it did not (Gilboa 2005, 335).

1) The CNN Effect: Aspects of Agenda Setting

Steven Livingston identifies the three agenda setting aspects of the "CNN Effect":
first, is the acceleration of policy; second, is the impediment aspect to policy; and third is
the agenda policy setter (Livingston 1997). The accelerant aspect refers to politicians
feeling the need to respond quickly to news reports. As Babar Baha notes, when a policy
is influenced indirectly due to time factors, then errors can occur in the policy (Bahador
2007). Another example of the accelerant aspect of the CNN effect relates directly to the
accelerated media in Saudi Arabia's reporting news of the Gulf War due to the "CNN
effect." Historically the Kingdom's approach to media has mostly been conservatively

passive by remaining silent rather than actively reporting the local and global news.

' The CNN influence started during the 90’s between politicians and gained acceptance
and development among scholars.
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The second Agenda Setting aspect of the "CNN Effect" is its impediment aspect.
An example relating to Saudi Arabia can be seen in how reporting terrorist activities can
be used as an advantage to members of the terrorist group while impeding efforts to curb
terrorism.

The third Agenda Setting aspect of the "CNN Effect" is that it can be a policy
setter when issues receiving the most international coverage become the ones that set
international policy. In the case of Saudi Arabia, this is particularly evident in regards to

issues of women's rights and terrorism.

2) Al-Jazeera Effect

The CNN Effect is not the only modern example of the way that media coverage
leads to political decision-making. If the “CNN effect” was born during the 1991 Gulf
war, then the Al-Jazeera effect came about during the 9/11 tragedy. Philip Seib, the first
scholar to see the Al Jazeera effect in light of the CNN effect, believes that Al Jazeera has
affected global politics and culture by becoming the new paradigm of media influence as
follows: “The media can be tools of conflict and instruments of peace; they can make
traditional borders irrelevant and unify peoples scattered across the globe. This
phenomenon -the Al Jazeera effect- is reshaping the world” (Seib 2008, xi). Seib has not
investigated the relation between the dynamics of media and high-level policy makers in

the Middle East (Sakr 2009).

3) Al-Jazeera Effect on the Kingdom
Previous to the Al-Jazeera effect, Saudi had amicable relations with Qatar. In the
aftermath of 9/11, however, tensions between Saudi Arabia and Qatar heightened when

the Al-Jazeera channel (owned by Prince Hamad Al-Thani of Qatar) gave airtime to
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Saudi citizens who spoke critically of Kingdom policies and are therefore considered
enemies to the Saudi government. Osama Bin Laden is one example and Al-Jazeera
provided him frequent and exclusive access to airtime interviews to share his anti-Saudi
anti-American messages. Al Jazeera even portrayed America’s war on terror as a war on
Muslims. Mamoun Fandy, author of An Uncivil War of Words: Media and Politics in the
Arab World, says “watching Al-Jazeera one might forget that Sept 11 ever happened and
think that the United States invaded Afghanistan for no reason other than to target
Muslims" (Fandy 2007, 47) Framing theory states that how an issue is portrayed in the
media to an audience influences how it is understood (Goffman 1974). Saudi Arabia
faults Qatar with framing many issues through Al-Jazeera media outlets in a manner that
brought tension and instability to the region.

Ultimately, although Al-Jazeera had an impact on the Kingdom, this influence
was marginalized. Mamoun Fandy says about Al-Jazeera: “it has failed to effect change
in Saudi Arabia. This is because Saudis’ see Al-Jazeera’s information as suspect” (Fandy
2007, 126). Saudis grew suspicious of Al-Jazeera’s attempt at giving a voice to Al Qaeda,
and also for the way the channel’s negative public portrayal of the Saudi Royal Family.
These reports lead to considerable tensions between the Saudi government and the Qatari
government. Due to the negative impact Al-Jazeera has had in Saudi Arabia, the
Kingdom initiated an alternative media outlet called Al-Arabiya, Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC).> At the conclusion of their 13" meeting held in Muscat, information
ministers stressed that they blame Al-Jazeera TV for defaming certain leaders in the

GCC.

2 GCC: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Kingdom of Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, United Arab
Emirates, and Oman.
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4) CNN Effect and Al-Jazeera Effect Not Limited

Just as the “CNN effect” is not about CNN alone, so too, the Al-Jazeera effect is
not confined to Al-Jazeera, as there are many other news services in the Middle East.
Both the CNN Effect and the Al-Jazeera effect opened media scholars’ eyes to the
tremendous impact that media outlets could have on political decision-making in the
Kingdom and other areas of the Gulf as well. Given the previous decade’s accelerated
rise in social media activity, media’s ability to impact changes to government system
only continues to expand. CNN was the first to relay news 24 hours a day, seven days a
week, but now this practice is common among many notable news channels. In some
regards, reporting events all day every day has become the norm. Outlets who fail to do
this become marginalized and fail to keep up with their competitors. And this
phenomenon is no longer confined to just television. It has expanded online, and been
utilized by common citizens as well, who are leveraging the force of social media to

spread news and relay important messages.

lll.  Social Media Impact on Political Communication in the Kingdom

One of the main questions of the research is to answer how the massive
technological changes that have taken place in recent years have influenced media and
policy in the Kingdom. Although social media opportunities through Facebook, Twitter,
and YouTube (to name a few) have provided a new voice and opportunity to Saudi
citizens, there are also limitations to the tangible impacts of new media. For this reason,
it is a mistake to become overly euphoric about the power of new social media, because
the content is often controlled and censored through local policies. Citizens can speak

their mind, but not about everything.
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Challenging traditional media, social media is increasingly becoming the
preferred information source of those aged twenty-five and younger. As a result of this
new opportunity to give voice to a large percentage of the population that had historically
lacked a forum for public expression, there has been a prominent shift away from
government controlled or ruler elite media ownership with a single agenda to open
participation and diverse agenda setting among actively engaged social media
participants. American journalist David Hoffman describes social media as "citizens
rising" in which "independent journalism and the spread of democracy portrays media’s
role in breaking the reign of ignorance and fear that are the first lines of defense for
despots everywhere" (Hoffman 2013, 1).

The impact of social media on the Middle East first became apparent on
December 17, 2010, when Mohamed Bouazizi, the man whose suicide inspired the Arab
Spring, set himself on fire in Tunisia. Bouazizi was certainly not the first Tunisian to
commit suicide, but his story became viral when his cousin posted a video on Facebook
of Bouazizi’s mother leading a peaceful demonstration. The video was covered by Al-
Jazeera and later spread to all Arab Satellite Channels (Ibis). Bouazizi’s suicide, turned
social media phenomenon, is a clear example of how new media can trigger public
uprising and thereby engender political reform.

Social media among citizens has had a pronounced impact in the Kingdom as
well. The 2009 Jeddah floods are a key example of how citizen journalism on social
media propelled political reform in Saudi Arabia. Heavy rains hit the port city of Jeddah
in December of 2009, leading to 122 deaths, 350 missing persons, and billions of dollars

in corporate losses. The government blanketed the event and failed to represent it in the
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media, but the common people acted. Many posted pictures or commentaries on
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. These words and images went viral and inevitably
compelled Jeddah’s governing body to acknowledge the floods and take action to
improve what had been substandard irrigation systems.

Both of these instances highlight the way that social media is influencing
traditional media, which in turn, results in political reform. Among other things, social
media’s power is due to the greater availability of information and interaction between
governments and citizens. The replacement of new media communications over
traditional political connections is a trend that is very much apparent in Saudi Arabia, and
this is changing the traditionally passive role that Saudi citizens have historically had in
relation to their government. This subversion of traditional power norms stands at the
forefront of this research and highlights a major empowerment movement among the
Saudi populace. The shift from passive to active participation has been made manifest by

three major factors: citizen journalism, citizens acting as watchdogs, and mediatization.

a) Citizens Acting as Watchdog

In a continuation of power subversion of traditional models, new media has
emboldened citizens and made them watchdogs over governments. The unique role of
the press in democracies is to serve as an independent monitor of all kinds of powers,
both financial and political. Constitutional rights typically protect the press’ role.
Without journalists acting as watchdogs, democracies, as we know them, would not exist.

Communication scholars agree that democracies require a public space, and
media makes an important contribution to the quality of this public domain. In discussing

democratic societies, Bennett and Serrin point out in their study that the media is required
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to check the actions of political elites; in fact, it is through a shared partnership between
journalists and corporations or governing bodies that journalism thrives. When
journalists do not receive support from corporations or governing bodies, they are often
doomed to face tremendous adversity and invariably fail.

Since Saudi Arabia is a monarchy, it has a different rule set to consider. The
Kingdom’s media system traditionally does not allow Saudi journalists to act freely as
watchdogs; however, with the integration of new technologies and social media, “citizen
journalism" has arisen, a branch of citizen-generated media that acts as a "fourth state or
watchdog." In the 21% century Kingdom, citizens are critiquing, monitoring, and
ensuring that governing bodies perform and act adequately.

Rodrigues was one of the first scholars to define the term "citizen media." She
defines it as a concept that empowers citizens and encourages a two-way media process,
which makes the media consumer less passive and more actively participatory in the
process of engaging with media (Rodrigues 2001). The two-way media process
discussed by Rodrigues has been limited to democratic societies, and historically does not
represent the way that citizen journalism plays out in the Kingdom. Even communication
studies that followed the Arab Uprising primarily focused on citizens who used social
media to mobilize protest and incite collective action.

David Hoffman coins the term citizens’ rising, which describes the way that
independent journalism can help to spread democracy and break from the reign of
ignorance and fear that characterizes despotic rule. He explains that the dynamics of
media and information are shifting the media controlled by few "elite" to media owned

by all citizens; the voiceless are finding their voice through technology and documenting
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events the traditional media is not allowed to cover. Media has developed to be an actor

rather than an observer (Hoffman 2013).

b) Mediatization

Although the term mediatization is considered new within the realm of
communication research, the concept has been around for decades. In the English
language, the word mediatization has been "repurposed" (Livingstone 2009, 4). It used to
describe the process through which some parts of the society tend to increase their
influence. The definition of mediatization depends on the context of its application. In
communication and media studies, the term is used to describe a theory which holds that
media plays a crucial role in framing or shaping political communication discourse and
processes, and the society where communication occurs (Behrend and Wendi 2015).

The term mediatization is normally used interchangeably with mediation.
However, there is a clear difference between the two. Mediation is a neutral process
through which messages are transmitted using various types of media and does not focus
on the autonomy of media and its influence in the process of political communication.
Despite this, it is important to note that in modern politics, the process of mediation is an
important prerequisite for mediatization of various aspects of politics. Mediatization
helps to show the kind of influence that media has on the political life of the society.
Media plays a significant role in the formation of political opinions, dissemination of
political news, and enhancement of other political communications intended for the
members of the society.

The most comprehensive definition among the various studies was by Hepp and

Krotz: “Mediatization is a concept used in order to carry out a critical analysis of the
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interrelation between the change of media and communication on the one hand, and the
change of culture and society on the other” (Hepp and Krotz 2014, 3). Mediatization
research claims not only that media, itself, is changing, but that these changes are leading
to effects on society. The implication here is that media has come to constitute an
organizing principle for other spheres of life (Livingstone and Lunt 2015).

Friedrich Krotz offers a slightly different conceptualization of mediatization,
referring to it as a meta-process that cannot be researched empirically as leading to a
single transformative occurrence. He defines it as;

The historical developments that took and takes place
emerging media and at the same time changing forms of
communication media and the consequence of those
changes. If we consider the history of communication
through music or the art of writing, we can describe the
history of human beings as a history of newly emerging
media and at the same time changing forms of

communication. The new media do not, in general,
substitute for one another. (as cited in Hepp 2010)

Mediatization is a dual process. On the one hand, it is used to demonstrate a
situation where various media organizations enjoy the status of being independent; on the
other hand, mediatization is used to demonstrate situations where media organizations
have been incorporated into the operations of political and social institutions of the
society. So although mediatization research is media-centric research, the attention
focuses on other domains such as policies, education, and religion.

The process of mediatization is based on the way individuals and groups of
people in the society construct their political, social and cultural worlsd using various
types of media. Linking this concept to the ruling elite in Saudi Arabia, Eric Louw
proposes that mediatization is the work of policy elite. He argues that they deliberately

and systematically use media to create consent and mass legitimacy. The result is that
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political views and ideologies become engrained among passive recipients of the press
(Louw 2010). Mediatization is sometimes used to account for broad scale changes that
impact culture. In this particular case, media is regarded as the technological force
through which messages are produced and disseminated in society. It is a matter of how
changes occur when media patterns are transformed due to new technologies. This
relates to one of the core questions of the research: to what extent political institutions
and processes are influenced, altered, and shaped by media.

In Saudi Arabia, as with many other parts of the world, increasing penetration of
media and media technology into the lives of people is reshaping the ways in which
citizens relate to government, to each other, and to society. At the same time, it is
redefining the boundary between local media and foreign media access, as well as
blurring the traditional lines between domestic and international audiences. The
boundaries are no longer limited to physical geography. In this sense, mediatization refers
to the adoption of different systems, such as politics and religion, which, when
incorporated to institutionalized rules creates a new brand of "media logic"— an entirely
new form of operations and codes. This media logic is used in media and
communication studies in order to conceptualize the ways in which media has penetrated
various organizations and institutions of the society. This penetration can be felt in the
political paradigm. For example, the United States has used media to collect the public
opinion about what the Americans feel on the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, and the
relationship with Israel. In this case, it is important to note that media is no longer
considered to be an independent institution. Rather, it plays an integral role in

determining the functioning of its central organizations and institutions.
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Mediatization is important to consider in a Saudi context, since so much of the
political climate, cultural views, and religious identity of the country are promoted
through the media. Unlike in democratic states, where there is often separation between
church, state, law, and governance, in the Kingdom, press, governance, culture, conduct,
and religion are tied together, and media is a dominant vehicle through which messages
get integrated into society. In this sense, mediatization in KSA may even have a stronger

impact than mediatization in democratic, Western nations.

IV. Political Reform in Saudi Arabia
To understand the potential impact of media on the Kingdom, we need a clear
sense of the extent to which Saudi Arabia, as a governing body is susceptible to media
influence. The susceptibility to reform in the Kingdom is something scholars debate
widely. The intellectual debate is divided into two main arguments: the conservative
scholars (those who resist change) and the liberals (those pushing for secular
progressivism). Pressure for reform can be divided into three categories: 1) External
Pressure which is the aftermath of 9/11 and the war on terrorism, 2) Domestic Pressure,
which can be traced to the first official petition in 1990 to reform the political system,
and 3) Social and Economic Pressures, which began to occur in Saudi Arabia when it
chose to enter the World Trade Organization in 2005.
Although there is momentum-pushing change, political change in Saudi Arabia
takes place very slowly. Scholars Alrsheed, Dejani, House, Yamani, Shehabi typically
attribute this slow pace of change to both the influence of religion and the will of the Al

Saud ruling family. However, it is more complex. Other western works speculate that the
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oil wealth makes it easier for an authoritarian system (Haykel, Hegghammer and Lacroix
2015).

Reform is a process. In their work, “Saudi Arabia Between Conservatism,
Accommodation, and Reform", Roel Meijer and Paul Aarts discuss three phases of
political reform that have taken place in Saudi Arabia. The first phase of political reform
discussed by Meijer and Aarts occurred during the 1991 Gulf war when, for the first time,
reform petitions were submitted to King Fahad from both liberals and religious leaders.
King Fahad Al Saud had to balance these requests, since the liberals wanted more
progressive changes, whereas religious leaders wanted to maintain tradition. The second
wave of reform occurred in the wake of 9/11 when the Bush Administration pressured the
Saudi government to make reforms. The US argument was founded on the notion that
the Saudi terrorists who participated in the 9/11 attacks on US soil were reacting to
Saudi's lack of proper education, religious radicalism, limited opportunities, and
economic poverty. The third wave of reform occurred in 2009 when King Abdullah
dismissed the head of the Supreme Judicial Council, Saleh Aluhaidan, in an attempt to
limit the radical religious authority in the Kingdom (Worth 2009).

Sager (2006) envisions reform in Saudi as inevitably linked to technological
advances and globalization. The Gulf Research Center has produced a groundbreaking
study called “Constitution Reform and Political Participation in the Gulf’. The more
than three-hundred-page report includes ten insightful articles by well-known political
scholars in the Gulf. These articles cover a variety of topics ranging from media policy
in the GCC to the institutionalization of the Saudi political system and the birth of

‘Political Personnel’ (Sager 2006). In the first chapter, “Political Reform Measures from
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a Domestic GCC Perspective”, Sager emphasizes that Saudi’s ruling elite believe that
sudden change is undesirable and will create chaos. Sager states that Saudi reform is not
influenced by external pressures but is rather linked to overall shifting global and societal
dynamics that have emerged within the past several decades:

Advances in technology and communication leading to

ever widening and converging networks and the impact

of burgeoning educational opportunities have turned the

governments in the Gulf into respondents to demands

for change, rather than initiators (Ibis, 21).

Sager’s view that reform is an inevitable social outcome in Saudi Arabia is shared
by Dale Eikelman (2002) in his article “The ‘Arab Street’ And The Middle East’s
Democracy Deficit”. The article predicts that normal Arab citizens (or what Eikelman
refers to as the ‘Arab street’) will gain a social voice that may influence or challenge
certain traditionally accepted norms. Eikelman believes that as the voice of the ‘Arab
Street’ strengthens, it will challenge political and economic elites and impact governance
and public issues. An interesting feature of Eikelman’s work is that it seems to
foreshadow the Arab Uprising (Eickelman 2002).

The Brookings Institute expresses a similar viewpoint in its 2011 publication,
“Managing Reform? Saudi Arabia and the King’s Dilemma’:

The Al-Saud regime is entering a crucial moment in
its history; how it navigates this crisis will have profound
effects for both the monarchy and the Saudi Arabian
state in the years to come (Nolan 2011, 2).
The ‘crucial moment’ the Brooking Institute refers to is central to this study, and may

determine the extent to which the Saudi ruling family is listening to and being influenced

by Saudi Arabia’s new social media voice.
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Henry and Springborg argue that the government reform efforts improved the
overall environment without stimulating reform of the political system. They argued that
Saudi government manages complex economic aims without holding themselves to
“public accountability.” The authors hypothesize that economic development drives
politics in the Kingdom—which is not something the Saudi government would admit,
because they are not transparent with their political decisions. Henry and Springborg
refer to this as a “Developmental Monarchy” (Henry and Springborg 2010).

When it comes to the way that Arab scholars describe political reform in the
Kingdom, most write in a fashion that resembles literature rather than reality— crafting
rthetorical reports that support current systems without providing data. In her

book, Modernizing Saudi Arabia, Samar Fatany provides a current picture of government

initiated reforms in the Kingdom. Among other topics, Fatany focuses on women, youth,
and social media each of which the author considers being a driving force in modernizing
Saudi Arabia. She highlights the importance of the growing number of active young
social media users and their involvement in fighting corruption in public affairs. As a
result, the government is challenged to fight corruption and extremist ideology, both of
which present formidable obstacles against development. According to Fatany, social
media users are the current watchdogs invested in protecting the interest of Saudi citizens
(Fatany 2013). Although her work is significant, Fatany says that the data needed to
properly change policies in the Kingdom contains fundamental deficiencies, which she
also fails to provide.

According to Ottaway and Choucair-Vizoso, the benchmark of significant

political reform is the occurrence of a “paradigm shift”. Significant reforms operate to
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alter “the distribution of power and the character of the political system”. Other types of
reform may occur on a smaller scale, but these are merely cosmetic. Cosmetic reforms
“produce the impression of change without actually altering the ... distribution of power”
(Ottaway and Choucair-Vizoso 2007, 4). As is common amongst Western scholars
researching the processes of political reform in the Middle East, the pivot point for
Ottaway and Choucair-Vizoso is democracy. However, as they point out, the process of
democratization is not always cut and dry, nor should it necessarily be viewed in black
and white terms.

While a focus on democratic principles is common in the United States, in reality
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is not a democracy. The institution of democracy is itself
antithetical to monarchical and authoritarian systems, as well as incompatible with
extreme policies focused on maintaining the status quo within the Royal Family. This is
one of the greatest fundamental philosophical and strategic differences between the
United States and Saudi Arabia. Therefore, it may be incorrect to speak of political
reform in Saudi Arabia in terms of democracy, as to install democracy in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia would require a complete breakdown of the State. This would be
revolution, not reform. However, it is possible to think of political reform in KSA in
different terms. This is not reform in a democratic sense, per se, but modifications that
help to develop the country, mitigate the state’s authoritarian grip on society, and allow
space for alternative and dissenting voices.

Ammoun, Nonneman, Otaway, and Hamzawy have expressed optimism regarding
opportunities for positive political reforms in post 9/11 Saudi Arabia. For instance,

Hamzawy stated that in recent years new elements of dynamism and openness have been
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injected into Saudi Arabia’s political reality by international and domestic calls for
reform. These calls for change have generated sufficient incentives for the government to
initiate a road to reform. Ammoun, Nonneman, and Ottaway have cited incremental or
even minor reforms to assert that the autocratic system is “opening itself up to society”.
In order to reach a holistic understanding of reform in Saudi Arabia, we need to
understand each scenario in context and on a case-by-case basis. In the Kingdom, policy
"reform, development" is issued by a Royal Decree, which can be changed by another
Royal Decree. In this sense, Saudi Arabia is very much an exception, a country with no
normalized, systemic model to follow. Every political decision in the Kingdom must be
examined and understood in context (Haykel, Hegghammer and Lacroix 2015). In order
to reach a more comprehensive understanding of the patterns of governance and reform,

we must examine many examples in context.

Conclusion

In 2010, the World Bank published reports that Saudi Arabia’s total 2004
expenditure on research and development constituted only 0.1%. By 2007, the
Kingdom’s spending on research and development had fallen to 0.0%. By comparison,
the United States of America annually spends approximately 2.7% of a far larger GDP on
research and development. It should go without saying, when exploring the relationship
between media and domestic governance in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia between the
years 2001 and 2015, that comparatively little research has been conducted. The
literature that does exist has typically been performed outside of KSA and concerns the
impact that media has on Saudi society, but scarce research relates to media as a

determinant of policy change in the Kingdom.
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Given the fact that the Kingdom basically fails to provide funding for research
and development, it is not surprising that research into politically sensitive areas like
media’s impact on changes in domestic policy are almost non-existent, and widely
considered to be taboo. The three case studies (women’s empowerment, educational
reform, and information dissemination) that follow in Chapters 5-7 aim to fill this gap
and provide meaningful data and insight into the political dynamics which shape and
constitute the role that media has on governance in Saudi Arabia. These should offer

significant value to a realm of literature and research currently underexplored.
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Chapter 3

From Sand Dunes to Cyberland:
A History of Saudi Arabia 1902-the Present

Introduction

The following chapter provides a historical context for studying the impact of
media on domestic governance in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. However, there was a
time in Saudi history long before computer screens and broadband Internet graced the
desks of Saudis. The chapter will start near the beginning of the modern era for Saudi
Arabia, the turn of the 20" century, when King Ibn Saud first began to imagine that his
dessert wasteland could be transformed into its current panoply of sky scrapers, mosques,
state of the art shopping centers, and first world highways. The roots for this digital
revolution began long before any citizen held an iPhone, logged into Facebook, or
utilized YouTube. In a way, it began with King Ibn Saud’s willingness to prospect for
commercial quantities of oil, something many of his inner cabinet feared as anathema to
Mohammad and his will. Ibn Saud’s forward thinking attitude paved the way for the
transition from camels to automobiles. This chapter will explore this early history, and
take us up through the digital revolution, highlighting Saudi ambivalence to technological

change and the windows to westernization that it opens.

I.  Historical Background
Early in the 20" century, Abdulaziz Ibn Saud founded the third Saudi State when
he recaptured Riyadh in 1902 from Al Rashid family. As history tells it, Saud rode in on

horseback with 60 of his followers and captured the Musmak, the city’s main government
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building. At that time, Saudi Arabia was comprised of various Bedouin tribes each
governed by own leaders living in isolation from one another. To establish the modern
state, Ibn Saud succeeded in uniting these disparate Bedouin tribes. Tribal loyalty has
been and continues to be problematic to creating a sense of national unity because most
of the Kingdom’s traditions and customs are rooted in the Bedouin tribal lifestyle. To
build unity, Ibn Saud established weekly meetings called Mjalis that were open to all
citizens. Any member of the public could approach the king or other leaders at the
national, provincial and local levels in order to discuss concerns or present their
grievances.

At the time, communications consisted of oral messages using travelers,
messengers, or mosques to inform communities. Later, when literacy spread written fliers
where posted in public places and this method continued to be the main means of
communication for over twenty-five years. Once Ibn Saud annexed the western region of
the Arabian Peninsula from the Ottoman Empire, national newspapers came into use.
Though the Ottomans had nine newspapers in the Western Region at that time, Ibn Saud
ordered to reduce these to a single publication “Algebla” and ordered that its name be
changed to “Um Al Qura”.® Thus the first Saudi newspaper was established with the first
edition published December 12, 1924. The “Um Al Qura” exists to this day as a weekly
newspaper. Initially, it covered general topics, but in 1952 it converted to an official
governmental information bulletin concentrating on official announcements and religious

affairs (Alshubaili 2003).

3 Another name for Makkah city.
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Prior to unifying the Kingdom, Abdulaziz Ibn Saud was known as the Sultan of
Najd and Alhejaz. As Sultan of Najd and Alhejaz, Ibn Saud governed through the tenants
of Islam. He integrated Islam as a way of life and governance into the formation of Saudi
Arabia. He believed in the freedom of speech and ensured that his subjects were free to
contact him directly. As a result, in 1952 the following public declaration was posted on
the doors of the second holiest site in Islam, The Prophet’s Mosque:

From Abdulaziz Ibn AbdulRahman Ibn Saud

To: The people of the Arabian Peninsula

If any of our subjects feels wronged, he should contact us
by telegraph or post free of charge. So, all post office and
telegraph employees must process complaints sent by our
subjects, even if their complaint is against my children, my
grandchildren or my family. Let each employee be aware to
not dissuade any of my subjects from filing a complaint,
regardless of its worthiness, or persuade them to modify the
wording of their complaint. If any employee does so, he
will be severely punished. I do not want any to suffer
injustice befalling others or for anyone to not be of
assistance in removing an injustice or to not be of help in
obtaining another’s rights. Let all know this. O Allah be my
witness (S. Alsaud 2010, 41).

The unification of the kingdom in 1932 marked the development of a national
administrative foundation through the creation of the following specialized institutes:
security, defense, and justice.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has been the spiritual center of Islam since its
founding. Five times daily over 1.6 billion Muslims (23% of the world’s population)
orient themselves in prayer towards Makkah. As a result, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

holds itself, and is held, to standards of conduct exceeding the norms of international

bilateral relations. In recognition of this, in 1986, Saudi’s fifth King, Fahd bin Abdelaziz
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Al Saud, adopted the title of “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques” to reflect a humbler,
non-secular role in line with the expectations of Islam. This title continues to be in use to
the present day.
When King Fahad had a stroke in 1996 Crown Prince Abdullah became the de
facto ruler of Saudi Arabia for ten years until the death of King Fahad in August 2005.
After King Abdullah came to the throne as Saudi’s 6™ King, he initiated reforms and
created the Allegiance Council (Bay’a) consisting of a representative of each of the
founder’s sons or grandsons. He then replaced part of Article 5 of the Saudi Basic Law
of Governance, which read “the king shall select and relieve the Crown prince, by royal
order” (Basic Law of Governance 1992). As amended, Article 5 still limits Royal
succession to the progeny of the founder, Abdulaziz bin Abdulrahman. During his reign,
however, the king names three candidates to the council for the position of Crown Prince,
and the Allegiance Council (Bay’a) selects the most suitable candidate to become the
Crown Prince.
King Abdullah made a statement in front of the Shaura Council in 2006, which

laid his priorities and the pace at which they should be addressed

We cannot remain rigid while the surrounding world is

changing...thereby we will continue, God willing, in the

development process, strengthening national dialogue,

liberalizing the economy, fighting corruption, uprooting

monotonous habits, increasing efficiency of government

institutions. We will enlist the efforts of all sincere

workers, both men and women. All that will be done

incrementally and moderately (Majlis Ash-Shura 1427-

1438H).

Although Saudi Arabia has an oil-based economy, as oil accounts for eighty

percent of totals budget revenues and ninety percent of export earnings, (The World
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FactBook) the Kingdom’s long-range strategy is to diversify its economy. As a result,
reforms have been implemented like opening the Kingdom’s stock market to foreign
investors, joining the world trade organization in 2005 and empowering women by

opening up educational and occupational opportunities.

Il. The Time Frame of the Study

The time frame for this particular study centers around the years 2001 to 2015,
which corresponds with two significant developments that greatly impacted Saudi Arabia
and forever transformed its relationship to the digital world. These two events, in order,
were the terrorist attacks of September llth, 2001, and the Arab Uprising in 2010, which
began in Tunisia and swept through six countries in the Middle East. These two events
lead to major changes that revolutionized media and its impact in the Kingdom.

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, changed the world on many levels.
In the after math of the attacks it became clear that Osama Bin Laden had ordered this
attack on the “far enemy” (the USA) to provoke revolution against the “near enemy” (the
KSA) (Doran 2004). As a result of the attacks, Saudi Arabia, it’s government, its policies,
and its society became topics of scrutiny by academics and journalists worldwide. Such
international coverage and interest was difficult to control or censor by the Saudi
government. [ronically, the radical conservative ideology that promotes a closed society
enabled kicking open the doors of Saudi culture and freed media to discuss sensitive
issues like putting limits on radicalism and establishing awareness of terrorist elements.
In addition to the establishment of a national institution to encourage debate, tolerance
and diversity were established under the title, the King Abdul Aziz National Dialogue

Center. Each year the center adopts a topic. In 2011, the topic was “Media the reality and
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methods of developments”. Four regional meetings in four different cities were held to

conduct a study regarding Saudi media habits. The major outcomes of the study were:

- Saudis spend an average of five hours daily engaged with media.
- Visual media ranked number one, followed in order by digital media, then print
media and lastly audio media.
- Pan-Arab media engagement ranked higher than did local Saudi media (King
Abdulaziz National Dialogue Center 2012).
The second event that majorly impacted Saudi media was the Arab Uprising
(more commonly called the Arab Spring) that was inspired by liberal youth in the Arab
world. Even though the elements that triggered protests in neighboring countries were
evident in Saudi Arabia, the Kingdom was spared the turmoil of the Arab Uprising in
spite of having the following: forty-seven percent of the population under the age of
twenty-five, an unemployment rate of twenty-eight percent, and a moderately high
corruption index score of 49 out of 100, according to the 2014 Corruption Perceptions
Index reported by Transparency International. From 2003 to 2014, the corruption index
for Saudi Arabia averaged 40.67 points. The index establishes 0 as highly corrupt, and
100 as very clean.
The Arab Uprising started on December 18, 2010, in Tunisia. Within two years
(by 2012) the governments of Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Libya were forced from power.
By contrast, unrest was witnessed in Saudi Arabia on social media but was not acted out
on its streets, although a campaign on social media called for protests throughout the
Kingdom on March 11, 2011. The lack of public action by Saudi citizens may be

attributable to an announcement made by a spokesperson from the Ministry of Interior.
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On March 5™, he publicly stated that Saudi Security Forces were authorized to take all
measures against anyone who tried to break the law and cause disorder. It is important to
understand that the laws of the Kingdom are based on Sharia law and Saudi values, which
prevent unlawful demonstrations, protests and strikes.

A few days later on March 18", King Abdullah congratulated the citizens of
Saudi Arabia in a televised speech thanking them for their loyalty, national unity and
willingness to face the enemies of religion. He also announced the creation of 60,000 new
security jobs within the interior ministry. The King also: 1) decreed that media must
respect clerics or face penalties, 2) established a minimum monthly income equivalent of
$800 for all Saudis, and 3) ordered that all government employees and students be
granted an extra two months’ pay.

Based on calls for protest on March 11, 2011 on social media, one might have
come away with the sense that major unrest was brewing. However, if older social media
platforms were visited, like the prominent tribal Internet discussion forums al-muntadayat
al-gabaliyya, the impression would be one of widespread sympathy for the King and
antipathy towards those promoting protest. For every activist blogger who is imprisoned
or harassed in Saudi Arabia, there are ten tribal Internet discussion forum members
announcing their fealty to the King and the Saudi Royal Family (Samin 2012). Saudi
society was neither ready nor willing to demonstrate.

The Saudi government reacted to the Arab Uprising in numerous ways. The most
immediate and most obvious was the King’s generous increase of benefits to Saudi
citizens in lower and middle income brackets, a fifteen percent salary increase to

government employees, and the provision of unemployment benefits and housing loans.
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On the political level, the government announced that women would be allowed to vote
and run for municipal elections scheduled for 2015. Furthermore, on March 13, 2011,
King Abdullah published a Royal Decree establishing the National Anti-Corruption
Commission. The actions by the King were proactive and viewed as positive reforms. In
reaction to the threat of protests, religious authorities issued a religious fatwa banning
mass demonstration. The Council of Senior Scholars (the highest religious authority in
the Kingdom) published a lengthy statement that stated:

Since the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is based on the Qur'an,

Sunnah, the pledge of allegiance, and the necessity of unity

and loyalty, then reform cannot be accomplished through

demonstrations or other means or methods that give rise to

unrest and divide the community (AlRiyadh 2011).

Although the Saudi Government was successful in keeping the Arab Uprising
from becoming a reality on its streets, the movement affected Saudi society at many
levels. It raised the ceiling of freedom of speech, as Saudi citizens became more
politically aware as a result of political discussions concerning Saudi and neighboring
countries.

The following “timeline” provides both an overview of the key issues and events
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has faced since 2001 while also showing how the

government has responded to these issues: (BBC News Middle East 2014)

2001:
e December - King Fahd called for the eradication of terrorism, as it is prohibited

by Islam, and took the unprecedented step of issuing ID cards to women.
e May - The government revised the criminal code to include a ban on torture and
the right of suspects to legal representation.

2002:
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2004:
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November - The Saudi foreign minister stated that Saudi Arabia will no longer
allow the US to use its facilities to attack Iraq in the 2nd Iraq war-- even if the

UN- sanctions the action.

April - The US agreed to pull out almost all its troops from Saudi Arabia and end
its military presence that dated back to the 1991 Gulf war.

May - Suicide bombers killed 35 people at housing compounds for Westerners in
Riyadh hours before US Secretary of State Colin Powell flew in for planned visit.
September - More than 300 Saudi intellectuals (men and women) sign a petition
calling for far-reaching political reforms.

October - Police broke up an unprecedented rally in center of Riyadh calling for
political reform. More than 270 people were arrested.

November - A suicide attack by suspected al-Qaeda militants on residential
compound in Riyadh left 17 dead and scores injured.

November - The Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques granted wider powers to
the Majlis as-Shura (Consultative Assembly), enabling it to propose legislation

without his permission.

April - Four police officers and a security officer were killed in attacks near
Riyadh as a car bomb at the Security Forces' HQ in Riyadh killed four, wounds
148. A group linked to al-Qaeda claimed responsibility.

May - An attack at a petrochemical site in Yanbu killed five foreigners and was

followed by an attack and hostage-taking at oil company compound in Al-Khobar
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where 22 people were killed.

June - Three attacks in Riyadh within a week left two Americans and a BBC
cameraman dead. The same week, a US engineer was abducted and beheaded, his
filmed death causing revulsion in America. Security forces killed local al-Qaeda
leader, Abdul Aziz al-Muqrin, shortly afterwards.

December - An attack on the US consulate in Jeddah ended in five staff and four
attackers killed. Riyadh suffered two car bombs attacks as security forces killed
seven suspects in a subsequent raid.

February-April — The first ever-nationwide municipal elections were held

although women did not take part in the poll.

June - Crown Prince, Abdullah met with US President Bush to establish expanded
education ties between the two countries (SACM 2014).

August - The Saudi Royal court announced the death of King Fahd. The former
crown prince, Abdullah, succeeded him.

September - The King Abdullah Scholarship program was launched to provide
Saudi students with scholarships to universities in the USA and around the world.
(Ibid)

September - Five gunmen and three police officers were killed in clashes in the
Eastern Provence city of Dammam.
November - The World Trade Organization gave the green light to Saudi Arabia's

membership following 12 years of talks.
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February - The Saudi Government foiled a planned suicide bomb attack on a
major oil-processing plant at Abqaigq.

June - Six men allegedly linked to al-Qaeda are killed in a shootout with police in
Riyadh.

October - Saudi Arabia initiated formalization of royal succession in hopes of

avoiding infighting among the next generation of princes.

February - Four French nationals were killed by suspected terrorists near the
tourist site at the ruins of Madain Saleh.

April - Police arrested 172 terror suspects, some of whom were trained as pilots
for suicide missions.

July - Religious police were banned from detaining suspects due to increased
criticism of their overzealous behavior and the deaths of those they had taken into
custody.

December - Authorities announced the arrest of a group of men suspected of

planning attacks on holy sites during the Hajj pilgrimage.

December - Saudi Arabia and Qatar agree final delineation of border.

February - King Abdullah sacked the head of the religious police, the Kingdom’s
most senior judge and its central bank head in rare government reshuffle. The
King also appointed the country's first woman minister.

April - Saudi Arabian security forces arrested 11 al-Qaeda militants who were
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allegedly planning attacks on police installations, armed robberies and
kidnappings.

June - US President Barack Obama visited Saudi Arabia as part of a Middle East
tour aimed at increasing US engagement with the Islamic world.

July - A court issues verdicts in the first explicit terrorism trial of al-Qaeda
militants in the country. Officials said 330 suspects were tried, but did not specify
how many were found guilty. One was sentenced to death.

August - 44 suspected militants with alleged links to al-Qaeda are arrested.
November - Saudi troops moved to enforce buffer zone in northern Yemen after

becoming involved in border clashes with Yemeni rebels.

October - US officials confirmed a plan to sell $60 billion worth of arms to Saudi
Arabia - the most lucrative single arms deal in US history.
November - Officials announced the arrest of 149 militants over past eight

months, most of them allegedly belonging to al-Qaeda.

February - King Abdullah announced increased welfare spending, as unrest
spread across the Arab world in what was called “the Arab Spring”.

March - Public protests were banned after small demonstrations in mainly Shia
areas of the Eastern Provence took place. King Abdullah warned that threats to
security and stability will not be tolerated. Saudi troops participated in a
crackdown on unrest in Bahrain.

May - A revised quota (Nitagat) program was launched to encourage the
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Saudization of the Kingdom’s workforce by imposing stricter quotas on foreign
workers (Ramady 2013).

June - Saudi women mounted symbolic protest drive in defiance of ban on female
drivers.

September - King Abdullah announced more rights for women, including the right
to vote and run in municipal elections and to be appointed to the Majlis as-Shura
(Consultative Assembly). Although a woman was sentenced to 10 lashes after
being found guilty of driving, King Abdullah overturned the sentence.

October - Prince Naif bin Abdulaziz al Saud was named heir to the throne, after
Crown Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz al Saud died.

November - The Hafiz Program to alleviate unemployment and poverty is

launched (Al Jassem 2012).

April - Fifty men suspected of links to al-Qaeda went on trial and were charged
with the 2003 bombing of an expatriate compound.

June - Crown Prince Naif died and was succeeded by 76-year-old Prince Salman,
who is a more liberal. Saudi Arabia agreed to allow women athletes to compete in
the Olympics for the first time.

July - Security forces detained several people in Qatif in the Eastern Province and
witnesses reported that police opened fire on Shia protesters demanding the
release of Shia cleric Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr.

September - Human-rights activists Mohammad al-Qahtani and Abdullah al-

Hamid go on trial, the former charged with setting up an unlicensed organization.
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February - King Abdullah swore in 30 women to the previously all-male he
Majlis as-Shura (Consultative Assembly) - a major step in female participation in
public life. It is the first time women have been able to hold any political office.

October - Saudi Arabia turned down a non-permanent seat on the United Nations
Security Council, accusing the world body of double standards on account of
what it sees as an international failure to act on Syria, where it staunchly backs the

rebels.

February - New anti-terrorism law is introduced which to further stifle dissent.
March - Saudi Arabia designates the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist

organization.

Saudi Governance and Its Impact on Media

The governance of KSA is unique in comparison to that of other countries in that

the tenants of Islam provide the basis of Saudi’s governing system. Shariah law provides

the kingdom with a political system consistent with ethical and moral principles and a

legal system grounded in Islam. The ethical and moral basis for Saudi governance are

trust, justice, consultation, pluralism, equality, brotherhood, and peace. The legal system

consists of constitutional, civil, and criminal law. At the same time, the Shariah provides

no definite injunction concerning what form or system of government is required

(Krawietz and Reifeld 2008). Thus Saudi governance is grounded in Ibn Taymiyah’s

theory that rulers are capable of promulgating necessary legislation for government

policy, provided the government serves public interest, and is complementary to and not
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in contradiction to the Shariah. It is important to clarify, however, that while Shariah is
central to Islam, how it is applied is open to interpretation in order to meet the needs of
the people being governed. Contrary to popular belief, Islamic Sharia is not atavistic, but
rather is intended to be applicable anywhere at any point in time. As a result, there is no
fixed rigid Islamic political system that Muslims must adhere to.

Saudi Arabia considers its basic law of governance as its informal constitution.
By Royal Decree in 1992, King Fahd bin Abdulaziz Al Saud implemented The Basic
Law of Governance, which to some extent serves as an "informal" constitution, even
though, Article I of the Basic Law establishes the Qur'an and the Sunnah of the Prophet
Mohammed as the "formal" constitution. Additionally, Saudi Arabian Basic Law of
Governance mandates that the throne remain in the possession of the sons and
descendants of the kingdom's founder, King Abdulaziz—best known as Ibn Saud.

The king embodies legislative, executive, and judicial functions and issues royal
decrees to form the basis of public policy in the Kingdom. The king is also the prime
minister, and presides over the Council of Ministers (Majlis al-Wuzara), comprised of
both first and second deputy prime ministers, twenty-three ministers with portfolio and
five ministers of state. A second council, known as the Consultative Council (Majlis
AlShura), consists of one hundred fifty members that are appointed by the King.
However the Consultative Council is limited to proposing laws for the King’s
consideration to enact through Royal Decree, which are published in the Um Al Qura or
Official Gazette.

Even the role of the media is clarified under article 39 of the Saudi Basic Law of

Governance, which states:
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Mass media and all other vehicles of expression shall
employ civil and polite language, contribute towards the
education of the nation and strengthen unity. It is prohibited
to commit acts leading to disorder and division, affecting
the security of the state and its public relations, or
undermining human dignity and rights (Basic Law of
Governance 1992).

The language in Article 39 is vague enough to encompass most forms of media
expression. This constitutes a deliberate move by the government to preserve a
mechanism to ensure its ability to control and regulate speech and public expression.

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the synchronization of institutions and the
government is accomplished through adherence to established beliefs, traditions and
policies set by the Kingdom’s ruling council and the Saudi media institution is no
exception. Saad Al Saud remarks that if you trace the history of the Saudi media it
becomes clear that Islamic teaching and traditions are what governed local media, such
that when media policy was later developed, Islamic teachings and tradition became the
base of the state policy with the goal of preserving the Kingdom’s Islamic identity (S.
Alsaud 2010).

As a result of the conservative influence on media content, official T.V. channels
and newspapers do not cover more than what is provided to them by government
institutions. Over the past decade, however, the government has opened the door to
greater transparency and variety of content, but still limits content on social and sports
topics. Still government efforts to expand freedom of speech while encouraging
collaboration between government officials and the media to produce their own content

rather than obtaining it from secondary sources, have failed as chief editors have been at

a loss for accurate and speedy information.
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A recent study of Saudi chief editors related to their level of satisfaction in terms
of content provided by official Saudi institutions, measured levels of satisfaction lower
than thirty-three percent, which clearly illustrates Saudi media’s frustration with access to
information (S. Alsaud 2010, 82). Furthermore, Saudi journalists express dissatisfaction
with the very organization that is supposed to represent them, the Saudi Journalists
Association (SJA). Salim Al Thunayyan echoed the sentiments of most journalists by
stating that the SJA is oblivious to their needs and circumstances. “The SJA is supposed
to be one of the most important Saudi civil society organization but we have not seen any
major initiative from the body taken on behalf of journalists ever since its inception 10
years ago. This body does not fulfill the aspiration of journalists” (Saudi Gazette Report
2014). This lack of access to timely accurate information is what has led many Saudi
citizens to depend on foreign media or unofficial sources for access to news and
information.

King Abdullah ascended the throne in 2005 and has been portrayed as the
reformer of the country. However, balancing between the radicals and the reform
activists on one side and traditional governance and modern technologies on the other
side, has created a power struggle between government control and citizens’ use of social
media. Wolfsfeld explains how power translates into access to the media, with two
options: either the front door, which is anything that is covered by traditional media or is
considered worthy of coverage, or the back door, which is usually what is on social
media. (Wolfsfeld 2011)

In the Saudi Case, the front door is controlled by the government and usually

governmental institutions have the power over media, meaning they send their press
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releases and immediately it is published exactly as received. While citizens’ comments
and concerns are usually posted on social media, which is a back door to the traditional
media. The goal of back door users is to be published in traditional media, because it
allows them to appeal to a wider audience than those reached on social media. The
current relation between traditional and social media in Saudi Arabia is influencing the
political communication of traditional media outlets. For example, when social media
was highly active with users posting about women’s driving, the government responded
with an official statement that women driving is not allowed. In another example during
the Arab Uprising, the government responded to Facebook users attempting to organize
protests by issuing a new policy banning protests and stating that any such
demonstrations will be punishable by death.

Citizens with camera phones are a credible source of information, and in many
cases, the information posted by citizen journalists provides leads for traditional media.
The ironic aspect of this situation is that the Saudi government responds to criticism
about the slow pace of reform by saying that the Saudi society is traditionally
conservative. Yet, citizen journalists using new technology are forcing change.

Historically the government has led to the move to modernity and has introduced
modern communication, cars, television, and girls’ education, all which were originally
rejected by the majority of the population. At present, however, many Saudi citizens have
embraced modern technology and are pushing for reform and modernity beyond what the

government allows.

IV. The Evolution of Saudi Arabian Society

The tension between modernity and tradition is manifest in every segment of
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Saudi society. Although Saudi has changed since 2001 and welfare programs have been
implemented, the government has consistently stuck to its policy priority of protecting
the Kingdom’s customs and traditions. Even though Saudi society’s traditions are deeply
rooted in history, religious conservatism and tribal alliances, these roots are being
uprooted by the globalization that is overtaking every region of the world. In most
societies the middle class are the force behind change. What is interesting about Saudi
society in general— and middle class in particular— is a radical polarization between
traditional and modern mindsets. Both compete to acquire and enhance their power and
influence. Traditionalists seek to protect local values and customs, while modernists seek
a more inclusive modern society. Both groups agree that Islam is the fundamental social
glue that cements socio-political power and status. A study by Alnuaim estimates that the
middle class in Saudi Arabia comprises sixty-seven percent of the class pyramid
(Alnuaim 2013, 35). However, increasing unemployment might result in political
instability, because Saudi political stability is primarily based on a large middle class.
Saudi Arabia has the second highest youth unemployment in the Arab world (shown
below) (Knickmeyer 2012). Since 9/11, Saudi Arabia has witnessed a profound impact on
the demographic. This shift is termed the youth bulge and results from the fact that fifty-
one percent of the Saudi population is currently under the age of 25, while thirty-seven
percent is under the age of fourteen. “The country’s unprecedented ‘youth bulge’ has not
yet crested, which means increasing numbers of job-seekers in coming years. This
demographic profile is typical of the Gulf region where around 60 percent of the people
are under the age of 30, making it one of the most youthful regions in the world” (C.

Murphy 2011, 3).
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YOUTH BULGE IN UNEMPLOYMENT
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As shown above, despite the lack of consistent employment opportunities, the

Kingdom has done an admirable job providing educational opportunities to its youth. As
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an older Saudi expressed it, “Why should our youth rebel? The best of them, nearly
130,000, are studying at universities around the world—almost 60,000 of that number are
in the United States. The King pays for their fees, travel, accommodation, cars, holidays,
and medical insurance” (Husain 2012, 1). This is in large part due to the King Abdullah
Scholarship Program (KASP) that was launched in the midst of the Arab uprisings in
(2011) and expanded the opportunities for Saudi youth to study abroad that had been
severely curtailed post 9/11. By 2012 over 71,000 Saudi students were studying in the
USA with over 35,000 in ESL programs, 20,000 in Bachelor programs, 8,000 in Masters
programs, and over 3,000 in Doctoral programs with other sponsored in residency
medical programs. As a minor caveat, though nonetheless one worth explaining further
here: these scholarships were phased out in 2015. The popular belief was that the
termination of scholarships was due to the decline in oil revenues that occurred when oil
prices fell sharply around the same time. This is partially true. The purposed
scholarships were originally intended to have three distinct phases, with the final phase
ending in 2015. The monarchy had intended to renew the funding and opportunities.
When oil prices dropped, the program was not renewed. So oil definitely impacted the
scholarships, but it does not account completely for the termination.

Unfortunately, the Kingdom’s ability to provide its young graduates with jobs
lags far behind its ability to educate them in the first place. Total youth unemployment in
the Kingdom is thirty-one percent. For young women with bachelor degrees, it is
seventy-eight percent. As shown above, the youth bulge more than quadrupled
enrollment in tertiary education in Saudi Arabia between 1995 and 2010. At the same

time the number of young women in tertiary education grew approximately 500 %. Also
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shown above, the number of unemployed young women with university degrees is more
than ten times higher than that of males. Thus, while Saudi Arabia has made laudable
strides in educating its young women, it has failed to place women graduates into jobs,
creating a source of pent up disillusionment and a desire for government reform (C.
Murphy 2011).

The result is that young Saudi women have been much more willing to advocate
reforms and are willing to openly demonstrate for change. As young women demand
greater personal freedoms and advocate for a greater voice in Saudi public life, many
analysts agree that they will be the biggest driver of social and economic change in the
Kingdom over the next decade for two reasons:

1. First, the increasing resistance from young educated Saudi women who are
aware that Muslim women in other Arab countries have more personal freedoms, which
include driving.

2. Second, is the guardianship system, as well as Saudi society’s strict gender
segregation, contradicts the government’s stated intention of including women in the
workforce while creating a more diversified, knowledge-based economy that is less
dependent on oil (Ibis).

Saudi women are using entrepreneurship as a means to bypass traditional
employment constraints in both public and private sectors by establishing their own
businesses. Nearly twelve percent of Saudi companies are owned and controlled by
women. In fact, Saudi women, who outperform men in obtaining advanced degrees, are
rapidly leading knowledge-based enterprise in the Kingdom through pooling their

resources, education and networks to produce jobs for women (Troemel and Strait 2013).
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Studies have indicated that the socio-cultural practices have been determined to have a
negative impact on the economy (Bokhari , Alothmany and Magbool 2011).

What we see, holistically, when we examine the evolution of Saudi Arabia during
the digital age, is a progression without a complete resolution. With the inevitable
increase in technology, the government has responded by generously providing more
educational opportunities— especially opportunities for Saudis willing to travel abroad.
However, the picture is as yet incomplete. Millions more Saudis are earning degrees, but
due to a lack of well-positioned career opportunities, many of these people have no
opportunities for securing meaningful jobs. In sum, the digital age has sparked a
revolution, but the revolution may need to go further in order to become more effective

for the growing needs of an educated society.

V. The Digital Revolution and Saudi Arabia

The integration of technology in Saudi Arabia has varied between acceptance and
rejection. The having “media in our hands” metaphor in Saudi Arabia dates back to the
introduction of cellular mobile phones on March 7, 1996 when people stood in long lines
in front of banks to pay US $2,600 in subscription fees to obtain a cell phone (M. S.
AlSaud 2012). By 2013 the number of cell phone subscriptions in the Kingdom reached
51 million with a penetration rate of 170 % (1.7 phones per Saudi citizen)
(Communication and Information Technology Commission 2013). In the Kingdom, many
citizens choose to have more than one phone, assigning one phone for close family and
friends, while another is reserved for more casual acquaintances or work. It is not
abnormal members of society have three or four phones. Similarly, the number of

Internet users grew from approximately 1 million in 2001 to 11.4 million by the end of
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2010 (World Trade Organization 2011). Today Saudi Arabia ranks first in the Middle
East in terms of technology spending (Al Arabiya News 2013). These facts clearly
demonstrate how far the acceptance of the technology has come in the 60 years since
King Abdul Aziz held a National Conference in his Palace on April 1, 1927 to discuss the
telegraph, at a time when the majority of Saudis believed that it to be the work of the
devil or black magic (M. S. AlSaud 2012).

These advances to technology are not specific to Saudi alone, of course.
Telecommunication and technology are developing at an increasing pace worldwide. As a
result, social media has found its way to Saudi Arabia and use is thriving. Saudi Internet
users watch an average of seven videos per day, and the Kingdom as a whole ranks first
in percentage of Twitter users worldwide. As a result, social media is impacting Saudi
society at every level, as usage has shifted from solely entertainment to becoming a
necessity for daily life— socially, economically, and even governmentally. Over sixty
percent of the population of the Kingdom now uses social media, making Saudi Arabia
one of the fastest growing social media markets in the world. In large part, Saudi
Arabia’s youth bulge accounts for why Saudi Arabia leads all other Arab nations in new
Internet content creation, mobile phone penetration, and social media usage.

Saudi Arabia also leads the Arab world in YouTube consumption, as Saudis view
over ninety million segments daily with about half of these views made on mobile
devices. As a result, Saudi Arabia has earned the status of being the world’s largest per
capita consumer of YouTube, and this statistic is supported by increased mobile phone
usage of nearly 170 percent (Albawaba, Saudi Arabia Leads in Social Media Usage in

Arab Nations 2013).
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Last year, in addition to YouTube consumption, over one million Saudis joined
Twitter to achieve 1.9 million total users. The Saudi Twitter population “tweeted” forty-
seven percent of all tweets in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, tweeting
50 million messages per month. The average Saudi Twitter consumer follows 560 users
and has 533 followers (Arab Social Media Report 2014). They tweet an average of 3
times daily, with sixty-six percent of tweets being re-tweets, while only twenty percent
are actual tweets. Eighty- nine percent of users tweet in Arabic, and Saudi users tweet
most regularly around midnight, with Friday (the second night of the Saudi weekend)
being the most active day. Seventy percent of Saudis tweet through their mobile phones
(Online Project 2013). Even the government of Saudi Arabia has started using Twitter for
public announcements, such as the recent outbreak of the deadly virus, Middle East

Respiratory Syndrome (The Economist 2014).
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Although Facebook use in the Kingdom lags behind Twitter usage, there are 7.8

million Facebook accounts in Saudi Arabia: seventy-four percent are male, and twenty-
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six percent female; forty-six percent of Saudis between 25-34 years old use Facebook,
followed by twenty-eight percent of the 18-24 years old group, and sixteen percent of 35-
44 year olds. Again, the Arabic language is preferred, with seventy-two percent of
comments posted in the native language. Fifty-one percent of Facebookers utilize an
Arabic interface(CITC 213).

Before concluding this section, it is significant to offer an explanation for why
Saudi citizens may consume so much social media. Unlike more progressive or
Westernized nations within the Gulf region (such as the UAE), Saudi Arabia provides
little to no entertainment for citizens. Movie theaters, alcohol, nightclubs, concerts,
theater are all considered haram (sinful). In order to make up for the lack of diversion
offered within Saudi society, citizens turn to social media for entertainment and a taste of
the type of diversion they are denied in their own lives. Understanding this reality is a
critical piece towards conceptualizing Saudi’s rabid use of social media within a strict

and authoritarian regime.

VI. Saudi Media’s Ambivalence to Technological Change

Even before Saudi Arabia was united as a modern state in 1932, the adoption of
new technology was met with resistance from conservative religious elements inherent in
a society grounded in tribal traditions. Communication technology, in particular, faced
considerable religious opposition. For example, when the telegraph was first introduced
in the 1920s, religious leaders rejected it because “Their interpretation of it was that it is
the work of devil or something with a magic origin” (BaitAlmal 2000, 6). They referred
to it as “devil’s tools.” In response, King Abdulaziz expanded debate to all segments of

Saudi society by including scientific, political, tribal and religious views. The first



83

technique was when the King gathered two groups of religious leaders in his palace, put
them in two different places far away from each other, and asked one from the first group
to read a phrase from the holy Quran into the microphone. The other group listened to
him on the speaker in the second room. When they heard a script from the Quran, they
started understanding that this could not be the work of a devil. Secondly, King
Abdulaziz held a meeting in 1927 to gain consensus that the telegraph is a work of
modern science and does not contradict with Islamic principles. The meeting included
princes, heads of tribes, religious leaders, and military leaders. Abdulazziz used
religious, scientific, and political rationales in order to persuaded them that the telegraph
did not oppose Islamic principles. Once persuaded, these leaders when out into the
community and educated the public about how and why the telegraph would contribute
positively to society. Finally, after consensus was reached, the King requested fifteen
religious leaders to issue a Religious Decree (Fatwa) on February 18, 1927 proclaiming
the King’s decision to allow the installation of a Telegraph system that did not contradict
the tenants of Islam (M. S. AlSaud 2012).

A decade later when it came time to introduce radio technology to Saudi Arabia,
King Abdulaziz, having learned from his earlier experience with the introduction of
telegraph, utilized print media to gradually introduce the concept to the Saudi public. As
AlShubaili states, it took ten years to introduce radio to Saudi Arabia as the first article
announcing the spread of radio to Saudi was published (January 3, 1935) in the Egyptian
magazine “Alfatih”. However due to the social sensitivity of the topic, the article was not
released to media outlets in the Kingdom. In March 1939, AlFatih published an article

saying the government of Saudi Arabia was allowing radio sets into the Kingdom after
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paying taxes. Over time the number of radio owners grew to an estimated seven thousand
devices by 1947. In 1950 King Abdulaziz issued a Royal Decree removing taxes on radio
sets (ALShubaili 2000). The third phase involved introducing radio broadcasting to the
country. The technology began with religious broadcasts during the annual pilgrimage
on Arafa Day—October 2, 1949— script read directly from the Quran, which was
followed by a statement from the King and ending in prayers. Although the early
adoption of radio technology in Saudi Arabia was slow, as a result of resistance from
religious and tribal leaders, it has been strongly supported by the government since the
1960’s.  Government officials believe that producing their own radio broadcasts
minimizes the impact of foreign broadcasts and overshadows potentially negative
coverage concerning Saudi Arabia (Amin 2001).

The third major form of communications technology impacting Saudi Arabia is
television. As with radio broadcast technology, Saudi society initially feared this new
technology. In response King Faisal said, “television would fulfill three objectives: first
introduce modern communications into the Kingdom, second bring remote communities
closer together, third combat illiteracy” (BaitAlmal 2000, 10). The opposition resisted the
advent of TV, stating two main concerns: 1) fear that exposure to foreign broadcasts
would alter the conservative values and traditions of the Kingdom, and 2) promoting a
religious ruling, fatwa, that forbids the human form in pictures and motion picture.
Though there were supporters of the new technology, opponents were the loudest, and in
a violent assault on Riyadh television station in August 1965, the nephew of King Faisal,
Khlaid bin Musaad, was killed in a shootout with police that ultimately resulted in the

assassination of King Faisal, when Faisal Bin Musaad avenged the death of his brother,



85

Khaled bin Musa’id.

Given social circumstances, when Saudi television first aired on July 17, 1965,
there was no Royal Decree or official document announcing the broadcast (ALShubaili
2000). This is true even though the announcement allowing television was made public in
November of 1962 in King Faisal’s ten-point reform plan prior to his taking the throne.
The seventh point of the reform plan included “raising social standards...providing
innocent means of entertainment to citizens” (M. S. AlSaud 2012, 55). Thus King Faisal
introduced television broadcasts into one of the most conservative societies in the world,
in a nation that, up to this day, bans cinema or theater and yet has become the dominant
provider and viewer of pan Arab satellite media in the region.

By the 1990’s, having had a taste of the telegraph, television and radio, the Saudi
people themselves began to push for more comprehensive integration of technology into
the Kingdom. Saudi citizens demanded cell phones and satellite TV services in their
region. As previously mentioned, in March 7, 1996, after the government first announced
cellphone service, citizens stood in long lines at banks to pay membership fees
(approximately $2,600 US) for phones. (Ibis) That day changed Saudi Arabia forever,
becoming a moment that ushered in the advent of “smart phones”, “citizen journalism”
and “the world at your hands”. However, the story of wireless phones reached a turning
point in 2002, when Nokia released camera phones. Religious scholars and conservatives

refused to allow phones with cameras— a ban that lasted two years. After this two-year

ban on camera phones, the Council of Ministers legalized them in them in 2004, but with
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restrictions on their use in public places.*

Although the Kingdom had Internet access beginning in 1993, government
officials took many years to make it available to its citizens. Initially the Internet was
available only to high ranking employees at the King Fahad University of Petroleum and
Minerals. In 1995, the Kingdom’s incoming Internet connection switched to the King
Abdul-Aziz City for Science and Technology (KACAT) (Al Tawil 1999). This move was
followed by a decision among the Council of Ministers on March 3", 1997 that permitted
public access to the Internet in Saudi Arabia in 1999.

The cause for the delay in providing public Internet access was to implement the
control needed to ensure a secure system. KACST was made responsible for controlling
all Internet access and information in the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia has been one of the
most successful countries in the world at monitoring content and restricting access to the

Internet, in part because censorship has always been part of the historical socio-political

* Nokia introduced 7650 model phones equipped with cameras, which led early adapters
to purchase the phones from other countries and import it. The device triggered women
to take pictures of themselves, which became a social issue. This led to a religious and
governmental action. The religious community started releasing religious edicts, and
government banned the device. Sheik Abdul Aziz AlSheik, the grand Mufti of Saudi
Arabia, announced the religious edict about the devices, saying the people were
“spreading obscenity in Muslim society.” Sheik Abdul Aziz AlSheik was concerned that
women were defiling their purity by sharing images of themselves, and he viewed this as
haram and a threat to the maintenance of chastity among Saudi women. Other religious
scholars issued edicts to prohibit using the camera phones.

At the same time, police had the right to take away people’s camera phones. Major
General Mansour Alturki, the spokesman of the Ministry of Interior, confirmed that it is
the duty of the police to seize the device, which is considered a banned device and falls
under the illegal act of owning or trading with it. However, realizing that it would be in
the interest of the citizens to legalize it, since the black-market was benefiting from the
ban, four ministries (interior, commerce and industry, communications and information
technology, and finance) separately asked for mobiles with cameras to be permitted. The
ministries submitted requests to the Council of Ministers and based their requests on the
fact that camera phones are a technological achievement equal to television and the
Internet. By the end of 2004 the Saudi Council of Ministers legalized it.
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fabric of the nation and in part because of the government’s huge investments in the
Kingdom’s infrastructure. Khalid Al Tawil, the Director General of National Information
in Saudi Arabia, who also serves as the Chief Information Security Advisor to the Saudi
government, states:

With the huge expansion in public network and wireless

access, government policy is changing to allow the

development of new technologies while maintaining the

same security and control of media use that is mandated in

Saudi culture. Saudi Arabia has been linked to the Internet

for several years, but public access was not widely

available until January 1999 (Al Tawil 1999, 1).

Mr. Al Tawil justifies this level of governmental control on a historical and
sociopolitical basis. The control was still offering Saudi citizens with more data and
access to information, as a result a large number of Saudi citizens greeted the Internet
with enthusiasm. New Internet Cafés became very popular since not everyone had access

to a computer modem or dial up connection. Nowadays access is convenient to everyone

who has a smart phone.

VIl. Media within Saudi Arabia Borders

In order to better gauge and contextualize the nature of the research, it is critical
to understand what media means for the typical Saudi citizen. To clarify, there are
significant differences among the various population demographics within the Kingdom.
There are members of the royal family, businessmen, entrepreneurs, civil servants,
Bedouins, professionals, the homeless, etc. Like any society encompassing
approximately 28M, variation exists, especially in terms of class. That having been said,
we can extrapolate certain fundamental truths regarding the type of media access that

most citizens have. That is the purpose of this section.
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Saudi Media: Isolationism, Censorship, and SPA

Saudi Arabia is considered a late adopter to modern communication technology.
Dr.Bait Almal, one of the leading media academicians in the Kingdom, explains Saudi’s
isolation from the world development, its choice not to be colonized like neighboring
countries. This isolationism is partly reinforced by Saudi’s geographic nature, since
much of the land is covered with desert (BaitAlmal 2000). Ironically, despite its
ostensible resistance to technology integration for its citizens, Saudi Arabia as a
government has one of the most sophisticated monitoring and censoring media systems
within its borders and the region. It’s ability to monitor and censor is in large part due to
the fact that KSA is the dominant owner of the leading media outlets within the Middle
East. KSA owns Al Arabiya, MBC Group, Orbit, Rotana Group, etc.

The Saudi government dedicates significant effort and money into controlling the
flow of information. Some of the state’s strategy includes ownership of both radio and
television; even press and telecommunications are kept under state control. Institutions
within the Saudi government have been established to execute dominion over various
media outlets, such as the Supreme Information Council, the General Directorate of
Publications, and the Department of Domestic Press Censorship. The Ministry of Interior
and the Communication and Information Technology Commission each has departments
focused on monitoring the type of information that may reach a public audience. The
control extends beyond the borders of Saudi Arabia and into the Arab Region. Critics
such as Andrew Hammond points out that Saudi controls Arab media through monetary

subsides, inhibiting expressed criticism (Yushi 2012). It is worth mentioning that the
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information provided to media outlets is officially provided by the Saudi Press Agency
(SPA). In order for any information or news to be considered official, it must go through

SPA first.

Dominant Media Mediums

The two dominant media mediums within the Kingdom are traditional media
(newspapers, television) and digital media. Below is an overview of the access Saudi
citizens have to each type, through both local and international media.
1) Mass Media

a) Newspapers

Newspapers have existed in the Kingdom since December 12" of 1924, during the
early reign of the nation’s first King. Today, local newspapers are established with a
Royal Decree. There are nine daily Arabic newspapers (Al Riyadh, Okaz, Al Jazeerah,
AlWatan), three sports dailies (Al Riyadhi, Al Riyadhiyah), a business daily (Al
Igtisidiyah) and two English dailies (Arab News, and Saudi Gazette). Although wealthy
members of the Saudi community privately own all, each is government controlled. For
instance, for any of the aforementioned newspapers, the Editor in Chief must be
appointed or at least approved by the government. If any of these newspapers publish
anything opposing the government, the papers can be immediately shut down. Law
prohibits criticism of the government. This is a vital point to understand: even though
newspapers are privately owned, content is almost completely government determined.
So owners benefit financially, but the governing bodies restrict and delineate output.

Nevertheless, the most dominant platform for obtaining news is print media.

According to a recent poll by the Dubai Press Club, forty-seven percent of Saudis polled
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read print media as their exclusive news source. Although less populous than other Arab
countries, Saudi Arabia has the second highest newspaper circulation in the Arab World,
with 1.8 million copies produced daily. When adjusted for population, however, Saudi
Arabia publishes enough newspapers daily to supply 7) of its population. The most
widely read newspaper in Saudi Arabia is Okaz at forty-two percent, followed by Al
Riyadh at thirty-nine percent, Al Hayat at thirty-three percent, and Arriyadiah at twenty-
three percent. The most widely subscribed to newspapers are Al Riyadh at twenty-five
percent, Al Hayat at nineteen percent, and Okaz at fourteen percent.
b) Television

In 1965, when television first made its appearance in the Kingdom, TV ran for a
maximum of two hours a day. In the 1980’s it was six hours per day. Today, television
airs 24 hours a day, every day of the year with live coverage. Control over content used
to be easy, because channels were highly regulated and only local content aired.
However, by the latter part of the 20th century, absolute control started to diminish with
the development of powerful new technologies and access to satellite television.

In fact, by the early 1990’s, select members of the Royal family began to sell
satellites for the extraordinary price of $150,000 Riyals— the equivalent of $30,000 U.S.
dollars. These satellites, though available, were heavily prohibited. If members of the
religious police (ha’ia) saw them, they would shoot them down with rifles. The owners
could not say anything.

The technological development of the late 20™ century necessitated that Saudi
governing bodies purchase progressively more media outlets in order to ensure dominion

over aired content. Saudi Arabia soon became the leading owner of Arab media. Two of
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the largest and most prominent media empires in the Middle East are owned by Saudis
(MBC Group and Rotana Group). Furthermore, of the 600 available free channels in the
Middle East, Saudi owns the top five free to air channels, accounting for 47% of all
viewers in the Middle East (Yushi 2012). This is a particularly crucial factor, since
Saudis statistically watch a disproportionate amount of television. Since, as previously
stated, the Kingdom prohibits movie theaters, nightclubs, and other Western forms of
entertainment, Saudis turn to the television as their main diversion option. In their 2015
Arab Media Outlook an analysis of TV viewing in Saudi Arabia, the Dubai Press Club
claims that the numbers of hours spent watching TV increased from 2009 to 2012 (above
3 hours a day). By comparison, many Western countries have seen declines in television
viewership during the surge in Internet activity.
¢) Local Coverage

An inordinate number of restrictions tempers the influence that local media
coverage can have in the Kingdom. This is in large part due to government control and
either extrinsically determined or self-censorship. Basically local journalists in the
Kingdom must be careful about what they write, or risk losing both their jobs and careers.
For one, local journalists have a reputation for lacking professionalism. In comparison to
many Western style journalists, who are praised for analysis, critique, and in-depth
coverage, local journalists must tread very carefully if they want to keep their jobs. In
Saudi Arabia, local journalists report official events and take on a passive role when it
comes to commenting on political issues. Self-censorship is a vital practice, and

publishing anything offensive can lead to termination or, even worse, criminal charges.
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d) International Coverage

The Kingdom’s censorship is not exclusive to its own journalists. When
international journalists seek to cover news and events within the Kingdom, much is done
to complicate or prevent access into the nation’s borders. Regarding international media,
foreign journalists have a hard time obtaining visas to enter Saudi. Even for those who
are granted visas, movement and access is heavily monitored. These controls create
significant challenges, since most of the written reports are based on gathered
information and second hand information.  Furthermore, regarding international
publications according to “Publication Regulation” (Article 12A), the Ministry of
Information is authorized to censor all imported printed material.

2) Digital

With the advent of digital technology, media control is more challenging for
governing bodies in the Kingdom. Currently Saudi houses 51 million cellphone
subscriptions, almost double its population. According to a joint study conducted by
Northwestern University in Qatar and the Doha Film Institute, Internet penetration among
Saudis is approximately 93 percent (Saudi Gazette 2016). At the same time, citizens
spend a quarter of the day on social media (Arab News 2016), and there are 2.4 million
active Twitter users (40% of the total Middle Eastern usership) (Hubbard 2015).

Social media has created a cyber-universe that allows citizens to express their
opinions and gain exposure to various views that clearly outnumber the limited exposure
they once had. But as technology develops to allow access, so too do policies expand
from within governing bodies. These policy changes offset much of the technological

change and ensure that power and dominion still reside among the ruling class.
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a) Digital A: Maintaining Power Over the Digital Content

The rapid rise in digital engagement among Saudi citizens necessitated a need for
a quick response from the government in order to maintain control over shared
information in the digital landscape. The Anti-Cyber Crime Law was published by a
Royal Decree on March 26 2007, and included 16 articles aimed at maintaining control
over citizen exchange of information. Article 6 of the law states,

Any person who commits one of the following cyber
crimes shall be subject to imprisonment for a period
not exceeding five years and a fine not exceeding three
million riyals or to either punishment:

1. Production, preparation, transmission, or storage of
material impinging on public order, religious values, public
morals, and privacy, through the information network or
computers.... (Anti Cyber Crime Law 2007)

This article can be used to prosecute citizens, and pressures individuals to engage
in self-censorship in order to avoid committing a crime. Furthermore, if citizens re-tweet
a rumor, they will be deemed guilty as the source that posted the rumor originally.
According to the cyber-law, they will be held accountable and considered criminal.
Under these laws, every crime gets classified under a specific category of cybercrime
with specific punishments. For example, media outlets can face up to ten years in prison
with fines of more than $1.3 million Saudi Riyals for publishing rumors or false
information. These reflect that the illusion that social media provides freedom of speech
is a false claim according to the Saudi law. These laws have been amended several times
since their inception. As of 2011, all online newspapers and blogs require a license from

the Ministry of Media in order to operate, or they can be blocked. In 2015, naming and

shaming was included in Article 6.
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So long as there is technological growth and new opportunities for citizens,
government policies will continue developing to catch up with the transformations in
technology and ensure that Saudi people and culture maintain a status quo. So
opportunities have arisen for more expression and freedom, but the restrictions are doing
a good job of keeping control centered in the governing bodies. Pandora’s box has
opened, but citizens are smart enough not to get too carried away with divulging its
contents. According to the Freedom House (which assesses cyber-freedom on the net),
Saudi Arabia ranked 72 out of 100. A measure of 1 indicates a free society.

b) Digital B: A screen to the outside world

Saudi Arabia is ranked globally as a leader in Internet usage. It has the highest
YouTube viewership per capita in the world. According to Arab Media Social Report, it
has the highest active social media user accounts in the Arab world. Since the Internet
was introduced in 1999, it is the most sophisticated censorship system, yet citizens are
relying on digital media as the main source of information and communication.

The impact of social media has undoubtedly been created by its millions of Saudi
users. Demographic realities and societal restrictions can account for the dynamic
fixation Saudis have with social media usage. The Saudi population’s youthful majority
seek entertainment through digital media. At the same time, the segregation of women
and men, which has been a keystone feature within Saudi life, has vanished with the
digital media. For the first time in history, women have access to information they were
restricted from few years ago.

The reliance on technology as a means to circumvent real societal obstacles has

become possible in the digital world. Women are now able reach their entrepreneurial
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goals through social media accounts. These entrepreneurial acts were not possible for
women prior to the digital age. In a general sense, digital media has exploded access and
given liberal entry to domains that were previously restricted within traditional media

outlets.

Overall: Change and No Change

While it is undeniable that digital media, in combination with traditional media,
has built in a vast number of opportunities for Saudi citizens to broaden their scope, gain
exposure to a world outside the Kingdom, and imagine enhanced possibilities for change
and transformation, the reality is that governing policies have quickly reacted to ensure
that control remains in the hands of the ruling elite. What we see, therefore, is an almost
schizophrenic divide among the Saudi people, wherein they know things they did not
know before, but must act and engage as though things are the way they were, when they
now know that things have changed. The explosion in technology during the past 15 plus
years has citizens in almost every culture speeding to adapt to modifications that are
outpacing their own natural adaptation. In the Kingdom the problem is even more
contextualized, since change is rapidly happening and yet not happening at all. And this
is the struggle in Saudi Arabia in general. It is a nation that has turned from a desert into
an urban landscape of skyscrapers, and yet its principals, values, and beliefs remain
firmly rooted in the original sands of its conservative past. As long as this is the case,
media will always struggle to make its most impactful imprint, even though it is very

much present and knocking on the door.
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Conclusion

From the beginning, Saudi Arabia has had a complicated relationship with
technology. On the one hand, there have been prominent elements clamoring for the
integration of technological systems into the Kingdom, beginning with King Ibn Saud
and his compelling case for ushering in the telegraph and radio. And once Saudi citizens
got a taste for how technology could improve their lives by giving both efficiency and,
more importantly, rich exposure to worlds beyond the world they lived in, it became clear
that technological advances would become as essential to life in Saudi Arabia as they
have in other developing nations of the world. But the tensions still exist. Saudi, the
home to the holy mosques, must always balance its will for digital progression with its
identity as keeper of the flame. This tension still exists today, as Saudi citizens walk the
streets cloaked in thobes or abayas, attending to prayer five times a day, but carrying
iPhones, Apple watches, and countless other devices that stretch beyond the traditional
norms and codes of its deeply embedded culture. Where all of this is headed is, as yet,
not known, but it seems certain that all steps forward technologically will be resisted in
some form or another by the strong will of an atavistic force to protect and defend the

allegiances of its past.
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Chapter 4

The Evolution of Saudi Media Policy

Introduction

Chapter four relates to the evolution of policy governing Saudi media. It
chronicles Royal Decrees issued over almost a century, from the 1920’s to 2015,
accounting for government documents and orders coinciding with the beginning of radio
broadcasting, to the influx of print media, to Saudi media policy, to copyright law, to
Saudi anti-cyber crime law. As technology evolved, new Royal Decrees were needed to
address television broadcast, satellite TV, the Internet and the emergence of terrorism
following 9/11. With the accelerations present in technology, the Saudi government is
doing its best to implement policies that respond to and account for a rapidly changing

technological landscape in the Kingdom.

I.  Background of Saudi Media Policy

Media policy in Saudi Arabia was born in 1926, when King Abdulaziz issued a
Royal Decree establishing an administration for print and intelligence. King Abdulaziz
further clarified media policy in subsequent Royal Decrees governing print media, radio,
and television, which provided guidelines for all media policy in Saudi Arabia. Saudi
media norms were governed by a common understanding of the politics of the country,
and Royal Decrees were issued to appoint, dismiss, approve, budget, open or close
establishments, etc. Thus, Saudi media policy reflects changes in national political

interest.
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AlShubaili describes the different eras of Saudi media. From 1926 to the 1960’s,
it was considered a time of quantitative and qualitative prosperity for media. During the
1970’s, the Ministry of Information and its institutions were static, and AlShubaili claims
the reason was that the employees focused on administrative and personnel concerns such
as raising the hierarchal ladder of employment rather than the development of the
institution or policies. Alshubaili labels the 1970’s a liberal time for media. Near the end
of 1970’s, however, the dynamics of the regional politics shifted to radical Islamist and
Arab nationalists, which necessitated rethinking national government policies. As the
80’s approached, Alshubaili says that media started to lose its professional liberal
coverage of local news within the kingdom, as the trend Saudi media traveling abroad
started to develop. Media investments and media professionals moved to neighboring
countries in order to escape Saudi restrictions (ALShubaili 2000).

On September 9, 1982, the first official document issued governing the Saudi
media was named “media policy”. It is the most significant document governing Saudi
media because it is the base of all the current Royal Decrees and new policies. The policy
included thirty articles that were not organized into sections or subcategories, but rather
in consecutive order. Rach article dealt with different issue related to media. These
articles encompassed all media since its beginnings. To analyze these articles, they have
been organized topically below.

The media policy begins with an introduction, which provides the frame and roots
of the policy by mentioning that Islam is the guiding force behind ‘The Media Policy
Document’, which in turn provides guidelines for media in achieving media goals

through education, guidance, informing, and entertainment.
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The first three articles of the Media Policy Document focus on Islamic and
cultural guidelines for the media. The first article states, “Saudi media is committed to
Islam and all that issues from it is committed to protect the faith of this nation. And is
committed to exclude from all of its media anything contrary the Sharia of Islam”
(Media Policy 1982). The second and third articles deal with affirming the mission of
mass media to oppose what is contrary to Islamic teachings and to protect its values, such
that the mass media in Saudi Arabia oppose destructive trends, atheistic tendencies,
materialistic philosophies and any attempt to divert Muslims from their faith in
accordance with the nation’s founding principles.

Articles four through seven affirm Saudi patriotism as article four states “mass
media works to service the Kingdom’s policy built on sustaining the highest interests of
citizens specifically and Arabs and Muslims in general by adapting this policy and
presenting it in an objective manner supported with proof and facts.”(Ibis) This article
clarifies the responsibility of mass media to promote the interests of citizens without
conflicting with the nation’s founding principles. Article six affirms Saudi nationalism
and mass media’s responsibility in endorsing love and unity among citizens by informing
Saudi citizens about different parts of their country. Article seven affirms nationalism by
giving the mass media responsibility for generating patriotism by reminding citizens to
give generously to their homeland.

Articles eight through eleven focus on the family and its members. Article eight
highlights the importance of family as the basis of the society and the need to provide
special attention in assisting and supporting the family to guide its children and maintain

its unity. Article ten is dedicated to women and states, “While recognizing that women
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are sisters of men, mass media appreciates the unique natural difference of women by
supporting them with programs in what suites her in society directed specifically to
achieve their goals in the job granted to them by God.”(Ibid) The article addresses the
media’s responsibility to develop programs directed at women by presenting issues of
interest to them while at the same time reflecting the segregation of women and men in
caring for the family. Article eleven provides special consideration directed at youth by
providing them with programs of study to guide them through their sensitive age by
discussing their issues, interests, and protecting them from deviation.

Articles twelve through nineteen deal with the ideology of media. Article twelve
relates to the importance of documentation of anything relating to the history and heritage
of Saudi Arabia at the national or international level. Next professionalism in the media is
discussed in article thirteen and stresses the importance of research and cooperation with
institutes of higher learning. Article fourteen addresses higher education and special
programs required to meet the needs of higher education. Article fifteen through nineteen
stresses the importance of producing high quality media and the need to attract highly
qualified professionals. Article sixteen stresses the responsibility of media to erase
illiteracy. Article seventeen highlights the use of classical Arabic rather than vernacular
Arabic and article eighteen includes five points underlining the support of education and
culture in Saudi Arabia evolution, while article nineteen emphasizes the need to protect
Saudi heritage.

Articles twenty through twenty-three affirm the responsibility of Saudi media to
maintain Islamic and Arabic unity through collaboration that best serves the interests and

unity of these common cultures. Article twenty-four concerns individual and community
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rights by affirming the role of media in building awareness of individual rights and social
solidarity. Article twenty-five affirms the need for objectivity and states, “the Saudi
media must be totally objective in presenting facts and exaggeration and alteration of
facts should be avoided. The media should appreciate and honor language to protect it
from frivolity and rise above anything invoking sedition or malice.”(Ibid) Article twenty-
six deals with the idea that “freedom of expression is guaranteed within the framework of
Islamic and national goals and values” by making it clear that freedom of speech is
guaranteed as long as it does not conflict with Islamic values or harm national interests.
Article twenty-seven, addresses Saudi Arabia's foreign policy goal of maintaining
a humane attitude with respect to the right of man to live in freedom on his national soil.
It denounces any assault whatever on the rights of individuals and opposes any national
expansionist designs. It also promotes human rights, justice, peace and stands against
injustice and racial discrimination. Articles twenty-eight and twenty-nine affirm the
importance of maintaining qualified trained media professionals in the field. Finally,
article thirty affirms that all media institutions in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia commit to

this policy.

a) 2000 Royal Decree M/32 Revises 1982 Saudi Media Policy

In November 2000, Royal Decree (M/32) updated the outdated 1982 policies
governing printed material and publication in order to keep pace with technological
changes impacting Saudi media. Forty-nine new articles were issued, as follows: (1-12)
general articles, (13-17) internal printed matters, (18-23) External printed matters, (24-
34) local journalism, (35-41) penalties, (42-49) general provisions. Royal Decree (M/32)

rescinded the need for government approval prior to newspaper’s going to print, but
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maintained the need for publishers and editors to be approved by the Ministry of

Information, who recommend their dismissal at any time by Royal Decree.

b) 2003 Royal Decree M/41 Articulates Saudi Copyright Law

Royal Decree (M/41) issued the copyright law in 2003. The policy meets the
requirements of the World Trade Organization agreement on trade related traits of
Intellectual property rights. Saudi spent over twelve years negotiating with the World
Trade Organization, and was the only country in the Gulf region not in the World trade
Organization. Being accepted into it became a symbol of international respect and
acceptance for Saudi Arabia, and the Kingdom established twenty-eight articles to action
and impose fines for copyright violations. The year 2003 saw new political dynamics take
shape in Saudi society. Two major terrorist bombings took place in Riyadh; the first was
in May and the second in November. New media laws accompanied this increase in
terrorism because studies proved that the relation between media and terrorism is
symbiotic.

After 2001, Saudi came under attack from the international media and the
resulting negative coverage benefited local media because more freedom was allowed by
the government to react to international media’s negative coverage (Alkarni 2005). At
the same time, these attacks transition from foreign countries to targeting local Saudis. As
a result, the government responded with a comprehensive media campaign that included
advertisement, religious programs, talk shows addressing anti-terrorism, interviews,
books, flyers, etc. to eradicate radical terrorist propaganda. Local media was encouraged
to discuss sensitive political and religious issues that were previously absent from media,

and these discussions opened access to a variety of sources outside the government.
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The harmonization between the development of the media system and the societal
development are not in coordination. During an interview with Assistant Minister of
Interior for Technology Affairs, Prince Dr. Bandar Alsaud, Prince Alsaud commented on
the societal development and media policy:

In general it is acceptable although it needs to be speedier
through institutions in which the responsible institute
initiates the policies needed to match the development,
instead of waiting for another governmental institute, or a
higher order from the society or the private sector to ask for
it, then it starts its policy path or executing the policy. At
the same time, we do have a delay in transforming policies
into reality; sometimes we issue policies but executing
those policies takes a long time because the responsible
institute does not have the human qualifications. I will give
you an example protecting the society from immoral
content via digital communication and Internet: the
responsible institute is the General Commission for
Audiovisual Media which is still in the beginning of its
establishment although the policies have been issued from
the Council of Ministries not a short time ago (B. AlSaud
2015).

Dr. Saud Kateb, the spokesperson of the Ministry of Information and Culture,
conveyed a different view during his interview on the harmonization between
development and policies: “media has developed very fast and the policies are finding it
difficult to catch up.” Saudi society, and not just media, have developed swiftly in many

regards, and remained static in other significant ways (Kateb 2015).

c) 2007 Royal Decree M/17 Articulates Saudi Anti-Cyber Crime Law

In Saudi Arabia, it is considered easy to regulate content and impose media policy
and laws because of an authoritarian system in which almost all media outlets are
government owned or controlled. However, it has become extremely complicated for the

government to exercise any control over social media. Internet use has increased since its
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introduction to the country in 1999 when only 0.5 % of the Saudi population were
Internet subscribers. By 2001 the country had 425,000 Internet subscribers, and by 2007,
forty-three percent of the population were on the Internet with fifty-three percent by 2009
(Communication and Information technology Commision 2009), and sixty percent of the
population by 2014 (Internet Live Stats 2016). Saudi Arabia ranked the most vulnerable
of the gulf counties to fall victim to cybercrime as demonstrated in the hacking of
governmental institutions, Saudi Aramco and King Saud University. In litigating
cybercrime, it has been difficult for judges to determine appropriate penalties because
Sharia law is of little help, so judges must use their own discretion in determining
appropriate penalties and punishment. As a result, a few lawsuits sparked outrage among
human rights activists and attracted international media coverage during mid 2000s and
put pressure on the government to intervene in the judicial process.

Royal Decree (M/17) an Anti-Cyber Crime Law was issued on March 26, 2007 in
response to international media coverage of the Saudi Judicial System. Dr. Kateb

considers this law as very important development in Saudi media (Kateb 2015).

d) 2011 Royal Decree A/93 Amend the Publishing and Print Law

On December 18, 2010— the beginning of the Arab Spring— the entire Arab
world became glued to Pan Arab news channels and became active users of social media.
Saudi citizens used available platforms to debate political, regional, and local issues on
social media and newspapers. A few months later on April 29, 2011, Royal Decree A/93
was issued to amend five articles from the printed material and publication laws (9, 36,
37, 38, 40). In article nine a paragraph was added before the list to heed in published

material;
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All officials printed materials will heed to objectify
constructive criticism in the public interest based on facts
and correct testimonies and are barred from publishing in
any form whatsoever the following:

1. Anything that violates Islamic Sharia rulings or laws in
force.

2. Anything calling for breaches of the security of the country
or its public law, or anything that serves foreign interests in
conflict with national interests.

3. Anything affecting the reputation or dignity of, or

slandering or personally insulting, the Grand Mufti of the

Kingdom or members of the Board of Senior Ulema, or

dignitaries of the state or any of its employees, or any

person of ordinary standing or any legal person.

Inciting and propagating division between citizens.

Promoting or inciting to crime.

Anything damaging to the country's public affairs.

Details of investigations or trials without obtaining

permission from the legally authorized authority.

Nowe

The remaining four amendments also addressed violation in published content
related to article nine, as well as penalties they incur. The focus of the amendments was
public order, but many of the words used were vague. For example: 1) what defines
“inciting and propagating division between citizens”, 2) how do we measure “anything
damaging to the country’s public affair”. These words become troubling if a citizen or a
journalist intends well to the country, but his views get interpreted otherwise. The law
can hold him accountable. Those laws were constructed to avoid enflaming political
discussions, which can overflow into the streets of Saudi. The amendments were a
reaction to the Arab Uprising, and demonstrate an obsessive media attachment to the
developments in countries that overthrow regimes.

With the regional political developments and specifically Arab uprising, many
local activists considered the situation an opportunity to campaign for their opinion

online, such as the Facebook page calling for protest around the Kingdom on March 11,
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2011. The women driving movement and an online reform petition were the major active
groups. The unrest in neighboring countries and battling terrorism at home were

challenges that created unrest within the Kingdom.

e) 2013 Royal Decree M/16 Articulates Saudi Counter Terrorism Law

On December 27, 2013, Royal Decree M/16 was issued to combat terrorism. It
consisted of new Counter Terrorism Laws that included forty-one articles. Although the
law is not media specific, it did cover media policy, since according to the law any tweet
or even an upload of a video on social media can be considered an act of terror. The law
criminalizes acts that disturb public order, defame the reputation of the state, or threaten
the Kingdom’s unity. The Saudi minister of culture and information, Abdel Aziz Khoja,
was quoted saying, “the legislation strikes a balance between prevention of crimes and

protection of human rights according to Islamic law” (Associated press 2014).

Il. Media Censorship

In the past, in order to understand any state media or political policy, we had to
understand local media and culture. Interestingly, today one must grasp the logic of the
global system and then determine how local media deviates from the overall system.
Censorship plays a prominent role in Saudi Arabia’s media landscape. According to
freedom of the press 2014, Saudi ranks 83“1, and in the 2014 World Press freedom index,
Saudi ranked 164 out of 180 countries. In addition, Saudi Arabia ranked the third most
censored country in the world. It is a fact that Saudi Arabia censors content within its
borders. This is made clear through the government’s laws. However, the word

censorship is not clear. Nicole Moore, describes it best by stating:



107

To answer the question—what is censorship? Is to
undertake much more than a definition. Identifying what
constitutes censorship in our societies turns out also to be
an attempt to identify the limits and effects of regulatory
power as such. And more than that: about the productive
means by which regulatory power makes and shapes
communicative social formations, or culture” (Moore 2013,

61).

For the purpose of this research, censorship will be looked at from two points of
view: one political and the other religious. Politically, censorship can be defined as “the
suppression of information by a government that is determined by the authorities as
capable of increasing public dissent or opposition to government policy. Most
commonly, this type of censorship is directed at news media outlets and individual
journalists” (Boreham 2011). Another definition is “the exclusion of some discourse as
the result of judgment by an authoritative agent based on some ideological
predisposition” (M. Cohen 2001, 8). While religious censorship is “the act of suppressing
views that are contrary of those to an organized religion, when freedom of expression, is
controlled or limited using religious authority or on the basis of the teachings of the
religion” (Censorship In America 2013).

Freedom of expression is the fundamental human right that allows other rights to
flourish. Although it may seem over-simplistic, access to information and the right to
speak freely on important issues in society are vital to the development of any society. It
is important to note in Saudi Arabia that freedom of expression and censorship are
covered by two different and separate government laws. Within the confines of Islamic
teaching, the right to freedom of expression must not disrupt public order and must not

attack religion.
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King Salman has publicly claimed “the government guarantees freedom of
expression” (Arab News 2015). Article 39 of the basic law of governance addresses the
issue of freedom of expression by stating:

Mass and publishing media and all means of expression
shall use decent language and adhere to the laws of the
Nation. They shall contribute to educating the nation and
supporting its unity. Whatever leads to sedition and
division, or undermines the security of the State or its
public relations, or is injurious to the honor and rights of
man, shall be prohibited. Laws shall set forth provisions to
achieve this (Basic Law of Governance 1992).

Saudi amended the Press Law of 1963 in 2003, stating in article eight (the article
governing expression): “freedom of expression is guaranteed in the different media of
publication within the limits of Sharia rules and law” (Royal Decree M/32 2003). As a
result, this article expands freedom of expression.

The Organization of Islamic Cooperation, consisting of 57 Muslim governments,
met and jointly issued the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam to serve as a
guide for its member states in the field of human rights. The declaration contains twenty-
five articles and article twenty-two discusses freedom of expression. According to
Article 22:

(a) Everyone shall have the right to express his opinion
freely in a manner that is not contrary to the principles of
the Sharia.

(b) Everyone shall have the right to advocate what is right,
propagate what is good, and warn against what is wrong
and evil according to the norms of Islamic Sharia.

(c) Information is a vital necessity to society and must not
be exploited or misused in such a way as may violate the
sanctity and the dignity of Prophets or undermine moral
and ethical values or disintegrate, corrupt or harm society
by weaken its faith.
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(d) It is not permitted to excite nationalistic or doctrinal
hatred or to do anything that may be an incite any form of
racial discrimination (Cairo Declaration on Human Rights
in Islam 1990) .

Because Saudi Arabia is considered the guardian of Islam, the Organization of
Islamic Cooperation’s definition of freedom of expression has a crucial impact on media
in Saudi as the Kingdom’s religious scholars’ interpretation of what can be expressed in
the media imposes itself on all forms of expression. As the government expects that the
media will censor itself, self-censorship has become a way of life. So much so, in fact,
that Jihad Khazen, an editor in chief of several Pan-Arab newspapers, once said, “I feel at
times I am not so much covering the news as covering it up.” Khazen continued by
saying he can afford to be banned in other Arab countries but not in Saudi Arabia. He
explained that his financial survival depends on it. In this sense, though it is generally
agreed that every citizen in Islam has a right to criticize and express opinions, allegiance

is a religious duty and criticizing religion is unacceptable. It follows that criticizing the

government is unacceptable (Khazen 1999).

Conclusion

The Saudi monarchy has guided media policy in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia
since its inception, and has aimed to protect and adhere to the tenets of Islamic teaching.
The legal mechanism of Royal Decrees successfully stewarded Saudi media until the
1990’s, when new technology challenged Saudi Media Policy as citizens gained access to
satellite TV, mobile phones, the Internet and social media. In response to this challenge
and in response to the growing threat of global terrorism, the Saudi government
responded in 2013 with strict policy measures to fight terrorism. This intense response

has served in ways to challenge or dampen the voice of the Saudi public in social media.
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Although the self-censorship imposed on Saudi media inhibits public policy debate, the
government’s inability to control social media enables Saudi citizens to express their
opinions more openly than ever before. Having gained its voice, the Saudi public has
been successful in ways at effecting change, as will be discussed next in a series of case

studies.
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Chapter 5

Unveiling the Subject of Women

“Equality does not mean sameness: difference does not mean inferior” (Creedon 1998,
99)

Introduction:

This chapter presents two case studies that demonstrate the impact of media on
changing public opinion and policy regarding women’s rights in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. The two case studies document the place of women in Saudi society before
integration of media as well as after, and demonstrate a clear link between media and its
impact on women’s empowerment in the Kingdom. This chapter is important because
women constitute half the population of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and they have
become active users of social media. As a result, Saudi women have gained a voice that
traditional media and the Saudi government is unable to ignore. The chapter begins with
an introduction to women’s rights in Saudi Arabia as viewed by the international
community. Next, the first case study discusses the ban on driving for Saudi women and
the women’s movement that is fighting to abolish the ban. The second case discusses
restrictions on women participating in sports and how these restrictions have been
successfully lifted as a result of the 2012 summer Olympic games. Both case studies
speak to the overall issue of women’s rights in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and have
been selected because each demonstrates the interaction between media and public
opinion’s ability to effect changes in government policy. The chapter concludes with

lessons learned from the two case studies.
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The cultural reality of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is that women are denied full
participation in society, are segregated from males, are not allowed to drive, and must
veil themselves in public. These restrictions were, in part, codified into public policy
during the 1960’s, by stipulating that mixed gender by law is forbidden in the workplace
and education (Le Renard 2014). As a result, Saudi society is segregated by gender and
women are forbidden to access many public spaces. Access to government buildings is
restricted to certain sections, and women are forbidden from attending public sporting
events. All restaurants are divided into family and single sections, and women are only
allowed in the family section.

This reality for women has not always been the case. At its beginning, Islam held
women essential in all aspects of society. The wife of the Prophet Mohammad was a
successful businesswomen and she also fought alongside her husband in battles. During
the Prophet’s lifetime, women participated in the decision-making. The story of the
Queen Sheba appears in Islam’s holy book in recognition the fact that there is no limit to
which a woman can rise in the society. Ironically, the Prophet Mohammad feared these
values would be forgotten once he was gone and during his final pilgrimage, he
expressed concern for women and warned followers to “observe your duty to Allah with
respect to women and treat them well”.

There were certain points in Arabian history and culture where women were
viewed less conservatively; female sexuality and forbidden love were even topics of pre-
Islamic poetry. With the advent of Islam, Arabic poetry shifted to praise the feminine
qualities of decency, humility and nobility and portrayed women modestly out of respect

for their role as a mothers and wives. As a result, Arab culture embraced women as
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“jewels in need of protection”, which in turn, gave rise to the practice of women covering
themselves in public and, in the extreme, has led to the segregation of women by

excluding them from participation in male dominated society.

I.  Women’s Rights in Saudi Arabia

The following discussion of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia begins with the
increasing emphasis that media gives them due to the reality gap between what rights are
guaranteed to women under Saudi law and the burdensome restrictions women
experience in their everyday lives. Amélie Le Renard, an author who has written on
Saudi women, notes that in the Kingdom segregation “produces two social worlds, of
which one is subordinate to the other” (Ibid, 6) The resulting contradiction creates a
palpable tension in Saudi society, as women constitute half the population and must be
reckoned with, but fail to receive adequate opportunities to do so. To better understand
the two case studies presented later in the chapter, a discussion of how women have been
viewed in Arab culture before and after the advent of Islam is presented and is followed
by recent developments in women’s empowerment in Saudi Arabia.

Women’s rights in Saudi Arabia have been receiving increasing attention from
both local and international media. In 2010, a Saudi study concluded that forty-one
percent of all published content in local newspapers was directed at women (Amer 2014).
Similarly, a Canadian study found that the women’s issues that attracted most attention in
the local media were political rights, independence from men, driving, employment, and
wearing the veil (Ibid). This increased attention to women'’s rights in the media, in large
part stems from the ongoing contradiction between public policy and public reality in

Saudi Arabia. For example, in 2007, the Saudi Government reported its compliance with
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the U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), and stated that, under the Kingdom’s laws, governing education, civil service,
labor and the rights of workers, women should be treated the same as men with regard to
grade, salary, etc. (Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against
Women 2007) Yet in 2007, Saudi Arabia ranked 124™ of 128 countries in the Global
Gender Gap Index, which tracks gender disparity worldwide. In 2014, the Kingdom
ranked 130 out of 142 countries in the study (The Global Gender Gap Report 2014).
The Arab Human Development Report entitled The Rise of Women in the Arab
World concludes, “(c)ontradiction is the outstanding characteristic of images of Arab
women in the media as in society itself” (United Nations Development Programme 2006,
159). According to statistics from the Saudi Central Department of Statistics and
Information, women occupy only 13 percent of private and public sector jobs, in spite of
the fact that they account for 51 percent of all university graduates in the Kingdom.
Statistics also show that women comprised 64 percent of all bachelor degree graduates
from public and private universities in the Kingdom from 2010 to 2013 (Saudi Gazette
2015). According to a report from the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) on Saudi Arabia, the following factors limit
the level of female participation in the workforce:
1. Educational Status: the educational status of women affects their access to the job
market. In 2001, 47 % of women in the workforce held bachelor’s degrees.
2. Marriage: Results of the 1992 general population census show that approximately

30% of women devote themselves to the responsibilities of marriage and children.
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3. Customs and tradition: there is no doubt that the increased levels of education,
economic progress and the cultural and media revival have enabled many social
customs and traditions to be overcome.

4. Early retirement: data on the patterns of early retirement confirm that women tend
to retire earlier than men in the private sector. The phenomenon is beginning to
increase in the public sector, with female early retirement rising from 23.2 % of
total early retirees in 1999/2000 to 42.5 % in 2003/2004 (Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women 2007, 25).

Of all the restraints placed on Saudi women, perhaps the most burdensome is
the imposition of a guardianship law under which a woman’s life is under complete
control by her legal guardian. She needs his permission to leave the country. She needs
his permission to start a business or work if she wants. Over time, however, this law has
been gradually eroded by reforms that now enable women to obtain government
identification cards independent of their male guardian. Prior to this change, women
required a male guardian present to prove her identity to governmental agencies or vouch
for her in court, due to the fact that the government did not allow women to have a photo
ID and thus could not confirm their identity in court. As a result, an optional national
identification card program for women was announced on December 11, 2001, when
Minister of Interior Prince Naif AlSaud announced to the press, “The issuing of identity
cards to women is now dictated by the requirements of modern life to enable a woman to
carry out all her activities with ease and to prevent forgeries and trickeries committed in
the name of women as a result of the lack of national identification." A significant

rationale for granting women identification cards was more a matter of public security
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than a progression of women’s rights, as terrorists had been portraying themselves as
women so as to move through the Kingdom undetected. The policy statement ended by
affirming that possession of a national identification card by no means implies any lack
of modesty for a woman and is in no way contrary to Islamic Sharia.

The Minister of the Interior reminded the public of a previous successful
implementation of passports for women. From 2001 to 2013, public opinion divided into
two camps: those who favored identification for women and those conservatives who
opposed photos of unveiled women on national identification cards. At a 2013 meeting of
the Council of Ministers, a Royal Decree was announced amending Article 67 of the civil
law, making it compulsory for “Saudi women to obtain a national identification card
within a period of seven years, after which period, a national identity card will be the
only accepted means for her to prove her identity” (Saudi Press Agency 2013).

As the Arab uprising brought political issues out into the open, women’s rights in
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia became a focus of international legitimacy and local
reform. Although King Abdullah has long supported women’s issues and been committed
to reform, he surprised the Kingdom on September 25, 2011. In his annual speech to the
Consultative Assembly of Saudi Arabia, known as Shura Council, he announced that
women would participate in the next round of elections to the Shura Council. Two years
later, on January 11, 2013, Royal Decree A/45 was issued modifying Shura Council
policy article 3 saying that among the one hundred fifty appointed members of the Shura
Council, women participation would not be less than twenty percent. The decree
mentioned that King Abdullah had consulted religious scholars, who had approved

women participation in accordance with Sharia Law. The Royal Decree also amended
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article 23 to provide guidelines for the participation of women, which included a special
entrance and exit for women to ensure segregation of male and female and separate
seating to be allocated for women inside the Shura Council chambers. Saudi media
openly praised the policy change, as the public became more optimistic for the future of

their country.

Il. Case Study 1: Women Driving in Saudi Arabia

Introduction

This case discusses the ban on women’s driving in Saudi Arabia by first
describing the Saudi government’s position on the issue, and then addressing the
women’s movement which is attempting to remove the ban on driving, followed by the
Saudi government’s reaction to the movement. Finally, it is summed up in an evaluation
of the case. This case study is important because the ban on women’s driving in Saudi
Arabia has received more international press attention than any other public policy issue
that has faced the Kingdom. The international attention paid to this issue alone makes it
worthy of study. More importantly, however, social media coverage of this issue has
challenged the citizens and religious scholars in Saudi Arabia to examine their
preconceived notions and, by doing so, an unprecedented shift in public opinion has
occurred. Saudi Arabia is the only country in the world that does not allow women to
drive. The impact of this ban is significant not only for the day-to-day life of Saudi
women, but also to the economic life of the Kingdom. A 2007 Gallup poll states that
sixty-six percent of Saudi women and fifty-five percent of Saudi men are in agreement
that women should be allowed to drive (Rheault 2007). Traditional and social media

report positions favoring women driving because it is a right and a necessity that will
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eliminate over one million foreign drivers currently employed by households to transport
their female members. Those opposed to women driving argue that allowing women to
drive breaks with traditional values and customs. For the purpose of this study, three
aspects of the issue will be presented:

1) Statements of government’s position on women’s driving.

2) Statements and actions by women’s rights activists that have produced results.

3) Saudi governmental reactions to the women’s movement to remove the ban

through changes in public policy.

a) The Government of Saudi Arabia’s Position

Prior to the Gulf War, when Saudi Arabia became the focus of international media
attention, any discussion of the ban on women driving was taboo in local media. During
the Gulf War, however, female members of the coalition forces were required to drive on
Saudi roads and the 24/7 news cycle had occasion to report on the Saudi ban on women
drivers. As satellite TV and the Internet became more prevalent in Saudi Arabia, the
Kingdom was forced into a new awareness of the issue, as it became the target of
international criticism. In December 2005, then Crown Prince Sultan first publically
addressed the issue of women driving in a press conference when he said, “the issue of
(women) driving is a concern for fathers, husbands, and brothers. The government has
nothing to do with it and if those men request women to drive, then we will look at the
matter” (Okaz 2011). Affirming this point, Prince Saud Al-Faisal, the Saudi Foreign
Minister, told Britain's Channel 4 news that there were no Saudi laws prohibiting women

from driving and said, "Myself, I think they should drive. For us, it is not a political issue;
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it is a social issue. We believe that this is something for families and individuals to decide
and not be forced by the government, either to drive or not to drive."

However, during a press conference in March 2011, Prince Ahmed bin Abdul-
Aziz, the Deputy Minister of the Interior, reported “A statement was issued in 1990
prohibiting women from driving cars in the kingdom.” And, the Arab News quoted him
as saying. “The Ministry of Interior’s task is to implement an order. It is not our job to
say something is right or wrong” (Wahab 2011). Although, King Abdullah in his first
televised interview with Barbara Walters addressed the issue of women being allowed to
drive by saying, “I believe strongly in the rights of women ... my mother is a woman, my
sister is a woman, my daughter is a woman, my wife is a woman. I believe the day will
come when women drive. In fact, if you look at remote areas in Saudi Arabia, the deserts
and in the rural areas, you will find that women do drive. The issue will require patience.
In time, I believe it will be possible” (20/20 abc news 2006). In support, the minister of
information and culture, Abdul-Aziz Khoja tweeted, “Driving a car for Saudi women is
her right, as long as she follows the regulations, customs and Islamic manners”
(MacFarquhar 2011).

Although there is no law that bans women from driving in Saudi Arabia, neither is
there a law that guarantees the right of women to drive. Article 36 of Saudi Basic Law
states, “The state shall provide security to all its citizens and residents. A person’s actions
may not be restricted, nor may be detained or imprisoned except under the provisions of
the law.” Thus, based on Article 36, as citizens the mobility of Saudi women must not to
be restricted. Additionally, it must be noted that the Kingdom’s traffic law does not

exclude women. Under Article 38 of Saudi Basic Law, it states, “Punishment shall be
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carried out on a personal basis. There shall be no crime or punishment except on the basis
of Sharia or statutory provision, and there shall be no punishment except for deeds
subsequent to the effectiveness of a statutory provisions.” Based on Article 38, nowhere
is it stated in any of the Saudi rules and regulations that women are banned from driving.
Even in the Sharia, nowhere is it mentioned in Quran or the Hadith (Teachings of the
Prophet) that women are banned from operating machinery or riding any form of
transport, including driving. As a result, it must be concluded from both Sharia and the
Saudi Basic Law that women are not only allowed to drive, but are also protected from
punishment if they do.

Although, the traditions and customs of Saudi Arabia continue to foster a ban on
women driving in contradiction to the well-known fact that Bedouin women in rural areas
of the Kingdom drive, international media has devoted substantive attention to the ban on
women driving and has done so without any deep understanding of Saudi culture or
tradition. In 2005, when U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice was asked about
women driving during her visit to Saudi Arabia, she said, “I’m going to worry about
women voting, I don’t know about women driving” (Karl 2005, 11). Later she explained
that if women have political rights, then the right to drive is not an issue.” The following
day when Saudi Foreign Minister, Prince Saud Al Faisal was asked by reporters about
Secretary Rice’s speech in Egypt calling on the Kingdom of Saudi to give more freedom
to women, he said “I have not read it, to my eternal shame.”(Ibid, 10) In spite of the
outside pressure of the foreign press, Saudi government officials view the ban on

women’s driving as an internal issue. However, since the events of Arab uprising, there

> In 2011 King Abdullah announced that women will be allowed to vote in municipal
election
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has been a sustained push for Saudi women’s right to drive. In 2011, U.S. Secretary of
State Clinton praised Saudi women’s movement by saying, "What these women are doing
is brave and what they are seeking is right, but the effort belongs to them" (Associated
Press 2011).

From the above statements deriving from the ruling elite of the Kingdom, it seems
clear that the majority of Saudi leaders believe that women’s driving is an issue that is
culturally rather than religiously determined. Furthermore, the majority emphasizes their
personal opinion that women should have the right to drive, and many express their belief

that a time will come when women will drive in the Kingdom.

b) The Movement

At the start of the Gulf War, on November 6, 1990, forty-seven Saudi women met
in a parking lot to which each had driven themselves. As a result, they were all arrested
and only released after their male guardians signed a pledge that they would never drive
again. A month earlier, “In October 1990 articles began appearing in the heavily censored
Saudi press quoting women expressing alarm that had Saddam Hussein invaded Saudi
Arabia rather than Kuwait, they would have not have been able to drive their children to
safety as Kuwaiti women had done” (House 2013, 84). As a result, an overnight national
debate concerning the right of women to drive opened up.

Later in a 2005, at a Shura Council session regarding traffic laws, a Shura
member named Alzulfa requested a lift on the ban on women driving and requested that
the topic be moved up to Council Level. "I know that talking about women driving is
taboo, so I decided to take advantage of our discussions to bring up the topic" (Abu Nasr

2005), Alzulfa said after his proposal to the head of the council was ignored.
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Nevertheless, the request received widespread local media attention and gave local media
a chance to host him to discuss the topic. At the same time, arguments for and against
Alzulfa’s proposal appeared in print media. The issue was closed, however, when the
Minister of the Interior, Prince Naif, criticized Alzulfa's timing and declared that driving
was a secondary issue (Khalaf 2005).

Although articles and interviews highlighting the right of women to drive
appeared monthly in the media over the next few years, the issue only came to a head
when several religious scholars declared publicly that the matter of women’s driving is
not a religious one. In a 2009 article published in the Okaz newspaper, Dr. Abdullah
Almutlag, a member of the Saudi Committee of Senior Religious Scholars, confirmed
there is no Islamic text that prohibits women from driving. Furthermore, he noted that
the large number of molestation incidents by foreign drivers would be eliminated if
women could drive, explaining that customs and traditions should not govern us (Alawad
2009).

With the spread and access of social media through Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
and YouTube, Saudi women activists were able to gain supporters, discuss feminine
issues, and demand their rights in Saudi society. For over a decade the issue of women
driving had been covered in international media while Saudi local media imposed self-
censorship of the issue. However social media broadcasted the topic across the Kingdom,
and provided women the medium needed to openly and freely discuss it.

Ironically, as Arab youth rose up to challenge authoritarian regimes across the
Middle East in 2011, women were the only activists to rise up in Saudi Arabia and

driving was the issue at the top of their agenda. As the events of the Arab Uprising
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unfolded, a “Women2Drive” campaign was announced in Saudi Arabia for June 17,
2011, and was intended as a day of protest. One of its leaders, Manal AlSharif, posted an
eight-minute YouTube video on May 19, 2011, showing her driving. Within two days,
her YouTube video had been viewed 600,000 times. The next day, police arrested her and
held her for nine days, after which considerable international coverage and social media
pressure forced police to release her by Royal Decree. International and social media
coverage included the Twitter hashtag, #Women2Drive, as well as Facebook postings. By
the time the scheduled June 17" protest came, it is claimed that approximately one
hundred women drove on the streets of Saudi Arabia and none were arrested.

During the 2011 Manal Alsharif incident, the Saudi Government avoided taking
any official position on her case. No charges were brought against her when she was
arrested. She was released only after she and her brother signed an agreement that she
would never drive again. However, the same night she was released from custody, she
posted another video of her driving on YouTube. The video received so many views that
she was again arrested by the Ministry of the Interior and held in custody for nine days,
after which she was charged with inciting public disorder by violating a government ban
in collaboration with foreign media.

A few days later, Deputy Ministry of the Interior, Prince Ahmed, responded to a
question in a televised interview regarding the legality of women driving saying:

Regarding women driving, a ruling was issued in 1991
banning (or rather not allowing) women to drive cars. For
us at the Ministry of the Interior, this ruling still stands and
it is our duty to apply the law. It is not our duty to

determine whether the law is right or wrong. After all, it is
our responsibility to uphold the law.

The ruling Deputy Minister of the Interior, Prince Ahmed, referred to a religious
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fatwa issued after the arrest of the forty-seven women back on November 6, 1990, just

after Iraq invaded Kuwait starting the First Gulf War:

The Ministry of Interior declares to all citizens and
residents that, based on the Fatwa issued 20/4/1411 from
Sheikh Abdul Aziz bin Baz the head of Scholarly Research
and Ifta and Sheikh Abdul Raziq Afifi the Deputy
Chairman of the Committee for Scholarly Research and
Ifta, and a member of the Senior Scholars, Sheikh Saleh bin
Mohammed bin Luhaidan, President of the Supreme
Judicial Council and member of the Permanent Panel of
Senior Scholars. This fatwa states that it is inadmissible for
women to drive cars and it is necessary to punish those who
do drive cars with an appropriate punishment in order to
restrain signs of evil, as explained in legitimate religious
evidence that requires banning that which might expose
women to temptation and given that women driving cars is
contrary to the True Islamic behavior enjoyed by the Saudi
citizen jealous for his female relatives. The Ministry of
Interior clarifies for the general public and confirms that all
women are strictly prohibited from driving in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia and violations of this prohibition will
receive deterrent punishment (Ministry of Interior 1990).

As a result of her actions, Manal Alsharif was portrayed as a hero in the
international media, and she received a number of prestigious international awards; local
Saudi media portrayed her as a traitor. The ultimate price Manal paid was defamation by
the Saudi press and being fired from her job. She left Saudi Arabia as a result and now
lives abroad.

The movement went quiet for the two years following Manal departure from the
Kingdom. Then on March 31, 2013, the religious police published a statement in the
Alyoum newspaper saying women are allowed to ride bicycles and motorbikes as a
means of entertainment as long as they are dressed appropriately, covered in an Abaya,
and accompanied by a male guardian. Though the Alyoum was the only newspaper to

publish the statement, it was enough to create buzz on social media, although most tweets
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expressed skepticism over the statement. Sarcastically, international media outlets like
CNN, Time Magazine and The Guardian ran headlines saying “Saudi Women Can Now
Ride Bicycles in Public- (Kind of)”, or “Saudi women are allowed to cycle but only in
circles”, or “Saudi Arabia allows women to ride bikes- sort of”.

Later in 2013, the campaign for women to drive became active again and called
for an “October 26™ Campaign”, as Saudi women rights activists called on other Saudi
women to post photographs and videos of themselves behind the wheel on social media
websites. A social media flurry occurred two days after three female members on the
Shura Council requested that the issue be discussed at the October 9™ Ministry of
Transport Review by stating that “there is no law that bans women from driving. It is
only a matter of tradition” (Nafee 2013). The Saudi Shura Council rejected putting the
ban on women’s driving on the agenda. The Council, which includes 30 women among
its 150 members, said the issue was “irrelevant” and “not within the Transport Ministry’s
control” (Alarabiya 2013).

The renewed campaign also initiated a petition that collected 17,000 signatures
demanding the government to issue driving licenses to women (The Economist 2013).
The highlight of the campaign was the uploading of a song on YouTube on October 26™
that was viewed more than 13 million times and received huge international and local
coverage. The song supported the campaign to allow women to drive by bringing
awareness to the issue using the popular reggae tune “No Woman No Cry”. Three
comedians, Hisham Fageeh, Fahad Albutairi and Alaa Wardi, performed the song in

English with Arabic subtitles in a four-minute video while clapping, whistling and
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singing without musical instruments (since radicals believe musical instruments are
sinful). The lyrics mocked the ban as follows (Telfaz 2013).

Say, say

Say I remember when you used to sit

In the family car, but backseat

Ova-ovaries all safe and well

So you can make lots and lots of babies
Good friends we had and good friends we lost
On the highway

In this bright future you can't forget your past
So put your car key away

No woman, no drive

No woman, no drive

Hey, little sister, don't touch that wheel

No woman, no drive

I remember when you used to sit

In the family car, but backseat

Of course the driver can take you everywhere
Because the queens don't drive

But you can cook for me my dinner

Of which I'd share with you

Your feet are your only carriage

But only inside the house and when I say it I mean
Ev'rything's gonna be alright.

In the end, the three comedians were not charged by the government and did not
even receive a warning. However, the campaign website was blocked within Saudi
Arabia.

To legitimize the ban on women driving, three days before October 23 a
spokesperson from the Ministry of Interior issued the following statement:

Based on rumors exchanged over social networks and some
media outlets calling for demonstrations and marches
supporting an alleged day of female driving. The laws of
the Kingdom prohibit activities that disturb the public
peace and opening venues of sedition that only serve
senseless, ill-intentioned intruders and opportunity hunters.
The statement added that the Ministry of Interior assures all
concerned bodies will fully and firmly enforce the laws
against violators. At the same time, the Ministry values
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what many citizens have voiced concerning for the
importance of keeping the peace, stability, and avoidance
of what leads to disunity and stratification of society (Saudi
Press Agency 2013).

More than fifty women activists participated in October 25h protest and about
fourteen were arrested. Local media focused their reporting on a security crackdown by
police and religious police in the Kingdom.

The following year, as October approached, local media— without the permission
of the Shura Council— reported that the council would be discussing the issue of
allowing women to drive. International media picked up on the report and all major
international news outlets covered the topic of lifting the ban on women’s driving. As a
result, women’s rights activists renewed their campaign, but avoided driving in the streets
to avoid violations that might tarnish the council’s discussions. Local media reported that
the activists had abandoned their campaign. On social media, activists emphasized that
October 26" was a symbolic day to create awareness of the issue (AliKhan and Quraishi
2014). However, no official comment was released until November 8™ when a
spokesperson from the Shura Council said that its members had not yet decided on the
issue of allowing Saudi women to drive. “The Council did not make any decision on this
issue,” Mohammad Al Muhanna said. “Reports disseminated by some media included
lots of misleading details that prove that it was baseless and lacked credibility.” He
specifically singled out the BBC and the Associated Press for spreading rumors (Sabq
2014).

Saudi activist, Loujain Al-Hathlool, reiterated that the goal of the October 26™

campaign was not necessarily to drive, but to keep the momentum going (AlBargi and

Ghazanfar 2013). As part of the campaign, on November 30™, Loujain drove her car from
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United Arab Emirates to the border of Saudi Arabia and documented her journey on
Twitter and YouTube. Her YouTube video received a million views and her name
trended in international social media (BBC Trending 2014). After having been held for
24 hours at the Saudi border with her social media feed live tweeting in Arabic under a
new hashtag “#Lujain Alhathlool arrested”, a Saudi friend of Lujain attempted to
approach her from the UAE to provide her with supplies. Although she did not intend to
cross the border, she too was arrested and held for two months in jail. Both were finally
released after being referred to an Appeal Court in Al-Hasa (the Eastern Provence of
Saudi Arabia) that ruled their case was in the Al-Hasa Court’s jurisdiction and should be
ruled on by a specialized court established specifically to deal with cases against the ruler
and against the laws of the country. As a result, the case was transferred to a court
specialized in terrorism. Although both defendants in the case are active supporters of
Saudi women’s right to drive, they were put on trial not for driving but rather for the
comments they made on social media criticizing the government. As a result, local media
shied away from covering the trial, and it was only reported on social media and by the
foreign press. More importantly, the government has issued no official statement on the

casc.

c) Phases of Government Reaction in Media

It is possible to envision the Saudi government’s reaction to the movement to
allow Saudi women to drive as a phenomenon that has played out in the media over four
phases. The first phase occurred from 1991 to 2005 during which women driving was
considered a taboo in local media. During this phase media had no impact on the

movement because the government controlled traditional media (press, broadcast). At the
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same time, Saudi citizens censored themselves on local media outlets to avoid being
labeled as “liberals” or anti-tradition, which for Saudi culture has a negative connotation.
Given the widespread international media attention given to the ban on women driving,
government reaction was slow. The reason for the sluggish pace was that citizens’ access
to international media was limited due to strict censorship laws on media access; before
the spread of the Internet, citizen’s access to information was also controlled. The second
phase of the Saudi government’s reaction to the issue of Saudi women’s driving occurred
during 2011, when the Saudi government attempted to find a legal means to codify the
ban. The third phase occurred during 2013 when the Women’s driving movement was
made illegal as being organized resistance under the guise of constituting a disturbance to
the public order as described in Saudi Basic Law. The fourth phase occurred in 2014,
when the Saudi government equated the act of a woman driving to an act of terrorism.

In reaction to Saudi government attempts to derail the Saudi Women’s Driving
Movement, social media became the backbone of the resistance campaign. Dr. Khalid
Alfirm conducted a scientific study regarding the “Saudi dialogue on Twitter about the
reality of women driving.”® The results of his research demonstrated that sixty-nine
percent of those who tweeted on the issue of women’s driving were men; thirty-five
percent of these tweets were sarcastic; twenty percent were violently opposed to women’s
driving; twelve percent were objective about the issue; and only five percent expressed
factual opinions. The study also looked at what evidence was used in supporting the
opinions expressed regarding women driving. Again, sarcasm lead with thirty-seven

percent, while the remaining evidence to support opinion came from other sources on the

% Dr. Alfirm is the head of Communication department in Imam Mohammad Bin Saud
University, which is considered an Islamic conservative university
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Internet (7.5%), followed by religious texts (4.7%). Official statements constituted only
(4.1%), and the least support came from tweets by eye-witnesses (1.3%). Dr. Alfirm
concluded that the main reason Twitter is playing a major role in social change is due to
the fact that the issue of driving is a social issue and not related to Islamic Sharia (Sabq

2014).

d) Evaluation

Media has not managed to influence a change in policy with regards to allowing
women to drive in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. However, the media— especially
social media— has changed Saudi culture by making Saudi citizens more aware of the
benefits of women driving and has removed religion as a reason for the ban. Religious
scholars have altered their position from having a religious obligation to protect women
from driving, to affirming that the issue of women’s driving is not a religious matter, as
there is nothing in Islamic religious scripture to support the ban. These same religious
scholars say that during the time the Prophet was alive, women rode camels and horses—
the equivalent of cars in the modern era. In spite of this change in position, conservative
resistance remains. Having lost their religious footing, conservatives recently published
questionable research on the ill effects driving can have on women, which stated that
women who drive can cause damage to their ovaries, or incite rape. Needless to say,
these claims have given the international press plenty of food for mockery.

Local media successfully framed women driving in a financial economic context.
The financial burden created by banning women from driving has since influenced the

debate, because the salary needed for maintaining a driver costs a female teacher
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approximately half of her income. Moreover, the changing complexity of social life in
Saudi Arabia demands freedom of mobility for women.

As a result, media has successfully helped to shape public opinion. Alotaibi says,
“The decision today is a political one. There were a lot of delayed decisions in the past
that were viewed as social decisions and once the policy was issued we discovered that
the rejection was superficial and people were ready for it. For example, women
participating in the Shura council was delayed and the argument was the society was not
ready, but when it happened people were happy and driving is the same case” (Alotaibi
2015).

While social media enables activists to create local awareness of the need for
women to drive, it has also stirred up international pressure for policy change. It must be
concluded that impact of media alone has not been successful in implementing change to
the issue of women driving in Saudi Arabia, because the issue has not yet been elevated
to the level of a Royal Decree; and the government has responded by making arrests and

used exiting laws to deter the movement.

lll. Case Study 2: Saudi Women in Sports

This second case study discusses the right of women to publically participate in
sports, and focuses on Saudi women’s partaking in the 2012 Summer Olympic Games.
The case study is important because it demonstrates how pressure from outside the
Kingdom and the foreign media have been able to impact changes to Saudi public policy.
We can envision the case as being divided into two main sections: Pre and Post
Olympics. During the pre-Olympic period, the international media outlets were the main

actors of influence, while Saudi local media reacted to international pressure and local
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concerns. The second section of the case study concerns media coverage of the days
leading up to the opening of the 2012 Summer Olympics Opening Ceremony. The final
section of the case study presents an evaluation of Saudi media’s impact on the process of
reforming Saudi women’s participation in sports.

The eyes of the world focus on the Summer Olympic Games every four years, and
although fielding female participants is in the best interest of Saudi Arabia’s national
prestige, in the past, the absence of female participants has reflected negatively on the
Kingdom. The arbitrator of international opinion primarily rests with the media, as it
played a major role in both shaping public opinion regarding Saudi women’s

participation, while also helping to impact a change in public policy.

Introduction

For over ten years the issue of girls’ physical education in schools was a concern
in local media, and an awareness of women’s health issues resulted in public awareness
and support for physical education in schools. The time span involved is relatively short
and focuses in large part on statements made in the media by the International Olympic
Committee and the response of the head of Youth Welfare, Prince Nawaf Al Saud.

Although the first modern Olympic games were held in 1900, the first time Saudi
women were allowed to compete was the 2012 Olympics in London, where 42% of total
participants were women (Olympic Studies Center 2014). The 2012 Olympic games were
also a milestone for the Kingdom, because it was one of the last three countries in the
world to sponsor female athletes. The participation of Saudi women in sport has not been
a simple matter and women in Saudi Arabia were only granted the right to girl’s physical

education in 2015. In addition, women are not allowed in gyms, and are banned from
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public sporting events. However, there is no Saudi law that prevents women from
participating in international sporting events, as the Kingdom has signed a number of
international agreements. One such agreement is The United Nation Convention on the
Elimination of All Form of Discrimination Against Women, which grants in article (10)
paragraph (g) equal “Opportunities to participate actively in sports and physical

2

education.” Although the Saudi government included a general reservation upon
ratification of CEDAW stating that “In case of contradiction between any term of the
Convention and the norms of Islamic law, the Kingdom is not under obligation to observe
the contradictory terms of the Convention.”, the International Olympic Committee
Charter states in Rule 2 Paragraph 7, that the Kingdom is obligated “to encourage and
support the promotion of women in sport at all levels and in all structures, with a view to
implementing the principle of equality of men and women” (International Olympic
Committee 2015).

The year 2012 was not the first time a Saudi woman participated in an
international sporting event, but it was the first time such participation was officially
sanctioned. Two years before the London Olympics, Dalma Malhas participated in the
2010 Youth Olympic Games as an equestrian. Dalma is an American born Saudi citizen
who was educated in Europe. During the youth Olympics, she displayed the Saudi
equestrian logo on her horse and wore green and white, the national colors of the Saudi
flag, even though the government of Saudi Arabia did not officially sponsor her. The
Deputy Chair of the Saudi Olympic Committee said “she went on her own expense and

by invitation from the International Olympic Committee” (Alhayat 2010). Saudi media

had no interest in the event, and did not cover her participation until after she had won a
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medal. Then all Saudi newspapers ran the same headline: “Saudi Equestrian Dalma
Muhsin First Khaleeji’ to Win a Bronze Medal in the Olympics”. All Saudi newspapers
printed the same content and a picture of her sitting on her horse celebrating her
achievement as a Saudi athlete, while ignoring the cultural fear of appearing in a picture
without the traditional veil. In an interview, the equestrian admitted, ‘‘I didn’t care much
about my being there as a representative of Saudi Arabia, because anyone could probably
do that’” (Ramadani 2012). Maybe her statement reflected her understanding that her
country would not have sent her and that she benefited from the International Olympic
Committee’s policy of allowing all countries to send male and female competitors to the
Olympic Games, as the International Olympic Committee (IOC) reserves limited places
for male and female athletes. Although equestrianism is rooted in both Saudi culture and
religion, it is not easy sport for women to participate in any professional sports in Saudi
Arabia, due to country’s cultural restrictions— the same cultural limitations that have

kept women from driving.

a) International Media Pressure and Local Coverage

The International Sports Committee lobbied for the change and has made the
participation of women a priority in its statements to the international press. Tessa Jowell,
Britain’s former Minister for the Olympics, led the movement in February 2012 with a
statement saying that with its attitude towards women and sport, Saudi Arabia was
‘““clearly breaking the spirit of the Olympic charter’s pledge to equality.”’(Ibid)
International Olympic Committee members made statements to the press to encourage

the Saudi government to move forward, and, in March 2012, from eight thousand other

7 Khaleeji are citizens of the Gulf Arab Countries: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, United
Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, Kingdom of Bahrain
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athletes, they selected Reema Abdullah, founder of the first non-official Saudi women’s
football team to carry the Olympic torch (Hadi 2012).

The General Presidency of Youth Welfare is the Saudi governmental agency
responsible for all sporting activities and sports-related activities in the Kingdom, and is
headed by Prince Nawaf. When asked about women participation in the 2012 Olympics,
he replied, “the Kingdom has received international invitations for over twenty years and
has yet to allow women to participate and there has no intention of doing so” (AlSharq
Alawasat 2012). Prince Nawaf continued by stating that those women who are studying
or living abroad might participate but he said, “we will only support them if they
participate according to our traditional teachings.” The same month in an interview in
Riyadh newspaper, Prince Nawaf said, “We don’t endorse Saudi female participation in
the Olympic or in any international tournament” (Reuters 2012). Ten days after this
statement was made, Jacques Rogge, the President of the International Olympic
Committee announced, “we are waiting for Saudi approval for women participation”
(AFP 2012). Again in May, he confirmed "We are still discussing with them on the
practicalities, but we are optimistic that this is going to happen" (Associated Press 2012).
Later the BBC reported that a secret meeting was held in Jeddah, KSA and “officials say
a consensus was reached between the King, the Crown Prince, the Foreign Minister,
leading religious clerics, the grand mufti and others, to overturn the ban” (Gardner 2012).

Twenty days after Prince Nawaf stated that women would not participate in the
2012 Olympic Games, an official statement from the Saudi Embassy in the United
Kingdom announced in a press release, Date 6/24/2012:

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia wishes to reaffirm its
support for the sublime meanings reflected by Olympic
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games and the cherished values of “excellence, Friendship
and respect” that they represent. It also supports the
objectives of the Olympic movement to hold the games in
an atmosphere of the fair competition without the burdens
of politics or racism.

Therefore, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is looking forward
to its complete participation in the London 2012 Olympic
games through the Saudi Arabian Olympic Committee,
which will oversee the participation of women athletes who
can qualify for the Games.

Meanwhile, the Saudi Arabian Olympic Committee is
working in a close and constructive cooperation with the
international Olympic Committee to achieve this
participation.

Still Prince Nawaf did not confirm the participation of Saudi women in the
Olympic games to local media, and in July said that their participation was a
“possibility”, with the restriction that they “wear an approved uniform that is
conservative according to traditions, with the approval of her male guardian; and he
should accompany her while there is no mixed participation with men” (AFB 2012).
Another official statement published in ‘Al Sharq Alawsat’ newspaper announced that
male athletes would have to qualify to compete in track, equestrian and weightlifting at
the games, but that no "female team would compete in these three fields," according to an
unidentified Saudi official (The Assocciated Press 2012).

The first time women participation in the Olympics was announced in local media
was at a press conference in November when Prince Nawaf confirmed that women would
participate but according to Sharia Law. However, neither participants nor the events they
would participate in were named (Alshalan 2011). It was not until ten days before the

Olympics were to begin that the Saudi Government finalized arrangements and

announced that two Saudi women athletes would compete.
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In her research on gender equality and mass media, Pamela Creedon explains that
the media helps us to understand the cultural debate over the definition and legitimacy of
women and sport by saying, “Sport is a gendered cultural institution” (Creedon 1998, 98)
Thus, if Saudi media is a platform for understanding women’s participation in sport, then,
according to Creedon, it would be unjust not to include Saudi women in sports media.
Although all eleven Arabic daily newspapers have sports sections, it is a rare occurrence
that women are featured in these. In fact, it takes a highly unusual event, such as the
controversy surrounding the Olympic games, for women to gain press in this domain of
Saudi periodicals. At the time, however, the topic was front-page headline news both in
the press and in social media.

In a global sense, equality in the reporting of sport has been the focus of many
mass media critics as content studies demonstrate that female athletes are nearly invisible
and ignored by the media. (Ibid, 92) In the case of Saudi Arabia, women in sport truly are
invisible because achieving international standards of professional sporting competition
is basically impossible to achieve in an environment where women cannot even register
for sport clubs or competitions. Women are banned from entering national trials making
it impossible for them to ever qualify for international competitions. During the Olympic
debate, however, women in sports managed to gain the attention of local media,
traditional media, and social media, which were all filled with mixed reactions and
comments. These reactions split into those opposed to women’s participation in sport and
those for it.

The first group considered participation of women in sport as disrespectful to the

traditional values of the Kingdom. For example, a religious cleric named Salman Alodah
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tweeted: “women participation in the Olympics is not appropriate nor is it what we need
to develop our society and the status of women.” (Twitter 2012) Alodah is one of the
most influential Twitter users in Saudi Arabia, having achieved 7.5 million followers.
Additionally, his followers have exchanged a lot of hateful tweets towards the
participation of female athletes. According to a report on women participation in the
Olympics, perhaps the most infamous tweets regarding Saudi women participating in the
Olympics came from Adel Alkalbani (Hadi 2012). In reference to the torch lighting, he
tweeted, “A Saudi woman carrying the Olympic torch will extinguish the torch her
modesty and the flame of her faith” (@abuaddelelah 2012). According to reports, this
infamous tweet only received 331 re-tweets and 16 likes from among his nearly 2 million
followers. This group of conservatives is concerned that if the door opens for women to
participate in sports, then it will be difficult to maintain a conservative dress code in the
future. This fear was strengthened after the International Judo Federation announced that
wearing a headscarf was not safe due to a risk of strangulation. Later, a Saudi National
Olympic Committee spokeswoman said the IOC and the International Judo Federation
agreed on an acceptable form of headscarf that could be used. “They agreed on a design,
and she (the Olympic athlete) will compete wearing this design” (Alarabiya 2012). As a
result of the Saudi Committee’s insistence on maintaining an acceptable dress code, the
Saudi government was reassured that traditional values would be maintained.

The supporters for women participation in sport viewed the announcement as a
step towards equal rights for women in Saudi Arabia. Many of this group strengthened
their argument that it concurred with Islamic teaching saying, “It is an Islamic imperative

to allow girls to exercise; Aisha, the wife of our beloved prophet Muhammad, ran with
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him on several occasions. That is a religious proof of the need to move and exercise”
(Alshingiti 2012). These views came to the forefront at a time when the need for girl’s
participation in physical education was also under debate, and provided an opportunity

for advocates to push for a new policy to include physical education in girls’ curriculum.

b) During and Post Olympics

On the day of the Olympic opening ceremony, a number of Saudi political and
public figures expressed feelings of patriotic pride. However, the common theme in
Twitter that newspapers reported on the day after the opening ceremony was that the
Saudi delegation was the only one in which women had to march behind their male
counterparts (Akhbaar24 2012). Even after the Olympics, this group continued lobbying
for women'’s rights in sport and highlighted that although neither Saudi female athletes
was up to international standards of competition, they succeeded in breaking down a
strong wall that has dominated Saudi society for generations. In his opening ceremony
speech at the World Conference on Women and Sport, the President of the International
Olympic Committee said, “It is not enough to send women to the Games if girls are
denied opportunities to participate in sport. On a recent trip to Saudi Arabia, we heard of
the progress the sporting movement is making in that country to introduce sport for
young women in the education system” (Bach 2014, 2). The concept of having truly
qualified women compete and not just participates for the sake of participating has
successfully spread through the Saudi sport community. In an interview conducted with a
high ranking official in the Youth Welfare Organization, “I don’t see anything wrong
with women participating as long as it is limited to sports that she can wear her

conservative cloths, and participation should not be for the sake of only participating, but
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also because they will achieve good results.”

Abdullah Bakeet published an article in the Alriyadh newspaper that sums up the
media’s analysis of the Olympics. He writes that the debate is not about winning, losing,
or about the game: “Our issues do not concern the world or any humanity in written
history. When we compare our discussion of the Olympics and the world’s, the only
common thing is the word ‘Olympic’.” Bakeet is pointing out that the culture is not even

focused on the game. They are focused on women’s dress code (Bakeet 2012) .

c) Evaluation

The idea of one or two Saudi women participating in the Olympics games is not
much of a story on one level, but understood within the greater context of Saudi Arabia’s
heavily gendered cultural values, it is a major story with serious ramifications. There is a
clear difference in this case study between local and international media coverage of
Saudi women’s participation in sport and the Olympics. Even Saudi officials spoke two
different languages: one for local media and the other for international. To local media
outlets, Saudi officials did not show support for women participating and fed the public
traditional conservative excuses rather than building awareness and presenting a
confident political face to the nation. On the other hand, they told the international media
and officials representing the Olympics that they were optimistic that Saudi Arabia was
sincere in allowing the participation of women and would make it a reality. Additionally,
“Social media forced traditional media to deal with issues, that in the past they used to be
hesitant to cover— especially women issues” (Agel 2011).

Public opinion was also an influential factor as international media coverage

created pressure on Saudi Arabia to avoid a boycott of Saudi men participating in the



141

Olympics if women were not included. As a result, the media played a major role in
influencing the participation of women in the 2012 Olympics, and created awareness and
support by lobbying for implementation of a new policy to open gyms for women. The
Ministry of the Interior announced in March 2013 that it would allow licensing of women
sports clubs and introduce physical education to girls’ curriculum in the education for the
first time. As a result, it could be argued that the Saudi Government gave into
international pressure to maintain international legitimacy during the sensitive period of
the “Arab Uprising”. The real agent of change, however, was international media, social
media and public opinion. For without pressure from these areas, the Youth Welfare
Organization would have ignored the need to change just, as they have for twenty years

prior.

IV. Lessons

Each of the two case studies presented in this chapter resulted in a different
outcome, in spite of the fact that media played a major role in shaping public opinion and
awareness. In both case studies, media exposure shed light on the important facts
underpinning the events. For example, the media showed that the ban on women driving
is not a religious restriction, but rather a social tradition and government policy. In the
case of female athletes’ participating in the Olympics, the media opened the discussion
on women health and physical movement as a right and a necessity.
Lesson One: Media Reach

The first lesson to be learned concerns the broad reach of media today.
Globalization and the wide reach of the international press now dictates that Saudi

officials realize local and international media have become one. Modern technology has
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given Saudi citizens access to both local and global media. As a result, the Saudi
government should align its messaging with views prevalent in the media, rather than
promoting ideas in conflict with it.
Lesson Two: The Empowerment of Saudi Women

The second lesson from the study is that Saudi women, working independently,
only have so much influence when it comes to bringing about substantive reforms for
their gender. In order to bring about more substantive change, they will need help. The
movement for Saudi women to drive lacks collective action and most efforts consist of
the personal stories of a few individual women who have championed a cause that is not
supported by a large lobby of women supporters. In the case of women’s participation in
sports, female athletes worked and trained for many years before their cause was
championed by the International Olympic Committee and not by any organized effort of
their own. An interesting lesson in both cases is that the lack of policy can open debate in
the media and the resulting dialog often provides a “green light” for the government to
effect reforms. At the same time, when an article, opinion, or tweet crosses a “red line”,
then it is the government reaction to repress a debate.

Although the empowerment of Saudi women is largely dependent on the courage
and activism of women in the Kingdom, true empowerment for Saudi women will only
be realized in the country, when higher ranking members of the ruling class foster this

transition by implementing a Royal Decree.

Conclusion
Between 2001 and 2015, the impact of media on changing government policies

concerning women’s issues has met with mixed results. In the case of the prohibition on
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women’s driving, it has been shown this issue has been widely reported in international,
local, and traditional media. However, the tone of most of these articles has been very
guarded. As a result, traditional media has succeeded in persuading public opinion that
the ban is not based in religion. As such, many members of the Kingdom have removed
religion as the source for the prohibition.

The local media has also pointed out there would be clear economic benefits to
ending the ban, as families pay illogical sums for drivers. However, the Saudi
government continues to remain ambivalent on the issue, balancing progressive
ideologies against deeply entrenched cultural values. While government officials state it
is a matter of tradition, as no law exists prohibiting women driving, the government has
yet to grant women the right to obtain a driver’s license.

Despite these failures within the domain of women’s driving, media has
demonstrated its ability to impact domestic policy change when it comes to women’s
participation in sports. This change, however, resulted primarily from the outside
pressure of the international press and the International Olympic Committee, while both
the local press and the Saudi government attempted to downplay the issue. However,
Saudi public opinion expressed in social media widely supported women participating in
the 2012 summer Olympic games. As a result, the Saudi Government allowed women to
participate in 2012 Summer Olympic Games, allowed gyms to open for women, and
initiated physical education for girls in schools. Although this case focused specifically
on women’s participation in the 2012 Summer Olympics, it had ramifications that
stretched far beyond this single event. The direct impact was the granting of permission

for women to participate in the Olympics; the indirect impact was related to the greater
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issue of women’s health and physical education in Saudi Arabia. So, the case is a
significant example of both successful direct and indirect impact.

Lastly, it should be noted that the successes and failures of the media’s impact
when it comes to women’s empowerment most likely reflects the fact that the idea of
gender roles is deeply rooted into the cultural identity and norms of the Kingdom. As we
proceed with future case studies, we will see that certain domains have been more easily
impacted by media, while others have been less. For Saudi, these issues are domain
specific, and, as this study demonstrates, women’s empowerment still is one of the more
static issues— although not intractable. The progress in sports participation gives hope

that in years to come, more significant breakthroughs await the women of the Kingdom.
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Figure 5.1: The above diagram highlights the powerful contradiction that women
face in the Kingdom, as they are at times dependent on men for daily
activities.
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Chapter 6

Reading Between the Lines:
The Impact of Media on Educational Reform

Introduction

This chapter presents two case studies that demonstrate the impact of media on
public opinion and government policies regarding educational reforms in the Kingdom.
To better understand these case studies, first the evolution of education in Saudi is
presented to show how deeply religion has historically been rooted in curriculum, and
how government policies and public opinion concerning education are necessarily
intertwined with religious doctrine and tradition. The importance of the role that
education plays in shaping attitudes of citizens is vital to the future of the Kingdom and
its place in the world.

The first case study focuses on the reform of religious textbooks due to
international pressure asserting that texts used to teach religion in Saudi schools promote
an interpretation of Islam espoused by radical Islamic terrorists. The second case study
presents the opening of the first co-educational university in the Kingdom’s history, King
Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST), which represents a radical
departure from traditional Saudi institutions of higher education. Needless to say, the
school has received considerable backlash from conservative religious circles. In
presenting each case study, views reported in the media by the international press, local
religious authorities, and the Saudi public are contrasted with government statements and

press releases in the media.



146

I.  The Evolution of Education in Saudi Arabia

Historically, education in Saudi Arabia began as Kuttab, which means “students
of the book”, and refers to how students learned to read write and memorize Islam’s holy
book, the Quran. In 1925, public education was formalized in the Kingdom and placed
under the Director of Knowledge. As with any developing Arab nation, Saudi Arabia
initially adopted the educational system of Egypt, and the government recruited Egyptian
educators to develop and teach curriculum for the Kingdom. Shortly thereafter, parts of
Syria’s educational system were integrated. The effort to develop a Kingdom-wide
curriculum was initiated by Royal Decree No. 173 dated July 27, 1927, which established
the Kingdom’s first education committee responsible for the creation of educational
policy, schools, and the selection. The first curriculum in Saudi Arabia focused almost
entirely on Islamic studies and the roots of the contemporary Saudi education textbooks
date back to the 18th century, when Sheikh Muhammad Ibn Abd Alwahhab called for the
return of Muslims to the fundamentals of Islam.

It was not until after World War II that a few secular Western-oriented private
schools opened and broke with traditional Islamic Kuttab. Regardless, most of the
curriculum in these new private schools was devoted to religion. In 1952, the Kingdom
established the Ministry of Education. The Supreme Committee for Educational Policy
was established in 1963, when the Kingdom’s educational curriculum underwent a major
modification— starting with elementary school curriculum— when math and science
were added to supplement religious studies (Al Aqgeel 2013). The priority the Saudi
government currently places on education is demonstrated by the fact the majority share

of the government’s annual budget (25%) is devoted to education. This is more than any
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other country in the world, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s expenditures on education
as percent of GDP from 2001 through 2008 were: (Indexmundi.com)

YEAR % GDP

2001 7.77
2002 7.68
2003 7.15
2004 6.28
2005 543
2006 5.89
2008 5.14

From a Western point of view, educational outcomes in relation to the level the
Kingdom spends on education are surprisingly low. According to a 2007 Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Saudi Arabia lags behind
international benchmarks in math and science. According to western reports, this is due
to the Kingdom’s continued emphasis on religious education as, in 2016, religious studies
comprise thirty percent of the primary school week, while math, science, social studies,
Arabic language, English language and physical education compete for what remains.

From a Saudi point of view, the Kingdom’s education system successfully
reflects its commitment to religion as its highest priority. The stated goal of the Ministry
of Education is to create a generation that serves their country and religion (Al Ageel
2013). To achieve this goal, the following subjects are taught in Saudi schools: Qur’an,
Tawhid (Declaration of the oneness of God), Tajweed (recitation), Tasfir (interpretation
of Qur’an), Hadith (Prophet Mohammad sayings), and Fiqih (Islamic jurisprudence)
(Prokop 2003). In addition to thirty percent of weekly hours in elementary school being
dedicated to religious subjects, twenty-four percent of weekly hours in intermediate

school, fourteen percent of weekly hours in secondary schools, and thirty-five percent of
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weekly hours in schools with technical and natural science curriculums are dedicated to
the study of religion.

Given that Islamic studies are the basis of Saudi education, the Kingdom has been
accused of fostering terrorism by allowing radical interpretations of Islam to be taught.
As a result, the international community has made demands that Saudi religious textbook
be reformed. In recognition for the need for reform, the influence of religion as a
political force in education, has come under scrutiny by the Saudi government, the Saudi
press, and Saudi public opinion. Due to the secretive nature of Saudi public policy
formation, however, it is only possible to analyze reform efforts through what is reported
in the media, and how local Saudi media and international media outlets report the same
issue.

Using this methodology sheds light on the two case studies that follow in this
chapter. In the first case, pressure from the international community and Saudi public
opinion push the Saudi government for reforms to religious textbooks, which in turn,
provokes reaction from religious conservatives. In the second case study, pressure from
reform-minded King Abdullah pushes the Saudi government to open the first
coeducational university in the Kingdom’s history, King Abdullah University of Science
and Technology (KAUST). As aforementioned, the school received criticism from

conservative religious groups; these concerns lead to a political reaction.

Case Study 1: Religious Textbook Reform

Introduction
This case study discusses the role Saudi media played through three phases of

religious textbook reform and brings to light the tension between political and religious
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institutions in Saudi Arabia. This case study is important because Islamic schools around
the world are supported by the Saudi curriculum, and the content of Saudi religious
textbooks has become a global issue. The case study first presents the background of the
reform needs of religious textbooks, based on the events of 9/11. The second section of
the case study presents press releases and public statements issued by the government
regarding religious textbook reforms divided into three phases. In the first phase of
reforms, the case study presents how the Saudi media helped shape public opinion by
introducing the need for religious textbook reform. Next, the case study discusses the
second phase of religious textbook reform and how the Saudi media started to build local
awareness of the textbook reform campaign. The case study then discusses the third
phase of textbook reforms, by aligning Saudi public policy with the expectations of the
international community and the international press, highlighting how government
promises turned into action and reformed religious textbooks. The final section of the
case study presents an evaluation of Saudi media’s impact on the process of reforming

Saudi religious textbooks.

a) Background: A Wake Up Call

After the events of September 11, 2001, experts and institutions from around the
world analyzed Saudi society in an attempt to better understand what led fifteen Saudi
hijackers to attack the United States of America. Conclusions drawn by the international
community— based mainly on investigative reports by the U.S.A.— focused on the
educational system of Saudi Arabia and suggested that the Kingdom’s religious textbooks
fostered intolerance and animosity against non-Muslims. For example, hatred of

unbelievers (non-Muslim) is introduced in the first grade and reinforced throughout
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school and culminates in the twelfth grade with doctrine of using conquest (Jihad) to
spread Islam. In addition, criticism stated that Saudi textbooks repetitively focused on a
narrow violent element of Islam.

However, the reaction of Saudi educators and scholars responsible for the
curriculum was that the problem was much larger than just reforming textbooks.
“Educational reform has many political, religious, social and financial aspects such that
radicalization in education is a reflection of radicalization in politics or religion. Thus,
there is no harm in reforming radicalization, because reform is a continuous process”
(Alsani 2015). In supplement, Dr. Abdullah AlManie, a scholar in the Education sector,
in an interview said, “Our problem here is from the reactions; we have a report that was
published from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that said radicalization is a product of our
education. And from my own point of view, radicalization stems from managerial and
financial problems that control the citizens’ benefits and services. Therefore blame
should not be assigned to the Ministry of Education alone but also to the Ministry of
Youth Welfare, the Ministry of Social Affairs and other governmental institutions that
also need to be part of the reform” (Almanie 2015).

As the spotlight of attention on Saudi Arabia’s school curriculum revealed that its
religious textbooks were a main factor in fostering radical Islam, both the Saudi
government and Saudi media reacted defensively. Their initial stance rejected reports in
the foreign media and only later did they begin to realize the need to build awareness of
religious textbook reform. Reactions from the academic community and public opinion

were divided. Conservative elements saw the problem as foreign interference in Islamic
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studies and the identity of Saudi society. On the other hand, reformist affirmed the need

to revise textbooks as a long-standing problem that had not been addressed for years.

b) Phase One: 2002-2004

Saudi government officials in local media affirmed the position that there was no
need to revise religious textbooks. In 2002, the Minister of Education, Mohammed
AlRashid, said that Saudi Arabia would never allow anyone to impose changes on its
national educational curricula. According to Dr. AlRashid, the Kingdom’s educational
curriculum has never promoted extremism, as “this is mere anti-Saudi propaganda, our
national educational curricula never urged extreme thinking. This is unfair, as it has been
promoted by enemies' poisonous propaganda,” he stressed (Gulf News 2002).

In a statement issued on October 2002, Saudi Deputy Education Minister Dr.
Khaled Al Awad reported that meetings between United States and Saudi officials,
concerning the Saudi education system, resulted in an understanding that:

Saudi curriculum is fine and does not encourage or boost
terrorism and hatred of a member of another religion or
faith. According to which it was claimed that the curricula
nourished the ideas of terrorism in the souls of the pupils
following the events of September 11"™. These meetings
yielded positive results, and since most of those present
realized that the Saudi curricula were fine, they retracted
their baseless accusations (Stalinsky 2003).

However, one month later, on December 19, 2002, the Saudi
Embassy in Washington D.C. published the following press release:

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has approved budgets for the
construction of 780 new schools as well as improvements
to another 380 schools. Part of this funding will improve
and equip a number of educational facilities, such as

supplying schools with computers, laboratory tools and
other devices. The funding will also provide maintenance
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to existing schools. In addition, money has been allocated
to update books and curriculum.

"Our schools and our faith teach peace and
tolerance," stated the Foreign Minister, HRH Prince Saud
Al-Faisal. "There is no room in our schools for hatred, for
intolerance or for anti-western thinking. We are working
very hard to build a world-class educational system that
will help our children be prepared to make substantial
contributions to the global society. An audit conducted by
the Foreign Ministry determined that about five percent of
the school's books and curriculum contained possibly
offensive language. A program is now in place to eliminate
such material from schools (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
Embassy - Press Release 2002).

When these two official statements are compared— one by the Ministry of
Education and one by the Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia in Washington— they are
clearly speaking to two different audiences from two different points of view regarding
the same issue. Regardless, it is clear that reform was needed to ensure political stability

at home and abroad.

c¢) Phase Two: 2004-2005

Once the initial shock and denial of international community’s condemnation of
Saudi religious textbooks subsided, the Kingdom confronted a phase requiring substantial
time and effort given political instability and social resistance. After having denied the
need for reform initial, educational systems entered a new phase wherein they accepted
that certain reforms were necessary. As a result, Saudi media in the Kingdom modified its
message to build public awareness of the need for reform, while persuading conservative
elements that the desire for change was present in the Kingdom, and did not result from
outside foreign pressure. In part, Saudi media’s efforts were based on studies within the

Kingdom.
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A 2004 study conducted and published by the Ministry of Islamic Affairs revealed
that media’s ability to successfully combat terrorism varied from one medium to another.
Seventy percent of study participants agreed that print media covered the issue of
terrorism frequently and consistently, while providing a variety of religious views and
accompanying discussions that stimulated an educational awareness of the issues. On the
other hand, study participants said that visual media only presented religious views and
twenty-eight percent of the public sampled thought that media coverage varied depending
on the situation. The study suggested that it would be worthwhile for the media to combat
terrorism and conservative religious radicals by holding open forums of discussion in
which educators, academics and journalists freely participated. The issue, after all, as one
of social responsibility rather than the responsibility of any single government institution
(AlRiyadh 2004).

A second study presented during a Forum for National Dialogue demonstrated
that the Kingdom’s religious textbooks “encourage violence toward others, and
misguided pupils into believing that in order to safeguard their religion, they must
violently repress and even physically eliminate followers of other religions” (Center for
Religous Freedom 2006). Because this study was conducted locally, in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia, and was broadly covered in local media, the Saudi public was less resistant
to its findings.

The Saudi government affirmed the need for internal reforms through a number of
press releases. Prince Sultan, who was Second Deputy Prime Minister at the time and a
very influential member of the Royal family, released a statement through the Saudi Press

Agency saying, “... reform aims to strengthen morality, flexibility, openness to dialogue
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and respect of other opinions, while retaining religious subjects as the basis of our
education system” (Bashir 2003). Prince Naif, the Minister of the Interior, attempted to
appease radical elements by saying planned reforms conformed with the teachings of
Islam. “Most people in the Islamic world have studied the same curriculum but their
thoughts and ideas have not been corrupted like this small number of terrorists, who were
the product of deviant thoughts, alien to Islam.” His statements both supported religious
textbooks and the need for reform. “The Saudi leadership will go ahead with its plan for
the educational development of its citizens by reviewing some curriculum drafted about
50 years ago. We are doing this not because of any foreign pressure” (AlRiyadh 2004).
Affirmation of the need for reform extended beyond local Saudi press releases

and included a Report on the Development of Education in the Kingdom, presented at the
47™ session of the International Conference on Education organized by the International
Education Bureau which stated:

There are indications that the fault lies in the kind of

methods of education and their ability to influence types of

behavior and attitudes of thinking. The educational system

with its tools and methods has not had the desired effect on

students’ behavior and has not contributed to the vision of

the present circumstances in relation to the immediate and

distant environment. Education is not merely a group of

skills, knowledge and values that the learner acquires only

to repeat at exams. Education transcends all these to the

goal of preparing the Muslim personality to effectively

interact fully with the world (The Ministry of Education in

coopertaion with the Ministry of Higher Education, and

General Establishmnet of Technical Education and

Vocational Training 2003).

However, when Government reports are not intended for the international

community, the tone tends towards conservatism. For example, in the Ministry of
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Education Ten-year Plan for 2004 to 2014 included the threat education faced from mass

media as a “cultural invasion and its results”. The report stated,
The development and wide spread of unrestricted mass
media communication and the reduction of its costs
constitute a challenge and a threat to the Kingdom’s
national identity and culture. This issue requires a balanced
approach that will allow students to enjoy the benefits of
modern technology (which, in turn, will benefit the
community) while maintaining the Kingdom’s values and
faith, and that is able to protect them from the risks that
might harm them as individuals and groups and that might
negatively affect Muslim society. (Ministry of Education
2004)

This statement recognizes that although the media is influential to Saudi
educational system, it is a threat to the Muslim society. This statement is crucial to
understanding the mentality of those who are leading what is claimed to be a balanced
approach confronting radicalization.

Based on official statements released to the press, it seems that the government
attempted to combat public opposition to the reform of religious textbooks and, yet, the
voice of the opposition was never made public due to media self-censorship. The most
obvious and strongest opponent of reform in Saudi Arabia is the conservative religious
establishment that has always exercised considerable influence on the life of Saudis
(Raphaeli 2005). While the Saudi government has attempted to confront the religious
extremism responsible for terrorism, the Kingdom’s religious establishment has kept

relatively silent, and religious scholars have utilized the media to defend Islam from

terrorist ideology while warning that Islam is being targeted by extremists.

d) Phase Three: 2005-Present

In 2005, when King Abdullah was interviewed by Barbara Walters and asked if
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any changes had been made to the Kingdom’s textbooks, he replied, “we have toned them
down” (20/20 abc news 2006). Saudi officials continued to confirm reform efforts to the
US Government. On March 7, 2005, Adel AlJubeir (then spokesman for the Saudi
Foreign Ministry, now the new Foreign Minister) held a press conference in Washington
and announced, “We have reviewed our educational curriculums. We have removed
materials that are hateful or intolerant towards people of other faiths” (Pletka 2006).

In 2006, the Freedom House published a report regarding Saudi religious
textbooks stating that, much to the disappointment of the US Government, only a few
modifications have been made to religious texts. The report said that a chapter on Walaa
wal Baraa (loyalty and disavowal) had been deleted and most passages referring to jihad
(holy war) had been removed from Saudi textbooks. The report included passages from
textbooks that promoted hatred, deplored tolerance, and highlighted that Saudi students
are taught that Jews and Christians are their enemies. In reaction to this report Prince
Turki AlFaisal, Ambassador to the United States, published an article in USA Today
saying,

Updating a national educational system is a major
undertaking. Hundreds of books must be revised, and
several hundred thousand public school teachers need
additional training. The process remains ongoing...the
government launched a public awareness campaign across
all national media outlets to reinforce the true values of the
Islamic faith and educate young Saudis about the dangers
of terrorism.” (T. A. Alsaud 2006)

Thus, the Saudi government acknowledged that radicalism was widespread in the
Saudi society and in order to update religious textbooks, multiple aspects of Saudi social,

political, religious life needed to be addressed. The same logic used to persuade the Saudi

public was employed to persuade the US Government. During a press conference with
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the US Secretary of State, Prince Turki AlFaisal, brother of Prince Saud, Minister of
Foreign Affairs, was asked about criticism that not enough was being done to revise
textbooks. He replied,

The education reforms in Saudi Arabia go beyond textbook

rewriting. They go into teacher training, directions or the

messages that are given to children in the formative years,

and this is done for our own security and our own

education and standard the ability of our young people to

compete in the marketplace with anybody else in

productivity. They have to be educated in the proper system

of education. And so the whole system of education is

being transformed from top to bottom. Textbooks are only

one of the steps that has been taken by Saudi Arabia (U.S.

Departmnet of State 2006).

Still, the Saudi government made a commitment to the American government to
remove all intolerant material from Saudi textbooks by 2008 (Weinberg 2014).

At the local level, the Saudi media dealt with education reform as a matter of
terrorism and radicalism. “Education: Reality and Development Methods” was selected
as the 2006 National Dialogue topic at an annual meeting at the King Abdul Aziz Center.
The Minister of Education explained the selection of the topic by stating that education
“is an expression of involving the society in participating with professionals and leaders
to create the policy of education and united the vision of the country through dialogue”
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006). By selecting this topic, government efforts to include
different views for reforming the Kingdom’s school curriculum would be discussed.
During the event, a study called “Religious Curriculum...Where is the defect?” was
presented. The study emphasized the need to evaluate religious textbooks in the context

of having been written at a time of religious and political disturbance and war. As a result

of the cultural shifts and social developments that have occurred in recent years, students
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were exposed to ideas not considered beneficial for their development, and religious texts
were held responsible for inducing violence. The conference promoted the idea that
reform is for the benefit of Saudi citizens— that the Kingdom should make corrective
modifications rather than simply complying with the super powers (The Emirates Center
for Strategic Studies and Research 2004).

In 2008, the Ministry of Education announced the launch of a large project to
eliminate radicalism from both girls” and boys’ schools in local media. The program was
called “Intellectual Security” and mandated that all teachers attend training programs and
required reports from all schools on their progress. In 2010, as a result of these efforts,
the Director of Intellectual Security in the Ministry of Interior announced that nearly two
thousand teachers had been detained by the Ministry, and their right to teach had been
revoked due to their radical views. In addition, four hundred other teachers were
suspended for sympathizing with AL Qaeda (Bin Salim 2015). By 2015, the program
had grown to the point where it required its own department within the Ministry of the
Interior.

After the Freedom House Report was issued, attempts to analyze and confirm
changes to Saudi textbooks became difficult because access to the textbooks was
restricted. Previously, textbooks could be obtained through unofficial sources but was no
longer possible. As a result, in 2011, the US State Department commissioned the
International Center for Religion and Diplomacy (ICRD)® to evaluate Saudi textbooks,
since earlier efforts were both inconclusive and incomprehensive. Douglas Johnston, the

president and founder of ICRD, recommended that the results of the study not be

® A non-profit that promotes religious tolerance
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published: “We strongly suggested it should not be published because they (the Saudis)
are making great progress on this. We can achieve a lot more if we pursue this outside the
public domain” (Lake 2014). This non-transparent methodology complies with the
typical strategy employed in the Kingdom in both public and private sectors. The ICRD
website posted a brief paragraph about the report stating, “ICRD’s review of those texts,
the most comprehensive to date, confirmed that the Kingdom has made some laudable
progress, but much remains to be done to fully complete the task of reform” (ICRD
official website). Positive examples were also provided. The report included: 1) an
analysis of textbook changes over the course of a decade, and 2) a comparison of some
key theological concepts with Qur’anic source material, both for selective referencing
and distorted emphasis (conducted with significant guiding input from key Saudi
counterparts and accomplished Muslim scholars). Ultimately, however, two
considerations arose that were perhaps more significant than issues with textbook
content. The two considerations were teacher training and the global exporting of
Wahhabist ideology through other means. A lack of pedagogical capacity and the
intolerant beliefs of teachers are particularly insidious to rendering any positive reforms
applied to textbook content which makes it much less relevant” (Ibid).

Religious conservatives universally resist change. In the context of Saudi Arabia,
religious scholars have always had the loudest voices and any attempt at change over the
years has created instability in conservative Saudi society. For example, in 2010, a Fatwa
(a religious decree) was issued by Saleh Alfwzan proclaiming that updating of religious
textbooks was Haram (forbidden). Since religious media is the most censored in Saudi

Arabia, conservatives resorted to social media in expressing their refusal to change
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religious curriculum. Although conservative outrage created noise on social media, their
lack of technical expertise and sophistication paled in comparison to the Saudi
government’s awareness campaign that flooded social media outlets and provided far
better reach to its intended audience.

In order to analyze the relationship between the media and educational reform,
the relationship between these two institutions needs to be identified. Most academics see
the link as weak, at best, as no strategic relation exists between the two. Additionally,
“The relationship is contaminated with a lot of doubts and sensitivity. The Ministry of
Education thought for many years that the media was deliberately picking on the
weaknesses and mistakes in the educational system, rather than realizing that the
criticism held merit, and should be heeded in the form of reform. Even so, till this day,
little development has occurred” (Alotaibi 2015).

In contrast to the relationship of the media and education, all newspapers in Saudi
Arabia have a section devoted to religious issues, and every media outlet in Saudi Arabia
has reporters dedicated to covering religion. The real issues endemic to Saudi society and
its religious institutions run much deeper than the content of religious textbooks printed
and published by the Ministry of Education. Saudi Arabia’s entire media system is
dedicated to spreading and supporting Islamic society by Government decree. Yet
religious media have failed to foster an awareness of the terrorist mentality and how
dangerous it is for internal security. According to Khalid Almshoh, editor of religious
section of the Alwatan Newspaper, self-censorship is one of the reasons behind this
failure, and enables religious scholars to resort to expounding views unrelated to

confronting terrorist ideology.
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In 2013, Mohammed AlRashid, the Minister of Education from 1994 to 2003,
wrote an article titled “The Development of Religious Curriculum”, in which he focused
on the wordings of the texts for both girls and boys. Yet it is ironic because his views
could have been implemented when he headed the Ministry of Education. While
highlighting the importance of revising religious textbooks, AlRashid also said there was
a need to include academics and social scientist in the development of religious
textbooks, and emphasized that they should not to be excluded by religious scholars
(AlRashid 2013). Ironically, in 2002, when he was the Education Minister, he defended
religious textbooks when the Kingdom experienced anti-Saudi propaganda. It is also
interesting to note that during the 2013 reform of Arabic and religion textbooks, the
names of authors were excluded for the first time and replaced with being authored by “a
group of specialists”. This resulted in a debate in media concerning the public’s right to
know the credentials of the authors of textbooks, and was countered with the argument
that attention should be focused on the material and not the authors (Alarabiya 2013).

By analyzing media impact on religious textbook reform, the power struggle
between the religious and political institutions was brought to light. Although there have
been educators in society that have demanded revision and update to the content of the
Saudi school curriculum, the only views appearing in religious media resisted revision of
religious textbooks under the rationale that because Islam is the pillar of education, they
should not be touched. Nonetheless, Saudi media has played an influential role by
critically reviewing political policies and by creating public awareness of the need to
reform religious textbooks, while also maintaining the importance of religious studies.

Most importantly, the media exposed hidden agendas within the educational institutions
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that supported radical ideas.

e) Evaluation

The process of religious textbook has been surprisingly slow considering the
challenges Saudi Arabia has faced in confronting the radical Islamist terrorism that
threaten the stability and security of the region. The first factor impacting the pace of
religious textbook reform results from Saudi educational policy. Saudi Arabia defines
itself as an Islamic state, and religion forms both the foundation of the Saudi political
ideology and its educational system. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s educational policy
is an integral to a Kingdom-wide policy issued in 1970 that defines the principles,
objectives, and goals of education in the Kingdom. The prominent principles defined in

this policy are:

e A belief in Allah (God) with Islam as its religion and Mohammed as its prophet.

e A comprehensive Islamic vision of universe, human being, and life.

e A conviction that Muslims invest their energy in this life for the afterlife.

e A conviction that the teachings of the Prophet Mohammad are the correct path to
achieve happiness to humanity and rescue it from corruption and misery.

e A conviction that education is a duty in Islamic teaching and the state must
provide it.

e A conviction that religious Islamic science is essential through all years of
education (Elementary, Middle school, High school and higher education).

e A conviction that the purpose of education is to understand Islam in a proper and

complete manner, to implement and spread the Islamic faith, and to provide
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students with Islamic values and teachings.

A conviction that an exchange of views between the ruler and his citizens
strengthens loyalty and devotion.

A conviction that Jihad’ in the name of God is an obligation and a requirement
that lasts until judgment day.

A conviction that education is the right of all women in accordance with their
nature to prepare them for their mission in life with respect to decency and dignity
in Islamic teachings, since women represent one half of humanity.

A conviction that the Arabic language is the formal language to be used in
education, except where other languages are required, like learning a foreign

language. (Alhgel 2011)

These are few of the 236 articles of policy related to this case study that

demonstrate the overarching principle of religion, as it relates to government policy. The

first section of the policy includes twenty-seven general rules, of which twenty-one are

related to religion. Additionally, the second section states the purpose of education and its

aims necessarily include the Islamic goals of education.

The goals of education are: understanding Islam correctly and completely,
implementing and spreading the Islamic faith, providing students with Islamic
values, instruction and ideals, enabling students to obtain knowledge and various
skills, promoting constructive behavioral traits, developing society economically,

socially and culturally, and preparing individuals to become useful members of

? The Literal meaning is struggle or effort, Muslims use Jihad to describe: A Muslim
internal struggle, fighting Satan, Holy war.
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society.

e Promoting the spirit of loyalty to Islamic Law [Sharia’s] by disavowing any
system or principle that contradicts Islamic Law by producing upright action and
behavior in accordance with its general and comprehensive rules.

e Awakening the spirit of Islamic Jihad in order to resist our enemies, reclaim our

rights, return our [past] glories, and fulfill the duty of the Islamic mission.

The policy illustrated above demonstrates the importance of religious teaching
that form the basis of the Kingdom’s educational system— not only its importance, but
the role jihad and spreading Islam are embedded as a main principle. Analyzing
educational policies necessitates revision to coincide with current politics of the
Kingdom.

The second factor impacting the pace of religious textbook reform is the
government’s ability to present the issue in Saudi media. When the government controls
media, the media frames the content by which the public interprets and discusses the
issue of religious textbooks revision as defined by the government. A media frame is
defined as “a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding
strip of events...The frame suggests what the controversy is about the essence of the
issue”  (Scheufele 1999, 106). According to statements made by the Ministry of
Education in 2002, the public was told “Islam is under attack by western propaganda”
(Gulf News 2002). These statements conflicted with the statements made to the United
State Government and press. As seen in the case, Saudi media responded in the second
phase by publishing two local reports framing the discussion in the context of by us, for

us. However, in August 2005, after King Abdullah ascended the throne, the media



165

became more liberal in how it reported on religious textbook reforms. King Abdullah
announced that improving the education was his utmost priority, and approved a
generous budget for educational programs. Additionally, King Abdullah replaced the
minister of education'® with his son-in-law, Prince Faisal bin Abdullah, a former assistant
director of intelligence. The King has also appointed Nora al-Fayez as deputy education
minister, making her the highest-ranking female official in the country's history.
However, the most important and crucial factor impacting the pace of religious
textbook reform has been the religious institution. Although it is not formally a part of the
government, it forms the backbone of both the government and education. The
Kingdom’s religious scholars did not support reform in the media, and their silence
considerably strengthened the argument opposing revision. At the same time, the
opposition of the religious establishment raises the question of where religious scholars
reside in Saudi society— especially with regards to the Council of Senior Scholars, the

highest religious body in Saudi Arabia.

III. Case Study 2: The KAUST Case

Introduction

This second case study discusses how religious opposition to the King’s vision for
a world-class educational institute caused a media storm that resulted in the
unprecedented removal of a member of the Council of Senior Scholars, the highest
religious body in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This case study is important for two

reasons: 1) it demonstrated the limits of religious power as defined by King Abdullah

1% The ousted minister, Abdullah al-Obaid, had come to education in 2005 from the post
of secretary general of the Muslim World League, he was considered a conservative
person, with no reform history.
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through his actions and in the press, and 2) it demonstrated through international media
reports that the Kingdom is capable of founding a world class educational institute.

Central to this case study is the issue of co-education in traditional Muslim culture
like Saudi Arabia. Traditionally, the Kingdom segregates the sexes in all public places,
and though the issue of mixed gender, lkhtilat, has existed since the Kingdom was
founded, King Abdullah’s vision for King Abdullah University for Science and
Technology (KAUST) required that KAUST be a co-educational institution conforming
to international norms while violating traditional Saudi standards. It was sure to lead to a
media storm. The case study first presents, in King Abdullah’s words, his vision “of a
university that has been a dream of mine for more than 25 years” (KAUST 2009). This
dream was well received by the international press.

Next, the case study discusses how a television interview of the youngest member
of the Council of Senior Scholars put him in direct opposition to the King. The case study
then presents how the Saudi media reacted to this young cleric’s confrontation with the
King, and, by doing so, added fuel to the fires of controversy. Finally, the case study
presents the reaction of the King and ends with an evaluation of the case and lessons
learned.

Ever since education for women was introduced in the late 1950s, the segregation
of girls and boys in school has been the norm. Even in higher education, female Saudi
university students are only able to experience male professors’ lectures via T.V.
monitors, and professors are only able to react with their female students through a
microphone and speaker, since they are not allowed to see them. Gender segregation is

imposed in all public places in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The following case study
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presents the unprecedented establishment of co-education in Saudi, which triggered an
interview on Saudi T.V., and which the Saudi press reacted to, resulting in action by the

Saudi government.

a) The King’s Vision

King Abdullah chose Saudi Arabia’s National Day to inaugurate the King
Abdullah University for Science and Technology (KAUST), and invited world leaders to
attend the ceremony. During the inauguration ceremony, on the 23" of September 2009,
the King delivered a speech that shared his vision of the university with the world for the
first time. This speech is particularly noteworthy as it links science and faith at a time the

Saudi education ranked the lowest possible against global science and math benchmarks.

In the name of God, the most graceful, most merciful,

Y our Majesties,

Your Excellencies,

Your Highnesses,

Distinguished guests,

The idea of this university has been a dream of mine for
more than 25 years. It has been a persistent desire that has
lived with me ever since. And I thank God, the Great, the
Merciful, that he enabled us to embody it as a reality that
stands mightily, with God's will, on our soil today. On
behalf of the Saudi people, I would like to express our
deepest thanks for your presence here and your
participation in the birth of our dream.

The Islamic civilization historically has played an
enormous role in serving humanity. After God, the great
Islamic scholars have contributed to many areas of
scholarship, such as the role played by Ibn Al-Nafees in
medicine, the impact Jaber bin Hayyan had on chemistry,
and Al-Khawarizmi's pivotal role in algebra. Similarly, the
study of sociology benefited immensely from the genius of
Ibn Khaldoon.

For all of that, the university, whose inauguration we
celebrate today, did not emerge from nowhere. It is a
continuation of what distinguished our civilization in its
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golden age. This is, first of all, what the university stands
for.

Throughout history, power has attached itself, after God, to
science. And the Islamic nation knows too well that it will
not be powerful unless it depends on, after God, science.
For science and faith cannot compete except in unhealthy
souls. And God has graced us with our minds, which we
use to understand and recognize God's laws of nature. For
He, the Almighty, said, "Of his faithful, God is feared by
scientists." And this is the second meaning of the
university.

Brothers and sisters,

Humanity has been the target of vicious attacks from
extremists, who speak the language of hatred, fear
dialogue, and pursue destruction. We cannot fight them
unless we learn to coexist without conflict - with love
instead of hatred and with friendship instead of
confrontation. Undoubtedly, scientific centers that embrace
all peoples are the first line of defense against extremists.
And today this university will become a House of Wisdom
to all its peers around the world, a beacon of tolerance. This
is the third meaning of the university.

Finally, I would like to thank Saudi Aramco, which
supervised the development of this university in an
extraordinarily short period of time, and I wish to the entire
university community continued success.

May God bless you all (KAUST 2009).

The King Abdullah University for Science and Technology (KAUST) is located
in the western Provence of Saudi Arabia, on the shores of the Red Sea, just North of
Jeddah, and opened its doors in 2009 with a $10 billion-dollar endowment to establish it
as an international graduate research university. However, to gain international
acceptance and ranking, KAUST became the first mixed gender university in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the issue of mixing sexes became the most controversial
story in the history of Saudi Arabian education. It should be noted that KAUST houses

only 15% of Saudis among its student body, with 85% of those enrolled coming from the

international community.
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b) The Controversy Begins

KAUST was celebrated in local and international media as an educational
establishment and a sign of educational reform. However, this attention was short lived.
A few days after the ceremony, Saad AlShithri'' initiated Kingdom-wide controversy in a
televised interview on September 28, 2009, when he was asked about his reaction to
KAUST and its mixed gender policy. His response lasted nine minutes and initially
praised the King. He claimed that he thanked King Abdullah for restoring the Islamic
Umma to its previous position as a world leader in science, and therefore thanked King
Abdullah for this blessed step. Next, he questioned whether there might be aspects of the
university that the King would not approve of and recommended that special ulama
“scholars” committees be established to ensure that the university acts in accordance with
the King’s wishes and remove things contradictory to sharia. Moreover, he emphasized
that mixing sexes may lead to other corruptive distractions that make ‘men look at
women and women look at men’, distracting their hearts from the original purpose, which
is education. He ended his response with the certainty that such a decision did not come
from the King, but from other officials, since the Custodian of the Two Holy Cities works

for the good of the Islamic nation to be a source of knowledge and not just a receiver.'

c) Reaction of the Media
The interview may very well have gone unnoticed, if Jamal Khashogji had not
published an article in the AIWatan newspaper two days afterwards criticizing Sheikh Al

Shithri for what he described as an attempt to interrupt the progress of the nation. More

' A member of Saudi Senior Ulamaa.
12 Translation from the interview aired on Majd channel on September 28, 2009.
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seriously, however, Khashogii criticized the Sheikh for attacking the very King that
appointed him a scholar because of his belief in giving opportunities to young scholars.
By openly casting doubt on the legality of KAUST in a TV broadcast, Sheikh Al Shithri
promoted fitna (dissension). Khashogji also demanded that the Almajd channel be a
partner in the Kingdom’s progress and not broadcast noise that blurs opinions.

Alshithri defended his position the following day, on September 30, 2009, in a
letter to AlWatan newspaper praising KAUST, saying he objected to the content of his
interview being distorted by Alkashogji, the editor in chief of AlWatan. He attempted to
clarify his remarks by saying that he did not criticize the King, as his comments were
made out of love and appreciation for His Majesties achievements. Over the next few
days, no less than eighteen articles were published debating mixed gender issues and
Islamic law from various school of thoughts (Meijer 2010). Liberals stated that the
prohibition of ikhtilat is not Islamic, and in the debate an important concept emerged
differentiating mixed genders in a group or Zktilat and Kelwa mixed company between
one male and one female, as these concepts need to be discussed religious scholars,
educators, and the public to determine how they apply in the modern era. Even the Imam
of the Grand Mosque in Makkah, Sheikh Abdulrahman Alsudays, addressed the issue of
KAUST in his Friday sermon and called upon all Saudis to remain calm and prevent fitna
(dissension) from spreading. He praised KAUST and pressed upon the Kingdom’s
leaders, its Ulama, its intellectuals and “those interested in the general welfare to uphold
the consensus and agreement on this important endeavor” (Arabian Business 2009). It
was an exceptional time, because the Saudi public was able to criticize the interference of

religious institutions that receive unparalleled support and immunity from the very
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Monarch they criticized for sharing his vision for the Kingdom.

d) Reaction from the Government

Five days after Sheikh AlShithri’s televised interview, King Abdullah enacted an
unparalleled order by issuing a Royal Decree removing AlShithri from both his position
on the Council of Senior Scholars and as a member of the Permanent Council of
Religious Studies and Fatwa. This was the first time in Saudi Arabian history that a King
had ordered a Royal Decree promoting an action that destabilized and trumped the
Council of Senior Scholars. In Saudi culture, this council is technically the highest

religious power, so the action was not only unusual but actually unprecedented.

e) Evaluation

Although students from Saudi Arabia only comprise 15% of the total student
population of KAUST, it was enough to fuel the debate over co-education. Unfortunately,
Sheikh AlShithri failed to fully appreciate that KAUST was the realization of King
Abdullah’s vision. As the youngest member of the Council of Senior Scholars, one might
expect AlShithri’s comments to reflect a more progressive, forward thinking mentality.
Given the King’s reaction, however, AlShithri failed to fully appreciate two factors
relating to the delicate balance between maintaining Islamic norms internal to the

Kingdom and the need for a Saudi educational institution that meets global standards.

The first factor AlShithri failed to appreciate is that Saudi Arabia has been
accused of promoting religious radicalism in its education system by the International
Community. At the same time, KAUST embodied the hopes of King Abdullah for a new

beginning, and he would not tolerate religious interference to tarnish his hope. Sacking a



172

member of the Council of Senior Scholars is unprecedented in the history of Saudi
Arabia, and has helped to redefine the limits of their influence in regards to KAUST. At
the same time, a member of the religious establishment crossed the line by interfering
with political decision and provided an opportunity to remind the Council of Senior
Scholars that there are lines they cannot cross.

The second factor AlShithri failed to realize is that although Saudi Arabia spends
more on education than any country in the world, the quality of education in Saudi Arabia
fails to meet global standards due to its religious focus and cultural conservatism. For
KAUST to meet global standards, it had to be an exception to the Kingdom’s educational
norm. To ensure the independence needed, King Abdullah relied on Saudi ARAMCO to
design, build and staff KAUST. Saudi ARAMCO is the world largest oil and gas
company, and is considered not only the most successful and influential corporation in
the Kingdom, but also the most valuable in the world. KSA’s ruling body has relied on
Saudi Aramco for Ministerial talent, as Ali Al-Naimi, former President and CEO of Saudi
Aramco, was appointed Minister of Petroleum and Minerals in 1995, and serves as the
Chairman of KAUST.

Saudi media’s role in King Abdullah’s decision to remove AlShithri from office
was crucial, in spite of the fact that both the media and education in Saudi Arabia are
controlled by religious conservatives. The broadcast of AlShithri’s interview enabled the
press to position Alshithri in opposition to King Abdullah through his misguided defense

of traditional norms of segregation in education.
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IV. Lessons

Lesson One: Social Consensus

The lesson to be learned from the first case study is that social consensus is
crucial to reforming existing educational curricula. Without fairly universal agreement,
curricular modifications are unlikely. Ironically, in order for educational reform to take
place on a substantive level, education, itself, must improve among Saudi citizens, many
of who lack formal education and insight into global perspectives that differ from their
own. Education reflects society, and is the realization of culture’s vision of itself. If that
vision is not clear, then the resulting curricula will be composed of random individual
efforts within the Ministry of Education that do not necessarily reflect the vision of the
Saudi people. In addition, the reaction of society resisting change is often due to a lack of
understanding. To introduce a policy change, debate and discussions are needed to move
the change forward in society so that more people can benefit from it.
Lesson Two: Royal Decrees and the Rate of Reform

What these case studies highlight is the enormous influence of the Monarch and
the potential strength of Royal Decrees to produce rapid and impactful change. Each of
these cases invariably lead to change: with the textbook case, change came about
gradually, primarily as a result of pressure from the international media. In the case of
KAUST, the change was dramatic and immediate, basically taking place in a few days.
What does this teach us? In the instance of the textbook reform, the will for change was
initiated by international forces, rather than that of King Abdullah, himself. Because the
will for reform was extrinsic to the nation, change came about slowly and over several

years of internal debates and negotiations. In the instance of KAUST, however, because
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the impetus for change was personally compelling for the King, change occurred quickly.
This may teach us something important about the future of reform for Saudi Arabia. If
nothing else, this will help to set our expectations more accurately, and better understand
both the processes that occur and don 't occur. For Saudi Arabia to enact political reform
quickly, the King must feel strongly about the change and implement a Royal Decree. If
he does not, then change is still possible, but will likely take a significantly longer period
of time, with results being subject to compromises rather than more full-fledged

modification.

Conclusion

Through examining educational reform in the Kingdom, 2001-2015, we see a
sharp difference between the effect of internal and external pressures for change.
Religious textbook reform resulted from the international media’s efforts to remove
terrorist propaganda from religious textbooks used in Saudi Arabia’s educational system.
In contrast to the progression of acts that lead to reform for religious textbooks, the road
to reform for KAUST resulted from a personally derived initiative of King Abdullah.
And the King was able to enact the change, even though it violated established norms
separating the sexes.

In the case of religious textbook reform, the Saudi government eventually bowed
to international pressure, even though local Saudi media pandered to conservative
religious elements. Saudi public opinion on religious textbook reform was mixed, as both
progressive and conservative elements expressed their views. Nonetheless, outside
pressure and international media were enough to impact a change in Saudi’s educational

policy.
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By contrast, King Abdullah’s dream of a modern institute of learning, devoted to
science and technology, met with resistance from conservative religious elements in the
Kingdom, which opposed co-educational schooling. The opposition view was expressed
openly in local Saudi media, while both public opinions in social media and the
international media were openly supportive of KAUST.

The story of educational reform in the Kingdom highlights an important reality in
the Saudi Arabia. Unlike many Western societies, where education, politics, and religion
exist as intertwined though clearly separate systems with independent identities and
features, education, politics, and religion exist much more as a single, solidified unit in
KSA. They operate in conjunction each other, and are envisioned, truly, as serving one
major purpose: the religion of Islam and the will of Allah. So we cannot look at
education in the Kingdom without knowing politics and religion, and we cannot look at
politics without knowing education and religion, etc. Once understood through this lens,
we can better anticipate reform within the domain of education, as a force that results
when political, educational, and religious wills align. When this occurs, change can be

rapid and predictable. When they do not, change can be arrested or altogether intractable.

Figure 6.1: The above cartoon highlights the role that censorship plays in determining
what Saudi citizens do and do not read.
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Chapter 7

Saudi Citizens Digital Voice:
Social Media’s Impact on the Ministry of Health

Introduction

This chapter presents a single case study documenting the impact of media on
public policy change in Saudi Arabia. The case study is important because it clearly
shows the impact that local social media has had on Saudi domestic public policy, as
illustrated by the removal of two Ministers of Health due to public pressure exerted
through local social media. The case study begins with background information on the
Ministry of Health, and how the Saudi government appoints cabinet ministers. Next, it
presents two incidents where social media lead to the removal of two Ministers of Health.
The first incident stems from public outcry over a Minister of Health’s handling of an
outbreak of the MERS virus. The second incident stems from a YouTube video that
appeared in Saudi social media, showing a new Minister of Health berating the son of an
elderly patient over the care his father was receiving. An evaluation of the case study
highlights how each incident provoked the Saudi government to in response to negative
publicity that appeared through social media. The case study concludes with lessons
learned.

The importance of this case study relates directly to the emphasis healthcare is
given by citizens of Saudi Arabia. As provided in the Saudi Basic Law of Governance, all
citizens of KSA are provided free access to public health care services. In the Kingdom,

the Ministry of Health is the main provider and financier of health care services. The
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Ministry of Health is also responsible for managing, planning, and formulating health
policies and supervising health services in the private sector. Furthermore, the Ministry of
Health provides 60% of all health care services. An additional 20% are provided by
government ministries that, prior to the creation of the Ministry of Health, have
traditionally catered to their own employees. The remaining 20% of all health services
are provided by the private sector (The Economist, Intelligence Unit 2014).

Despite Saudi Arabia’s health care achievements, the system faces challenges
from two prominent factors: a growing population and a heightened susceptibility to
uncontrollable and difficult to treat diseases. The World Health Organization (WHO),
which reports government spending on health care in Saudi Arabia, indicates that Saudi is
well below the average prevention costs that other high-income countries spend. Only
4% of Saudi Arabia’s GDP was allocated to health care in 2010— only 4.7% in 2014
(Ibid). Due to the importance of healthcare to Saudi citizens, major challenges confront
the Ministry of Health. These challenges have been widely reported in the Kingdom’s
media. Healthcare issues confronting Saudi citizens have been popularly reported in

social media, and provide a basis for the following case study.

I. Case study: The Impact of Social Media on the Ministry of Health

Introduction

This case study demonstrates how social media caused two Health Ministers to
lose their jobs in the same calendar year. Though the case focuses on the way that social
media augmented public voice to the point where it directly impacted public policy and
the government, it is important to understand the cause behind the urgency of the plea.

With new diseases entering Saudi society, citizens felt compelled to lobby for adequate
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healthcare and demanded government accountability. At the same time, it is important to
realize that the King and the Ruling Council felt deeply responsible for the health and
well-being of their people, and were more than willing to attune themselves to clamoring
voices, and accept responsibility in order to make necessary changes.

The necessity of individuals having a voice in politics is clearly understood in
democratic governance. In an absolute monarchy, however, the voice of the people is
often only exercised to some degree by mainstream media. However, when a nation’s
media is, itself, constrained and controlled by the absolute monarchy, public opinion is
stifled. In KSA, public opinion has never been a factor in political decision making
processes. The voice of the citizens has not been heard because government control of the
media has turned media into the voice the government, itself. With the spread of new
technology, however, public access to the Internet, and cellular technology have enabled
individual citizens to make their voices heard through social media outlets such as
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. More importantly, however, this case demonstrates
that the government is listening and changing its policies based on public opinion.
Though this poses a challenge to the Kingdom’s authoritarian control of media, the genie
of public opinion is out of its bottle, and the Saudi government is seemingly listening and
acting with the knowledge that they will never be able to put the genie back in.

Traditionally, government ministers are appointed for a term of four years, but are
usually renewed for more than one term. Although a minister can be terminated at any
time, some ministers have served up to forty years (Prince Saud Al Faisal, the Foreign
Minister), and others have lasted only 10 weeks (Mr. Ahmed Al-Khatib, the Health

Minister). Yet, from April 2014 to May 2015, five different Ministers of Health held
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office. This unprecedented turmoil occurred due to negative public opinion, which forced
the government’s hand in firing two Ministers of Health.

Initially, Abdullah Al Rabiah held the portfolio of Minister of Health, but was
fired due to public pressure in the late April 2014. Then, Adel Fakih, the Minister of
Labor, was asked to act as Minister of Health until a permanent minister could be
appointed. In December 2014, Dr. Mohammed Al-Hayaza was then appointed but was
soon replaced in a cabinet shuffle when King Salman ascended to the crown. King
Salman then appointed Ahmed Al-Katib as Minister of Health, and ten weeks later a
social media scandal resulted in his being fired and permanently replaced by Khalid Al-
Falih, former CEO of Saudi Aramco in late April 2015. Supplementing the two incidents
that make up the body of the case study are a number of related instances in which

concerned citizens have effected change in the Ministry of Health through social media.

a) First Event

The first event involved the sacking of Dr. Abdullah Al Rabiah. In spite of the
fact that the local press claimed that the MERS virus lead to his removal, what follows
demonstrates that social media activists were behind his firing. Over the past ten years,
Saudi Arabia has been confronted with deadly diseases— as is the case of the Alkhurma
virus, Rift Valley Fever, N1H1 Influenza, Bird Flu, and Ebola. All have caused deaths in
the Kingdom. What differentiated MERS from the other diseases was that Saudi citizens
expressed their displeasure through social media— primarily through Twitter.

Since the Ministry of Health was formed in 1950, fifteen Ministers of Health have
been appointed prior to appointment of Dr. Abdullah Al Rabbiah in 2009. The Arabian

Magazine listed him among the one hundred most influential Arabs in 2010, saying that
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as “Minister of Health to the Gulf’s largest economy, Saudi Arabia, he oversees a 16.3-
billion-dollar budget and a population that boasts one of the highest rates of obesity and
diabetes in the world. As the man holding the reins, Al Rabiah is powerful indeed”
(Arabian Business Magazine 2010).

The media campaign against Dr. Al Rabiah started in 2013, during a television
talk show hosted by Daoud Al-Sharian, a well-known television presenter on the Saudi-
owned MBC channel, during which he called on the Health Minister Abdullah Al Rabiah
to resign as a result of a 12-year-old girl reportedly receiving a transfusion of HIV-
positive blood. This case sparked outrage throughout Saudi Arabian society, and
provoked angry calls for the Health Minister to resign. Shortly thereafter, local
newspapers reported that the Minister visited the girl in the hospital and presented her
with an iPad. This gesture sparked numerous comments in social media (Elwazer,
Jamjoom and Ayish 2013). Furthermore, an Arabic tweet by Saudi preacher Adel Al-
Kalabani mocked, "this should go into the Guinness Book (of world records) as the
cheapest compensation ever." (AlKalbani 2013) By February 16, 2013, Al-Kalbani’s
remark had been re-tweeted nearly 3,269 times. Although this episode did not result in
any change, it did shine the light of public opinion on the Saudi health system and cast a
negative light on its Minister.

Fingers were once again pointed at Minister Al Rabiah with the spread of Middle
East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS). According to World Health Organization, the first
proven case was in Saudi Arabia in 2012. Since that date there have been 1,413
confirmed cases of MERS, and at least 502 deaths reported in the Kingdom. This deadly

disease became a concern to the public after many incidents where MERS deaths were
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registered as resulting from natural causes instead of the disease. Fearing a cover-up,
public concerns were raised, as special procedures for dealing with MERS victims’
bodies were required to prevent the disease from spreading. Because the Ministry of
Health is responsible for all hospitals and health centers in Saudi Arabia, people voiced
their concerns on social media, requesting the Ministry of Health to control the spread of
MERS.

Additionally, world health experts blamed the Saudi government for not being
more forthcoming with information regarding the spread of MERS. Michael Osterholm,
director of the Center for Infectious Diseases Research and Policy at the University of
Minnesota, said,

European countries have largely done an exemplary job of
investigating and following up on the cases [that have been
exported there]. Now, either the Middle Eastern countries,
particularly KSA, have not, or they’re just withholding
information, for whatever reason. And in a situation where
this represents a potential global pandemic, that is
inexcusable (Branswell 2013).

In June 2013, an international team of experts organized the by the WHO
gathered in Saudi Arabia in an attempt to collect data on and better understand the MERS
outbreak. According to Global Health Middle East, however, the “closed society” and
lack of press freedom resulted in a deliberate effort to hide information related to the
MERS virus. This concealment of data was reinforced by a government decision issued
by the Saudi Council of Ministers on April 14, 2014, in which “the Council stresses on
the media to adhere to all of the issued instructions not to publish any news concerning

this virus or any epidemic disease except through the approved official department at the

Ministry of Health” (Saudi Press Agency 2014)
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To make matters worse, the Saudi Ministry of Health issued a notice threatening
prison sentences for health workers who disclosed any health ministry information.
However, this did not stop doctors from posting on social media. Observe, for example
the following tweets:

“It has been forbidden to write on coronavirus as the cause
of death.” 4/18/14 tweeted Dr. Saud Almaslmani, an
orthopedic surgeon at King Abdulaziz Hospital in Jeddah,
tweeted to his followers.

“The numbers that the ministry of health provided are
significantly lower that the real number of cases. How long
will you continue to lie under the pretext of not scaring the
people?” 4/18/14 tweeted Dr. Rahaf Al-Harbi, a heart
surgeon.

“The local situation in Jeddah already has negative
consequences, and a proof for that is the state of my brother
Dr. Ismail. There is a lot of cover-up around the subject.”
4/18/14 tweeted Dr. Ahmad Azhar, a pediatric cardiologist
at King Abdulaziz Hospital in Jeddah.

Twitter and WhatsApp are the most active social media outlets in the country, and
were filled with postings and forwards about the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome
(MERS) or “Corona”, as it is called in Saudi Arabia. That this virus has created worry
and tension throughout Saudi society is evident among Twitter users, who can be roughly
divided into three categories:

e Users sharing prayers and expressing sympathy for the families with infected
members.
e Users who criticize and attack the system, blaming the ministry for lack of

transparency.

e Awareness groups spreading information and methods of protection.
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In a televised news conference on April 20, 2014, the Minister of Health, Dr. Al
Rabiah, reported that there was no medical reason to impose tighter precautionary
measures to contain the spread of MERS in spite of the fact that, as of the day of the press
conference, 231 of the 243 confirmed cases of MERS in the world had been in Saudi
Arabia. A day later, a Royal Decree removed Dr. Al Rabiah as the Minister of Health,
even though he dealt with MERS in the same manner government officials have
historically dealt with such issues. The difference is that social media has given Saudi
citizens a voice that no longer accepts government cover-ups and inaction. Angry tweets
demanded greater transparency and stricter prevention of the MERS virus, and blamed
the Minister of Health for keeping the public in the dark.

In a typical response, the Ministry of Health blamed social media for spreading
rumors and creating anxiety in the society. Abdullah Al-Aseeri, an Undersecretary in the
Ministry of Health, told Arab News that social media outlets were spreading misleading
rumors (MD Rasooldeen 2014). The same Royal Decree that removed Dr. Al-Rabiah as a
Minister of Health, appointed him an advisor to the Royal Court in an attempt to
whitewash the incident and minimize the fact that pressure from social media was the
reason for his removal. Nonetheless, the very first comment made by the acting Health
Minister to local media about the Ministry of Health and the MERS outbreak, was that
the Ministry was "committed to transparency on this issue" (BBC News 2014). The
acting Minister’s first tweet after his appointment on April 22, 2014 was “the Ministry of
Health will update you with all the information and reply to all your concerns through

this portal” (@adelmfakeih 2014).
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Although the Ministry of Health warned its employees not to share any
information regarding MERS, the warning did not stop doctors from documenting their
concerns over the lack of transparency and precautions needed to slow the disease’s
outbreak. The Ministry of Health is responsible for overseeing the healthcare of Saudi
citizens and hospitals in both the public and private sector, while also managing data and
awareness campaigns on diseases. In doing so, however, the Ministry of Health and
Ministry of Media are subject to government control. As health care is vital to the citizens
of Saudi Arabia, the public has resorted to social media to challenge government control
of information they consider vital to their well-being. Although social media was not
solely responsible for changes in the Ministry of Health; without it, a change would not
have been possible, as the frustration and anger of normal citizens found a voice and

influenced political decision making in an absolute monarchy.

b) Second Event

The second incident presented relates to the removal of Ahmed Al-Katib as
Health Minister, due to a viral YouTube video which showcased Al-Katib demonstrating
an arrogant attitude towards the son of a patient. This is not the first incident where a
high official has treated a normal citizen disrespectfully. However, it was the first caught
on a cell phone camera and spread on social media to create a public outcry of anger that
clearly had political consequences.

After Dr. Abdullah Al Rabiah was removed as the Minister of Health, Adel
Fakieh, the Minister of Labor, was appointed Acting Minister of Health for eight months.
Then in December 2014, Dr. Mohamad Al-Hayaza was appointed the Minister of Health,

but was soon removed due to a cabinet reshuffle when King Salman came to the throne
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and appointed Ahmed Al-Khatib on January 29, 2015. However, Al-Katib’s term was
short-lived. He was dismissed on April 11, 2015— only ten weeks into his term— when
the voice of public opinion in social media showcased a twenty-seven second video
capturing Al Katib’s condescending and arrogant treatment of the son of a patient. In the
video, the son of an elderly patient requests that his father be moved to a hospital in
Riyadh where there is better care. In the video, Al Khatib responded arrogantly in an
irritatingly high voice. The video went viral and was picked by the press under the
headline, “Al-Khatib squabble has been a hot topic throughout the Kingdom” (Arab
News 2015). This video generated so much anger on social media that, within days, King
Salman issued a Royal Decree removing the new Minister of Health from office which
resulted in the Hashtag: “Minister of Health Sacked”. Tweets under this hashtag spread to
33,000 users, making it the second highest tweeted event of the day in the world and first
at a national level (Naser and Algahtani 2015). The incident also spawned numerous
reactions on social media. One Twitter post read, “Health minister sacked after neglecting
the health of a citizen. Thank you King Salman” (Arab News 2015). The removal of a
high-ranking government official as a result of being held accountable on social media
would be unprecedented if it were not for the removal of the previous Minister of Health.

It is interesting to note that local media very quickly jumped on the social media
bandwagon, as Minister Al Katib’s relation with mainstream media was not positive to
begin with. At the first official event he attended on March 4™ to launch a new project in
the city of Al-Qasem, Minister Al Katib was filmed after the ceremony as journalists
asked him to respond to a few questions. He replied, “let me answer your questions when

I get to my car” (MzMz 2015) But instead of answering any questions, he got in the car



186

and drove off. As a result of this incident, a new Twitter hashtag appeared “minister
escapes journalists” (Ibid). Although this story was limited to social media outlets and not
reported in traditional media, his intentional snub haunted journalists, and they were all
too willing to let their feelings be known, when the YouTube video that got him fired
appeared a few weeks later.

Within a week of the removal of Al Katib as Minister of Health, King Salman
named Khalid Al-Faleh as the new Minister of Health and as the new Chairman of Saudi
Aramco, where he has served as President and CEO since 2009. Soon after the
appointment of Al-Falih, an incident occurred in which the Director of the King Fahd
Hospital in Jeddah was fired after a YouTube video showed cockroaches in hospital
convalescent wards. The video went viral on social media. The following day, June 22,
2015, the Ministry of Health issued the following statement:

The Ministry of Health (MOH) has announced that, upon
investigating the video clip circulated yesterday on social
media websites concerning poor hygiene in the
Convalescence Center affiliated with the King Fahad
Hospital (KFH) in Jeddah, and the prevalence of insects in
one of the patient's rooms, HE the Minister of Health, Eng.
Khalid Al-Falih, issued the following decision:

1. Closing the hospital and moving, as quickly as possible, to
the new building at Al-Mosadiah.

2. Relieving all relevant officials of their posts, including the
director of the hospital, the director of the convalescence
center, the nursing director and supervisors of maintenance
and cleaning.

3. Applying tough cleaning standards at all MOH medical
facilities and developing administrative procedures to avoid
recurrence of such negligence.

‘These actions come as part of the keen interest
shown by the Ministry in avoiding such negligence in its
facilities, and in reiterating its commitment to improving
services provided for patients as well as providing them
with proper healthcare to maintain their health and safety.
Meanwhile, the Ministry, hereby, apologizes for the harm
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done to its patients owing to this negligence by some of its
staff.

Contrary to what has been the historical norm, social media again forced the
Ministry of Health to react and publish a statement but this time the statement accepted
responsibility and apologized for its negligence. It also outlined specific measurers to
remedy the situation.

The second incident relates to another video posted on June 20™ 2015, which
showed a health official angrily expelling a woman and her mother from his office. This
video, too, went viral. On Twitter, the following hashtag spread: “Head of Najran health
[department] expels female citizen out of his office” (translated from Arabic). (Ajroudi
2015) Saudi Twitter users were quick to voice their condemnation of the official’s
behavior. They were also successful in getting the attention of the Minster of Health, who
responded, “The circulating video clip upset me and all those involved will be called for
investigation and questioning” (Ibid). As a result, social media postings of video, tweets,
and pictures are serving as the watchdogs of Saudi Arabia, and are difficult for
government officials to ignore, and sometimes compels them to enact political change.
Mobile phones have become every Saudi citizens’ favorite “anti-corruption tool”, and

“Saudi official’s worst nightmare” (Ibid).

c) Evaluation
This case study demonstrates the impact of social media on recent decisions
regarding the leadership of the Ministry of Health in the Kingdom. For all intense
purposes, the causality is clear; public outcry in social media effectively caused the King
to replace two Ministers of Health due to incompetence. Of all areas of Saudi public life,

perhaps healthcare is the one that is most strongly felt by citizens of the Kingdom as it
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effects the lives of children, parents, wives and husbands. In the Arab world, family is
everything, and the health and well-being of one’s loved ones is taken very seriously. As
a result, it must be recognized that there is an acute public sensitivity to healthcare in the
Kingdom. Furthermore, corruption and incompetence that might be tolerated in other
ministries, such as the Ministry of Transportation or the Ministry of Labor, are not
tolerated in the Ministry of Health. This has been demonstrated in the public anger
engendered by events, such as Abdullah Al-Rabiah’s attempt at placating an HIV-
infected young girl by giving her an iPad. By finding an outlet for their anger over the
insensitivity demonstrated by the Minister of Health, Saudi citizens’ voice grew in
magnitude when the succeeding Minster of Health was shown in a YouTube video
disrespecting the son of an elderly patient who only wanted what was best for his father.
This second case is remarkable in two aspects: first for how quickly King Salman
acted and secondly, because King Salman is the first Saudi monarch to actively use social
media. As a result, he has initiated a modern open door policy through Twitter for the
Kingdom. Given the fact that KSA has the highest number of active Twitter users in the
Arab world, this alone constitutes a major policy shift in how the government interacts
with its people. By issuing his Royal Decree regarding Twitter, King Salman let his
citizens know that their voices are heard by the King. Within a month of removing Al-
Katib as the Minister of Health, King Salman tweeted “My best wishes to his Highness
Crown Prince, to his Highness the Deputy Crown Prince and to all new Ministers as they
responsibly serve our citizens whose rights I will protect.” (@KingSalman 2015) The

King’s tweet was re-tweeted 160,000 times and liked 62,000 times.
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In itself, King Salman’s use of social media is proof of the impact that social
media has on public policy in the Kingdom. However, a long history of media censorship
and control of information necessarily tempers undue optimism regarding free speech in
the Kingdom. Saudi citizens have embraced social media faster and more completely
than any other Arab nation. In doing so, they have gained a voice which has been used to
positive effect, as clearly demonstrated by the changing of two Ministers of Health in a
single year. Yet, skepticism prevails as the Kingdom struggles to become a more open
society. Although Saudi citizens desire accountability, secretly they know that they are
dealing with a monarchy and hierarchical bureaucracy deeply entrenched in ensuring
non-transparency and constrained by generations of nepotism.

An alternative causality that has, in part, motivated political change in the
Kingdom can be attributed to external pressures from the International community.
While a clear cause and effect relationship is difficult to document and would likely be
denied by the Saudi government, the impact of reports in international media that reflect
negatively on the Kingdom add weight to internal public pressure for increased
government transparency and accountability. For example, the World Health
Organization requested the Ministry of Health in Saudi Arabia to be more transparent
regarding the MERS virus, and released statements regarding its concerns in the
international media in hopes that pilgrims from around the world attending the annual
Hajj pilgrimage would not spread MERS worldwide. Such international pressure was
considered in the eventual firing of the Minister of Health, Al Rabiah. Secondly, a
subsequent video surfaced showing the Minister of Health, Al Katib, disrespecting the

son of a patient. The Kingdom faced increasing pressure from the international
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community regarding Saudi laws on freedom of speech. This was especially true after
the government announced the sentencing of Raif Badawi, a Saudi human rights blogger,
who was sentenced to prison for ten years, received 1,000 lashes, and was fined one
million Saudi riyals for being guilty of insulting Islam on his blog. This act was
criticized by the United Nations, European Union, and International press. The Swedish
Foreign Minister, Margot Wallstrom, spearheaded the criticism, which resulted in Saudi’s
decision to cut diplomatic relations and withdraw the Kingdom’s Ambassador in Sweden,
until KSA received several apologies from the government and the King of Sweden.
During those few months, Saudi domestic policy regarding freedom of speech was
criticized and attacked. However, the Kingdom defended its position and fired Ministers
of Health to demonstrate that public opinion and freedom of speech are exercised within
Saudi, but only under certain circumstances and within certain limits. Regardless of the
Kingdom’s need to defend its practices, it is nevertheless clear that the media succeeded

in influencing policy making in the domain of healthcare reform and accountability.

Il. Lessons

This case study has highlighted two major challenges facing Saudi governance:
transparency and accountability. More importantly, however, it has demonstrated how the
desire for transparency and accountability have found an outlet through social media,
thereby enabling the Saudi public to gain the ear of their ruling monarch.
Lesson One: Freedom of Expression in Social Media

As a result, the first lesson to be learned from this case is that social media has
impacted and continues to impact public policy formation in the Kingdom. Technological

developments now offer citizens of conservative societies opportunities to express
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themselves. Digital technology also provides Saudi society the opportunity to redefine
what it means to be a citizen. A report by the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development shows that Saudi Arabia has the largest number of mobile phone users per
capita in the world. Average per capita mobile phone ownership in the Kingdom is 1.8
mobile phones per person. The spread of smartphone usage has enabled Saudis to become
the most active Internet users globally. Saudi Arabia ranks seventh world-wide in terms
of individual social media accounts, and, the Kingdom made headline news when Google
reported that it ranked first in the world in per capita for YouTube views and Twitter
usage (Arab News 2015). The number of Twitter users in KSA grew 80% from 2013 to
the mid-2015. A Twitter usage point that stands out is that Saudi users of Twitter tweet at
least five times daily, and 87% of these tweets are re-tweets (Baghdadi 2015). Such high
usage rates demonstrate the major role social media now plays in the Saudi society.
Social media not only enables citizens with access to the Internet the ability to
communicate with others, it has also democratized media in a country where traditional
media has been tightly controlled and censored. Saudi citizens have discovered new
freedom through their smartphones. As a result, technological development has increased
freedom of expression in the Kingdom, and enabled citizens’ voices to be heard at the
highest levels of government.

Increased social media usage in Saudi society has also helped redefine the role of
traditional media. Traditionally, local media in the Kingdom has been limited to
providing a voice to government institutions. With the advent of social media, however,
the voice of the citizens has had considerable impact on traditional news, and has

expanded news coverage of issues and topics that would have not been covered in the
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past. At the same time, traditional media has become a credibility filter for social media,
eliminating noise and preventing the spread of rumors.
Lesson Two: Social Media Trumps Censorship

The second lesson to be learned from this case is that the egalitarian aspect of
social media is diminishing authoritarian control of local media in the Kingdom.
Although dissent behind closed doors in the safety of the home has always existed in the
KSA, nowadays cyberspace has expanded dissent beyond a few close friends or family to
a near limitless audience. Social media has empowered citizens to become active in their
communities and in their field of expertise. As a result, civic awareness and engagement
has increased throughout the Kingdom. Average citizens have become ‘“watchdog
journalists” through social media, and Saudis are now actively engaged in protecting their
society against the abuse of power or information.
Lesson Three: Social Media’s Impact on Changes in Public Policy

The third lesson to be learned from this case study is that social media is
redefining the meaning of political power. The level of public engagement and awareness
increases through social media has challenged the Saudi government to strive harder to
fight against corruption and obstacles standing in the way of progress. Although this case
demonstrated the influence of social media on impacting public policy in the Ministry of
Health, it has also raised the larger question of how social media impacts the entire power
structure of the Kingdom. Although individual citizens were able to bring pressure such
that the monarch sacked two ministers, the larger problem is the conservative laissez-
faire culture endemic to the Ministry of Health, which has been entrenched at all levels of

Saudi bureaucracy. As Khalaf AlHarbe stated in the Okaz newspaper, “Responding to the
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wishes of the citizens is a behavior that is worthy of respect but it does not change
anything real on the ground. The performance of the ministry will remain the same even

after this ill-fated minister has been sacked” (AlHarbe 2015).

Conclusion
The impact of media on effecting changes in the Ministry of Health between 2001
and 2015 clearly demonstrates that social media has become a major force in voicing
public opinion. In a single year, the King replaced two Ministers of Health due to
pressure exerted in social media regarding the inept management of the Ministry of
Health. The influence of Saudi citizens’ digital voice in this case influenced both local
media and the Saudi monarch to focus attention on their health concerns and the issues
they experienced regarding the Ministry of Health. As a result, Saudi citizens have been
able to affect a change in Saudi domestic policy through the collective voice of public

opinion in social media.
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‘ V "Are you going to finish
my transaction, or shall |
unleash them on you?"

Figure 7:1: The above cartoon illustrates the growing ability of Saudi citizens to use
Twitter and other social media platforms to voice their opinions on policy decisions in the
Kingdom.
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Chapter 8

In Their Own Words

Introduction
This chapter will focus exclusively on twelve interviews conducted in the Kingdom in
May of 2015. These interviews were carried out with high-ranking officials within Saudi
ministries and significant government institutions, specifically the Ministry of Education,
the Ministry of Media, Ministry of Interior, Saudi Press Agency, and the Youth Welfare
of Saudi Arabia. As mentioned in the methods section, I was able to gain access to these
organizations through a combination of willpower, persistence, and family connections.
This chapter will include a rationale for why participants were selected, a
contextual point about the nature of governance, and policy-making in the Kingdom, and
an overview of the main interview content and an accompanying analysis. Not all
interview content was utilized; the research focused on only the key areas related to

media and its impact on policy change.

a) Rationale for Selected Governing Bodies

As outlined in the methods, each interview focal area concentrated on a specific
domain for a specific reason. Women’s empowerment was chosen because women (who
constitute roughly 50% of the nation’s population) have historically been treated as
second-class citizens in the Kingdom. If there is any area where media might push to

modify policy, it is in women’s rights.
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The second focal area is in education. Saudi has a history of merging religious
doctrine with its standard curriculum. In this sense, education is susceptible to media
pressures, as outside nations, in particular, pressure Saudi schools to reform content and
assume educational platforms that are more progressive in nature.

The final focal area is the media itself, since the media is changing the process of
political-making in the Kingdom. A few years ago, political decisions were made in a
vacuum, with almost no media influence. Today, high-ranking government officials are
much more in the spotlight. Their decisions are more public, and they are held more

accountable by the media.

b) What Was Said and Not Said

As a general rule, the interviews illuminated certain key aspects of media and its
impact on policy, but there were also ways in which stated answers seemed deliberately
vague and information was withheld. Many of the representatives chose to remain
anonymous; for fear that speaking overtly about some of these issues might jeopardize
their job security. Given the context of Saudi society, this is quite understandable and to

be expected. This point is expanded upon throughout the discourse analysis.

¢) Understanding Context and How Policy Gets Enacted: The Royal Decree

In order to properly make sense of this section, which will focus exclusively on
twelve interviews conducted in the Kingdom in May of 2015, it is important to give some
contextual frame for how Saudi governance works. Since the focus of these interviews
centered around media and its impact on governance and policy-making, it is imperative
to understand how policy gets carried out in Saudi’s monarchical society. Here is the

basic course of action.
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d) An Overview of Governance: Understanding the Royal Decree

The country has its own unique ruling style, and its governance is original in that
it often makes determinations on a case-by-case basis, rather than utilizing a system
that governs all. The Saudi basic law is the base of governance, which was issued in
1992. 1t is equivalent to the Constitution in other countries. According to article 44
of Saudi’s Basic Law of Governance, “(t)he authorities of the state consist of the
following: the judicial authority; the executive authority; the regulatory authority.
These authorities cooperate with each other in the performance of their duties, in
accordance with this and other laws. The King shall be the point of reference for all
these authorities” (Basic Law of Governance 1992). The implication here is that
policies are issued by a Royal Decree which can also be cancelled by another,
competing Royal Decree. Although Saudi has a history of absolute monarchical rule,
in recent years ministers from the nation’s various ministering bodies have exercised
more influence. This is significant for the purpose of our study, since the participants

interviewed come directly from a handful of Saudi’s most influential ministries.

I.  Focus Area 1: Women
In addition to the scholarly research, social media analysis, and historical
background, this research conducted several sets of interviews aimed at gaining first hand
perspectives on several key issues surrounding Saudi Arabia’s identity, and potentially
highlighting how various members of Saudi’s high-ranking governmental organizations

perceived women, education, and the media.
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Although I asked pointed questions aimed at shedding light on several key issues
surrounding women’s roles in the Kingdom, and the extent to which media might bring
about social change and betterment of women’s place in contemporary Saudi society,
many of the participants either refused outright to answer certain questions, answered
questions in vague, opaque responses, or gave honest answers but insisted on remaining
anonymous. In fact, not one person whom I interviewed agreed to admit their identity
while saying anything meaningful about the progression of women’s rights through the
media.

Still, there is much to be learned from their answers. When it came to women’s
engagement in future Olympic games, one anonymous high ranking official from within
the Saudi Youth Welfare claimed:

In this country we have a mentality that is programed to
reject anything new and a lot of people within the
government tend to follow this mentality or show courtesy
to this mentality, they believe that they should be different
than all the nations around the world, they hold a masculine
view ignoring women’s rights and the studies that
recommend physical activity to both sexes (Interview
transcript Appendix A).

This participant acknowledges the programing that takes place in Saudi society,
through which the society at large is trained to follow an old-world mentality filled with
patterns of thought and behavior that both defines the Kingdom as a unique establishment
in its own right, but also places it in opposition to many other nations and political
systems globally. The participant highlights the Kingdom’s resistance to change, and

also emphasizes the clearly male dominated paradigms extant in KSA. He uses the word

“ignoring” when it comes to giving value to or promoting women’s rights. In general, he
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admits that Saudi’s cultural past and ideology stands as a major obstacle to more
progressive movements concerning women'’s rights and potential advancements.

Saudi has an almost schizophrenogenic nature as it concerns women and women’s
rights. One of the interview questions related to the mixed messages sent to women in
the Kingdom. On the one hand, recent media forces have lead to policy changes that
have empowered women— such as the right to vote and gain a seat in the parliament.
But these progressions in society’s treatment of women have been offset by strict societal
codes that continue to hold on to traditional values, such as
limiting administrative polices that require “approval from a male guardian to travel,
open a business or issue a legal document”.

When I interviewed participants about this paradoxical mixed message— giving
women new powers while still restricting them in key, problematic ways—
high ranking officials claimed that they acknowledged the limitations that ensured that
women retain boundaries and restrictions within society. A participant from the Ministry
of the Interior claimed, “I think it is important to eradicate all those policies that are
limiting women from becoming full citizens and enable them to (achieve) empowerment”
(Interview transcript Appendix A). It is significant to highlight here that of the two
people I interviewed concerning women’s rights in the Kingdom, only one gave an
answer to this question, again asking to remain anonymous. Even though there is
progress in the media and certain policies concerning women’s rights, it is still clearly
very fragile and sensitive area for discourse.

As it concerns women’s driving in the Kingdom, this same participant talked

about the “delays” (Appendix A) that seem to arbitrarily arise when it comes to executing
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change in the Kingdom. He analogized women driving to a delay that occurred within
the Shoura Council: “(it) was delayed and the argument was the society was not ready,
but when it happened people were happy and driving is the same case” (Ibid). The
interview participants core belief is that change will invariably come, and that when it
comes people will accept it. However, the processes that lead to change in the Kingdom
inevitably take a great deal of time and involve an unnecessary amount of delay. This
same participant added:

There is progress in cases and fall behind hand in other

cases. Women empowerment is not moving according to

sequential steps or planned strategy, for this reason we find

that Saudi women are participating in the Olympics but are

not allowed to study physical education in schools

(Interview transcript Appendix A).

Again, what we see here is an acknowledgement of the paradoxical push and pull
that is occurring with women and their rights, roles, and opportunities in society. Every
movement forward is accompanied by a pull backwards, and as progressive as certain
measures seem, others that are specifically non-progressive and confining exist at the
same time. This is Saudi Arabia. The participant added, finally, that he personally

believed that women should be allowed to participate in the Olympics, “as long as it is

limited to sports that she can wear her conservative cloths” (Appendix). That says it all.

Il. Focus Area 2: Education

a) The Disconnect between Media and Education Policy
According to the four interviewed officials within the Ministry of Education (all
insisted upon remaining anonymous), media plays an important role in activating
education policies. All agreed on this point, although each members also claimed that the

media’s ability to influence policy change in the realm of education, though apparent,
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was not particularly strong. Media attempts at inhibiting or fighting against the
promulgation of radicalization often come up short. The interviewed participants each
felt that this particular area of potential media influence was contaminated with doubts
and sensitivity.

According to one of the more outspoken interview participants within the
Ministry of Education:

the ministry of education thought for many years that the
media is deliberately picking on the weaknesses and
mistakes in the education system without realizing that it
being criticized for the sake of reform and development of
the society, which is part of the media role in voicing the
citizens voice (Interview transcript Appendix A).

Reading between the lines here, the participant seems to be suggesting that when
the Ministry of Education hears criticism from the media, it does not often realize that the
media portals are arguing for reform. It tends to hear and interpret the criticism as simply
criticism, rather than listening to the criticism and understanding that the citizens
complaining are actually asking for change and reform. This disconnect, between media
voice and Ministry interpretation highlights a very real disconnect in the Kingdom
between the citizen population and policy makers. In order for more significant change
and reform to occur, the ministry must recognize the legitimate voice of citizens within
the media and seek to activate change. The leveled nature of Saudi society, wherein the
citizens are typically controlled by policies implemented by members of the cultural elite,
is a hallmark within Saudi culture and governance. Things are changing, but the change
is slow and deliberate.

Three of the interviewed participants explained, in fact, that there is a tenuous

relationship between the media and education in the Kingdom. One participant claimed:
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“(t)he relation is very week, educators are absent on what is happening in the media”
(Interview transcript Appendix A). A second stated, “(t)here is no strategic relation
between the media and the education institutions, although there are personal attempts to
expose issues in the media” (Interview transcript Appendix A). A third emphasized that
to “this day the relation did not develop much” (Interview transcript Appendix A). Each
of these portrayals speaks to a significant chasm between what happens in terms of
educational policy and what happens within the media. It is curious to hypothesize as to
why this disconnect exists. Perhaps education, which represents the cultural lessons and
values endemic to both the Kingdom’s past and future, are seen governmentally as
intractably set in stone. If the government listens more to the media and thereby modifies
its curricular choices, perhaps it fears that the old world of Saudi values and cultural
beliefs gets wiped away, and the Kingdom loses its identity as religious center of the
Arab world. This interpretation is hypothetical in nature, but seems to be supported by
cultural realities and worldviews present in the Kingdom today.

Although in current Saudi society, the media may not have the clout to bring
about reform in the political realm, it can and does serve as an alternative to the
educational platforms that are promulgated throughout the current curriculum. As one of
the interviewed members of the Ministry of Education claimed, “the Saudi media has a
big role in spreading education and change in the educational system. Media is
considered one of the tools of education or an alternative to mass education” (Interview
transcript Appendix A). The power of the Internet is undeniable. As of 2016,
approximately 64.7% of Saudi’s have Internet connections (Internet Live Stats 2016),

based on statistics conducted by Gogulf Saudi Arabia ranks seventh globally in term of
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individual accounts on social media, with seven accounts for each individual, the country
also accounts 40% of twitter users in the Middle East and North Africa region. According
to Peer Reach, Twitter usage ranks 7" worldwide, accounting for approximately one third
of the country’s online population. While the Saudi government and religious forces
fight on the one hand to maintain atavistic policies, religious attitudes, and cultural
norms, the Internet as a resource blasts through traditional modes of thinking and gives
Saudi citizens access to modes of thought from all cultures and customs throughout the
world. So while education on the one hand stays relatively static within conventional
schooling, the Internet and the media offer opportunities for Saudis to learn what is not
taught in school. In this indirect way, the media is seriously influencing how Saudi

students think, feel, and act within the world.

lll. Focus 3: Media

a) Is Media Effective in Leading to Policy Reform?

If the media is effective in leading to policy reform, this effectiveness is slow,
discontinuous, and indirect. Policy is governmentally determined in the Kingdom, and
since Saudi has a history of authoritarian control and royal rule, the hand that rocks the
cradle in educational reform is still steered by the ruling influence of the Ministry. There
are instances where the Ministry heeds media criticism— for instance, when the media
claimed that radicalization was due to curricular choices in the Kingdom, or when the
media published the Mckinsy stats indicating that Saudi Arabia ranks third to last
worldwide in science and math. But though members of the Ministry recognized critical
perspectives from the media, the reality of media’s actual response and modification due

to criticism is limited at best. If the interview participants relayed anything consistently
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among the 9 questions they answered, it was that KSA’s political environment and
cultural norms regarding education are fairy impervious to outside influence. Again, this
firm resolve may be based in the Kingdom’s belief that education is a core feature of
Saudi’s connection to its cultural and religious past, something that the current monarchy
believes is the rooted essence of the nation’s identity, and a key ingredient towards
ensuring maintenance of religious and cultural norms for the future.

Intel engineers did a rough calculation of what would

happen had a 1971 Volkswagen Beetle improved at the

same rate as microchips did under Moore’s law. These

are the numbers: Today, that Beetle would be able to go

about three hundred thousand miles per hour. It would

get two million miles per gallon of gas, and it would cost

four cents! Intel engineers also estimated that if

automobile fuel efficiency improved at the same rate as

Moore’s law, you could, roughly speaking, drive a car

your whole life on one tank of gasoline (T. L. Friedman

2016, 37).

We are living during an unprecedented technological revolution. As illustrated by
Thomas Friedman in Thank You For Being Late, the world is changing faster than we
have the wherewithal to keep up with it. Friedman claims that our current inflection
point is analogous to what happened to the world with the advent of the printing press,
except on steroids. At no other time in history has information been so readily available
and accessible by so many so rapidly.

This is of course particularly relevant to the extraordinary growth and attainability
of media information that has rocketed into mainstream reality. Since January 9™ 2007,

the day that Steve Jobs presented the iPhone to the world for the first time, an

extraordinary age of information availability has presented itself. The Pandora’s box of
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content has been opened, and it cannot be shut. This is even true in one of the most

conservative and rigid of all monarchical systems, the Saudi government.

b) The Disconnect Between Media and Policy
During my interview process, I was fortunate to gain access to HH Prince Bandar

Al Saud, the Assistant Minister of Interior for Technology Affairs. When asked about
how governmental policy is responding to or keeping up with the incredible pace of
media expansion, Prince Bandar claimed that he saw it as “acceptable, although it needs
to be speedier through institutions in which the responsible institute initiates the policies
needed to match the development— instead of waiting for another governmental institute,
higher demand from the society or the private sector to ask for it for it to start its policy
path” (Interview transcript Appendix A). Pr. Bandar seems to be highlighting a couple
key points here. First, he is clarifying his opinion that policy-makers need to respond to
media pressures more quickly. Second, he emphasizes that policy makers need to get
approval from higher-up’s on the leadership chain, and this further exacerbates delays.
He continues:

At the same time, we do have a delay in transforming

policies into reality. Sometimes we issue policies, but

execution of those policies takes a long time, because the

responsible institute does not have employees specialized

in carrying out these policies. For instance, the General

Commission for Audiovisual Media is meant to protect the

culture of Saudi Arabia, and ensure that certain codes of

conduct are maintained,but for twenty years nobody

actually executed the policy within the Ministry (Interview

transcript Appendix A).

The disorder among policy makers that Prince Bandar relays highlights certain

realities within Saudi policy-making and governance. Changes are happening and policy-
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makers are responding to media forces, but this change is slow-paced and often

inefficient.

c) Are Policy Makers Inefficient, Or Are Policies Absent?

In relation to Prince Bandar’s perspective that policies are present but
inefficiently enacted, Dr.Saud Kateb, a spokesman for the Ministry of Media, states his
belief that sufficient policies do not yet exist, and need to be created in order to keep up
with media pressures and demands. Dr. Kateb states, “media has developed very fast and
the policies are finding it difficult to catch up; however, in the Kingdom there is a
development in the policies. For example, there have been big steps in Electronic
Transaction Law (laws governing Internet usage, cyber-security” ( Interview transcript
Appendix A). Kateb’s perspective is an interesting counterpoint to Pr. Bandar’s belief.

Further along these same lines, an official within the Ministry who asked to
remain anonymous, explains this gap between policies and execution within the Ministry
of Media as such: sticking to what we know is a cultural tradition within our society.
Policies are made by humans, and policies will not change unless mentalities change. In
this sense, it does not matter how much or how fast the media is changing if policy-
makers stay rooted to traditions” (Interview transcript Appendix A).

However, not all officials highlight problems or inefficiency in policy-making.
Some believe that adequate steps are being taken to respond to media demands. An
active columnist in the Saudi media (who also asked to remain anonymous), stated
positive views about the relationship between the media and policy: “it is good and has
participated a lot in moving the static silent state the Saudi society was living in. Media

has lead to social change, especially after September 11” (Interview transcript Appendix
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A). The variability and opposing perspectives that we see among Saudi officials likely
highlights the fact that various officials experience different comfort levels and risk
tolerance when it comes to being openly critical of the Kingdom. After all, these
individuals occupy substantive positions in Saudi, and likely do not wish to jeopardize
their lofty roles and careers through explicitly saying the wrong things. This is an
understandable phenomenon and to be expected from participants existing within a
monarchical society. As a follow-up study, perhaps it would be interesting to interview
individuals at a lower level of society and see how vulnerable or risky they are willing to
be with their responses. We cannot assume that the officials interviewed here necessarily

held back, but it is a fair hypothesis that they did.

d) Media Impact on Citizen Voice
In Saudi Arabia, the domino effect occurs as such: the media impacts the citizens,
the citizens respond through their own social media, and this, in turn, influences policy-
making within the government. When asked how the media is impacting citizens in the
Kingdom, Dr. Saud Kateb highlighted the incredible exposure that KSA citizens have to
media and technology:
for sure very influential, and specially social media if we
take a look at our influence on social media we are #1 on
Youtube and Keek, and 5 million active users on Twitter
and smart phones are unstoppable it is contributing a lot in
how influential media is, the ratio of smart phones spread
in Saudi is 169% which means every person has two
phones and this is a big percentage on both sides; active
users or receivers (Interview transcript Appendix A).
These statistics may be surprising for a nation with 28.83M people (as of 2013).

The United States, by comparison, has over 10 times Saudi’s population. So while the

Kingdom’s population is moderate in size (and keep in mind many of these 28.83M were



207

desert-dwellers only a few generations ago), its exposure to media and technology is
tremendous. A second interview participant who requested anonymity perceives the
media’s current role among citizen life and ideology as “very influential” (Appendix A).

As media presence and influence has grown within the Kingdom, individuals are
responding by expressing their own voices and finding avenues for the promulgation of
their own ideas and ideologies. As Kateb makes clear: “(s)ocial media is citizen
journalism, and it allows people to express their views. Furthermore, satellite channels
are influential. But the biggest influence is social media and a number of private satellite
channels” (Interview transcript Appendix A).

What was once a quiet society where the voice of the masses was often muted or
uttered privately among close friends, family, and relatives has now been granted an
opening. An anonymous participant comments: “media is throwing stones in a very quiet
lake, which is resulting in a dialogue that is shaping a new culture among the new
generation— even if not in a fully achieved form, the results are good” (Appendix A).
This revolution in expressivity through the opportunity of social media and technology
was one of the prominent forces behind the Arab Spring. It is important to state that
Saudi society is not transforming nearly at the rate that we saw among neighboring Arab
nations during the Arab uprising, but there are changes that are occurring. Again, the
media compels the citizens, the citizens express their views using social media, and then
social media pressures policy-makers. The end game is a domino effect that is changing
Saudi society. The change is slow and at times moderate, but it is happening. It is not

crazy to imagine quite a different cultural norm in Saudi Arabia 50 years from today.

Conclusion
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I was fortunate to gain access to a unique sampling of high-ranking officials in
Saudi government. Through a combination of persistence, stick-to-itiveness, and
connections, I received written or spoken correspondence with 12 total participants.
Although there were certain substantive differences among members, what seems
undeniable is that the media is impacting policy in the Kingdom. This impact may not be
happening at astounding rates, and the changes may be gradual, but change is occurring.
In a relative sense, the fact that change is happening at all is quite significant. We must
remember that Saudi Arabia, as a society, has been quite resistant to political change for
the better part of its existence. In terms of certain civil rights issues and gender
restrictions, it still holds onto societal codes and cultural norms that set it at odds with
much of the rest of the world. So the fact that media is opening the gates for active
citizenship (even if the change is slow) is a substantive progression in the Kingdom.

Given the rapid pace of change that is taking place globally, the likelihood is that
this change will continue to occur and perhaps accelerate. Once the gates open and
citizens gain exposure to worldviews, perspectives, and realities, it is impossible to un-
know and un-see. These interviews indicate that we are likely at the beginning of a
profound period of societal change and cultural revolution. We cannot know how long it
will take or what the outcomes will be, but it is happening. That seems to be a commonly

felt perception.
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Chapter 9

From Deserts to I-Clouds

Introduction

In a nutshell, the study has demonstrated the media’s ability to impact domestic
policy decisions in Saudi Arabia between 2001 and 2015. Given Saudi’s monarchial
tradition of authoritarian power and private decision-making, this impact has been subtler
and more complicated than might be expected. Prior to the year 2001, Royal Decrees
enacting public policy were announced in the Saudi media without analysis and were not
subject to open discussion in any public forum. Yet, the Saudi public commonly
discussed government policy decisions in the privacy of their homes, among family and
close friends; and, as the study shows, once the development of technology made it
possible for citizens to express their concerns and opinions on social media, “public
opinion” started to influence policy decisions. Social media has clearly created a
platform for Saudi citizens to speak out about their attitudes and responses to
monarchical decision making, highlighting the very real impact that new media is having
on culture, custom, and citizen voice in the Kingdom.

In this final chapter, the main lessons from each case will be presented
sequentially. Afterwards, common indicators that can contribute to the Saudi political
communication will be offered. Finally, future research possibilities and goals will be

presented for consideration.

Light Entering the Cave
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Prior to the integration of digital technology, Saudi Arabia tended to exist within
its own cave, isolated from much of the world, following its own scripture, and
maintaining a society and customs specific to itself. It is perhaps the case that governing
members of the royal elite knew that they had created a cave for their people, but the
people themselves lived in darkness, largely oblivious to possibilities for thought and
existence outside of the encasing parameters of the rigid system put in place.

But on September 11™ of 2001, two planes manned by Saudi hijackers crashed
into the World Trade Centers in New York City. Another plane crashed into the
Pentagon, and a fourth went down in a field in rural Pennsylvania. The impact of these
terrorist attacks was so powerful as to shake the very foundations of Saudi society, and,
perhaps for the first time, to create cracks in a very strong cave with very rigid walls.

The flood of media information storming into the Kingdom had such a force as to
relentlessly shake Saudi citizens from the cocoon of their traditional realities and ask
them to consider how sheltered, protected, and endemic their own society had been. 9/11
opened the floodgates, pouring light into the cave of contemporary Saudi culture.
Suddenly, there were other perspectives to consider, other national identities to contend
with, other political views to mediate, and, finally, other possible lives to lead. The
global and technological development pulled open Saudi Arabia’s protected shelter and
asked its citizens to confront a new world that had previously existed only in theory.

On December 17", 2010, after being told by a police officer that he could not sell
fruit on the street, Mohamed Bouazizi of Tunisia lit himself on fire in a public protest and
suicide. Thus began the Arab Uprising, an intercontinental phenomenon that occurred

within the nations of Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Syria, Libya, and Bahrain. Millions rallied,
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protested, and fought against governmental regimes. Rulers were toppled. Societies
were forever changed. One of the main force inspiring this uprising was social media,
which facilitated the instantaneous connection of complete strangers who were united by
a common goal: to rally individuals and challenge oppressive governments.

The uprisings reached the Kingdom. As the force of international and new media
flooded onto the computer screens of Saudi citizens, they began to Facebook, Tweet,
YouTube at record numbers, gaining confidence and steam with every new posting.
Suddenly, the absolute monarchy under which they all had lead was not just a distant,
controlling force, but an establishment with which citizens could interact, dialogue, and
even influence.

The journey is by no means over. There are still many dwelling in caves, but the
caves are becoming more rare, and the rigidity of their walls are starting to soften or
crumble, as media development creates new opportunity for freedom of expression,

dialogue, and the possibility for influencing the crown.

Case Studies Intent

The case studies contained in the research have focused on three main domains:
women’s empowerment, educational reform, and the social media impact on the Ministry
of Health. In each case study, the role of traditional and new media has been examined to
determine what influence specific media platforms had on policy-making within the
Kingdom. As a result, this study has been valuable to understanding the extent to which
the media impacts change in public policy in Saudi Arabia, and, in an effort to present an
unbiased narrative, has done so in a way that presents research accounting for both local

Saudi Arabia sources and existing international research.
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To better understand the relationship and impact of the media on Saudi domestic
policy, study results were divided into two areas: media and policy. The media was
further divided into traditional media and social media and the role each played among
the three case studies. The impact of traditional and new media varied from case to case,
although there was notable crossover.

Since each of the three cases featured scenarios that were not only contextually
bound but also domain specific, different degrees of traditional or new media served to
produce change in each case. As a general rule, traditional media, including the press and
broadcast media, are usually regarded as official mediums, more oriented towards
conservative viewpoints. Social media, on the other hand, typically represents an
emerging sector of the population and express diverse viewpoints of the masses.

Local and international news coverage is also represented within the media. Within the
case studies, most of the domains are influenced significantly by local coverage, but,
depending on the case, varying degrees of influence and public reactions can be attributed

also to the involvement of international media.

I. Case Study Summaries

A. Case Study 1: Impact of Media on Women’s Issues
The research encompassed two case studies related to women’s empowerment
case: 1) women’s driving in Saudi Arabia, and 2) women in sport in Saudi Arabia. In the
first case, both supporters and opponents to the driving ban and other regulations
concerning women’s ability to drive in Saudi Arabia were identified in every type of
media. But, it was observed that social media offered a hub for substantive political

dialogue, and opened the door for a collaborative online campaign to support the
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women’s driving movement. The same fervor of support did not show up to nearly the
same degree in traditional media. In regard to women in sports, both traditional and
social media played a role, but traditional media formats were more influential

contributors.

1) Women Driving in Saudi Arabia
Media’s Role

The female driving ban in Saudi Arabia received more international press
attention than any other public policy within the Kingdom. Players within the
international media have also served as catalysts for momentum within the reform
campaign. However, from the Saudi point of view, the international attention has not
been viewed positively, but rather, as a direct attack on the Kingdom. Critiques of Saudi
policies tend to be interpreted locally as negative coverage against the Saudi government,
its people, and the Muslim religion.

These defensive reactions began to fade, however, with the spread of social media
conversations and dialogue, which clarified that women’s driving is not in fact a religious
issue but rather a cultural choice within the Kingdom. The effect of media debate on this
process demonstrates that the development of technology has influenced the emergence
of new viewpoints, which see international media as a support rather than “bad coverage”
within Saudi Arabia. The crucial point here is that government officials express different
messages in local media than they do when reporting to international media. These
contradictions in messages likely highlight a very real reality in the Kingdom: Saudi, in a
sense, has two identities, the face it shows locally to its citizens, and the facade it

represents to international observers.
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What Happened

The Saudi government states there is no law prohibiting women from driving; the
issue is a matter of “tradition”. As a result of taking no action, the Saudi government
enabled conservative religious elements in the Kingdom to articulate the role of women
in Saudi. It should be mentioned that although women have not been granted the ability
to drive, government efforts have aimed to enhance women’s role in the Kingdom,
including receiving more significant workplace opportunities and voting rights. The issue
of women and their place in Saudi has many cultural and political layers. Although the
media failed to pressure the Saudi Government to lift the ban on female driving, they
were successful in creating awareness that driving is not a religious matter.

Additionally, the media has promoted discussions about the financial benefits of
permitting women to drive in the Kingdom. However, the likelihood that women gain the
right to drive, at present, seems low. While not legally disallowing women’s driving,
policy makers have established a rhetoric and policies that can severely punish a women
for getting behind the wheel, claiming that women drivers threaten the security of the
society and labeling such offenders as terrorists. In sum, the media has failed to force
policy makers to establish a new policy, but it has succeeded in augmenting the
importance of the conversation, and enhancing awareness of the very real economic

benefits that can arise from getting women the right to drive.

TRADITIONAL LOCAL INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA
MEDIA MEDIA
Relatively objective reports | International pressure on | Major impact on Saudi
on economic impact Saudi society & government | public opinion

Results: No Policy Change

2) Women in Sport in Saudi Arabia
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Media’s Role

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) published statements in the
international press encouraging KSA to allow women to participate in the Olympic
games. These statements served as the main factor that influenced a change in Saudi
policy regarding the participation of women in Olympic sports. Again, a major factor
related to the development of policy was the contradictory nature of the messages from
government officials depending on whether they were addressing local or international
media. When officials addressed local media outlets, they tended to convey misgivings
about women’s participation in the games. However, when they addressed international
media outlets, support and cooperation were substantively present.
What Happened

Inevitably, the Saudi Government allowed women to participate in 2012 Summer
Olympic Games, gave permission for women’s gyms to open, and initiated physical
education for girls in schools. Although this case focused on women participation of the
2012 Summer Olympics, it demonstrates both direct and indirect impacts on policy. The
direct impact was that permission was granted for women to participate in the Olympics.
The indirect impact related to an overall enhanced attention to women’s health and
physical education in Saudi Arabia. Though imperfect and still in progress, this case has

had a successful direct and indirect impact.

TRADITIONAL LOCAL INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA
MEDIA MEDIA
Attention on dress code and | Major pressure on Saudi | Showed public opinion
confirming the participation | government & society favored women in sport

Results: Policy Change

B. Case Study 2: Impact of Media on Educational Reform
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The second case study focused on two instances of educational reform: 1) the
religious textbook reform, and 2) the KAUST case. The religious textbook reform, which
occurred following 9/11, focused on American pressures to modify religious curriculum
embedded in Saudi textbooks. The American government urged the kingdom to modify
its textbooks, which are claimed to promote jihad. Although Saudi officials initially
reacted to these pressures by calling them an attack against Islam and Muslim identity,
they eventually heeded to the pressure and reformed textbooks to eliminate these more
extreme elements. The three phases in reaction to American pressures proceeded as
follows: phase one, featuring responses from high government officials, as well as
articles, and interview, claiming that American pressures were outspoken gestures against
Islam and Saudi Arabia. In the second phase, following terrorist attacks by Saudi on
Saudi soil, a local campaign was organized to create awareness and execute reform
within the educational system, including local reports and seminars. The final phase
included a more open media discussion that included a strategic campaign to move
forward with government reform.

The second case, KAUST, is based on a small though significant incident that
played out in the media and received a political decision. A member of the Saudi Council
of Senior Scholars, Saudi’s religious version of the Supreme Court, openly criticized
King Abdullah University for Science and Technology for allowing male and female co-
education. King Abdullah took this criticism very personally and proceeded to fire this
member from the Saudi Council of Senior Scholars. It was the first time in the history of
the Kingdom that a member of the Council has been fired. For the purpose of this

research, it is significant because it all played out publicly through the media.
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1) Religious Textbook Reform

Media’s Role

The religious textbook case study resulted from the international media’s pointing
fingers at religious textbooks promoting terrorist ideologies that were used in the Saudi
educational system. Reports published by the government of the United States claimed
that Saudi religious textbooks were largely responsible for radical Islamic ideology. In
turn, the Saudi government reacted to the international media by broadcasting that
positive reform efforts have been made within the Saudi educational system. These same
claims were not in local media. The dual nature of Saudi reporting, the face it shows to
international press verses the face it shows to local press, is a significant feature that must
be recognized.
What Happened

In this case, Saudi government came under considerable pressure from foreign
government and international press to reform religious textbooks. Over time, curricular
reforms have made some progress in spite of opposition from conservative religious
elements of Saudi society. The educational reform case study illustrates that the media is

an influential tool even in the hands of the monarchy.

TRADITIONAL LOCAL INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA
MEDIA MEDIA
Pandered to conservative | International pressure | Enabled opinions for
religious elements enabled gradual reform and against reform

Results: Policy Change

2) King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST)

Media’s Role
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The KAUST case was based on a televised interview that prompted the
unprecedented removal of a member of the Council of Senior Scholar-- the highest
religious body in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In the KAUST case, traditional media
was the main platform for triggering change. An interview was given by the high ranking
council member, which lead to numerous published articles over the course of the
following three days.

What Happened

King Abdullah ensured the continuation of his coed university by ending criticism
from conservative religious elements. The articles published in the press criticizing the
scholar’s position in not supporting the Kings vision, who were previously considered

untouchable. The King reacted by issuing a Royal Decree, and fired the Council member.

TRADITIONAL LOCAL INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA
MEDIA MEDIA
Facilitated opposition to the | Supported the King’s new | Public opinion favored
King’s coed university progressive coed university | the opening of
KAUST

Results: Policy Change

C. Case Study 3: Social Media’s Impact of the Ministry of Health
Media’s Role
The focus the study was the Ministry of Health and the influence of social media
on the dismissal of officials within the Ministry. Social media was definitely the main
player within this study, as social media forums were the primary platforms for the
expression of citizens’ digital voices. Even the role of traditional media here was to cover

the content of social media, making social media the main player.
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What Happened

The King replaced two Ministers of Health in a single year due to social media
pressure highlighting inept management of the health sector in the Kingdom. The
influence of Saudi citizens’ digital voice in this case influenced decision makers in Saudi
Arabia to make a change never before seen. Citizens expressed their concerns on social

media platforms, and the King reacted accordingly.

TRADITIONAL LOCAL INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA
MEDIA MEDIA
Sided with public opinion in | Not an influence, but the | Major impact on Saudi
social media on health issues | pressure from WHO public opinion

Results: Policy Change
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Il.  Findings

As the aforementioned case studies indicates, international media and social
media have been shown to impact traditional media and policy making within the Saudi
government. In four out of five case studies researched, “the media” has impacted the
formation of domestic public policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The results of this
study offer broad implications for understanding the contemporary advancement of Saudi
governance and public policy. First off, it is clear that political processes have been
influenced by the development of media, although the extent of influence appears to
depend on the political context. Another implication which arises within the context of
the study, is the interactive relationship between traditional media and new media. Hot
topic issues reported within traditional media frequently become widely debated on social
media sites. At the same time, information and posts that gain widespread attention on
social media networks often then receive a wide-range of publicity in the mainstream
press. This results in augmented press freedom. But, while positions of politicians and
influential figures are commonly covered within traditional media platforms, social
media outlets provide forums wherein reciprocal conversations may occur between the
average social media user and the politicians themselves. Because of the ability of
average social media users to post opinions online, social media has become a common
medium for political dialogue, a fact that can lead to influential political consequences—
especially when certain posts or topics go viral.

This outcome was made clear in the case study on the Ministry of Health, where
Saudi citizens’ digital voice resulted in the King’s willing to respond to concerns

expressed by citizens online. The educational reform case study also demonstrated that
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issues trending in the media can create a forum for dialogue between the media and
policy-makers, establishing the potential to influence policy. Here again, we see a new
power emerging among proactive media influences, who are able to impact top policy
makers within the Saudi monarchy.

Although there have been instances when Saudi citizens have used social media to
bring about change at the highest governmental levels, this is not always the case. The
cumulative voice of influential members of Saudi society combined with traditional
media and social media are not always enough to influence change. For instance, the
women’s driving movement has not yet seen success despite widespread international
and social media support. As stated above, the female driving ban in Saudi Arabia
received more international press attention than any other Saudi Arabian public policy.
Within the media, wide-scale pressure was expressed on both a national and a global
level in support of giving women the right to drive. However, despite the vast amount of
attention and debate over the issue, in 2013 the women’s driving movement was made
illegal under the guise of constituting a disturbance to the public order. Later, in 2014, the
Saudi government equated the act of a woman driving to an act of terrorism. It may be
concluded that the media’s impact has been unsuccessful in spawning change around this
issue because the issue has not yet been elevated to the level of a Royal Decree, and the
government has responded by repressive practices.

The only example where local media failed in its ability to influence policy
concerns the rights of women. Given Saudi’s cultural heritage and embedded sexual
politics, there are many potential explanations that explicate this. The women’s issue is a

complex topic, even puzzling at times. With all the media attention, diplomacy pressure,



222

and reform demand, Saudi women still lacks basic rights and human independence.
There is no one direct, simple answer to explain why women’s rights have advanced at a
far slower pace than other public policy issues; it seems to be due to an amalgamation of
religion, culture, tradition and politics. Women’s limited rights in the Kingdom get
misattributed to religion, but it is clear that Islam is not the issue. Cultural and political
power groups disguise their own aims under the general umbrella of religion, which is
not responsible for these restrictions. And many possible dissenters do not speak up,
because they assume that they would be violating religious code, and religion is an
untouchable topic within Saudi society. However, as women gain more awareness of
their faith and a better view into Islamic religion, they are becoming more aware of
Islamic teachings and have come to realize that Islam grants women many of rights they
are culturally denied.

It is important to understand that the suppression of women is taking place in a
masculine society with masculine leaders. So the progress is slow and presumably will be
for some time. To compound this problem further, women in Saudi are required to
depend upon a “man figure”, who maintains a clear role in protecting and supporting
women. As a consequence, women are systematically treated as minors maintaining a
passive identity. And this perception of women has become a reality, enforced by the
state and adopted by traditions, which are based on subjective concepts embedded in the
traditional cultural hierarchy, which evidences itself in family, tribe, and politics.

But this very traditional model may be losing stability, as modern society now
somewhat encourages women in the workplace, shared economic responsibilities, higher

education and awareness of her own rights. Each of these influences urge her to pursue
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more equal rights. However, as stated, the road towards equality and augmented rights
among women in the Kingdom is a long road, and one of the areas where we still see
considerable political and cultural resistance.

In the following section, the findings break down the research further into three

major themes: awareness, duality, and power.

a) Awareness

The remarkable increase in media presence and exposure makes citizens more
aware of issues that confront Saudi society. For example, the open media dialogue
regarding whether women should be allowed to drive essentially eliminated religion as
the reason why Saudi women are not permitted to drive. Following this elimination of
the role that religion plays in this issue, the entire campaign shifted to secular
explanations for why women should not drive.

In the case of religious textbook reform, as public awareness of the issue
increased, the political voice from within the government shifted. Initially when it was
only an international media issue, Saudi officials claimed that Saudi society was being
scapegoated and criticized for its long-standing religious ideals and values. However, as
the issue gained more and more press and attention, Saudi governance reacted by
beginning to hold seminars to consider reform policies. As more attention blossomed
within the media, reform measures were taken. What we see here, therefore, is a direct,
proportional relationship between media awareness and policy change. As awareness
grows, the rate of policy adaptation quickens. Of course, this phenomenon has not been

the case with women’s driving, for reasons the research has made clear.
9
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b) Duality
In the study, media has exposed the duality within the Saudi society and Saudi

politics. Saudi women live both a conservative and liberal life, are both segregated from
and integrated into Saudi culture, are both confined to the home and encouraged to get
out. Although isolated, Saudi women are now freed by digital technology to live mobile
free lives.

These specifically Saudi urban femininities, performed

within public spaces of the capital, indirectly participate in

renewing the nation’s image, an objective central in the

project of reform. Transformations of gender norms

participate in transforming images of the nation. In

shopping malls, behind the tinted windows of their cars, in

banks, in newspapers, on television, and in bookshops,

young Saudi women are both visible and invisible (Le

Renard 2014, 163).

The case studies cited above reveal that both citizens and government officials

have dual personalities depending on the message they wish to communicate within a
given context. For instance, the case on women’s issues highlights contradictions. Saudi
women are banned from driving, but are permitted to surf the web. Women are restricted
in their ability to establish a business outside the home, but they are becoming successful
online entrepreneurs. In the case of the Ministry of Health, citizens were censored from
sharing or expressing their concerns over a deadly virus, and yet, they flooded social
media with their fears, in spite of its being illegal. Finally, in the education case,
government officials’ messages contradicted each other depending on whether they were
presented to local or international media outlets.

The duality in the Saudi political message might be linked to Saudi Arabia’s very

complex role as both custodian of the holy mosques at Mekka and Medina, and its
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industry identity as one of the leading producers of oil in the world today. Balancing
these two identities, each of which caters to and services distinctly polarized audiences—
the atavistic, religious traditionalists on the one hand verses the global super powers on
the other hand— places Saudi Arabia in a uniquely bifurcated role visa vie its own
identity and decisions. As the Kingdom goes about to ensure that both sides of its
disconnected contingency remain contended and indebted to the throne, it must adopt
vastly different voices and messages to suite and appeal to both parties. This, by the way,
has been a featured reality of Saudi governance ever since the discovery of oil in 1938.
The Kingdom has always had to juggle its progressive needs for adaptation with its
culturally and religiously rooted past. Thomas Lippman, a scholar who has published
several books on the Middle East, describes the dual nature of Saudi Arabia’s identity:

Saudi Arabia is both rich and wvulnerable, a unique

combination of the modern and the backward. It is, of

course, the world’s leading exporter of oil and will remain

so for decades to come despite media inspired fears about

the potential decline of its reserves. Yet for all its wealth

the country lacks the tools to meet the challenges that

confront it: a restless, young population; new generations

of educated women demanding opportunities in a closed

society; political stagnation under octogenarian leadership;

religious extremism and intellectual backwardness; social

division; a flawed education system; chronic

unemployment; shortage of food and water; and

troublesome neighbors (Lippman 2012, 5).

Lippman highlights the bifurcated nature of Saudi culture and national identity. It

is heavily rooted in its religious foundations, but also attempting to appease various

progressive movements, which threaten the sanctity and atavistic nature of its custodial

identity.
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As technological advances occur, it is clear that Saudi is maintaining cyber
legitimacy by allowing limited degrees of freedom of expression on specific issues, and
this limited space is providing a civic engagement and sense of duty among its people.
But the debate does not have free reign, even in cyberspace. Governing bodies and the
law ensure that conversations can proceed within given limits. So there are really two
challenges facing the throne: one, the challenge of balancing between the local needs and
foreign powers, and, two, determining the extent to which citizens can use online media
to express voices of dissension. And the challenge for citizens is how skillfully they can
convey their messages of dissent without becoming too specific and thereby crossing a

line and endangering themselves.

c) Power

Research continues to shed light on many factors that explain aspects of media
power in the ever changing political environment of the Kingdom. The interactions of the
media with political institutions and political decision makers has influenced the conduct
within Saudi politics and shaped political outcomes. Although a top down hierarchy
controls both policymaking and the media, social media limits the monopoly on power
over media in that social media is available to anyone with a mobile phone. Cyberspace
will not altogether replace geographical space, but both will coexist and will serve to
redefine the meaning and dynamics within a powerful state. As social media gains more
influence and voice in society, the power dynamic is bound to shift from a more top
down hierarchy to one in which the bottom of society exercises more influence on the top

tiers.
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With the ever-increasing push of technological advance, coupled with the very
real influence of new media, Saudi leaders will need to adapt to these rapid changes in
order to lead effectively and keep up with modern expectations and pressures. In the early
part of the 20" century, King Abdulaziz’ role was exceptional in introducing modern
technology to nomads who believed that technological innovation was the work of evil.
Nomads rejected these advances because they had been made by non-Muslims. But then
King Abdulaziz told rejecters to get rid of their guns too, as they were not Muslim made.
This was a convincing argument. For a desert warrior, King Abdulaziz had a remarkably
clear vision. He did not see modernity and religiosity as two conflicting realities. King
Abdulaziz stated, “Never does Shariah ban anything useful to people, nor does it permit
anything harmful to them. This truism is understood by sound judgment” (AlJeraisy
2008). He succeeded in persuading them to the benefits of what they feared, which went
a long way towards bridging the gap between traditional stagnation and inevitable
progress.

Failing to see how important modeling adaptation was, his sons had a different
approach in adapting to modernization. King Abdulaziz understood this vital aspect of a
leader’s role. Ironically, this same type of scenario is presenting itself in the Kingdom
today. Ronald Heifetz, states that the role of a leader is “to help people face reality and to
mobilize them to make change.” (T. L. Friedman 2016, 311) One of the main challenges
facing the Saudi governance is to understand how Saudi political institutions and society
work to adapt and evolve within the constructs of a world marching forward. Thomas
Friedman explains that physical technologies can surpass the ability of social

technologies: “physical technologies evolve at the pace of science— fast and are getting
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exponentially faster, while social technologies evolve at the pace at which humans can
change— much slower” (Ibid, 200). During this age of rapid advance and assimilation,
what Friedman refers to as an inflection point like no other since the advent of the
printing press, effective leaders will have no choice but to be open to adaptation and
integration. Given Saudi’s hyper-orthodox identity, this certainly will be a challenge

facing Saudi governance now and into the future.
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Il Recommendations

Suggestions for future Research
A Need for Quantitative Analysis

This research contributes to a much needed and growing field of scholarly
literature that is critical to understanding the changes taking place in the political
communication industry— both globally, and, for the purpose of this research, in the
Kingdom. Scores of scholars (Robert Denton, Gary Woodward, Brian McNair) have
focused on media impact in democratic nations. In contrast, there has been little research
on media impact in monarchies, and even less in Saudi Arabia. It is for this reason that
the research conducted here is groundbreaking. The case studies contained here establish
groundwork for future research into media impact on governance in the Kingdom.

Only in the past decade or so have Saudi citizens found a voice in social media.
Because of the undeniable presence and pressure that social media creates, the Saudi
monarchy has tuned in and is beginning not only to listen to the social media of its
citizens but also to utilize social media for its own governing purposes. Never in the
history of the Kingdom has communication been so egalitarian, and this new openness is
worthy of further study. We are at the beginning of an ever-evolving media landscape
like none we have ever seen in Saudi Arabia. The results of this study, which have been
qualitative in nature, could be coupled with quantitative data (assuming availability) to
provide an even more holistic understanding of the Kingdom’s media landscape. For the
purposes of this research, quantitative data has not been available.

For future researchers focusing on the development of media and its influence on
policy in the Kingdom, it would be important to strengthen the study further by providing

data that is currently unavailable, due to the lack of statistics compiled by political
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scientists in KSA. Conducting quantitative research in the Kingdom will open the door
for more comprehensive answers to significant questions in the field. As statistics related
to Twitter and other social media outlets become more available, future researchers can
examine the correlative effects of usage and content on policy reform, drawing a more
concrete and traceable relationship and thereby indicating with more clarity what types of
messages and volume of messages get heard and lead to societal change in the Kingdom.
This new information will be valuable for both citizens seeking to propel policy changes,
and also to governing bodies looking to create policies that better fulfill the needs of its
people.
Gap in Literature

There is a serious gap in the literature related to the media’s impact on policy
making in Saudi Arabia. What we do have assumes a lens that is largely Western in
perspective. What the literature needs is more local, Saudi— or at least Middle
Eastern— researchers who can tell a more localized story, capturing significant elements
of the Kingdom’s society, governance, and style. For as much as it may be valuable for a
Western perspective to comment on and analyze Saudi media and governance, these
perspectives often contain judgmental attitudes which fail to understand or incorporate
the cultural realities and norms of Saudi society, custom, and tradition.

Saudi research concerning its own nation, culture, and identity needs to be
performed with a higher degree of scholarly integrity— more academic and systematic. It
is important to ask rigorous questions that may challenge norms, and seek for answers

backed by statistics, data, and evidence. These are currently lacking.
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Holding Officials Accountable

Saudi governance has had a habit of issuing policy reforms at the highest levels
of government, without assigning the practical steps necessary for change to be enacted
by executive level government officials. Perhaps this is the Kingdom’s way of partially
satisfying citizen needs without actually carrying out actions to do the tough work of
amending policy and cultural norms.

Going forward, the Saudi ruling class should assign specific government
employees to specific tasks necessary for ensuring that change actually takes place.
Reform is not simply a conceptual idea. It requires expertise and enactment. But since
government employees may lack the skills necessary to carry out particular types of
reform, the government should provide certain officials with the training necessary to
carry out reform protocols. More substantive reform in the Kingdom will occur when

thinking and conceptualization meets practical solutions and enactment.

Strengthening the media and communication as a profession

When compared with Western or European standards, Saudi local journalists lag
far behind when it comes to their ability to use words and arguments to craft articles and
stories that possess the rhetorical strength, data, and insight to have substantive impact on
society. Too large a percentage of Saudi journalists lack the types of educational
backgrounds that might give them journalistic power and presence. To this end, much of
the local journalism published in the Kingdom parrots contemporary values of Saudi
society, rather than promoting new ideas, posing meaningful challenges to Saudi society,
or recognizing possible areas for growth, transformation, and reform. The contemporary

Saudi journalist is more a servant to the crown than an objective, paradigm shifting
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presence in the Kingdom. In order for more effective, impactful journalism to voice itself
in KSA, Saudi journalists will have to be willing to risk both reputation and career
advancement in order to better highlight key features for growth and change.
Furthermore, journalists need to present more unified voices in order to bring
about more substantive policy change. Local journalism in the Kingdom tends to present
itself as a series of disconnected, independent voices, rather than as one unified voice
making a collective argument. The splintered, individualistic nature that characterizes
much of Saudi journalism often fails to bring about substantive reform, because the
stories lack centralization and unification. It is the recommendation of this study that
journalists think about presenting more cohesive, aligned narratives in order to promote

real change and transform society.

Understanding Citizens

Saudi government needs to better understand the needs of its citizens.
Historically, public opinion has been heavily marginalized or even ignored by the weight
of authoritarian, unidirectional governance. But in the modern era, with heightened
acceleration of technology, an explosion in new media, and an increasingly shrinking
global world, governments have no choice but to listen to and better understand the
people they govern. The risk to silencing or ignoring the Saudi people is potential
revolution, online public defamation, or general dissatisfaction and lack of progress. In
this new age, the Saudi government could benefit greatly from better understanding and
implementing policies to protect and serve its people.

With globalization, the Internet, social media, rapid advances in technology, and a

world now opened to Saudi citizens, the Saudi government will have no choice but to
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continue to modify its policies and advance towards more globally accepted, Western
ideals. With the advent of the Internet, many Saudi citizens for the first time caught a
glimpse of other societies where freedom and independence are commonplace features of
daily life. With increasing broadband width, and millions of Twitter and Whatsapp users
in the Kingdom, Pandora’s box has flown wide open and cannot be shut. Once people
know something, they cannot un-know it.

In order for Saudi Arabian government to maintain the full loyalty of its people
and a better respect from the outside world, it is going to need to be more flexible and
pliable going forward. Changing its stance on textbook reform, women in the sport, and
health administration are just a few examples of the types of modifications that
governmental policy makers are going to need to enact in order to appease its people and
not lead to exodus or instability. Saudi may be a stable nation with a stable government,
but stability can be upended at any time. We have seen already the type of revolts that
social media has produced in other regions of the Middle East.

As Saudi makes moves to meet its people half way, researchers need to be attuned
so as to capture the stories in real time and properly describe and account for the changes

that will inevitably transform certain aspects of the Kingdom.
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Conclusion

As with any meaningful study, the research has opened more doors to explore,
and more questions to answer for future inquiry. The study aimed to provide an
understanding of the current relation between Saudi media and policy; however, in some
ways it served to open doors for deeper and more comprehensive contributions to this, as
yet, too little explored territory within the literature.

With the advancement of society and the rapid development of technology, the
relationships examined are far more complex than they were twenty years ago, when
Saudi Arabia was an absolute monarchy with a closed media system and inordinate levels
of censorship. At that time, Royal Decrees were published without any debates before or
afterwards. Today, however, with unprecedented political and technological
developments, millions of Saudi male and female citizens comment on political matters
as part of their citizenship.

Saudis rank among the most prolific users of Twitter and YouTube in the world.
Perhaps more significant than the social role these have created among Saudis,
technological developments have forged a path for public opinion to start to play a more
prominent role in Saudi’s culture. It is remarkable to think that social media has opened
doors that can connect a common citizen to the King.

These technological developments have also opened borders digitally, making
official statements available to local and international media. This open communication
has introduced new and conflicting messages to the Kingdom, and greatly influenced the
road to reform. In certain instances, technological development has united social media

with international media as one force.
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At the same time, however, technological advances have also highlighted the
extensive gap that exists between traditional local media and most other legitimate
informational systems. The gap is of crucial importance, as it negatively influences the
credibility of Saudi media and must be considered.

When faced with more Western media outlets commenting on local Saudi
policies, it becomes evident that the Kingdom must wear many hats (the leader of the
Islamic world, the head of the Gulf and Arab countries, the custodian of the holy
mosques, and the largest exporter of petroleum). These diverse, and at times
contradictory roles, cater to a wide audience, from liberals to conservatives, from
traditionalists to reformists, from locals to internationals, and from citizens to foreigners.

In some ways the Kingdom is juggling its duties and various roles admirably, but
in some ways the nation must uphold a singular, clear political message. As of now, this
is something the government lacks. And, given Saudi Arabia’s considerable weight and
influence in the Gulf region and Middle East, this lack of central message creates ripples
that extend beyond its borders. As the leader of the GCC countries and the head of the
Islamic nations, anything that Saudi Arabia does politically or culturally influences the
region as a whole. In summation, any Saudi Arabian media or governmental failings
negatively impacts the landscape of the region, since the main owners of all the media
outlets in the MENA region are Saudis.

Based on the findings of the study, we can conclude that the Saudi government
needs to develop a unified message to both its local and international communication to
empower the state strategy and policy. The other shared element that seems to be evident

in the political communication is that messages shared by the executive officials often
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times contradict policies and political decisions suggested at the highest level of
government. We see this clearly through the three case studies.

Reform in the Kingdom is a heavily contextualized phenomenon. As we see in
several of the case studies explored through this research, reform can be surprisingly
rapid or alarmingly slow. When it comes to certain things— skyscrapers, shopping
malls, economics, industry, and fast cars— the Kingdom readily embraces change. But
when it comes to other domains, religion and women’s empowerment, to be specific,
reform is a slow and tricky process that is widely resisted. What does this tell us?
Understood within the highly specific nature of Saudi culture and identity as the guardian
of the two Holy Mosques and the protectorate of the Muslim faith, these resistances make
sense. Saudi feels strongly compelled to serve as the symbolic figurehead for Islam, and,
because of this, it must be ever aware and protective over the aspects of its culture that
have traditionally defined Islam and Shariah Law. But when it comes to aspects of Saudi
life that fall outside of traditional religious values and norms, the Kingdom more readily
adopts change and implements reforms that help Saudi to become a more progressive and
westernized nation. In this sense, reform is in some ways becoming far easier to bring
about through media pressure, and in some ways as challenging and intractable as ever.
In this sense, reform is less about logistics than it is about ideology— which makes it at
once easily actionable as well as impossibly static. In so far as we must come to
understand reform initiatives in the Kingdom, we must know that the probability of
change will always be indirectly proportional to the change’s purported relationship to
Islamic Shariah and traditional values. Knowing this will not accelerate the road to

reform, but it will at least contextualize it for people and help to ease the process.
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The research has been an effort to better understand the relationship between
Saudi governance and the media, and has attempted to do so using an unbiased lens that
incorporates both Western and native Saudi perspectives. And yet Saudi’s own
perspective is changing. With social media and a growing awareness of life outside the
Kingdom, the advancement in technology has spawned a new generation, one that has
one eye rooted in tradition, while the other stares at flashing computer screens, scrolling
Twitter feeds, and streaming online content. The walls that once encircled the Kingdom
and made it almost impervious to internal or extrinsic influence, have partially crumbled
to reveal a veil that is semi-permeable— one that can be shifted more easily to expose a
new and fuller face for the Kingdom. And with the opening of this new door, Saudi
citizens find themselves staring out windows they did not even know existed, gazing
across desert landscapes and finding what were once only mirages of the imagination,
and seeing clearly what only a generation ago seemed as non-existent as water under a
penetrating sun. As this new world gets progressively ushered in, transparency is
required instead of censorship, and a developing Saudi Arabia, perhaps, continues to

unveil itself.
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Appendix A

Interview Texts

The following represents the translated answers to the interviews that I conducted

with high ranking officials within the Ministry of Media, Ministry of the Interior,

Commission of the Youth Welfare, the Saudi Press Agency, King Abdullah City for

Science and Technology, and the Ministry of Education. These interviews were

conducted between April and June of 2015 in the capital city Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The

questions were divided into three major categories: media, education, and women’s

empowerment.
Media
Ministry Policy
1. How do you view the harmonization between the development of the media

system and the societal development?

P.Dr.Bandar; in general it is acceptable although it needs to be speedier through
institutions in which the responsible institute initiates the policies needed to match
the development, instead of waiting for another governmental institute, higher
demand from the society or the private sector to ask for it then it starts its policy
path. At the same time we do have a delay in transforming policies into reality;
sometimes we issue policies but executing those policies takes a long time
because the responsible institute does not have the human qualifications.

For instance, the General Commission for Audiovisual Media is meant to protect
the culture of Saudi Arabia, and ensure certain codes of conduct are maintains,
but for twenty years nobody actually executed the policy within the Ministry.
Dr.Saud Kateb: media has developed very fast and the policies are finding it
difficult to catch up, but in the Kingdom there is a development in the policies for
example Electronic Transaction Law, and there many efforts from different
sectors to develop.

A: Policies in the Saudi media are human made and are open to criticism and
there are people within the Ministry that are demanding and requesting some
polices to be reviewed, but sticking to what we know has become a culture.

It is good and has participated a lot in moving the static silent state the Saudi
society was living in. media has lead social change specially after September 11.
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How influential is Saudi media on its citizens?

Dr.Saud Kateb: for sure very influential, and specially social media if we take a
look at our influence on social media we are #1 on Youtube and Keek, and 5
million active users on Twitter and smart phones are unstoppable it is contributing
a lot in how influential media is, the ratio of smart phones spread in Saudi is
169% which means every person has two phones and this is a big percentage on
both sides; active users or receivers. Social media is citizen journalism and it
allowed people to express their views. satellite channels are influential, But the
biggest influential is social media and a number of private satellite channels.

A: in general it shapes and speaks to the public, the ministry role is very important
which is directing the public opinion and guiding it in a positive way this is our
role, but did the Ministry fulfill this role “NO” ISIS won 1/0 because I think our
media did not do anything, millions have been spent but did your message reach
your target ! our youth are the biggest watchers of Youtube and they cal our
channels “Must 1, Must 2, Must3” they should be able to discuss their issues on
our channels, because if we allow them to participate in our media they will make
an influence.

Very influential, media is throwing a stones in a very quite lake which is resulting
in a dialogue that is shaping a new culture among the new generation, even if not
in a fully achieved but the results are good.

The basic law states that the media’s role is to educate and inspire unity, and
that’s why criticism is not allowed. However in the last few years we have seen
few issues that were criticized. Do these changes result from pressure from
journalists and editors or does the government initiate them?

Dr.Saud Kateb: our media and journalists never stopped criticizing, but social
media complement a new dimension to criticism, criticism is practiced now by
non professionals making it accusations without proof. In our media there is space
to criticize governmental institutions, note that what is important is that it is not
accusations or slander.

A: The policy did not change but the ceiling of freedom increases and decreases
depending on the political and security circumstances and at times international
pressure “USA”. It is the culture of the society, the person who is in position is
part of the society, our religious and educational systems don’t have open
dialogue, we don’t know how to have an open discussion.

They both are moving in the same direction, the press used to test the waters at
times to raise the ceiling of freedom at the same time the political policy which
King Abdullah encouraged newspapers to be more transparent and to publish the
citizens voice, by being the watch dog on public service and the insufficiencies
provided by government public service to citizens.

From your point of view, which governmental institutions influence the political
policies in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia?
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- Dr. Saud Kateb: Ministry of Media, and when it comes to censorship it is the
Communication and Information Technology Commission, but if its related to
journalists then it’s the General Commission for Audiovisual Media.

- A: Ministry of Interior, our political leaders who are suppose to influence our
policies or are suppose to elucidate the need to update certain polices are very old
fashion and all they care about is keeping their position within the ministry.

- Ministry of Information and Culture, Ministry of Interior, and Foreign Ministry.

5. What is the impact of Ministry of Interior on media Policy in the Kingdom?

- P.Dr. Bandar: the Ministry of Interior is like any other ministry it contributes in
framing the policies in general and media is one of them, what concerns the
Minisstry of Interior is protecting the society, its identity unity, and security and
not exploiting media in harming it.

6. What is the impact of global digital content on local policies?

- P.Dr. Bandar: growing impact and it s is the source of information but it is less
credible although it spreads very fast. We need national success stories to
reinforce positive utilization of social communication and media and reinforce the
individual responsibility, we also need to localize social media production and
services.

Saudi Press Agency
7. The ministry established SPA in 1971 to serve as a central body to collect and
distribute local and international news in the kingdom and abroad. How is SPA
managing its main goal with the advancement of technology and transparency of
information?

- SPA: Quick coverage, to be present in social events, and adopting a new language
that is more direct and matches the mentality of the new generation.

8. SPA is the main source of news in the Kingdom: what is SPA policy when it
comes to local political news?

- SPA: Every media outlet in the world has a systematic strategy that it works
according to it. As who is eager to succeed and achieve satisfactory results, must
study, manage, and put a long-term strategy to ensure lasting in competition and
stay competitive amid momentum with the enormous number of media outlet
globally. People have become participants in this competition thanks to modern
technology, which makes regular people editors, or what is knows now “citizen
journalist”, a lot of the events today reach us through regular citizens but it lacks
professionalism which transmit credibility, objectivity, presenting the truth with
all its dimensions in front of the viewer. Therefore, the role of media agencies
remains important and pivotal as the main source of news.
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We at SPA are keen on accuracy and objectivity. We work on covering all the
events that is organized within the Kingdom and outside. With respect to the
countries polices and interest locally and internationally. Then we spread our
news in all our Internet sites and accounts on social media, and text messages
through phones so it can reach different countries. We investigate accuracy in
reading and writing our news with depth, to be transferred with full transparency,
taking into account the clarity of vocabulary, to avoid disturbing the readers mind
with ambiguity who is exposed to a great deal of information through social
media and many of them lacks credibility, which is the foundation of any
journalistic news, and at times in its content is against our countries policy.

SPA has forged cooperation and exchanged news agreements with five world
news agencies: Reuters, the Associated Press (AP), the United Press International
(UPI), the Agence France Press (AFP), and the Dutch Press Agency (DPA). How
does SPA react when the Saudi government or a new policy is being covered from
a negative angle?

SPA: When any agency addresses the Government of the Kingdom, whether hose
you mentioned or other, we do not interfere in the liberation of agencies and their
polices in editing news about Saudi Arabia, but when it dealing with Saudi affairs
or leaders in a negative way contrary to the reality, then it is our national duty as
professionals to monitor the published material or report and present it to the
officials, and this is the case all around the world

Global Influence and Advancement

10. Saudi Arabia is the leader in MENA media, but when it comes to its local

11

governmental media, it is not on the same level. Why is this the case?

Dr.Saud Kateb: governmental channels can not be compared to private channels
because the governmental represents the country and considers traditions more so
it is difficult to compare because it has its target.

A: professionalism. Our atmosphere is evacuative and Saudies when they get the
opportunity of a better pay it attracts them. So we don’t have materialistic or
moral appreciation. In 2009 one of our undersecretary said I don’t believe in
electronic newspaper although the King him self recognized it, how don’t you!!
SPA: we cannot be sure about the extent of influence and success of Saudi Arabia
in the Middle East as the issue needs more research from the media experts.

The local culture which forces a lot of restrictions on local media, in addition to
the unqualified and unskilled people within the field, also lack of training.

. What do you think the main challenges on local media are?

P.Dr.Bandar: establishing credibility and keeping pace with developments in
technology and developing media at the same time protecting the society from
negative impact.
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Dr.Saud Kateb: the biggest challenge to print media is new media and this is a
global thing, local print media is facing challenges because of new technologies
and new generation they don’t read paper anymore, and this is the biggest
challenge. The second is the availability of qualification.

A: the information is not available and this is the reason behind people seeking
other sources for answers which as we saw created extremism and wrong
understanding, at the same time our religious institution is busy with non
important issues. The second challenge is training a lot of our employees lack
developing their skills, they are not even capable of gaining training because they
can’t afford it because the pay is low, what is also important is our journalists
don’t have the safekeeping mentality in how they present the information.

The deviation which is present in social media, the unqualified skills of journalists
in traditional media, and the immigration of the qualified people to national
stations because of the financial attraction that is not offered in local media.

To what extent do you believe that Social Media such as Facebook, Twitter and
YouTube compete with the Kingdom’s traditional media outlets?

P.Dr.Bandar: a strong competitor due to its advancement with technology and
lack of censorship, but traditional media will continue as long as it has the
credible and distinct information, but it is not alone in the field anymore.
Dr.Saud Kateb: a big competitor and it is killing print media in a very slow way.

It is a big competitor, and its is influencing the public opinion and their views and
in many cases it has exceeded traditional media.

What is the impact of social media from a political and security point of view on
local policies?

P.Dr. Bandar: Social media is a strong influencer due to its speed, globalism and
easy utilization to good or bad to benefit or harm, and the challenge is how can
we employee it to our national interest

How does the global influence of leading media outlets inside the Kingdom
compare with London based Saudi-owned dailies such as A/-Hayat and Al-Sharq
al-Awsat, and the online news site Elaph?

KACST Policy

1.

2.

One of KACST’s main responsibilities is both to propose national policy for
science and technology development and to propose plans to implement
development. Would you please clarify these roles?

In its long-term vision, KACST wants to join with advanced knowledge-based
economies by 2025 in areas of highly competitive science, technology and
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innovation (STI) ecosystem. How far has KACST progressed in achieving this
goal and does current government policy help or hinder you in achieving this
goal?

In shaping the Kingdom’s policy governing the Internet and digital content, do
KACST officials consult with other GCC governments or international bodies?

Global Influence and Advancement

4.

5.

6.

What is the impact of global digital content on local policies?
How has digital control changed in response to the Arab uprising?

Could you please comment on what KACST is doing to protect the Kingdom
from the worldwide threat of cyber attack?

Censorship

7.

10.

11

12.

To what extent does the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia censor the Internet, and how
are censorship decisions made?

Approximately 35% of the Kingdom is under the age of 15 and these young
people use the Internet and social media daily. How does KACST policy
differentiate youth’s casual use of the Internet from more serious Internet threats?

Some argue that the main purpose of the filtering system is to block politically
sensitive information? How would you reply to this?

If I try to access Wikipedia in Saudi, I will get through, but the site has been
blocked and unblocked many times with no explanation or effective recourse. To
cope with the world’s current advancements in technology- where access to
information is easier than ever before- do you think this strategy creates
confusion?

. Saudi has the highest per capita Youtube use in the world. In April 2014, the

news shows that Saudi wants to regulate local Youtube channels, to ensure they
adhere to local cultural values, traditions and values according to Islamic
teaching. Could you tell me more about it? Some argue that traditions are diverse
within the Saudi society and Islamic teachings are based on interpretation. How
do you define that based on policy?

An attempt to view a blocked page inside the Kingdom will return a page that
says: “Access to the requested URL is not allowed. Please fill out an unblocking
request if you believe the requested page should not be blocked.”
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KACST has recently given the responsibility of blocking and unblocking sites to
the Communication and Information Technology Commissions, so KACST is
acting as a technical organization that receives requests. Why was this decision
made?

KACST has formed partnerships with some of the world’s leading university
research centers including Cambridge University and MIT. How have these
institutions reacted to the role KACST plays in the control and censorship of the
Kingdom’s Internet?

Education

Education Policy

1.

The government has allocated 9 billion riyals for the (Tatweer) development
project, which started in 2008, but teachers and parents complain in the press that
they can’t feel it in the classroom? How do you explain that?

There is clear problem in media and its credibility in presenting the street
especially when it comes to the teachers and educators. A decade has passed since
this project was launched and the achievement that has been reached does not
match with what the government is spending. The project was not based on a
clear master plan allowing it to achieve specific and clear strategy. And the
educators were not consulted and their views did not reach the media, in addition
there was no studies to evaluate the project, and how it will reach classrooms.

I think the issue of education development is a holistic case and needs the
involvement of all segments in the society from parents and those interested in
education from a side, and ministry employees from the other side too. There also
needs to be a strategic plan that covers all aspects of the educational process.

The project did not deliver what was expected, its isolation from media worsened
the case. It also lacked transparency and the project was distant from its
Beneficial’s, limiting it to certain schools and not to the public in general, and this
needs evaluation and questioning those responsible of the project.

The need to add physical education has been voiced in the local media in addition
the Shura Council has also advised the Ministry to consider allowing girls to
participate in physical education and athletics in girls’ schools (so long as dress
code and gender segregation is enforced). What do you think of this proposal?

In this country we have a mentality that is programed to reject anything new and a
lot of people within the government tend to follow this mentality or show
courtesy to this mentality, they believe that they should be different than all the
nations around the world, they hold a masculine view ignoring women’s rights
and the studies that recommend physical activity to both sexes this country we
have a mentality that is programed to reject anything new.
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I think permitting girls to participate in physical education is a strategic need as
long as it is under the umbrella of Islamic values, which is segregation and
following the conservative dress code. Especially that health reports emphasized
the importance of physical activity in schools for girls.

Physical education is an important activity for girls in schools, it also has a
positive influence on health education in general. The ministry has recently
established a committee to study how to equip schools with what it needs to
prepare them to start offering physical education.

What is the Saudi media role when it comes to the interaction of education policy
with the political decision?

There is a big gap in sustaining educational policy and the political decision in the
Saudi media, there are a lot of policies that contradicts with the political policy
specially that the educational did not change or develop for example the spending
on education exceeds the ten industrial countries based on the competition report
but the results in our education is disappointing.

Definitely, the Saudi media has a big role in spreading education and change in
the educational system. Media is considered one of the tools of education or an
alternative to mass education.

The media has played an important role in activating the political policies, after
terrorism the media has encouraged the educational institutions to respond and be
active with the political decision to fight radicalism and become more diverse in
the educational methods and to fight hidden curriculums that support radical
thoughts.

Curriculum

4. After 9/11, attention on radicalization in Saudi society was seen as the force

behind educational reform. The religious curriculum in Saudi education system
was criticized and blamed, what is your response to that?

Our problem here is from the reactions; we have a report that was published from
the ministry of foreign affairs it pointed that radicalization is a product of our
education. And from my own point of view, radicalization goes back to
managerial, financial problems that control the citizens’ benefit and service, and
blame should not be on Ministry of education only but the Youth Welfare,
Ministry of Social Affairs, and the other service governmental institutions are also
part of the reform.

Education reform has many political, religious, social and financial aspects, so
any radicalization in education is a reflection of radicalization in politics or
religion. And there is no harm in reforming radicalization, because reform is a
continuous issue.

The event of 9/11 was like a wake up call to the Saudi nation, and realize the
danger that lives in it. I think that terrorism and radicalization are the main force
behind reform in education and it made it a political responsibility. And I don’t
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think it’s an accusation but a reality. Our leaders and the decisions that are taken
are a result of their maturity and right thinking.

According to a report that was published in 2007 by McKinsey & Company,
Saudi Arabia ranked third to last world wide in mathematics and science. What is
the Ministry doing to improve its science and math curricula?

Yes, the results were not promising and very disturbing but it gave us a wake up
call on our curriculums and there was also a report on 2003 with the same results,
the question is what did the ministry do after 11 years to fill the gap; based on
personnel conscientiousness that is not based on scientific and studied strategic
plan, and decision makers in education did not have a serious desire to develop
the education, what is surprising is there are countries that suffer from financial
and political problems but exceeded us in the ranking.

The ministry is providing substantial efforts in developing both the math and
sciences, perhaps the obvious example is the Math development center in King
Saud University, and in my opinion currently Saudi is in a good rank due to the
attention given to math and sciences.

Changing and developing the math and science curriculums is the best global
experience. The ministry is intensifying the classes of both subjects, also training
the teachers on the new curriculums, in addition to the interest of international
tests, and participating high talented achievers in innovation associations.

Education and Media

6.

How do you describe the relation between the local media (traditional, new) with
the governmental educational institutions?

The relation is very week, educators are absent on what is happening in the media.
There is no strategic relation between the media and the education institutions,
although there are personal attempts to expose issues in the media.

The relation is contaminated with a lot of doubts and sensitivity, the ministry of
education thought for many years that the media is deliberately picking on the
weaknesses and mistakes in the education system without realizing that it being
criticized for the sake of reform and development of the society, which is part of
the media role in voicing the citizens voice, and till this day the relation did not
develop much.

The Ministry hosted “The First International Conference on Media Education” in
2007; however there is still a shortage in local media education. Why?

The role is still below standard, even the Ministry of education has hosted a
conference “what do educators want” in 1997.

The role still needs to mature, although the kingdom hosted it but it was not
translated in practice to policies and programs

Unfortunately, the collaboration was suppose to grow but the educators
participation in media was restricted when the ministry required permission for
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any one who will be present in media outlets and this closed the door of
participation and criticism.

There have been significant issues related to teacher appointments. Some
teachers have been given jobs three hours or more from their homes. The media
has written extensively on this. How influential have media reports been in
modifying or influencing how teachers get appointed?

In my opinion it’s not the ministry fault, the blame falls on the teacher or her
guardian who accepts to take those long commutes.

The ministry is providing support in dealing with those tragic accidents, and there
needs to be a strategic plan that includes a center or housing for teachers who are
appointed in remote locations.

Saudi women situation and her limited options in the work force is creating
pressure on the ministry of education, it is the biggest employer of women in the
country and it is natural to appoint teachers in rural areas to satisfy the goal of
providing education to all saudies.

When negative issues related to the ministry are published, how does the ministry

react? Would you be willing to give examples?

- Seriously and with firmness, and it should be more active than reactive, and
not be influenced by topics that doesn’t not benefit the student.

- There is no plan or clear program to react to negative coverage, although the
public relation department is supposed to handle and respond and take this
role in building a strategic proposal.

- There is attention to issues presented in the media, but there are also people
who try to minimize the importance of mass opinion and its role in positive
change.

Women

Women Right

1.

The government has issued policies to empower women, yet the administration
policies are still limiting her;
a) Gain an approval for to continue her studies from her male guardian or
b) Open a business or
c) Issue alegal document or
d) Approval to travel
What do you think of these administrative policies?

Yes, I think it is important to eradicate all those policies that are limiting women
from becoming full citizens and enable them to achieve empowerment.
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2. International media deals with woman driving as a symbol for giving women their
right, do you think is a political or social decision? And please explain

- The decision today is a political one, because the society has matured and is
capable to receive the decision and deal with it. There were a lot of delayed
decisions in the past that were viewed as social decisions and once the policy was
issued we discovered that the rejection was superficial and people were ready for
it, for example women participating in the Shoura council was delayed and the
argument was the society was not ready, but when it happened people were happy
and driving is the same case.

3. The government gave women high ranked positions but at the same time she is
not allowed to follow up with her governmental matters unless through the
women’s department “if available” within governmental institutions? What are
your views on the matter?

- There is progress in cases and fall behindhand in other cases. Women
empowerment is not moving according to sequential steps or planned strategy, for
this reason we find that Saudi women are participating in the Olympics but are not
allowed to study physical education in schools. The government should look at
women as a full citizen and facilitate her services as an independent person in the
society, instead of her need for a stick to prop on.

Olympic participation

4. Sarah Attar, the first Saudi female to compete in the Olympics, was born in the
USA and was on a university track team in the Los Angeles area. She wanted to
represent Saudi Arabia at the Olympics as a way of inspiring women. "For
women in Saudi Arabia, I think this can really spark something to get more
involved in sports, to become more athletic," she said. "Maybe in the next
Olympics, we can have a very strong team to come." This month the Shura
Council recommended that the long-standing ban on sports at girls’ schools be
lifted in the Kingdom.

Would you please share your views on this recommendation? Do you feel the
Kingdom should encourage and sponsor women to compete in the Olympic
games?

- I do agree with the recommendation, and I don’t see anything wrong with women
participating as long as it is limited to sports that she can wear her conservative
cloths, and participation should not be for the sake of only participating but also
because they will achieve good results.
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