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The Layalina Review  
On Public Diplomacy And Arab Media

McHale Confirmed, 
Controversy 
Continues
Judith McHale was sworn in on May 
26th, 2009 to assume the duties of Under 
Secretary for Public Diplomacy and 
Public Affairs, supporting Secretary of 
State Clinton and the State Department 
immediately, reports Steven Corman 
for COMOPS Journal. Corman points 
out that the final decision was lengthy.

“The final reading was 129 days between 
President Obama’s inauguration and 
swearing in the new PD Chief,” he 
comments.  While some presupposed that 
Public Diplomacy would be granted a lesser 
role in the State Department under the 
Obama administration, others suggested 
that “there may be a move afoot to 
duplicate DoS PD functions in the White 
House staff.“ This could further complicate 
the work of strategic communication.

US Senator Dick Lugar welcomed the 
Senate’s unanimous confirmation of Judith 
McHale as the Under Secretary of State 
for Public Diplomacy, according to ISRIA. 

“Ms. McHale brings serious business 
and media experience to this position 
that I trust will serve her well as she 
manages the world of traditional and new 
media and engages with the world to tell 
America’s story to the world and to listen 
to what they have to say,” Lugar said.

McHale’s previous experience at 
Discovery means she will understand 
the importance of communicating and 
engaging with people around the world, 
according to Globo Diplo. The site adds 
that Discovery held respect for cultural 
context and local voices at the heart of its 
business and creative strategies, which is 
an essential approach in public diplomacy.

Under Secretary McHale contributed to 

forging a strategic partnership between 
Discovery and BBC in 1998, enabling 
high quality content programming and 
global distribution. However, Mark 
Lynch, a professor at GWU, does not 
perceive this as a landmark achievement.

Lynch maintains, “The position of 
Under Secretary for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs should go to someone 
with experience in and a vision for public 
diplomacy, and who will be in a position 
to effectively integrate public diplomacy 
concerns into the policy-making process.”

According to Lynch, McHale does 
not possess any experience in public 
diplomacy, while she rather has the 
attribute of being able “to sell a message” 

on her resume. McHale’s experience 
is reminiscent of the former Under 
Secretary for Public Diplomacy, Charlotte 
Beers, “whose tenure lasted only 17 
months (October 2001-March 2003), and 
focused on ‘branding’ America through 
television advertising which showed 
happy Muslim-Americans, and was 
generally considered to be an utter failure.”
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“Ms. McHale brings 
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this position that I 
trust will serve her 
well as she manages 
the world of 
traditional and new 
media and engages 
with the world to 
tell America’s story 
to the world and to 
listen to what they 
have to say.”
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However, the new head of Public 
Diplomacy at the State Department 
said in an interview with David Gollust 
for Voice of America (VOA) that she is 
confident that America’s image abroad can 
be fully rebuilt after the damages caused 
by the years of the Bush Administration.

McHale argues that the recent election’s 
outcome and Obama’s image overall have 
already largely contributed to bringing 
back a positive image of America 
abroad. “[President Obama], in his 
inauguration, made an important point 
of talking about reaching out his hand 
and I think there are lots of people who 
want to reach out to us now,” she noted.

McHale, who for 20 years headed 
the cable TV syndicate Discovery 
Communications, said she developed her 
interest in foreign and particularly African 
affairs as the daughter of a US diplomat 
in apartheid-era South Africa. She further 
emphasized the role of new media and 
social media such as the internet, reaching 
out to foreign populations, especially the 
youth. “There’s no other way of doing 
that unless we employ new media in 
appropriate circumstances,” she insists.

She promised a top-to-bottom review 
of US public diplomacy efforts but said 
she enters the post with no preconceived 
notions about structural changes, 
though there are abundant study-
commission reform recommendations.

GAO Report’s 
Recommendations
The General Accounting Office criticized 
the insufficient efforts of the government 
in public diplomacy in a recently published 
report entitled US Public Diplomacy: A 
Congressional Oversight, informs Matt 
Armstrong on his blog Mountain Runner. 

The article reports that, “The United 
States’ current national communication 
strategy lacks a number of desirable 
characteristics identified by GAO, such 
as a clear definition of the problem, 
desired results, and a delineation of 
agency roles and responsibilities.” 

The report further notes that despite 
the ten billion dollars spent in public 
diplomacy to advance US strategic 
interests abroad since 9/11, foreign public 

opinion polling data shows that negative 
views towards the United States persist.

Among other recommendations, the 
report advises developing performance 
measurement systems to assess the 
success of outreach efforts, reports 
the GAO. It further adds that staff 
and financial shortages  in the State 
Department should be addressed, as 
it severely hinders outreach efforts. 
Additionally, the article promotes better 
interagency coordination in order to 
adopt a new approach in public diplomacy 
which entails the use of social media.

However, Matt Armstrong points 
out that as valuable as the GAO 
recommendations are, it seems the report 
overlaps with strategic communication 
and public diplomacy, presenting the 
first one as a subset to the latter, and 
at other moments, interchanging both 
terms. “The report fails to reconcile the 
Defense Department concept of strategic 
communication that often includes the 
five pillars of Information Operations, 
Public Affairs, and Defense Support to 
Public Diplomacy,” argues Armstrong. 

Armstrong further admonishes the report 

for forgetting to mention important 
elements such as the abolishment of 
Defense Support to Public Diplomacy, 
the existence of the Global Strategic 
Engagement Center, or other 
interagency mechanisms beyond the 
PCC (Policy Coordinating Committee). 
Not to mention the “problems 
caused by the Smith-Mundt Act.”

Although the report commented on 
the impact had by a lack of consistent 
leadership on formulating a strategy 
and improving the practice of public 
diplomacy, it failed to address the 
problems related to the leadership 
and the power of the Under Secretary.

The GAO finds weaknesses in US 
international communications efforts 
and notes that the President must issue 
a new comprehensive communications 
and public diplomacy strategy by 
December 2009, reports Omb Watch.

In reference to interagency work, the news 
site further reports that development of a 
new strategy creates an opportunity for 
the US nonprofit sector to urge greater 
recognition of the role of philanthropy 
and aid and development programs in 
countering violent extremism, as well 
as the development of policies that 
encourage and facilitate that work. 

Lebanese Media 
Creates Confusion 
among Voters 
As Lebanon prepares for its upcoming 
elections on June seven, the Lebanese media 
has taken on a central role in transforming 
public opinion as satellite television 
networks are divided across sectarian 
lines, according to the Huffington Post. 

The pro-Western, pro-Saudi March 14 
Coalition is up against the Hezbollah-
led March 8 Movement, and Lebanese 
media outlets have been confusing 
viewers with conflicting ideologies 
with 128 Parliamentary seats at stake.

Future TV has been an outlet for the 
Sunni community in Lebanon, while 
the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation 
(LBC) reflects Maronite Christian 
opinion.  Al-Manar, the Hezbollah-run 
channel and Murr TV which is affiliated 

“The report 
fails to reconcile 
the Defense 
Department 
concept of strategic 
communication 
that often includes 
the five pillars 
of Information 
Operations, Public 
Affairs, and Defense 
Support to Public 
Diplomacy.” 
Matt Armstrong, Mountain 
Runner.
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with Gabrial Al-Murr, the Greek 
Orthodox opposition leader, are also 
involved. OTV is affiliated with the Free 
Patriotic Movement led by General Aoun. 

The National Broadcasting Network 
(NBN) is the Nabih Berry station, the 
speaker of the Parliament and, while it 
claims no affiliation, is owned by a man 
who is said to have strong ties to Qatar 
and a strong opposition to the Hariri clan. 

As each network is associated with 
a different faction, broadcasts have 
brought to light a wide variety of 
opinions concerning the election. LBC 
showed a presenter who claimed that 
Lebanon could easily fall into the hands 
of Ahmadinejad, followed by the leader of 
the Lebanese forces claiming, “You either 
vote to what Ahmadinejad has said or to 
what our Patriarch has been advising.”

Meanwhile, Al-Manar TV featured a guest 
who claimed that the US planned to make 
Lebanon an “American protectorate, just 
like Puerto Rico.” New TV has been 
playing stories of Israeli spies in Lebanon 
as Hassan Nasrallah, Secretary General 
of Hezbollah, calls for the deaths of all 
Israelis convicted of espionage. NBN 
claimed, “Israel is trying to control the 
outcome of the Lebanese Election.”

With all the conflicting messages 
hurled at viewers, there is no 
doubt that emotions run high. 

In an attempt to tone-down the tension 
building towards elections on June 
seven, LBC decided to enlist its own 
security measures by banning all forms of 
political humor until after the elections, 
according to the Los Angeles Times. 

The station’s most popular political 
show, “Bas Mat Watan,” is widely known 
for its satire concerning Lebanon’s 
political elite. Charbel Khalil, the 
producer of this show along with a 
satirical puppet show called Douma 
Cratia, has been suspended by the LBC. 

Khalil was accused by the editor of the daily 
newspaper, Ad-Diyar, of raising tensions 
in a race that was already overwrought.  
Ad-Diyar feared this program could 
jeopardize the outcome of the elections.

While LBC decided to quell potential 
conflicts by banning political humor, the 
conflicting messages of each Lebanese 
TV station undoubtedly create confusion 
and misunderstanding during the 

elections that could increase tension 
regardless of the presence of satire. 

Obama Addresses 
Muslims in Cairo
A recent Gallop poll shows that approval 
of US leadership is up in some Arab 
countries and in the case of Egypt, it 
increased by 19 percent. The improvement 
in America’s image likely reflects positive 
reception of Obama’ efforts to engage 
with the Muslim world, which started 
with his inaugural address and choosing 
of Al-Arabiya for his first interview.

However, approval ratings of US 
policies still remain low across Arab 
countries, with a median of 25 percent, 
and many Arabs polled remain 
undecided on their opinion of Obama. 

Press Secretary, Robert Gibbs, declared 
that Obama’s speech due in Cairo on 
June fourth “will outline his personal 
commitment to engagement, based 
upon mutual interests and mutual 
respect… [and] will discuss how the 
United States and Muslim communities 
around the world can bridge some 
of the differences that have divided 
them.” Gibbs explained that the speech 
does not intend to discuss a detailed 
comprehensive Middle East peace plan. 

Matthias Rueb, in Voice of America, 

asserts that President Obama’s 
speech in Egypt presents another 
opportunity to fix America’s broken 
image in the Arab and Muslim world. 

According to BBC News, Obama’s 
upcoming speech in Cairo is part of the 
president’s continuous efforts to engage 
the Muslim world. Obama will likely 
reiterate themes from his speech in Turkey 
when he declared that the US is not at 
war with Islam and called for a greater 
partnership with the Muslim world. 

The Associated Press reports that Obama 
will re-emphasize the contributions 
of Muslim Americans to US society. 
Gibbs claims in an interview with BBC 
News, “All of this gives the president 
the opportunity hopefully to extend 
the hand to those that in many ways 
are like us, but simply have a different 
religion.” However, Obama’s new 
approach requires both sides to recognize 
the potential for improved relations.

Juan C. Zarate and James K. Glassman 
in The Boston Globe, support Obama’s 
efforts to “counter the deadly and 
pervasive narrative that ‘the West is at 
war with Islam,’” and believe that Obama 
ought to replace this narrative “with 
a more accurate storyline that offers 
Muslims both responsibility and pride.” 
This new narrative should remind “the 
world of American ideals and challenge 
Muslim communities to confront 
conflicts in their midst.” The US must 
emphasize that, “the ultimate outcome 
will be determined by them, not us.” 

Obama will certainly discuss violent 
extremism in his speech, as it is an 
issue of particular concern. Zarate 
and Glassman encouraged Obama 
to stress that the doctrine of violent 
reactionaries “is inconsistent with 
the tenets of Islam” and that “it’s up 
to Muslims to oppose and ostracize 
the violent extremists in their midst.”

Both authors further expressed that 
Obama, “is uniquely placed to recast the 
way American power and influence are 
viewed,” thanks to his Muslim background. 

In his speech, Obama intends to 
present a broad message regarding 
mutual understanding and improving 
the US’ relationship with the Muslim 
world. Denis McDonough, Deputy 
National Security Adviser for Strategic 
Communications, in the Washington 
Times, declared that, “the president is 

“All of this gives 
the president 
the opportunity 
hopefully to extend 
the hand to those 
that in many 
ways are like us, 
but simply have a 
different religion.” 
Robert Gibbs, Press Secretary.
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eager to change the conversation with our 
Muslim and Arab friends,” and the speech 
in Cairo is “an important opportunity 
to advance the national interest.” 

Obama aims to advance US interest 
by improving relations with the Arab 
world and addressing the issue of violent 
extremism. Additionally, Obama seeks to 
mobilize Arab support for resuming Middle 
East peacemaking and preventing Iran’s 
nuclear ambitions, as Reuters reports.

Obama intends to keep his speech broad 
since he is addressing a diverse audience, 
and because he ultimately aims to express 
a simple message of mutual understanding. 
However, the vagueness of his speech 
may frustrate and disappoint viewers.

According to the Washington Times, 
analysts and scholars agree that the 
visit to Egypt is a major opportunity, 
yet “Obama must do more than use 
lofty rhetoric if he wants to restore 
some of the international good will 
lost during the Bush administration.” 

Furthermore, a recent Zogby 
International Poll, shows that “deep 
skepticism” of Obama remains in Egypt.

In the Zogby Poll, when asked what 
issue would be most central to Arabs’ 
assessment of Obama’s policy in the 
Middle East, 42 percent of the sample 
cited the US withdrawal from Iraq; 26 
percent cited the Arab-Israeli conflict; 
and 16 percent, Obama’s attitudes 
towards the Arab and Muslim worlds. 

Hadeel Al-Shalchi and Karin Laub of 
the Associated Press, agree that “respect 
for Islam, a prescription for Palestinian 
statehood and assurances of a speedy US 
pullout from Iraq — that’s what Muslims 
from Morocco to Malaysia want to hear 
from President Barack Obama this week 
when he addresses them from this Arab 
capital.” Ayman El-Amir, a writer for 
Al-Ahram, argues that Obama needs 
to embrace a commitment that from 
now on the US will act even-handedly 
in the Middle East. El-Amir, though, 
supports Obama’s plan to keep his 
speech broad since “the Muslim world 
is a myriad of cultures and polities that 
can only be addressed in general terms.”

As analysts describe in Reuters, Obama 
is attempting to win over Muslims in the 
Middle East, a region where he faces some 
of his greatest foreign policy challenges. 

These foreign policy challenges, namely 
the Iraq war, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict and Iran’s nuclear program 
are also the issues that Arabs are most 
eagerly waiting to hear Obama discuss.

David Kuttab, a Palestinian journalist 
writing for the Washington Post, argues, 
“While foreign policy is crucial, a sincere 
show of respect and attempt to rebuild 
trust are more important.” He believes 
that the greatest challenge for Obama 
will be finding “a way to apologize 
for the past and to convince people 
that he is planning to change course.”

CNN First Choice 
for Affluent Arabs
Top-earning Arabs and regional decision 
makers prefer CNN over Qatari rival Al-
Jazeera for their English language news, 
according to a new Synovate’s EMS Middle 
East survey reported in Arabian Business. 

The survey, which measured audience 
reach among the main income earners 
in the top 13 percent of Middle East 
households, ranked CNN number one 
in the Middle East for monthly reach, 
which came in at 21 percent for the 
period from June to September last year.

CNN also out-performs the competition 
in cross-platform reach, remarks Zawya. 
BBC World News came in second (15.6 
percent), followed by Al-Jazeera English 
(9 percent), CNBC (4.8 percent) and 
Euronews (3.6 percent), according to the 
news site. The US-based network also had 
the highest reach among business decision 
makers: 20.1 percent, which was 31 percent 
higher than its nearest competitor.

“Our multi-platform offering continues 
to be compelling for audiences 
wanting top quality, up-to-the-minute 
content and for advertisers looking for 
excellent media solutions with tangible 
results,” commented Rani R. Raad, 
SVP Ad Sales, CNN International.

CNN is undoubtedly the channel of 
choice for the business elite in the Middle 
East. CNN’s monthly reach is higher than 
its nearest competitor. CNN’s monthly 
reach for business travelers (26.3%) again 
exceeds its nearest competitor by 34%.

The launch of EMS Middle East in 2009 

is the first major research study of its 
kind in the region since the PAX Middle 
East study in 2006, over three years ago. 

The universe for EMS Middle East 
represents the top 13% of adults in 
terms of income and as such is more 
aligned with EMS Europe than with 
the previous PAX ME (top 15-20%). 

Al-Jazeera English 
Making Headways 
Stratos Global Corp. announced that 
Al-Jazeera English is the first media 
organization to deploy the new Inmarsat 
BGAN X-Stream mobile broadband 
satellite service, which enables 
streaming of broadcast-quality video 
from the field, reports TV Technology. 

“While transmitting video from major 
cities worldwide is facilitated by the 
availability of terrestrial fiber and satellite 
newsgathering connections, reporting the 
news from remote areas can be a major 
challenge, due to the lack of available 
infrastructure,” said Nick Taylor, head of 

“Our multi-
platform offering 
continues to be 
compelling for 
audiences wanting 
top quality, up-to-
the-minute content 
and for advertisers 
looking for excellent 
media solutions 
with tangible 
results.”
Rani R. Raad, SVP Ad Sales, 
CNN International.
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News Operations for Al-Jazeera English.

In other news, Link TV’s senior director 
of Middle Eastern Programming, 
Jamal Dajani, announced today that 
the channel will present a new global 
news hour including “World News” 
from Al-Jazeera English, anchored from 
Washington, D.C., followed by Link TV’s 
Peabody Award-winning original news 
program “Mosaic: World News from 
the Middle East,” reports Emedia Wire. 

Dajani states, “At a time when international 
news coverage has been receding rapidly 
in most US news outlets due to closures of 
foreign news bureaus, Al-Jazeera English 
has been filling the void with professional, 
and comprehensive reporting from around 
the globe. The addition of Al-Jazeera’s 
‘World News’ fits perfectly with Link 
TV’s mission of informing the audience.”

Since its inception in 1999, the 
goal of Link TV has been to offer 
Americans and the world an array of 
diverse perspectives on world news  
and culture that are not typically 
emphasized in conventional media.

Al-Jazeera English is available in 
more than 140 million households 
worldwide in more than 100 countries. 
Since launching in 2006, Al-Jazeera 
English has become a world leader in 
news coverage from Africa, Asia, the 
Middle East, Europe and the Americas. 

With broadcast centers strategically 
located in Kuala Lumpur, Doha, London 

and Washington, DC, as well as in nearly 
70 news bureaus around the world, the 
channel’s aim is to provide independent 
and impartial news for a global audience, 
giving a voice to under-reported 
regions, according to the news site.

“We are pleased to partner with Link 
TV to bring AJE to a wider audience in 
the United States,” said Kimeran Daley, 
Head of North American Distribution 
Sales for Al-Jazeera Network. “We know 
there is demand in the US for access to 
AJE’s groundbreaking news coverage 
and a great interest in seeing news that 
represents a truly global perspective. 
Link TV’s commitment to showing 
international news makes them an ideal 
partner for Al-Jazeera English in America.”

Social Networking 
Sites as Vehicles for 
Political Change
Public access to Facebook, the popular 
social networking site, was restored 
on May 26 in Iran after three days of 
restricted access on the eve of the 
country’s national elections, reports BBC.

Reformists criticized the block as an 
attempt to undermine support for Mir 
Hossein Mousavi, the leading opposition 
candidate whose campaign relied heavily 
on Facebook as a tool to generate 
support, especially among young voters.

Supporters of Mousavi have used 
the candidate’s Facebook page as 
a way of organizing events and 
communicating ideas. Mousavi’s 
page has over 6,600 supporters, 
reports John Ribeiro of PC World.

BBC recounted that the blocks came “at 
a time when voters are turning to the 
internet as a source of information about 
election candidates and their positions.”  
Facebook, along with other social 
networking sites such as Twitter and 
YouTube, has become increasingly popular 
as a means of connecting with people 
near and far, and communicating online.

Iranian President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad denied having played any 
role in the shutdown, reports Borzou 
Daragahi in an article for The Los 
Angeles Times posted on IranQuest.

Ahmadinejad will face-off against 
Mousavi, along with two other 
opposition candidates, in presidential 
elections beginning on June twelfth.

The role of social networking sites extends 
beyond the realm of presidential elections, 
however. Queen Rania of Jordan has been 
outspoken about the positive impact 
such sites as Twitter and YouTube can 
have in promoting the cause of universal 
education, reports Asharq-Alawsat.

“I want to tell people more about 
Jordan, about my life and work, but 
also to campaign for quality, global 
education,” she said in a recent interview.

Rania praised the internet as a vehicle 
for generating support for important 
social and political issues, including the 
educational rights of young women.  “It’s 
about using social media for social change.”

Last year, Rania created her own 
YouTube channel, which was dedicated to 
confronting negative stereotypes among 
Middle Eastern youth. Rania praised the 
democratizing power of the internet as 
a means of uniting citizens worldwide.

“Social media are a catalyst for 
the advancement of everyone’s 
rights. It’s where we’re reminded 
that we’re all human and all equal.”

From Jihad  
to Rehab

“Social media are 
a catalyst for the 
advancement of 
everyone’s rights. 
It’s where we’re 
reminded that we’re 
all human and all 
equal.”
Queen Rania of Jordan.

“Link TV’s 
commitment 
to showing 
international news 
makes them an 
ideal partner for 
Al-Jazeera English 
in America.” 
Kimeran Daley, Head of 
North American Distribution 
Sales for Al-Jazeera Network.
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Lawrence Cline describes the Saudi 
rehabilitation program led by the Saudi 
government in the Small Wars Journal.  
The Saudis started the “advisory 
committee” or “Munahasa” program in 
2004 to “reform prison inmates convicted 
of involvement in jihadist extremism.”
 
Back in November 2008, journalist 
Katherine Zoepf looked at the Saudi 
government’s rehabilitation program 
for the New York Times Magazine 
as both holistic and a promising 
model for other Islamic societies. 
 
In an article entitled Deprogramming 
Jihadists, Zoepf describes the program’s 
emphasis on psychology, getting 
behind why men answer the call to join 
terrorist groups in the first place.  One 
rehabilitation student, named Azzam, 
described his emotions when deciding 
whether to fight, when he learned of 
“the little girl named Abeer who was 
raped and killed by the Americans.” 
 
“I felt so much sympathy for the 
Muslims,” said Azzam. “The infidels rape 
women and kill children. I decided then 
that I should join the Muslims in Iraq in 
order to drive the Americans out.”  But 
after Azzam went to fight, he said, “To 
tell you the truth, I didn’t find what I was 
expecting […] in Iraq, even the Muslims 
fight each other. I was expecting them 
to be well organized, but they weren’t.” 
 
According to Zoepf, the program’s 
administrators point out that with Islam’s 
two holiest sites located in Saudi Arabia, 
Mecca and Medina, a successful Saudi 
program could carry weight with other 
Islamic nations battling extremism. 
 
But how effective is this approach?  
Journalist Robert Lacey refers to this 
method as “Soft policing.” Lacey, 
who has written a new book on Saudi 
Arabia entitled, Inside the Kingdom, 
described the Saudi rehabilitation 
program in the Small Wars Journal.  
 
Lawrence Cline and others note that 
the program has already graduated men 
who landed – post-rehabilitation – on 
the Saudi Interior Ministry’s wanted 
list. This list, issued in February 2009, 
names some 85 men who joined foreign 
jihadist groups, comments Arab News.
 
“They know they can’t eradicate Jihad 
from their spirit,” Lacey notes of 
the program’s holistic, psychological 

approach.  Yet Lacey says that ultimately, 
any approach is going to be complicated 
by the poverty in places like neighboring 
Yemen, and the lure of money floating 
around jihadist groups like Al Qaeda. 
 
“The US has Mexico.  Saudi Arabia has 
got Yemen […] where Al-Qaeda can 
come in and get refuge,” Lacey points 
out.  “The Interior Ministry has an 
almost impossible challenge to keep 
out every potential terrorist through 
this porous border to its south.” 

But is the government alone 
responsible for taking action?

Robert Lacey tells NOW, “9/11 was a very, 
very good thing for Saudi Arabia, because 
it showed the mistakes it was making.  
This country had to look hard, and they 
suddenly saw that they’d given too much 
power to religious extremists – and now the 
battle is to claw that power and influence 
back, and that’s what they’re trying to do.” 

Lacey points out that, while today’s 
18-36 year old Saudis grow up on the 
heroic stories of answering the call to 
fight the Soviet in Afghanistan, and how 
the Kingdom itself was created on the 
notion of Jihad, the Kingdom has begun 
to see the vast ramifications of glorifying 
a militant interpretation of that term.  

He notes that “the Age of Terror began 
for us [in the West] with 9/11.  But for 
the Saudis, their Age of Terror didn’t 
start until two years later in May 2003, 
when Al-Qaeda attacked inside Saudi 
towns for the first time, and suicide 
bombers began blowing themselves up 
in the Kingdom.  They issued orders 
for the royal family to be overthrown, 
and this is when people’s view of the 

Interior Ministry started to change.” 

The new role of the Saudi Interior 
Ministry, Lacey stresses, is one against 
violent religious extremism.  “When I 
came to live here 30 years ago, people 
were scared of the Interior Minister 
and his secret police, and whispered 
about them.  Now, strangely, they’ve 
become the heroes of society, because 
they’ve chased the bad guys away, they’ve 
protected the king and the royal family, 
they keep the streets of Saudi Arabia safe, 
and of course, when they die fighting the 
terrorists, now they become the martyrs.” 

Yet Tariq Al-Homayed, Editor-in-Chief of 
Asharq-Alawsat, insists that the burden 
of prevention and rehabilitation go far 
beyond merely government responsibility.

“We should first blame ourselves, and 
question why there is no ideological 
effort [to combat extremism] with 
regards to education and religious 
figures,” Al-Homayed urges. Teaching, 
and selecting responsible teachers is 
key, and the religious community must 
accept its role in educating its members 
to disavow violence if progress is to be 
made, he says.  “The most important 
thing is to protect our youth and 
keep them away from this danger.” 

With these challenges in mind, some 
point to encouraging signs of progress.
Sheikh Ahmad al-Jilani, who teaches 
one of the rehabilitation courses Zoepf 
examined, expresses his hopes in The 
New York Times.  “The Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia has the confidence 
to fight thoughts with thoughts.” 

Also, the Emirates News Agency 
reports that “The Executive Bureau 
of Arab Justice Ministers Council has 
condemned terrorism in all its forms, 
and stressed the need to avoid linking 
that phenomenon with Islam.” The 
group emphasized the need to ban the 
use of the internet for terrorist activity.

Reality TV 
Transforms Arab 
Media Landscape
The Harvard Arab Alumni Association 
met in Cairo last week for its fourth annual 
conference entitled “The Arab World: 

“The US has 
Mexico.  Saudi 
Arabia has got 
Yemen […] where 
Al-Qaeda can come 
in and get refuge.” 
Robert Lacey, Journalist.
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Shaping the Future,” reports Zawya.

The growing influence of broadcast 
media, combined with the need to 
provide objective, informative and 
culturally sensitive television programs, 
were among the topics discussed.

The conference was attended by a variety 
of dignitaries and media personnel, 
including Mazen Hayek of MBC Group 
and Egyptian Finance Minister H.E Dr. 
Youssef Boutros Ghali, who “addressed 
the topic of the Arab world in light of the 
global economic crisis,” continues Zawya.

Underlying this discussion was the 
reality, according to Hayek, that “TV 
remains the most impactful mass media 
vehicle of content, ideas, entertainment, 
news and sports to Arab audiences.”

This trend can be seen in the recent 
release of a number of popular reality 
TV shows.  Last week marked the release 
of a new show called “Stars of Science,” 
which will be broadcast for the next 
four weeks to millions of homes across 
the Arab world, according to AME Info.  

This show brings together sixteen 
top students from eleven different 
countries to compete to create and 

market their own product in the field 
of science and innovation.  The show, 
sponsored by the Qatar Foundation, is 
set to run from May 29th to June 26th.

The show is part of a renewed effort 
to counteract the reputation of the 
Arab world as lagging behind in terms 
of innovation and scientific progress.

“The series will allow audiences to learn 
about science in an entertaining way,” 
noted Dr Abdulla bin Ali Al-Thani, Vice-
President of Education for the Qatar 
Foundation.  “We are dedicated to reviving 
our region’s reputation for learning and 
discovery, and a reality TV show is a 
wonderful way to reach the young people 
who are the future of the Arab world.”

The show, which will allow viewers 
to vote on which contestant they 
think has created the best product, is 
intended to be as interactive as possible.

Another reality TV show entitled The 
Prince of Poets, which is set to air on 
June eleventh, will focus on the tradition 
of classical Arabic poetry, reports Al-
Bawaba.  This show will highlight 
the efforts of 300 young Arab poets 
who will recite their original work in 
front of an audience of 2000 people 
and a panel of distinguished judges.

The show, which is produced by 
Pyramedia on behalf of the Abu Dhabi 
Authority for Culture and Heritage, “was 
created in an effort to encourage Arab 
youth to excel in an artistic area that 
extends back to the Pre-Islamic era.”

The Prince of Poets features state-of-the-
art facilities and high-definition cameras 
used to provide footage which is as up-
to-date as possible.  Mona Al-Ruwaini, 
one of the producers of the show, noted, 
“This is our third season producing the 
live reality TV show and each year we 
have grown to expand our capabilities 
of producing quality content for TV.”

Interactive reality TV shows is just one 
way in which Arab television is adapting 
to the changing realities and possibilities 
of 21st century technology and innovation.  
The trend can be seen to extend as 
far as Indonesia, writes Norimitsu 
Onishi for The New York Times.  
The country with the largest Muslim 
population in the world is seeing the 
birth of a number of new “reality” shows.

Ariel Heryanto, a well-known Indonesian 

scholar and editor of “Popular Culture 
in Indonesia,” (a collection of essays on 
Indonesian film and television), noted the 
American roots of such programming.  
“The influence of American culture is 
growing, and these reality TV shows 
present not an innocent hope for the future, 
but a particular American version of it.”

The proliferation of new reality TV shows 
is just one part of a larger trend across the 
Arabic-speaking world to keep up with 
the changing landscape of technology 
and media. As Mazen Hayek noted, 
“the importance of providing interactive 
and culturally stimulating programs 
which offer new and inspiring models 
for Arab society is just as important 
as providing clear and objective news 
sources in print and broadcast media.”

Obama Yet to 
Resolve Torture 
Issues
Photos of the United States’ harsh 
interrogation techniques at Abu Ghraib 
prison surfaced in 2004 and again in 2006, 
but today the Obama Administration 
continues to deal with the consequential 
ethical issues of torture and military 
tribunals for prisoners detained abroad, 
reports Al-Jazeera.  

Specifically, on the heels of President 
Obama’s decision to close the 
Guantanamo Bay prison camp, both 
domestic and Arab media outlets 
question his motives, sincerity and future 
intentions, proving that the issue of 
torture is alive and well among bloggers 
and government officials alike.  

Regarding his decision to close Gitmo, 
the news site conveys Obama’s remarks 
that the camp “probably created more 
terrorists around the world than it ever 
detained.”  He rejects the assertion that 
such camps and their accompanying 
military tribunals for terrorists keep the 
country safe, arguing conversely that 
such systems alienate America in the 
world, “serve as a recruitment tool for 
terrorists, . . . risk the lives of our troops 
. . . and make it more likely our citizens 
will be mistreated if captured in battle.”

Thus in the name of national security, 
President Obama is acting to reverse the 

“We are dedicated 
to reviving our 
region’s reputation 
for learning and 
discovery, and a 
reality TV show is 
a wonderful way 
to reach the young 
people who are the 
future of the Arab 
world.”
Dr Abdulla bin Ali Al-Thani, 
Vice-President of Education, 
Qatar Foundation.
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very security policies put in place by the 
Bush Administration, thereby polarizing 
the political debates on torture, security 
and terrorist accountability.  

Accordingly, the Pew Research Center 
Publications reports that online political 
commentary encompasses two main areas 
of debate, “Whether harsh interrogation 
techniques help keep the country safe; 
and whether President Obama should 
release photographs of [the] reported 
abuse of prisoners.”  

Currently the latter issue dominates 
social media, as Obama’s decision not to 
release the photos of abused detainees 
provoked a backlash from both sides of 
the political blog aisle and showcased the 
disparity of opinion among democrats 
and republicans on the question of 
torture and security. 

Many left-leaning bloggers were 
disappointed with his decision to 
withhold the photographs.  The Pew 
Research Center noted that political 
commentator Poljunk criticized the 
Obama Administration on his blog as “. 
. . a sort of co-conspirator with the Bush 
Administration in an attempt to keep 
the truth in the dark.”  

At the same time, while conservative 
bloggers “felt the specific decision was 
the right one, . . . they criticized the 
White House for changing positions, or 
as it is often called, flip-flopping.”  

Rather than being guilty of hypocrisy, 
though, the Obama Administration 
appears to be trying to address the 
complexities of a national security policy 
that aims to maintain the moral high 

ground in the world at the same time 
that it supremely prioritizes US defense 
and safety.

Congress’ stance on the issue only adds 
to the ironic position from which the 
White House is striving to distance 
itself when it comes to humanitarian 
standards and international cooperation 
with questionable governments.  

Glenn Greenwald of Salon illuminates 
congressional incongruity in his 
discussion about Obama’s civilian 
nuclear technology-sharing agreement 
between the US and the United Arab 
Emirates, which the Senate has yet to 
ratify.  

In light of a recently disclosed video “. 
. . which shows a member of the UAE 
government’s royal family torturing a 
man,” Greenwald reports that senior US 
officials said that “lawmakers critical of 
the deal could use the video . . . to argue 
the United States should not have such 
nuclear cooperation with a country 
where the rule of law is not respected and 
human rights violations are tolerated.” 

Greenwald points out that in its 
reservations over cooperating with 
those tolerant of human rights violations 
(namely in situations of torture), the US 
Senate may finally be taking a stand on 
the issue of torture in general, choosing 
to maintain the moral high ground 
rather than relinquish it in the name of 
ultimate national security.

Judging from the media’s coverage of 
the Obama Administration on this issue 
then, it appears that even with the White 
House taking steps to quell torture by 
its representatives abroad, it will have 
to proactively advertise its abjuration of 
harsh interrogation tactics through both 
word and deed. 

The Illusion of 
Press Freedom
Iraqi Prime Minister, Nuri Al-Maliki, 
recently said that Iraq was the best country 
in the Middle East regarding freedom of 
the press, failing to  acknowledge the 
deaths of 246 media workers since the 2003 

invasion, reports the American Free Press. 

Maliki told a conference of the 
International Federation of Journalists, 
“Iraq is in practice the best country in 
the region when it comes to freedom 
of the press,” and continued to assure 
that “there are no journalists in our jails 
because of press freedom… and there are 
no restrictions on the media apart from 
those aimed at preventing religious hate.” 

However, human rights and media groups 
claim that Iraq is, in fact, the most 
dangerous country for journalists given 
that many reporters have been targeted by 
Shiite militias and Al-Qaeda insurgents. 
Reporters without Borders detailed 
an increasing number of restrictions 
placed on journalists in Iraq, and noted 
that a large number of journalists have 
been exiled due to violence in the area. 

According to Asharq-Alawsat, Iraqi 
intelligence is suing the Guardian 
newspaper for defamation after it described 
the Maliki Administration as “increasingly 
autocratic,” and quoted three unnamed 
Iraqi National Intelligence Service (INIS) 
members as commenting that elements 
of his rule “resembled a dictatorship.” 

The INIS is demanding $1 million in 
damages, but the Guardian refuses 

“[Guantanamo 
Bay] probably 
created more 
terrorists around 
the world than it 
ever detained.” 
President Barack Obama.

“If you accuse 
someone of 
something there 
needs to be a fair 
legal process. That’s 
what we said in the 
Roxana Saberi case, 
and that’s what we 
say in the Ibrahim 
Jassam case.” 
Joel Simon, Executive 
Director of the Committee to 
Protect Journalists.
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to comply. The Iraqi government also 
demanded that the newspaper be shut down 
but later moved away from this stipulation.

Ali Al-Dabbagh, a spokesman for 
the Iraqi government, stated that it 
respected the Guardian and the right 
of newspapers to discuss the Prime 
Minister’s performance, but that the 
inclusion of “personal” accusations did 
not observe professional standards. 

In related news, the Obama administration 
condemned the lack of press freedom in 
the Middle East, namely the imprisonment 
of Roxana Sabieri, the recently freed 
US- Iranian journalist. Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton described 
Iran’s treatment of Sabieri as “non-
transparent, unpredictable and arbitrary,” 
according to the Los Angeles Times.

These complaints from the US  contradict 
its own behavior regarding some in the 
press as Ibrahim Jassam, cameraman 
and photographer for Reuters, was 
taken by American troops and has been 
in US custody ever since. No formal 
accusations have been made against 
him and the Iraqi court ordered that 
he be released due to lack of evidence, 
but the US continues to detain him. 

The Committee to Protect Journalists 
stated that the US used arbitrary powers to 
arrest journalists in Iraq, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. Executive director Joel Simon, 
claims that none of the journalists being 
held have been convicted of any charge, 
thereby undermining the reputation of 
the US regarding the freedom of the press. 

Simon continues by saying that he does 
not endorse a “get-out-of-jail-free card” 
for journalists, but argues that, “If you 
accuse someone of something there needs 
to be a fair legal process. That’s what we 
said in the Roxana Saberi case, and that’s 
what we say in the Ibrahim Jassam case.”

The Iraqi government will make the 
final decision on whether Jassam will 
be released or transferred, but by that 
time the US will have already detained 
him without cause for over a year. 

In addition to hurting a country’s 
reputation, censorship can also do 
financial harm. Egyptian state-funded 
media suffers economically in response 
to the restrictions placed on reporters. 
Nermin Nazim, show host at Nile TV, 
claims that state TV is different from 
independent channels in that “[one would] 

try to be objective as much as possible 
but you know very well that you stop at 
a certain level,” according to 3almastaba. 

Funding for the state-run television 
station has been drastically slashed as 
advertisers are becoming more interested 
in independent channels. Adel Iskander, 
a media scholar, posits that the audience 
knows “what the range of topics at their 
disposal is, and accept no less than the 
best journalism that a journalist can offer.”

Iskander continues, claiming that 
state broadcasters “never entered the 
discussion surrounding corruption, 
fraud state brutalization and perhaps 
major gender issues in society.”

With the introduction of economic 
factors, censorship of media outlets 
has the potential to be detrimental to 
state-run media outlets, which cannot 
compete with independent stations 
that provide more complete reporting. 

US Image Still 
Negative in the Arab 
World
As the Obama administration is starting 
to outline its policies in foreign affairs, 
the world is poised for changes in US 
policy regarding the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and the economy, Mahboob 
A. Khawaja writes in an article at Media 
Monitors.  She argues that financial 
bankruptcy and dependence on other 
nations like China, Japan and Saudi 
Arabia, for both domestic funding and 
the war, illustrate the end of America’s 
“superpower” status. 

Khawaja explains that the neo-
conservative Bush administration 
behaved in a mindset reflecting that 
America “owns the world,” and came 
across as an over militarized foreign 
policy in the Middle East to maintain 
world dominance and oil control. 

Khawaja concludes that this demonstrates 
America continued to lose money, power, 
and global opinion in the wars, while the 
extremists remain fighting. They have no 
bank accounts that are going bankrupt, 
while smaller developing countries rise.

Kevin McCauley posts on O’Dwyer’s 

Blog that the propaganda used to support 
and maintain the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan by the Bush administration 
was a “colossal waste of money, effort.” 
A recent poll of 4,000 Arabs in Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Lebanon, United 
Arab Emirates and Jordan by Zogby 
International illustrates that most people 
say the driving factor’s of America’s 
presence are “protecting Israel” and 
“controlling oil,” versus the propaganda 
message of “spreading human rights” and 
“fighting terrorism”. 

Polls do indicate that many are hopeful 
of the new administration, particularly 
in Saudi Arabia, and support President 
Obama’s 2011 plan to withdraw troops 
from Iraq. 

Scott MacLeod writes in Time Magazine’s 
Middle East blog that Obama’s reach 
out to the Arab world and his Muslim 
background improve his image, though 
countries like Jordan and Egypt have not 
been fully convinced. Polls further show 
that Obama did not make the top 12 world 
leaders Arabs “most admired,” outside of 
their own countries, whereas President 
Chavez of Venezuela got 36 percent.
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