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On September , 200, I was more than halfway finished with a book 
about the sanctions on Iraq. As the world changed around me, I became 
increasingly fascinated by the role of the Arab media in the evolving 
political struggles. I was particularly affected by a research trip to Jor-
dan, Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon in April to June of 2002. The dramatic 
increase in anti-Americanism in Jordan and Egypt, and the dramatic 
impact of al-Jazeera on political discussions, struck me as something 
genuinely new and important. An attention to the Arab media and 
public opinion was less a departure for me than an intellectual home-
coming. My first book, State Interests and Public Spheres, had explored 
the impact on identity politics in Jordan of a media opening, and then 
slowly and steadily closing down. That book, written during the mid-
990s, had not paid great attention to television, since Jordanian TV 
remained tightly controlled by the government and satellite television 
had yet to make a significant political impact. By 2002, this situation 
had clearly changed.

What had originally been a single chapter about the role of Arab 
public opinion therefore took on a life of its own. I presented my first 
thoughts on the subject at the 2000 annual meeting of the Middle East 
Studies Association in Orlando, where I received useful feedback from 
Michael Hudson, Dalia Kassem Kaye, and Ibrahim Karawan, among 
many others. A version of that article was eventually published by 
Politics and Society, under the title “Beyond the Arab Street.” Working 
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with that journal’s editorial board was a real pleasure, and their com-
ments definitely improved both that article and this book.

Writing this book has been a genuinely interactive process. I have 
been blessed by the support and advice of numerous exceptional edi-
tors along the way. Chris Toensing of the Middle East Research and In-
formation Project (MERIP) has been a constant intellectual compan-
ion over the last few years. He published my first writings about Iraq, 
and stayed with me as my focus shifted, publishing several articles on 
Jordan that helped me frame some of the arguments in this book. And 
last, but by no means least, Chris read this entire manuscript in a very 
early form, offering his typically insightful and constructive commen-
tary along the way.

My shift into the realm of the Arab media was solidified by a 
timely invitation by Gideon Rose, managing editor of Foreign Affairs, 
to write an article for that august journal. Writing this piece, which 
became “Taking Arabs Seriously” (September 2003), forced me for 
the first time not only to put together a systematic critique of the 
American approach to Arab public opinion, but also to offer the be-
ginnings of a constructive alternative. Gideon has continued to be a 
skeptical and immensely constructive reader of my work, and this 
book owes a lot to his interventions. Perhaps this book will convince 
even that most hardened of realists of the need to take the Arab me-
dia seriously!

The Foreign Affairs article propelled me into policy circles for the 
first time, as I became involved in some important debates swirl-
ing around Washington about the appropriate form and strategy 
for American public diplomacy. I first had the opportunity to pres-
ent some thoughts on the topic at the United Nations, thanks to the 
Public Relations Society of America. I then had the good fortune to 
be invited to a forum at George Washington University organized by 
the Public Diplomacy Institute. At that forum I met Ambassador Bill 
Rugh, who has since become a trusted and valued colleague. I have 
benefited enormously from Bill’s vast experience and deep insight into 
the Arab media and public diplomacy. Bill read this entire manuscript, 
and helped improve it dramatically.

Many other scholars and colleagues offered helpful suggestions 
along the way. Dale Eickelman read the entire manuscript and offered 
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exceptionally useful advice and suggestions. Shibley Telhami has been 
unfailingly supportive, generous both with his time and with his un-
paralleled data on Arab public opinion. Finally, I wrote two articles for 
the Arab Reform Bulletin that were enriched by Amy Hawthorne’s keen 
editorial suggestions, which in turn helped to tighten and focus this 
book’s arguments. Mustafa Hamarneh and the staff of the Center for 
Strategic Studies at the University of Jordan were gracious and gener-
ous in their help, as always. At the risk of forgetting someone, I would 
also like to thank Asaad AbuKhalil, Hawyard Alker, Michael Barnett, 
Neta Crawford, Gregory Gause, Charles Hirschkind, Peter Katzen-
stein, Robert Keohane, and Lisa Wedeen. I am also deeply grateful 
to dozens of Arab journalists, politicians, and activists who shared 
their thoughts and experiences with me; although some of them must 
remain anonymous, others are quoted freely in the text that follows. 
And last but not least, I owe a particular debt of gratitude to the infa-
mous “Jordan mafia”: Curtis Ryan and Jillian Schwedler. No part of my 
academic life, or my life in general, would be the same without their 
companionship and support over the years. I can only hope that Sean, 
Nick, and Jake will allow that to continue!

Williams College has offered a supportive environment since I 
started teaching here in 998. I would like to thank the Oakley Center 
for hosting my assistant professor leave in 2000–200, and the World 
Fellowship for funding several crucial research trips to the Middle East 
and London. The Political Science Department’s faculty and students 
have been a constant source of intellectual stimulation and support. 
Sara Schwanke provided very helpful research assistance. By far my 
greatest debt at Williams College goes to James McAllister, my col-
league in the subfield of international relations and my closest intellec-
tual sparring partner over the years. James has been a tireless discus-
sion partner over countless cups of coffee, an indefatigable critic, and 
a perennial one-man reality check. James read the entire manuscript, 
and his critical perspective significantly strengthened the book’s argu-
ments and conclusions.

Finally, I would like to thank my editor at Columbia University 
Press, Peter Dimock. It has been an enormous pleasure getting to 
know Peter over the course of developing this book. I have learned an 
incredible amount about publishing, editing, and the value of writing 
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from Peter, and hope to continue the dialogue for many years to come. 
Peter showed unwavering faith in this manuscript, and intervened at 
appropriate times to spur me to finish a book that might otherwise 
have continued its evolution for far longer.

Many of the ideas in this book were developed and initially present-
ed on my pseudonymous blog, Abu Aardvark (http://www.abuaard-
vark.com/). I began blogging in late 2002, and quickly found the Aard-
vark’s reputation and influence surpassing my own. I will never forget 
the first time that a colleague unknowingly quoted the Aardvark as 
evidence against me in an argument. I maintained my pseudonymity 
until May 2005, when I participated in a week-long on-line debate at 
the Washington Monthly. I have developed a great appreciation for the 
blogging format. It rewards clear writing and quick thinking, while in-
viting comments from a wide range of readers of astonishingly diverse 
intellectual and political backgrounds. Abu Aardvark allowed me to 
develop my ideas in real time, while also keeping a useful record of 
those thoughts and the supporting documents. It also gave me a kind 
of direct access to public debates that many scholars lack, especially as 
some intrepid journalists used the blog either directly or indirectly by 
getting in contact with me. Readers of this book are invited to check 
Abu Aardvark for ongoing commentary and discussion of these topics.

Which leaves me with my greatest and deepest thanks, which go to 
my wife, Lauren, my daughter, Sophia Faith, and my son, Alexander 
Reyes. They make life worth living.

Williamstown, MA
February 3, 2005
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At the end of August 2003, the controversial al-Jazeera talk show host 
Faisal al-Qassem introduced the topic for the night’s live broadcast of 
The Opposite Direction: do the Iraqi people have the right to demand 
an apology from the Arabs for their support of Saddam Hussein over 
the years? With Abd al-Bari Atwan, editor in chief of the Pan-Ara-
bist newspaper al-Quds al-Arabi, facing off against Entifadh Qanbar, 
spokesman for the Iraqi National Congress (INC), Qassem framed the 
show—as he always does—by posing a long series of questions. The 
first dozen questions offered a strong defense of Arabs against their ac-
cusers: “Do Iraqis have the right to demand an apology from the rest of 
the Arabs? Should the Arabs actually make such an apology, or should 
the Iraqi people extend their thanks to the Arab regimes who did ter-
rible things to the departed regime? Aren’t they the ones who con-
spired against [Saddam] and allied with the occupiers against him? . . . 
Do they want an apology from the Arab regimes which enforced the 
embargo? Why don’t we hear the Iraqis demanding an apology from 
the Americans and British who starved them and blockaded them and 
enslaved them? . . . Who is the real traitor to the Iraqi people: the one 
who minimized Saddam’s crimes or the one who rode American tanks 
to occupy Iraq? Aren’t those who opposed the invasion of Iraq worthy 
of praise?”

In the popular stereotype of al-Jazeera, Qassem’s questioning would 
have ended with this defense of the Arabs and attack on their critics. 
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2 Iraq and the New Arab Public

But it did not. Instead, Qassem pivoted 80 degrees and posed a se-
ries of sharp questions to his Arab audience: “But on the other side: 
why were the Arabs silent politically and in the media for years about 
the horrors of the Iraqi regime? Aren’t all of those who defended Iraq 
in the past now free to apologize to the Iraqi people after seeing the 
mass graves? Doesn’t the revelation of the mass graves give Arab states 
some moral responsibility for the crimes of the old regime? Why did 
Arab rulers and information ministers and editors in chief of newspa-
pers and television stars incline toward Saddam and not toward the 
people? . . . Why do some use the question of the relations between the 
Iraqi opposition and the Americans to justify their refusal to condemn 
the repression faced by the Iraqi people under Saddam? . . . Was there 
a single Arab government which issued a statement condemning the 
massacres of the Iraqi people? Isn’t it the right of the Iraqi people to ask 
for an explanation for the Arab silence?”

Qassem’s framing of the arguments to come is remarkable in part 
for not being remarkable. Such open arguments over the most sensi-
tive issues, involving strong representatives of both sides of the dis-
pute, represent the hallmark of al-Jazeera’s approach to Arab politics. 
Where Arab public life had for decades been dominated by the voice 
of the state, al-Jazeera ushered in a new kind of open, contentious pub-
lic politics in which a plethora of competing voices clamored for at-
tention. Rather than imposing a single, overwhelming consensus, the 
new satellite television stations, along with newspapers, Internet sites, 
and many other sites of public communication, challenged Arabs to 
argue, to disagree, and to question the status quo. These public argu-
ments, passionate in their invocation of an aggrieved Arab identity, 
sometimes oppressively conformist and sometimes bitterly divisive, 
sensationalist but liberating, defined a new kind of Arab public and 
new kind of Arab politics.

What I call the new Arab public is palpably transforming Arab 
political culture. It has already conclusively shattered the state’s mo-
nopoly over the flow of information, rendering obsolete the ministries 
of information and the oppressive state censorship that was smother-
ing public discourse well into the 990s. The new public rejects the 
long, dismal traditions of enforced public consensus, insisting on the 
legitimacy of challenging official policies and proclamations. This has 
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created an expectation of public disagreement, an expectation vital to 
any meaningfully pluralist politics. The new public has forced Arab 
leaders to justify their positions far more than ever before, introducing 
a genuinely new level of accountability to Arab politics. By focusing 
relentlessly on the problems facing the Arab status quo—social, cul-
tural, and political—it has generated a sense of urgency for change that 
had long been lacking. And by placing political developments both 
positive and negative into a common Arab narrative, treating protests 
demanding political change in Egypt alongside mass demonstrations 
against the Syrian occupation of Lebanon and elections in Iraq and 
unrest in Saudi Arabia, the new Arab public has made it impossible 
for any Arab state to set itself apart from these demands. While this 
new Arab public cannot alone substitute for electoral democracy, it is 
doing something in many ways more important: building the under-
pinnings of a more liberal, pluralist politics rooted in a vocal, critical 
public sphere.

This new public was highly self-aware of its own role in challenging 
the status quo, giving it a self-defined sense of mission that sometimes 
sat uneasily with the standards of objective journalism. And challenge 
the status quo it did, with a fierce drive toward internal reform and for-
eign policy changes that led Arab governments and the West alike to 
regard it with great suspicion. This new public emerged in something 
of a cocoon, with a sharp contrast between its internally extraordinari-
ly public politics and its general isolation from wider international de-
bates and concerns. Its arguments took place within a common frame 
of reference, an Arab identity discourse that shaped and inflected all 
arguments, analysis, and coverage. Together, these three elements pro-
duced a distinctive kind of political public sphere, an identity-bounded 
enclave, internally open but externally opaque.

Whether such a populist, identity-driven, enclave public could be 
the foundation for reform and liberalization—at a time when neither 
Arab states nor the most powerful popular movements such as Islamism 
offer such a foundation—represents one of the most urgent problems 
facing the Arab world today. The centrality of identity politics to the 
new Arab public, with its avowed goal of giving voice to an oppressed 
and long-silenced Arab political society, is rife with paradoxes. It is 
fueled by a determination to bring publicity to the closed, repressive 
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4 Iraq and the New Arab Public

Arab political world, shattering every taboo and crossing every red line 
with abandon. At the same time, its politics of identity could all too 
easily slide into a tyranny from below, excommunicating those who 
disagree and demonizing outsiders to enforce internal unity.

The new media has dramatically affected conceptions of Arab and 
Muslim identity, linking together geographically distant issues and 
placing them within a common Arab “story.” In a 200 survey, Shibley 
Telhami found that watching Arab television news made 46 percent of 
Saudis feel more sympathetic to Arabs in other countries, a sentiment 
shared by 87 percent in the United Arab Emirates and 75 percent in 
Kuwait.2 Even more striking, large majorities in the Arab countries he 
surveyed ranked the Palestinian issue as the most important political 
issue to them personally. But these greater feelings of closeness capture 
only half of the story. At the same time, Telhami found upwards of 40 
percent in each population felt that despite feeling closer to other Ar-
abs, differences among Arabs had grown greater in recent years. Why? 
I argue that this seemingly paradoxical finding follows from an ex-
ceptionally important change in the way this new public conceives of 
Arab identity.

In the new Arab public, Arab and Islamic identities serve as a refer-
ence point, but no single set of policies or orientations necessarily fol-
lows from that identity. Arabs take for granted that Palestine and Iraq 
are Arab issues about which Arabs should agree, but they often dis-
agree vehemently about what should be done about them. In contrast 
to earlier eras of Arabism, such as the “Arab Cold War” of the 950s 
and 960s (Kerr 97), the public political arguments today throw 
wide open fundamental questions of what it means to be Arab. Anti-
American voices routinely square off against pro-American figures, or 
against Americans themselves; defenders of Saddam argue with rep-
resentatives of the Iraqi National Congress; Islamists argue with secu-
larists. Al-Jazeera, in particular, thrives by pitting people who sharply 
disagree against one another, thereby proving by example that Arabs 
can disagree and still be authentic Arabs. Al-Jazeera’s innovation was 
to open the phone lines during live broadcasts, to let ordinary Arabs 
into the arguments for perhaps the first time in their history. By 2005, 
political talk shows had become an entirely normal and indispensable 
part of Arab political life, with dozens of such programs broadcast by 
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a bewildering array of satellite television stations. Virtually any politi-
cal trend or position could be found by channel-surfing Arab viewers: 
pro-American “moderates” on the Saudi-owned al-Arabiya, radical 
anti-American Islamists on the Hezbollah-owned al-Manar, and all 
points in between. In later chapters, I present some of these exchanges 
in detail to show the diversity of opinions and the style of political 
argument that ensued.

The ramifications of a rapidly emerging public sphere for Arab 
politics are only beginning to be felt. Fueled by technology, by a 
shared identity, and by enormous frustration with the status quo, this 
new Arab public has already reshaped the regional and international 
political terrain. In what direction, however, remains unclear. Arabs 
can interact, argue, and mobilize in revolutionary ways, defying the 
attempts of states to maintain their dominance over all aspects of 
life. At the same time, the new Arab public offers no mechanism for 
translating its ideas into outcomes. Lacking effective Arab interna-
tional institutions or domestic democratic politics, and feeling be-
sieged by hostile powers and unchecked global forces, many Arabs 
find themselves frustrated within their new consciousness. And with 
that frustration, the public sphere is increasingly consumed with 
sensationalism and anger, which threaten to undermine its contribu-
tion to liberal reforms.

Where political talk shows have transformed the nature of Arab 
public opinion, the impact of the news coverage has similarly revo-
lutionized political behavior. News coverage has inspired contentious 
politics on the so-called Arab street, from the fierce demonstrations 
sparked by al-Jazeera’s coverage of the American-British bombing of 
Iraq in December 998, to the intense waves of sustained popular pro-
tests over the bloody fighting between Palestinians and Israel in 2000 
and 2002, to the demonstrations against the invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
to the wave of protests demanding political reform that swept from 
Lebanon through Egypt into the Gulf in the first months of 2005.

The new information environment has palpably affected Ameri-
can strategy in the region as well. In Operation Desert Storm (99), 
the American-led coalition was largely able to control the informa-
tion war, shaping the media coverage and carefully managing per-
ceptions of civilian casualties and the course of events (MacArthur 
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6 Iraq and the New Arab Public

992; Tayler 992). In 2003 the Americans proved unable to control 
the flow of information, images, or reporting from Iraq. Al-Jazeera, 
al-Arabiya, and other Arab satellite stations reporting live from Iraq 
conveyed a picture of the war dramatically different from that ema-
nating from the coalition, one that emphasized civilian suffering 
and American setbacks rather than a bloodless and popular libera-
tion. As the occupation turned uglier, the Arab media’s coverage of 
the violence gripping Iraq infuriated the Americans, who wanted to 
maintain information dominance but seemed powerless to achieve it. 
Al-Jazeera’s reporting from the besieged city of Falluja in April 2004 
contradicted the coalition’s narrative so graphically and dramatically 
that it determined the outcome of that battle. The new Arab media 
arguably represented the single greatest strategic difference between 
99 and 2003.

Given the magnitude of its challenge on every political front, it 
should be no surprise that the new Arab media has become as in-
tensely controversial within the Arab world as it has in the United 
States. Many Americans view al-Jazeera and the new Arab media as 
a fundamentally hostile force generating anti-Americanism and com-
plicating foreign policy objectives in Iraq, Israel, the war on terror, and 
more. Inside the Arab world, al-Jazeera has generated equally intense 
criticism, as well as impassioned defense. For its supporters, al-Jazeera 
represents the best hope for challenging the repressive Arab status quo 
and for defending Arab interests. For its critics, al-Jazeera represents 
a tremendously damaging cultural phenomenon, one which threatens 
to drag the struggling Arab world down into the abyss.

As it has risen in influence, then, the Arab media has become a 
topic as divisive as Iraq itself. The political war over the media raging 
in the Arab world resembles American battles over media bias from 
the left and the right in its intensity and its venom. For example, the 
journalist Fadhil Fudha laments that al-Jazeera betrayed its vast po-
tential by transforming itself from an objective news station into a self-
proclaimed carrier of an ideological message.3 Abd al-Monam Said, 
director of al-Ahram’s Center for Strategic Studies, blames al-Jazeera 
for the failures of Arab interests; according to Said, al-Jazeera’s propen-
sities for crowd-pleasing radicalism make it too easy for Israelis and 
Americans to portray Arabs as radical.4 The American-based Egyp-
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Iraq and the New Arab Public 7

tian columnist Mamoun Fandy denounces the Arab media for suc-
cumbing to sensationalism and a “political pornography” of violence, 
extremism, chaos, and beheadings.5 Mohammed Ma’wadh of Kuwait 
University complains that the new media “incline to the superficial 
and the sensational and they lack focused and scientific dialogue. . . . 
They are dominated by accusations and settling of scores.”6 A cartoon 
in al-Sharq al-Awsat portrays “the satellites” spooning garbage into the 
heads of Arab viewers.7 Al-Hayat journalist Hazem al-Amin argues 
that al-Jazeera is dominated by the spirit of a dogmatically Islamic Yu-
suf al-Qaradawi and the legacy of former director Mohammed Jassem 
al-Ali, who allegedly was on the Iraqi payroll, with the “embarrassing 
comedies” of Faisal al-Qassem and Ahmed Mansour drowning out 
more serious voices.8

Even sympathetic Arab observers wonder whether the introduction 
of “Crossfire”- and “Hardball”-type talk shows could really be called 
a positive contribution to a political culture. Rami Khouri, a liberal 
Jordanian journalist, dismisses the new public sphere as “more of the 
same vapid talk.” Abdullah al-Ashal, an Egyptian writer, points out that 
the political effects of the new public can hardly be taken for granted.9 
Despite all of the real problems of the Arab order, and despite the real 
need for democracy in the region, more democracy would not lead 
Arabs to be more accepting of American and Israeli policies. Quite 
the opposite, he argues—it is the craven and weak leaders of the Arab 
world that give in to these demands, whereas a strong Arab public 
would resist. It is not lost on the new Arab public sphere that many 
Arab states enforced the sanctions on Iraq even as public opinion de-
nounced them, and quietly cooperated with the American war against 
Iraq even as public opinion loudly opposed it. Indeed, some of the 
most vocal critiques expressed in the new Arab public sphere empha-
size the hypocrisy of Arab regimes, exemplified by their failure to act 
on the policy preferences that they claim to share with their publics. 
It is quite striking that opinion surveys have consistently found that 
those Arabs with access to satellite television consistently have more 
positive attitudes toward democracy—but not toward American for-
eign policy (Tessler 2003).

This book presents these debates and controversies in all aspects, 
both from a Western perspective and from an internal Arab view, 
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8 Iraq and the New Arab Public

offering substantial evidence for assessing claims on both sides. It relies 
primarily on what Arabs themselves have actually said rather than on 
what others have said about them.0 First, I have compiled a database 
of transcripts of 976 episodes of the five most important al-Jazeera talk 
shows broadcast between January 999 and June 2004. Second, I have 
compiled a secondary database of al-Jazeera programs dealing specifi-
cally with Iraq; while there is some overlap with the first data set, this 
one includes a number of more specialized programs, including sever-
al new programs broadcast directly from Iraq after the fall of Saddam 
Hussein. Third, I draw on thousands of opinion essays published in 
Arabic newspapers between 992 and 2004. Fourth, I have interviewed 
a large number of people involved in both the Iraqi issue and the Arab 
media, including American, European, and Arab officials as well as a 
wide range of Arab journalists and political activists. Finally, I draw 
on additional published and unpublished public opinion surveys. All 
translations, except where otherwise noted, are my own.

Certain points become clear on even a cursory reading of these 
sources. It is manifestly untrue that the Arab media is dominated by 
a single perspective. On a typical day, the Saudi newspaper al-Sharq 
al-Awsat publishes translated op-eds by Thomas Friedman and Jim 
Hoagland alongside essays by Egyptian Islamist Fahmi Huwaydi, the 
pro-American Egyptian commentator Mamoun Fandy, and the more 
anti-American Syrian secularist Bathina Shabaan. Next to it on most 
newsstands is the popular Arabist daily al-Quds al-Arabi, which high-
lights voices critical of Arab governments and the United States, and 
heavily covers the violence and traumas of Palestine and Iraq. Al-
Jazeera, as I document in the chapters to come, offers an extraordi-
narily wide range of viewpoints, while its live call-in programs offer 
an unprecedented glimpse into the concerns and passions of ordinary 
Arabs. Al-Jazeera’s satellite television rivals offer a variety of alterna-
tive viewpoints, as do domestic television stations and other local me-
dia. American news agencies provide significant percentages of the 
copy used by many Arab newspapers and television stations. Where 
only a decade ago the typical Arabic-speaking media consumer would 
have struggled mightily to find serious differences of political opinion, 
by 2003 she would be relentlessly bombarded with political arguments 
across the satellite television dial.
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Long before the American invasion of Iraq, al-Jazeera programs 
railed against the repressive, corrupt, stagnant Arab order, shattering 
what Kanan Makiya described despairingly as “a politics of silence” 
stifling Arab intellectual and political life (995: 25). In 999 alone al-
most a dozen al-Jazeera talk shows criticized the absence of democra-
cy in the Arab world. In a January 2005 online al-Jazeera poll, almost 
90 percent of some 30,000 respondents expressed their doubts that 
Arab governments really wanted reform. Indeed, virtually every issue 
that American critics claim is ignored by the Arab media has in fact 
been covered in these programs. Does the Arab public ignore Iraq’s 
mass graves? Not in the May 3, 2004, episode of al-Jazeera Platform 
hosted by Jumana al-Namour entitled “The Mass Graves.” Does the 
Arab public not question the legitimacy of suicide bombing? How 
then to explain the furious arguments on the May 5, 2002, episode 
of No Limits on “the future of martyrdom operations,” or the June 
29, 2002, Open Dialogue on “the martyrdom phenomenon,” or the 
August 20, 2002, The Opposite Direction treatment of “martyrdom 
operations”? The first, and most visible, response to the revelations 
of sexual torture of Iraqis by Americans in the Abu Ghraib prison 
was Faisal al-Qassem’s provocative program discussing conditions in 
Arab prisons.

In this new Arab public, Iraqi opposition figures argue with their 
critics on live television, Islamists and feminists square off over 
women’s rights, a call-in vote resoundingly declares the current Arab 
state system to be worse than colonialism, Kurds openly challenge al-
Jazeera on its own broadcasts over its alleged silence about Saddam’s 
mass graves. Kanan Makiya’s “wall of silence” has been broken, but by 
Arab satellites rather than by American guns.

Iraq and Public Arab Arguments

While several outstanding recent works have offered general over-
views of al-Jazeera (Miles 2005) or Arab public opinion (Telhami 
2005), this book takes a slightly different approach, using a single, vi-
tal issue in Arab politics to document the political significance of this 
new Arab public. Given the centrality of the question of Palestine, or 
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the urgent concerns surrounding terrorism and radical Islamism, it 
is worth asking why I have chosen Iraq as my focus. In part, simply 
because the Palestinian dimension has been widely studied. But more 
important, reducing Arab politics to attitudes toward the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict presents a highly misleading picture of a relatively 
unchanging Arab public opinion. The issue of Palestine was, without 
question, the area of the widest consensus in the new Arab public 
sphere. Support for the Palestinians against Israel was rarely, if ever, 
contested (although there were moments of frustration, as in Faisal 
al-Qassem’s January 2002 program asking “is the Intifada a waste of 
time?”). Palestine served as a unifying focal point, one which diverse 
political groups could use as a common front, rather than as a point 
of meaningful debates. The political implications of the new Arab 
public are more clearly demonstrated through its engagement with 
Iraq, an issue on which no such clear Arab consensus exists and on 
which Arabs have openly argued and disagreed with each other over 
the right course of action.

Iraq stands out as a window into both the power and the limitations 
of the new Arab media. Unlike Palestine (a unifying issue about which 
virtually all Arabs agree) or domestic political issues (which generally 
interest only local audiences) Iraq in the 990s generated both a clear 
sense of commitment to a collectively shared “Arab” issue and intense 
disagreements. Arguments about the Iraqi sanctions allowed Arabs to 
rebuild the sense of sharing a community of fate, as Iraqi suffering 
under the sanctions became a potent symbol of the suffering of all 
Arabs. As the influential Sudanese Islamist Abd al-Wahhab al-Affendi 
evocatively described it, Iraq posed “a crisis of the Arab soul [about 
which] silence is not an option.” This crisis proved deeply divisive and 
generated tremendous passions. But even if divided over the nature of 
the problem in Iraq and the appropriate response, most Arabs agreed 
that it was a matter about which a collective Arab position should exist. 
Arabs defined themselves as Arabs by the act of participating in the 
debate, an expressive approach to political action whose importance 
cannot be reduced to strategic outcomes.

Iraq has been far more central to the new “street politics” of the last 
few years than is often recognized. While many observers date the “re-
surgence of the Arab street” to the outbreak of the “al-Aqsa Intifada” 
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in September 2000, and others consider the 2005 protests for reform 
across the Arab world as something wholly novel, both share roots in 
the Iraqi question. As documented in chapters 3 and 4, showdowns 
over Iraq frequently galvanized Arab protests in the 990s, while the 
growing Arab movement against the sanctions on Iraq helped build 
many of the techniques and networks that later agitated for political 
reforms. The Egyptian analyst Mohammed Sid-Ahmed attributes the 
nature of the Arab response to the “al-Aqsa Intifada” as beginning with 
the shift in Arab public perceptions of American policy toward Iraq, 
rather than the other way around.2

Iraq became central to Arab identity as a result of the intense public 
arguments in the new Arab media, which were characterized by vis-
ceral disagreement rather than by consensus. Just as the Palestinian is-
sue became a part of personal identity for many Arabs, so did the Iraqi 
situation. The “suffering Iraqi people” became a vital touchstone for 
all Arab debate, a starting point of consensus rather than a point to be 
established. Indeed, concern for the Iraqi people became, in a very real 
sense, part of what it meant to be Arab in the late 990s. Even Iraq’s 
fiercest enemies found themselves forced to justify their support for 
the sanctions or for American military efforts in terms of their con-
cern to “liberate the Iraqi people from Saddam Hussein’s regime.” And 
for growing numbers of Arabs, those responsible for the suffering of 
the Iraqi people dovetailed with those responsible for the suffering of 
Palestinians: not only Israel, but also the United States and the Arab 
regimes that either actively supported or did nothing to overturn the 
pernicious policies. The hostility to the American campaign against 
Iraq, so baffling to many Americans, arises out of this particular con-
ception of identity, a narrative of solidarity and enmity that has shaped 
the meaning of all that happened. And the new Arab public sphere was 
a primary source of this identity and this narrative.

Iraq has therefore been central to the meaningful debates in the 
new Arab public sphere in the last decade. It has also been central 
to the debates about the new Arab public sphere, with the Iraqi op-
position taking the dominant Arab position toward Iraq as the main 
evidence for Arab corruption, failure, and self-deception. The most 
important book on the failures of the Arab public sphere, Kanan Ma-
kiya’s Cruelty and Silence (995), is primarily about Iraq, and Makiya 
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himself was an important intellectual figure within the Iraqi National 
Congress. Fouad Ajami’s widely read Dream Palaces of the Arabs is 
framed around a gripping account of the 996 death of exiled Iraqi 
poet Buland Haidari, and Ajami places Iraq under Saddam Hussein 
at the center of his reflections on the degradation of Arab political 
culture (998: 73).

Unlike the issue of Palestine, which has tended to produce an 
unchallenged consensus unifying different sectors of Arab opinion, 
Iraq tended to exacerbate differences and to bring real disagreements 
into the open. Where Israel produced mobilization and an artificial 
consensus through which any politician could score easy points, Iraq 
produced real arguments. These arguments themselves demonstrat-
ed the possibility of disagreement, the simple and essential lesson 
that policy disagreements need not necessarily mean excommunica-
tion from a community of identity. Certain Iraqi opposition figures 
(those who declined to cooperate with the United States) appeared 
frequently in al-Quds al-Arabi, the most Arabist of Arab newspa-
pers. The debates, by virtue of their heat and passion, focused the 
attention of audiences on arguments that could make a difference, 
on an issue where change seemed possible. From the first Gulf War 
to the growing dissension over sanctions, from Desert Fox to the 
American campaign for war, Iraq repeatedly took center stage. And 
unlike in Palestine, where Arab states seemed hopelessly stymied, 
Iraq—at least in the eyes of the Arab public—was an arena in which 
Arab states could actually do something if they really wanted to: stop 
complying with the sanctions, support or oppose the war, support or 
oppose regime change attempts, allow or refuse the reintegration of 
Iraq into Arab institutions.

These hot debates spanned nearly a decade and a half, the entire life 
span of the new Arab public sphere. As a historical trauma and ongo-
ing issue about which endless argument seemed possible, Iraq served 
as a focal point for private Arab debates after 990. It is not obvious 
that it should have become such a vehicle. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 
shattered Arab norms against inter-Arab warfare; the dissension at the 
Cairo Summit of 990 decimated the official Arab order; and the in-
tense divisions between popular support for Iraq and official support 
for the coalition in many Arab states exacerbated domestic tensions. In 
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contrast to Palestine, about which regimes often encouraged popular 
mobilization in order to deflect domestic criticism, Iraq was seen by 
most Arab regimes as an issue to be avoided. The Iraq issue intensified 
the political differences of Arab states, while simultaneously helping to 
reconstitute and to mobilize an Arab public critical of the failure of the 
Arab order to deal with the problem.

The collective trauma of the first Gulf War, and the failure of the 
Arab order to deal with it, opened up the field for public argument. 
Indeed, the sense of general crisis almost demanded it. This potential 
remained tentative and untapped for several years, however, because 
of the absence of an appropriate media. Writers did debate the Iraq 
issue in the elite newspapers, which arguably had some limited influ-
ence on Arab state policies, but in general this represented a quiet, 
internal dialogue within clearly defined red lines. Over the course of 
the 990s, however, popular movements from below, often led by so-
cial activists working beneath the radar of the official media, forced 
the Iraqi issue onto the agenda. The Iraqi regime encouraged these 
activists in a number of ways (described in chapter 3), but they did not 
create out of nothing the anger and outrage felt by Arabs who deeply 
identified with Iraqis visibly suffering under sanctions. Palpable public 
anger over the sanctions and over American bombings of Iraq under-
mined the pragmatic inclinations of the Arab regimes, forcing them to 
address the issue at least rhetorically.

With Al-Jazeera’s explosive coverage of the December 998 “Desert 
Fox” bombing campaign, this new Arab public sphere finally found its 
voice. Al-Jazeera was virtually the only network operating in Iraq by 
the end of 998—just as it was virtually alone in Afghanistan in the fall 
of 200. Personnel of al-Jazeera themselves “regard this as the mile-
stone event that brought it to the international attention of many Arab 
viewers” (Rugh 2004a: 27). After watching the massive street protests 
against the bombing of Iraq in December 998 on al-Jazeera, one Arab 
writer declared that “as the night does not resemble the morning, the 
winter of 998 cannot resemble the summer of 99. . . . Where the 
Gulf crisis divided the Arabs, these attacks united us.”3

That Arab opinion changed over time cannot seriously be doubt-
ed. A number of major Arab states, including Egypt, Syria, and Saudi 
Arabia, joined the American coalition against Iraq in the 99 war, 
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with that campaign authorized by an Arab League resolution (albeit 
a contested one). An early study of elite public opinion in the Gulf 
found that as late as January 99 some 86 percent agreed that Saddam 
Hussein bore primary responsibility for the crisis (Ismael and Ismael 
993). Seven years later, in February 998, 94. percent of Palestinians 
supported Iraq in its confrontation with the United States. By April 
2002, only 3 percent of Egyptians favored an American attack against 
Iraq and 84 percent were against; 7 percent of Lebanese for and 84 per-
cent against;  percent of Saudis for and 80 percent against; 3 percent 
of Kuwaitis for and 6 percent against.4

A Zogby poll in early 2003 found that 95 percent of Saudis, 58 per-
cent of Jordanians, and 74 percent of Lebanese believed that the war 
would create less rather than more democracy; 97 percent of Saudis 
and 78 percent of Jordanians believed it would create more terrorism. 
A BBC poll in Jordan in February 2003 found that 68 percent of Jorda-
nians believed that the American motivation for attacking Iraq was to 
secure oil supplies, while only 4 percent thought that it was to prevent 
another 9/ and only 6 percent thought it was to depose Saddam.5 
64 percent thought that removing Saddam would not make Iraq better 
off, and 22 percent thought that it would.

State policies followed these changes in public opinion, rather than 
creating them. At the time of the Gulf War, the entire Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, UAE, Qatar, Oman) 
took strong positions against Iraq, as did Egypt, Syria, Morocco, and 
Lebanon, in spite of often pro-Iraqi public opinion. By the mid-990s, 
only Saudi Arabia and Kuwait remained strongly supportive of Ameri-
can policy toward Iraq in public, even if many Arab leaders contin-
ued to support the containment of Iraq privately (Ebert 992). By the 
end of the 990s, most Arab leaders opposed the sanctions in private 
as well as in public. The first full Arab summit in a decade, held in 
2000 in response to Arab popular anger over the Intifada, pointedly 
included Iraq, signaling the linkages between these two key Arab is-
sues. In March 2002 an Arab summit in Beirut finally brought about 
a public Arab consensus on restoring Iraq to the Arab order, while a 
succession of Arab leaders pointedly rejected American vice president 
Dick Cheney’s suggestion that they privately supported the American 
agenda of war against Iraq.
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This change in attitude did not take place naturally, nor did it re-
flect some pre-rational emotional bond with fellow Arabs. On the 
contrary, the invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003 came at the 
end of a long, tortured public Arab argument. The antiwar consensus 
produced by these arguments was deeply rooted not only in Arab 
interests but in this newly constructed Arabist identity. Opposition 
to the invasion of Iraq merged with a general anger with American 
policies, as well as disgust with actors viewed as American proxies 
in the region—from Israel to the Iraqi opposition and Kuwait. The 
sympathy with the Iraqi people, embodied in the demand to lift the 
sanctions and opposition to military action against Iraq, emerged 
through a complex and sustained public argument in the new Arab 
public sphere. This new public prioritized questions of Arab identity, 
searching to define Arabness in new ways and to challenge the stag-
nant and repressive status quo.

Saddam, the Iraqi Opposition, and the Arab Public

Saddam himself enjoyed little popularity by the late 990s. In a Feb-
ruary 998 survey of Palestinian opinion, for example, 72.4 percent 
supported Iraq against the United States because of their sympathy 
with the Iraqi people and only 28.9 percent because of their support 
for Saddam Hussein’s regime. The collapse in support for Saddam 
personally came partly because of deep frustration with the endless 
crisis, but also in no small part because the horrors of his regime 
were far more widely aired in the new Arab public sphere than they 
had been during the 980s, when Saddam’s Iraq had been the Arab 
champion against Islamic Iran and Saddam himself had been lion-
ized in the Kuwaiti and Gulf media. While the sanction-induced 
suffering of the Iraqi people became a core shared point of Arab 
identity over the course of the 990s, however, most commentators 
carefully distanced themselves from overtly glorifying Saddam’s re-
gime. For many critics, such a distinction was untenable: protests 
against the sanctions strengthened Saddam’s hand in negotiations 
with the United Nations, regardless of the sympathies of the protes-
tors. Such criticism became more influential, and more poignant, 
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after the fall of Baghdad allowed many Iraqis to vent similar frustra-
tions with the Arab public.

As early as 2000, Kuwaiti officials worried that “Saddam Hussein 
has begun to penetrate [through al-Jazeera] the Gulf positions.”6 The 
relationship between al-Jazeera and Saddam’s regime was intensely 
controversial, fueled by incendiary allegations of penetration of the 
station by Iraqi intelligence, which in April 2003 led to the resignation 
of station manager Mohammed Jassem al-Ali (see chapter 4). While it 
had always covered the humanitarian side of the sanctions—perhaps 
because of the emir of Qatar’s interest in initiatives to end them—af-
ter Desert Fox al-Jazeera’s coverage of Iraqi suffering increased dra-
matically (el-Nawawy and Iskander 2002: 36, 58). After this, al-Jazeera 
enjoyed privileged access to senior Iraqi leaders, not because of a 
preexisting relationship with Saddam’s regime but because Saddam 
recognized the value of a good relationship with the most popular and 
influential Arab television station (Miles 2005). Intense popular inter-
est in Iraq was not created by al-Jazeera, nor was al-Jazeera’s coverage 
dictated by Iraqi intelligence.

The Arab public was not mindlessly supportive of Iraqi policy, 
and indeed was often quite critical of Saddam’s tyrannical regime—in 
chapters 3 and 4 I present considerable evidence against the conven-
tional wisdom that the Arab media ignored or downplayed the nature 
of Saddam’s regime. This was a genuine argument, in which contrar-
ian voices were widely heard, if not widely accepted. Kuwaitis and the 
Iraqi opposition were well represented in the new Arab public sphere, 
with regular access to opinion columns in the major Arab newspapers 
and to the talk shows on al-Jazeera and other satellite television sta-
tions. These opponents of Saddam had access to the public sphere, and 
substantial political and economic resources behind them—and yet 
they conclusively lost the argument.

Claims that the Arab media’s coverage of Iraq over the years rep-
resented “not only the denial of mass graves, but a crisis of the Arab 
soul” should not be taken at face value, no matter how poignant.7 
Hundreds of articles appeared in the major Arab dailies—written by 
Iraqi opposition figures and regime sympathizers as well as non-Iraqi 
Arabs—discussing the possibilities for change in Iraq and proposals 
for post-Saddam structures. Saudi influence over much of the Arab 
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media ensured a prominent voice for defenders of the sanctions and 
critics of Saddam. Kuwaitis and Iraqi opposition figures regularly ap-
peared even on al-Jazeera, if for no other reason than that their un-
popular positions guaranteed good television. The chief editor of a 
leading Arab paper once wrote that Saddam Hussein was personally 
responsible for everything that had gone wrong in the Arab world for 
two decades. And hardly any al-Jazeera program on Iraq lacked at least 
one representative of the opposition or numerous phone calls from 
their sympathizers.

It is therefore wrong to claim that Iraqi opposition voices were 
excluded from the new Arab public sphere. Despite their heavy 
presence in the elite media, however, Saddam’s critics largely lost 
the Arab public debate—until their fortunes were reversed by the 
brute force of the American military. The survey evidence above, as 
well as the overwhelming weight of public discourse and the protests 
in the streets, suggests that they failed to persuade the vast major-
ity of Arabs to support their cause. More than that, these voices fa-
voring the sanctions and supporting a military action against Iraq 
sometimes came to be defined not only as wrong, but as non-Arab. 
The Iraqi opposition, therefore, more than almost any other group 
within Arab politics, felt keenly the sting of the politics of authentic-
ity and identity.

The bitter experience of the Iraqi opposition members within 
the Arab public sphere fueled their anger against the Arab order 
as a whole, while the close alignment of some parts of the Iraqi 
opposition with the United States intersected with and contributed 
to the growing anti-American sentiment in the region. When the 
formerly exiled opposition came to dominate the post-Saddam 
Iraqi government, this struck much of this new Arab public as an 
imposition of power over reason, with the losers of open debate 
imposed by force as the winners in the new Iraq. Arabs bitterly re-
sented that the losers of the argument had been catapulted to the 
top not by the power of their arguments, but by the military power 
of a foreign army. A substantial portion of the Arab hostility to the 
invasion of Iraq and the new Iraqi regime—as well as the visceral 
anger expressed by many of the new rulers of Iraq—stems from this 
reversal of fortunes.
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The Iraqi opposition reciprocated this resentment with the meta-
phoric fury of a woman scorned, lashing out at the Arab media with 
criticisms tailored to fuel the American critiques and to draw American 
power—so useful against Saddam—against their other enemies. Once 
in power in postwar Iraq, the former opposition leaders continued to 
harbor resentment, and to treat the Arab media with suspicion. One 
of Iyad Allawi’s first moves after his appointment as temporary Prime 
Minister in June 2004, for example, was to close down the al-Jazeera 
offices in Iraq, while other members of his administration (especially 
Defense Minister Hazem Sha’alan) repeatedly accused it of indirectly 
or even directly supporting the insurgency.8

The role of the Iraqi opposition in shaping official American views 
of the Arab media has not often been appreciated. Just as Ahmed Cha-
labi and the INC contributed significantly toward misleading Ameri-
cans about the extent of the threat posed by alleged Iraqi weapons of 
mass destruction programs, and badly misled Americans about their 
likely reception as “liberators” by flower-throwing Iraqis, so did they 
also transmit their own intense hostility toward the Arab media to 
their American allies.

The greatest absence from Arab public debates was not the Iraqi 
opposition, but rather the voice of the Iraqi people themselves. The 
Iraqi regime hardly counted as a legitimate spokesman for their in-
terests. The Iraqi opposition, particularly the exile groups favored 
by Washington, had little real influence inside Iraq and were dis-
credited within Arab public spheres by association with the United 
States. A small number of Iraqi dissidents who maintained their in-
dependence from those groups were published in the Arab press and 
appeared on Arab television, but even these individuals could not 
claim to speak for the Iraqi people living under Saddam’s rule. In 
short, the Iraqi people were endlessly invoked by all sides in the de-
bate—by sanctions critics mourning for the “suffering Iraqi people” 
just as by Iraqi opposition figures claiming to defend “the oppressed 
Iraqi people” from Saddam—but they remained objects rather than 
subjects in the great debates about their own future. Almost imme-
diately upon the fall of Baghdad, al-Jazeera and other Arab media 
outlets rushed to bring these Iraqi voices to the Arab public. As dis-
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cussed in chapters 5and 6, the anger expressed by many of those 
Iraqis toward Arabs for their failure to act against Saddam stunned 
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form of manufactured demonization of foreign enemies—the West, 
Israel, imperialism—as a way of deflecting popular anger from the 
regimes themselves. Arab public opinion does not exist in any rec-
ognizable form; instead, cynical and repressive regimes monitor, 
control, and manipulate a dangerous and unpredictable, and ulti-
mately irrational, Arab street. Barry Rubin, for example, dismisses 
the Arab media as “usually—with rare exceptions and slight varia-
tions—act[ing] as a wall, reinforcing unanimity, shutting out the 
kind of discourse that has become dominant almost everywhere in 
the world” (2002: 259). Al-Jazeera, in this view, “reinforced rath-
er than undermined the existing system of ideas . . . [using] ‘free 
speech’ as one of the most effective forces combating the possibility 
of real free speech or democratic reform.” For Benjamin Gilman, 
Republican chair of the House International Relations Committee, 
“the fanatical anti-American and anti-Semitic incitement that has 
permeated the Arab world . . . constitutes a real threat to long-term 
interests in the region.”2 When Gilman looks at the Arab media, 
he sees little but “nonstop incitement.” Like many others, Gilman 
blames this incitement on the interests of powerful authoritarian 
states: “useful as a smokescreen for their nations’ many problems, 
their internal corruption, their lack of legitimacy, the oppression of 
their own citizens.”

This consensus transcended partisan lines. In Congressional tes-
timony as late as 2002, Martin Indyk, a leading Middle East policy-
maker under Bill Clinton, complained that American peace-making 
efforts “were dogged every step of the way by a hate-filled environ-
ment in which official organs of the Arab states, as well as other 
means of communication, were pouring out a litany of incitement.”22 
Indyk complained that Iraqi propaganda had persuaded Arab public 
opinion of American responsibility for the deaths of Iraqi children 
and that “nothing we could do could change the impact of the im-
ages and the rhetoric that were being spread throughout the Arab 
world.” Al-Jazeera may have given “voice to a broad range of opin-
ions,” but “most of them [were] extreme in their anti-American and 
anti-Semitic sentiments.” There is no point trying to “win the hearts 
and minds of the Arab world,” because Arab leaders find it too use-
ful to deflect hostility outwardly. David Hoffman similarly describes 
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Arab news as “obsessively anti-American,” and mirrors Indyk in 
calling for pressure on Arab states to exert more control over “this 
kind of hate propaganda.”23 And Fareed Zakaria complains that al-
Jazeera “fills its airwaves with crude appeals to Arab nationalism, 
anti-Americanism, anti-Semitism, and religious fundamentalism” 
(2004: 3).

The burden of this book is to offer a more realistic assessment of 
the content, quality, and political impact of this new Arab media, one 
which neither exaggerates nor glosses over its troubling qualities. 
American observers have misunderstood and misjudged the Arab 
public with an impressive consistency. First they overemphasized the 
risk of violent uprisings against friendly regimes, and then under-
appreciated the depth of hostility to American policies. American of-
ficials blame the “poisonous” Arab satellites for American problems 
in the region. But these claims are far more problematic than is gen-
erally assumed. Anti-American sentiment exploded throughout the 
world during the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, in places far from 
the range of the Arab media, such as Europe and Latin America. Pub-
lic support for the United States collapsed in non-Arabic speaking 
Muslim countries such as Indonesia and Pakistan, where al-Jazeera 
again had no impact. Furthermore, al-Jazeera rose to dominance in 
the Arab political arena in the late 990s, but hostility to the United 
States only shot skyward in 2002. In the words of Abdallah Schleifer, 
the Arab media became “a convenient scapegoat for profound U.S. 
policy errors.”24

The New Arab Public

Al-Jazeera has received increasing attention from academics, policy-
makers, journalists, and even movies (Control Room, a documentary 
about al-Jazeera, was a surprise hit in 2004). But the new Arab public is 
more than just al-Jazeera. It is defined by the rapidly expanding universe 
of Arabs able and willing to engage in public arguments about political 
issues within an ever-increasing range of possible media outlets (Salva-
tore and Eickelman 2004; Anderson and Eickelman 999). It is made 
up of dozens of competing satellite television stations, independent 
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newspapers, state-backed official media, and even on-line news sites. 
It comprises Islamic networks and mosques, NGOs and transnational 
organizations, and prominent public figures and intellectuals. It in-
cludes a vast Arab diaspora that is increasingly able to maintain contact 
with and actively engage with the politics of the Arab world through 
information and communications technology—whether by watching 
al-Jazeera in San Francisco or by emailing friends from Denmark. The 
new Arab public is actually composed of multiple, overlapping publics 
that should be defined not territorially but by reference to a shared 
identity and a common set of political arguments and concerns. Ironi-
cally, perhaps, the Arab world has achieved something of which Euro-
pean enthusiasts only dream: a transnational public sphere united by a 
common language and a common news agenda (van den Steeg 2002; 
Calhoun 2004).

While chapter 2 explains what I mean by a “public sphere” and 
presents the history of the Arab public sphere in more detail, a brief 
overview here may be useful. In the 950s, radio broadcasting created 
a distinctive kind of adversarial, competitive political argument that 
crossed national borders. In the 970s and 980s, Arab states asserted 
their power over national and transnational publics alike, shutting 
down public debate beneath a stifling hand of censorship and repres-
sion. In the late 980s, however, a renewed Arab public sphere began 
to emerge. In the early 990s, a number of states began to allow some 
media freedoms as part of defensive strategies of partial liberalization. 
These tentatively emerging domestic publics emphasized domestic po-
litical issues, and the primary carrier of political debate tended to be 
the press as states retained a tight grip over television (Lynch 999). 
When Arab satellite television stations began to be launched after the 
first Gulf War, they focused on entertainment and offered no real po-
litical transformation.

What has been called the “al-Jazeera Era” extends from 997, when 
the Qatari station exploded onto the media scene, through early 2003 
(Miles 2005; Rugh 2004a; el-Nawawy and Iskander 2002). Unlike the 
earlier satellite stations, it emphasized politics and open debate, and 
quickly assumed a dominant, near-monopoly position within Arab 
public discourse. Its coverage of the December 998 American-British 
attacks on Iraq, and then its coverage of the outbreak of the Palestin-
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ian uprising beginning in September 2000, cemented its status. It was 
the one station that virtually everyone watched—and that everybody 
knew that others had seen—creating a real sense of a single, common 
Arab “conversation” about political issues.

By 2003, greater market competition and the fragmentation of 
the media market—particularly with the February launch of al-Ara-
biya—challenged al-Jazeera’s dominance. Whether that competition 
will lead to homogenization—either in a more radical direction or 
in a more centrist direction—or to market segmentation remains 
unclear. Pierre Bourdieu argues that “competition homogenizes 
when it occurs between journalists or newspapers subject to identi-
cal pressures and opinion polls, and with the same basic set of com-
mentators” (998: 23). That al-Arabiya initially imitated al-Jazeera’s 
coverage of Iraq in order to gain market share supports that thesis. 
On the other hand, several Arab satellite television stations have 
sought to differentiate themselves from al-Jazeera by offering more 
staid, muted coverage or by appealing to specific markets. After the 
Iraq war, al-Arabiya hired journalist Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed to 
revamp its coverage in a more pro-American direction in order to 
appeal both to the United States and to Arab elites threatened by 
al-Jazeera’s powerful critiques (Shapiro 2005). Abu Dhabi TV did 
surprisingly well with its restrained coverage of the Iraq war. The 
American station al-Hurra and a proposed BBC Arabic language 
satellite television station, as well as the radical propaganda of Hez-
bollah’s al-Manar and many others, constituted a far more complex 
media environment even as al-Jazeera retained its overall market 
leadership.

The American-led invasion, and subsequent occupation, of 
Iraq coincided with this shift in the market structure of the Arab 
media, as al-Jazeera came to face intense competition and other 
media platforms competed for the same market segments. This 
market competition had curious, sometimes cross-cutting ramifi-
cations: sometimes pushing toward radicalism, other times push-
ing toward moderation. But what is clear is that this new Arab 
public sphere fundamentally shaped the Arab response to the Iraqi 
crisis and its aftermath, and will continue to play a key role for the 
foreseeable future.
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Arguing the New Arab Public

Haven’t the Arab satellites succeeded in forming an Arab public opin-
ion probably for the first time in modern Arab history?

—Faisal al-Qassem, The Opposite Direction, al-Jazeera, October 3, 2000

Why does nothing remain in the Arab arena except for some croaking 
media personalities? Why does a loud television clamour suffice as an 
alternative to effective action, and compensate for weakness?

—Faisal al-Qassem, The Opposite Direction, al-Jazeera, March 7, 2003

Egyptian analyst Mohammed al-Sayyid Said points out that “it is easy 
to exaggerate the amount of change in Arab politics, but at the same 
time . . . there is real change in the intellectual habits of viewers and 
listeners, and in Arab political culture.”25 Enthusiasts for the new Arab 
media correctly emphasize the novelty and importance of a transna-
tional television political public sphere that is both independent of and 
harshly critical of the status quo. But against this must be set a political 
context of fiercely defensive and powerful states determined to resist 
any threat to their interests. Nor have the enthusiasts taken into full ac-
count the less normatively desirable potentials of such a public sphere, 
whose particular incentive structure might well push away from rather 
than toward rational critical debate or political moderation. The new 
media might push toward democracy, but could also drive an identity-
fixated, defensive populism. While chapter 2 explores these questions 
in detail, it is worth previewing here some of the most important is-
sues at stake.

The new Arab public sphere is defined by a particular set of incen-
tives, which have rapidly shifted in response to developments both in-
ternal and external, both political and technological. The incentive to 
reach out to a larger regional rather than local audience is driven by a 
competitive drive for market share, by the technological realities of sat-
ellite broadcasting, and by conceptions of an Arabist political identity 
(Telhami 2005). The issues that have dominated the new Arab media 
span the major areas of Arabist political concern, from foreign policy to 
systemic areas of domestic concern such as the absence of democracy 
or governmental inefficiencies. Issues of wider appeal tend to dominate 
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issues of purely local concern: Palestine, Iraq, and Arab reform at first, 
and then increasingly the war on terror, Islam, and the United States.

The new media has asserted a claim to represent the authentic 
Arab voice—to be the one free voice with the ability and the courage 
to speak out on behalf of the Arabs against both American power and 
against corrupt Arab regimes. This is a claim to authenticity, to iden-
tity, and ultimately to a very real political power. Mohammed Krishan 
of al-Jazeera argues that “our target is public opinion, the masses . . . 
to win the confidence of the people in this station, even at the expense 
of the anger of the official Arab institutions and the United States.”26 
The deep unpopularity of most Arab regimes and their intolerance of 
domestic critique creates powerful incentives for the new Arab me-
dia to push an independent and critical line. On the other hand, the 
Arab self-conception of being dominated, threatened, and encircled 
by Western powers has empowered a fiercely oppositional mentality 
and a demand to prove authenticity and independence. The incentive 
structures of the new Arab public sphere, in other words, point toward 
confrontational and oppositional argument. But these incentives are 
malleable, and should not be misrepresented as either fixed or hope-
lessly rooted in culture, pre-rational hostility, or civilizational envy.

For all its newfound prominence, the Arab public sphere remains 
almost completely detached from any formal political institution. The 
political significance of a transnational public sphere disconnected 
from any effective democratic institution has hardly begun to be theo-
rized. Can what Mihna al-Habil called “The Democratic Republic of 
al-Jazeera” really stand in for genuine representative liberal democra-
cy?27 Even where these voices hold genuinely democratic convictions 
and impulses, the Arab public sphere cannot be democratic in any 
institutional sense of the word. It is not clear who this media repre-
sents, which voices dominate, or how it can act. The public arguments 
and debates are disembodied from any grounded political activity, and 
cannot easily be translated into political outcomes. And intense mar-
ket competition can make it appear that the satellite stations follow 
mass opinion as much as they shape it.

In the face of entrenched and repressive regimes, as well as Ameri-
can power, the new Arab public reached the limits of political pos-
sibility. Its limitations derived from the very conditions that gave it 
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strength. As a disembodied international public sphere, it had the 
unique ability to serve as a platform for political dialogue and debate 
that could challenge the stagnant Arab political status quo. It had the 
ability to crystallize an Arabist identity and background ideas that 
transformed the incentives for political actors in the region. It could 
even make a claim to speak for this disenfranchised Arab public opin-
ion, for a while, and could point to the “movement of the Arab street” 
as evidence of its claims. But ultimately, the Arab public sphere lacked 
any mechanisms for translating its energy, its consensus, its symbolic 
power into concrete political outcomes. It remained a “weak public 
sphere,” severed from any institutional capability and not grounded in 
any concrete civil society. As its failure to produce political outcomes 
became clear, frustration set in tangibly. By the summer of 200—even 
before the 9/ attacks and the beginning of the American war on ter-
ror—the tone of al-Jazeera’s discussions had palpably begun to change. 
Coverage became coarser, angrier, more emotional, with the argu-
ments taking on a fiercer edge. This shift, I argue, reflected the frustra-
tion and sense of impotence felt by a public that had so recently seen 
a newfound competence and influence within its grasp. On the other 
hand, the fervent debate over political reform that began to break out 
in untold numbers of talk shows in late 2003, and the heady excite-
ment that greeted the coverage of the Lebanese and Egyptian protests 
in early 2005, demonstrate that there is nothing inevitable about such 
a negativist turn.

Even if the power of a new international public sphere is growing, 
it is not at all clear that it is a liberal public sphere. The politics of the 
new Arab public sphere tend toward populism, the politics of identity, 
of authenticity, and of resistance. As frustration grows with Ameri-
can policies toward Iraq and Israel, as well as with the political and 
economic failures of Arab governments, open public argument might 
well lead to nonliberal conclusions. Furthermore, the growing influ-
ence of religious identity among Arabs has significant implications 
for the kind of public sphere that might be emerging. To the extent 
that the participants in public argument and the relevant audiences 
take religious rather than liberal values as their reference point, public 
argument and debate need not necessarily produce liberal outcomes. 
The prominence on al-Jazeera of the Egyptian moderate Islamist Yu-
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suf al-Qaradawi, who has long advocated the centrality of dialogue to 
all aspects of religious and political life and has firmly opposed the 
textual absolutism characteristic of radicals such as Osama bin Laden, 
suggests an important intersection between the Arab public sphere 
and “moderate” Islamism (Lynch 2005).

Whether the Arab public sphere develops in a liberal direction or 
in a populist direction, consumed by questions of identity and authen-
ticity, is one of the most pivotal questions shaping the Arab future. 
In the final chapter, I argue for an American public diplomacy that 
encourages, through dialogue and engagement, the emergence of a 
liberal Arab public sphere.

The book uses Arab attitudes, arguments, and policies toward Iraq 
from 99 to 2004 to show how this public sphere has been trans-
formed, how it matters politically, and how it approaches contentious 
political issues. I do not offer a detailed or comprehensive history of 
the Iraq issue, instead focusing tightly on questions of public opinion 
and the new Arab public sphere. This inevitably has led to some pain-
ful decisions about what to include and what to omit. Because of the 
tight focus of the book on the question of the impact and nature of the 
new Arab public, vital aspects of the Iraq issue are treated here in only 
a cursory fashion: the sanctions, the weapons inspections process, the 
international and American arguments over invading Iraq, the war on 
terror, the insurgency. I do not offer an “insider’s” account of Ameri-
can or Arab decision making, or of al-Jazeera itself (Miles 2005). The 
book also does not offer a full treatment of the news coverage in the 
Arab media.

My focus is instead on Arab debates themselves, whether on the al-
Jazeera talk shows or in the op-ed pages of the pan-Arab daily newspa-
pers or in Internet chat rooms or inside social movements and politi-
cal parties. While I have interviewed an enormous number of people 
involved in this issue, the vast majority of the book’s evidence comes 
from published op-eds and transcripts of television programs. Far too 
much discussion of the Arab public ignores what that public actually 
says and does, or ascribes beliefs or motivations without adequate 
evidence. The methodological argument encoded in this book is that 
what people say in public matters more for shaping political identi-
ties and strategies than their private beliefs or internal deliberations.  
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Debates about whether Yusuf al-Qaradawi, say, “really” supports at-
tacks on American civilians in Iraq even though he publicly declared 
his opposition strike me as irrelevant distractions: the public state-
ments of an influential figure, delivered on a widely watched television 
station such as al-Jazeera, matter far more than do his private beliefs, 
even were it ever possible to truly know such private beliefs.

The book uses Iraq as a vehicle for showing the dramatic changes 
in the nature and quality of Arab public life. Chapter 2 delves into 
this new public sphere in depth, charting its evolution and the fierce 
debates about its significance and its quality. Chapter 3 focuses on the 
period from the end of the first Gulf War through 997, during which 
Arabs grew increasingly mobilized over the sanctions on Iraq but 
lacked outlets to effectively express their anger. Chapter 4 examines 
the crucial period 997–2003, including the American-British bomb-
ing of Iraq in December 998 (“Desert Fox”) that ended the United 
Nations weapons inspections, just as al-Jazeera emerged as a force in 
Arab politics. Chapter 5 examines the 2003 American-British invasion 
and occupation of Iraq, with a particular focus on the moments of 
uncertainty and open questioning after the fall of Baghdad that April. 
Finally, chapter 6 widens the lens to reconsider the prospects for the 
new Arab public, and its implications for American power, for democ-
racy, and for the possibility for change in the region.
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What does it mean to claim that a new Arab public sphere has emerged? 
The concept of the public sphere carries with it such theoretical bag-
gage that many doubt whether the concept should be applied at all. 
Such dismissal is unwarranted, however. Arabs themselves invoke it, 
or something like it, to make sense of an emerging transnational pub-
lic opinion critical of states and not reducible to their interests. What 
is most new about Arab politics since the late 990s is the rapid emer-
gence of a weak international public sphere that became the central 
focus of sustained, public, political argument for a vast Arab audience. 
As Lisa Wedeen (998) might put it, the crucial political fact is that 
Arab political actors, from the most powerful states to the humblest 
civil society activists, act as if this new public matters.

The new Arab public should be understood in terms of the public 
arguments enacted by self-defined Arabs within a widely accessible 
new media. The new public sphere is not limited to television. Tech-
nology has helped the Arab press develop into a major forum for dis-
cussion and debate. Prior to Internet distribution, sensitive regimes 
could easily stop such newspapers at the border, and at any rate the 
newspapers were often too expensive for most people to read regu-
larly. Dissemination on the Internet gives these newspapers far greater 
reach than ever before. Furthermore, the satellite stations regularly 
program roundups of the news and opinion published in the major 
Arabist newspapers, extending the reach of the press to those who 

2
The Structural Transformation of 

the Arab Public Sphere

Arab satellites have done probably for the Arab world more than any 
organized critical movement could have done, in opening up the pub-
lic space, in giving Arab citizens a newly found opportunity to assert 
themselves.

—Saad Eddin Ibrahim (2004)
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lack the access or capabilities to read them on their own. Consump-
tion of both press and television debate is often a communal affair, 
as cafes and salons pass around newspapers, compare the coverage of 
major events by al-Jazeera and CNN, and argue about what they see. 
Finally, the public for satellite stations and the pan-Arab press resides 
throughout Europe and the United States, in addition to the Middle 
East. Extensive diaspora networks can and do directly participate in 
the political debates of their homelands, a deterritorialization of the 
Arab public sphere the implications of which have yet to be fully ap-
preciated (Roy 2004).

I begin this chapter by tracing the evolution of the Arab media, ar-
guing that the emergence of a transnational public sphere was driven 
in part by domestic repression and in part by the existence of political 
entrepreneurs able to take advantage of the new media opportunities 
to invoke a shared identity. I then develop a public argument concep-
tion of the Arab public sphere. I draw on a large database of al-Jazeera 
talk shows to document what Arabs talked about in this new public 
sphere. Finally, I consider several key criticisms of the Arab public 
sphere, particularly concerns about its illiberal character and the am-
bivalent place occupied by Islamism.

Is There Really an Arab Public Sphere?

To the brilliant Lebanese journalist Hazem Saghiyeh, speaking of 
“Arab public opinion” makes no sense in the conventional meaning of 
the word. Saghiyeh points out that “public opinion” usually refers to 
the opinion of citizens of a single country, which has tangible effects 
on that country’s politics. In the Arab world, on the other hand, “the 
most important foundations in forming ‘public opinion’ in any Arab 
country continue to be foreign policy and religious identity and what 
most call national dignity.” Public opinion expressed in the media 
tends to diverge quite sharply from real mass opinion: “most of soci-
ety might take a hard and authoritarian position, but public opinion 
could take an extremely liberal and permissive position . . . because 
the dynamics of public opinion come from the city and from the most 
advanced and educated and professional and wealthiest sectors. . . . In 
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the Arab world these sectors remain very small and limited.” Public 
opinion rarely affects Arab rulers, who repress and control societies 
with abandon. In contrast to a public opinion working to “reduce the 
hand of the state,” mass opinion tends to “instead struggle to incite 
the state to act more forcefully on religious or national issues.” And, 
finally, mass Arab opinion tends to be highly stable and fixed, resis-
tant to new information or to external influences: “if it is true that the 
Arab satellites today practice some kind of influence, then this influ-
ence hasn’t changed much in reshaping broad mass sentiments or for 
improving them.”

Such skepticism about the Arab media is deeply embedded. The 
pall that fell over Arab public life in the 970s and 980s, as oppres-
sive states established hegemony over domestic media and Saudi 
Arabia used its vast oil wealth to seize a wide swath of the transna-
tional media, left Arab intellectuals largely paralyzed. Critics ranging 
from Fouad Ajami to Edward Said, from the poets Nizar Qabbani 
and Adonis to the philosopher Mohammed Abed al-Jabiri, agreed on 
the pallid presence of Arab public intellectuals, their subservience to 
power, and their acceptance of self-censorship. One school of thought 
suggests that Islam lacks the distinction between public and private es-
sential to the very concept of the public sphere. Yet another maintains 
that Arab and Islamic cultures are themselves fundamentally illiberal, 
beset by neopatrimonialism, tribalism, backwardness, and the legacies 
of Islam.

Despite this skepticism, the public sphere has been increasingly 
central to the analysis of Arab and Islamic politics. As democratic 
transitions stalled and civil society struggled to gain purchase against 
still-dominant Arab states, scholars cast about for ways to make sense 
of a revitalized public opinion disembodied from formal political in-
stitutions. When I was writing State Interests and Public Spheres in the 
mid-990s, there was only a handful of precedents for conceptualizing 
the changes in Arab politics in terms of “public spheres” (Salvatore 
997). Today, dozens of articles and books focus on this theme (An-
derson and Eickelman 999; Schulze 2000). Similarly, international 
public spheres have received increasing attention from political sci-
entists, particularly after Thomas Risse’s (2000) influential article on 
communicative action in world politics (Bohman 200; Samhat and 
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Payne 2003). Since 9/, the potential for international public spheres 
to overcome the deadly spiral toward a clash of civilizations between 
Islam and the West has become a matter of urgent theoretical and real 
world concern (Lynch 2000a, 2005; Buck-Morss 2003).

In contrast to public sphere conceptions that revolve around par-
ticular institutions (the coffeehouse, television, civil society) or public 
opinion (as measured by opinion surveys), I define the public sphere 
in terms of active arguments before an audience about issues of shared 
concern. These dialogues require media that can bring arguments be-
fore a relevant audience, but media alone do not a public sphere make. 
Indeed, the mobilizational media characteristic of authoritarian Arab 
states can be seen as the antithesis of a public sphere, with a single 
voice driving out all dissent, questioning, and critical reason. Nor does 
argument alone make for a public sphere. Private arguments, carried 
out behind closed doors, lack the critical dimension of publicity. What 
makes a public sphere is the existence of routine, ongoing, unscripted 
arguments before an audience about issues relevant to many. A wide 
range of evidence suggests that, for Arabs, the most “attractive features 
of the new media options are that they are interactive and participa-
tory. . . . Participation is crucial: television and radio shows that give 
room for the audience to call in, ask questions, voice their concerns, 
and vote for their favorite singer are popular” (Katulis 2004).

This public argument conception of the public sphere leads me to 
focus on talk shows and opinion essays rather than on news cover-
age. What makes the new Arab public “new” is the omnipresent po-
litical talk shows, which transform the satellite television stations into 
a genuinely unprecedented carrier of public argument. What makes 
it “Arab” is a shared collective identity through which speakers and 
listeners conceive of themselves as participating in a single, common 
political project. What makes it a “public sphere” is the existence of 
contentious debates, carried out by and before this self-defined public, 
oriented toward defining these shared interests.

It is not only the news coverage on al-Jazeera that unsettles the 
United States—it is also precisely the public sphere qualities embod-
ied on the station. In a revealing interview with the Washington Post, 
the State Department’s gifted envoy to “the Arab street,” Christopher 
Ross, admitted to being “uncomfortable with the panel discussions 
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and call-in talk shows that became a hallmark of al-Jazeera.”2 Ross 
preferred “situations in which he can remain ‘in control.’ ” Ross de-
scribed such situations as “short appearances in the context of news 
programs, where you are given the opportunity to present the U.S. 
point of view.” Ross’s discomfort perfectly captures the disjuncture 
between the American vision of public diplomacy and the ideal of a 
public sphere. What makes a public sphere a public sphere is precisely 
those aspects that dismay Ross: its unscripted character, its openness 
to multiple perspectives, its unpredictability . . . in short, that it is not 
possible to remain “in control.”

Such a public sphere cannot be reduced simply to the more generic 
“public opinion,” to the media, or to the infamous “Arab street” that 
might rise up in fury when sufficiently provoked. An arena of public 
argument outside the official channels of the state, the public sphere 
offers a zone of free and critical reason that might influence mass col-
lective action but that cannot be reduced to it. The public sphere does 
not depend on the existence of democracy—and indeed the emer-
gence of the Arab public sphere can be read as a direct response to 
the absence of democracy in almost every Arab country, which has 
led frustrated Arabs to seek out this new space for political argument 
and debate. Nor, finally, is the public sphere the same as “civil society,” 
the more institutionalized network of social and civic organizations 
outside of the state.

While the new Arab public could not have emerged without the 
rise of new information and communications technologies, the new 
public sphere arose only because of what Arabs did with these new 
opportunities. The mere emergence of satellite television networks es-
tablished the technical possibility of an Arab public sphere, simply by 
making it physically possible to create a space for direct and immedi-
ate communication and shared experience of the news. But it takes an 
orientation to public argument to make a public sphere. Only when al-
Jazeera refocused the satellites away from entertainment and toward 
politics—more precisely, toward political argument about Arab issues 
defined by an Arab identity—did it become a public sphere. It is this 
emphasis on public argument about common issues, along with shared 
language and identity, that allows the new Arab public to transcend 
James Bohman’s fear that transnational mass media are “unlikely to be 
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locations for social criticism” or to be the foundations for a genuine 
transnational public sphere (998: 95).

The image of multiple, crosscutting patchworks better captures the 
nature of the new Arab public than any singular conception of a uni-
fied spatial or temporal location: “messages and images in face to face 
conversations, newspapers, books, magazines, anonymous leaflets, vid-
eo and audiocassettes, and satellite and regular television criss-cross, 
overlap, and build on one another. . . . When censored in one medium, 
such messages recur in another” (Eickelman 200: 94). Movies and 
television shows serve as political metaphors and offer “safe” avenues 
by which to approach difficult and contentious topics (Armbrust 2000; 
Abu Lughod 993). The distinction between elite and tabloid media, 
commonly employed in media analysis, does not hold in the Arab case: 
the Arab satellite stations, which stand accused of pandering to the 
masses through sensationalism, are also the premiere venue for elite 
political discourse. In one survey of Palestinian audiences, for exam-
ple, al-Jazeera was most popular among those with the highest income 
(74 percent named it their preferred station, compared with 49 percent 
from the lowest income brackets) and the highest educated (76 percent 
of university graduates against 42 percent of illiterates).3

At the level of face-to-face interaction, many Arab countries have 
protected spaces of political debate and discussion that straddle the 
divide between public and private. In the diwaniya of Kuwait, for 
example, prominent personalities and ordinary citizens alike gather 
by invitation to hear political arguments and to discuss. Yemeni qat 
chews fill a similar social function (Wedeen, forthcoming). In Jordan 
tribal gatherings bring men together to discuss political issues, while 
political salons in the homes of prominent personalities fill a simi-
lar function for the elite. Coffeehouses once served as a vital spot for 
political argument in Egypt, with famous cafes hosting major intel-
lectuals and political figures and popular cafes serving as communal 
sites to watch and discuss the satellite television news. In 2004, how-
ever, Abdullah al-Sanawi remarked that in contrast to those vibrant 
days, “I think that most of the government ministers would not dare 
sit in a public coffeehouse, or probably in any public place, and I think 
that a large number of the official intellectuals would not dare to sit 
in a coffeehouse and mix directly with the simple people.”4 In almost 
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all Arab countries, mosques represent one of the most important of 
these protected spaces, while transnational Islamist networks offered 
a particularly important realm of information and argument. The new 
television stations create warm relationships among physically distant 
Arabs and greatly increase the emotional salience of political issues 
(Salvatore and Eickelman 2004: 20).

The near-universal exposure to this new public sphere is what gives 
it such a transformative impact. Throughout every Arab country, and 
extending through a widespread diaspora, Arab viewers consider 
themselves part of a single, common, ongoing political argument. 
A remarkable number of callers to al-Jazeera’s talk shows live in Eu-
rope, as did nearly two-thirds of those who wrote letters to one Arab 
newspaper (Lynch 2003b). Because of its geographic and transnational 
expanse, this conversation highlights issues of shared rather than lo-
cal concern. A collective narrative of the impotence and failure of the 
Arab regimes runs through and unites these core shared issues. Lo-
cal issues are reframed—cast in terms of a wider grand narrative of 
Arab identity—so that a Jordanian clampdown on press freedoms, an 
Egyptian sweep against Muslim Brotherhood members, or a Syrian 
campaign to arrest political dissidents all cohere into a single narra-
tive of the absence of Arab democracy. This core narrative insistently 
articulates the existence of an Arab people sharing a common story 
and a common identity.

Despite this common narrative, the Arab public sphere is deeply 
riven with intense disagreements, with discourse seemingly trending 
toward greater radicalism. Cass Sunstein’s analysis (2003) of “enclave 
deliberation” offers a structural explanation for such polarization. Sun-
stein notes that in certain kinds of structural conditions, “members of 
a deliberating group predictably move toward a more extreme point in 
the direction indicated by the members’ predeliberation tendencies.” 
Sunstein argues that “it matters a great deal whether people consider 
themselves part of the same social group as the other members; a sense 
of shared identity will heighten the shift.” Furthermore, polarization is 
more likely where there is a limited “argument pool,” as well as when 
there are social and reputational pressures on speakers to present 
themselves as being in line with a shared consensus. And finally, “fa-
miliar and long-debated issues do not depolarize easily.” Arab pub-
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lic spheres display all of these characteristics. Social and reputational 
pressures are strong, and Arabism provides an overwhelmingly salient 
shared identity. The issues are long-standing and highly polarized, and 
“polarization entrepreneurs” ensure a steady supply of extreme views. 
Enthusiasm for consensus, and fears of strengthening hostile external 
forces by revealing internal division, lead the Arabist public sphere 
to avoid difficult and contentious questions. What made the nascent 
Arab public sphere an enclave, then, was the unusually powerful set of 
shared assumptions and shared identity binding participants within 
the group.

From Voice of the Arabs to al-Jazeera

Before theorizing the new public, it may be useful to describe its evo-
lution. This section lays out the historical development of the Arab 
public sphere (Rugh 2004a). Voice of the Arabs and al-Jazeera, each 
the defining media outlet of its era, embody two very different visions 
of an international public sphere.

Voice of the Arabs, Egypt’s radio service in the 950s and 960s, was 
an instrument of a powerful state, used purely for strategic reasons and 
aimed primarily at mobilizing pressure from below on rival regimes. 
Radio broadcasting transformed the potential for Arab political action 
by bringing Arabist political speech (if not rational discourse) directly 
to the increasingly mobilized masses. This allowed pan-Arab move-
ments to fundamentally challenge the legitimacy of relatively new 
Arab states. These radio wars featured little rational argument, and 
much invective and fierce rhetoric. It is this model that lingers in the 
minds of analysts obsessed with the “Arab street”—a model of emo-
tional, angry rhetoric aimed at energizing dangerous mobs. But such 
speeches lost their credibility with the 967 War, and despite many ef-
forts nobody—certainly not Saddam Hussein—has successfully recap-
tured Nasser’s mantle.

Al-Jazeera, by contrast, was hosted by Qatar, a small state with no 
aspirations to Arab leadership. Where the Arab radio wars of the 950s 
suggest an international public sphere dominated by states, power, and 
strategic action, the satellite television of the late 990s more resem-
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bled a public sphere of individuals engaged in open-ended arguments 
before an imagined (and real) audience of Arabs and Muslims spread 
across the globe. The new media of the 990s involved two-way de-
bate, as talk shows allowed viewers to call in questions and to vote in 
real-time opinion polls. The new media is commercial, driven more by 
market share than by ideology. The effect was to create a transnational 
media that defines issues as Arab ones which demand Arab solutions. 
Satellite stations such as al-Jazeera wield power very differently from 
Voice of the Arabs. Where the latter mobilized the masses through 
fiery speeches, al-Jazeera rose to prominence by giving voice to public 
opinion rather than directly attempting to mobilize or lead it.

The Dismal Years: The 970s and 980s

During the 970s and 980s, states struck back against the Nasserist 
radio wars by asserting near total state control over the media, to the 
point where little real public sphere remained, either within Arab 
states or at the transnational level. Arab states assumed overwhelming 
positions over individuals and society, with an overbearing state hand 
in the control of information. Censorship, both direct and indirect—
via internalized “red lines” of self-censorship—closed down most pub-
lic avenues of political debate. As for the press, as Faisal al-Qassem 
once asked, “are these newspapers . . . good for anything more than 
wrapping falafel sandwiches, with all due respect to the sandwiches?”5 
State-run television was a dreary affair, focusing on official business 
and completely closed to political opposition. The omnipresent secret 
police and intelligence services, along with the state’s ability to control 
both freedom of movement abroad and employment, cast a chill over 
journalism: “a policeman on my chest, a scissor in my brain” (Anony-
mous 987).

This repression led many intellectuals and media professionals to 
relocate to Europe, especially London. The Lebanese press, which had 
always been among the most free and most influential in the Arab 
world, similarly relocated in the 980s because of the Israeli invasion 
and the subsequent horrors of civil war. But in this period newspapers 
published abroad could be easily stopped at the border, censored, or 
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simply banned, and were at any rate too expensive for most Arabs to 
afford. Out of desperation, many Arabs turned to whatever foreign 
sources might be available, whether the BBC Arabic service, Radio 
Monte Carlo, the Voice of America, or even (in Jordan) Israeli Arabic-
language television broadcasting.

In the 970s and 980s, Saudi Arabia used its dramatically increased 
oil wealth to establish a dominant position over much of the Arab 
press and electronic media (Rugh 2004a; Boyd 200). It did so partly 
to exercise power, partly to defend against what it saw as a threat from 
external media, and partly to prevent reporting of sensitive internal 
developments such as the 979 seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca. 
Saudi control led to what Abd al-Wahhab al-Affendi (993) described 
as “an eclipse of reason” in the Arab world.

By the end of the 980s, the Arab media was something of a waste-
land. When Iraq invaded Kuwait, the Saudi media was able to suppress 
the news in its domestic media for several days, while Arab elites drew 
on CNN and the BBC for information about the crisis. By the early 
990s, the Arab public sphere seemed to have been conclusively down-
graded by the combined impact of the Gulf War and the seemingly 
inexorable concentration of state power.

Domestic Liberalization and Retreat: The Early 990s

In the 990s tentative liberalization processes in a number of Arab 
states allowed limited debates about domestic issues, which turned at-
tention inward. While avoiding real democratization, many of these 
experiments did expand public freedoms and conditionally liberate 
the print media.

Jordan in the early 990s witnessed an explosion of newspapers 
(Lynch 999). The weekly press pushed the boundaries of the “red 
lines” that governed Jordanian public discussion, fomenting a new 
kind of frank public discourse on sensitive matters such as Jordanian-
Palestinian relations, the peace process with Israel, economic reforms, 
and official corruption. For a brief span of a few years, this domestic 
press emerged as a uniquely Jordanian public sphere, one focused on 
questions of Jordanian rather than Arab identity and interests. As the 
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kingdom moved toward an unpopular peace treaty with Israel, how-
ever, the state began to crack down on the independent press. Through 
progressively more restrictive press laws, as well as prosecution and 
shutting down of numerous newspapers, the regime succeeded in 
choking off this nascent public sphere and reclaiming its dominant 
position in public life.

Similar stories can be told for other Arab countries. In Yemen, 
unification and liberalization in the early 990s saw the publication 
of independent newspapers and the free circulation of information 
(Carapico 998: chapter 6). Along with competing television stations 
and several daily newspapers, dozens of weekly tabloids sprung up 
that represented all political trends and focused a nationwide dialogue 
on political reform and change. As Sheila Carapico describes it, “the 
media constituted an arena for a ‘war of declarations’ and for competi-
tion to influence public opinion. Whereas in the past political rivalries 
were secretive, now they played out in front of television audiences 
more aware of political events than at any time in their history” (998: 
5–54). A national dialogue in the face of civil war attracted enor-
mous public attention, with heavy media coverage and open political 
arguments before a highly attentive Yemeni public. With the civil war 
that broke out in 994, and then the centralization of power under 
Ali Abdullah Saleh, this press—like its Jordanian counterpart—lost its 
energy and its centrality to political discourse. Since 200 the Yemeni 
press has seen a steady encroachment by the state, with frequent crack-
downs, harassment, and physical intimidation against journalists.6

Other countries saw similar, if less dramatic, openings. After the 
restoration of Kuwaiti sovereignty in 99, the ruling family offered 
substantive concessions to public participation in politics. The com-
bination of deep resentment of Arabs who supported Iraq in the Gulf 
War and a vibrant, contentious press drove a backlash against the 
Arab order as a whole, and even a real questioning of Kuwait’s Arab 
identity. In Lebanon, the end of the civil war in 989 and the return 
of electoral politics saw a rebirth of that country’s proud press tradi-
tion, albeit one that remained in the shadow of the Syrian occupa-
tion and reflected widespread reluctance to touch sensitive commu-
nal issues which might respark civil war (Gonzalez-Quijano 2003). 
In Morocco, an independent press slowly emerged in the last years 
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of King Hassan’s reign, but suffered a general crackdown after King 
Mohammed VI ascended the throne in 999 (Jamai 2005). Even Syria 
enjoyed a very brief “Damascus spring,” with tentative moves toward 
political reform after the death of Hafez al-Assad, concentrated in 
private salons and discussions on the condition that they not enter 
the public sphere via the Syrian press, which remained tightly con-
trolled throughout the 990s (Azm 2000). While Saudi Arabia re-
tained its fierce internal control over information, offering few con-
cessions to its beleaguered reformists, Saudis had increasing access 
to the Internet and satellite television (Yamani 2000: 5–9 Wright 
2004b).

The rollback of liberalization and tighter control over most na-
tional media in the mid-990s helped create the market for al-Jazeera 
by displacing political argument into the transnational arena. Denied 
the opportunity to debate matters of public concern at home, Arabs 
turned to the new media. For example, al-Jazeera caused a sensa-
tion in Jordan with a program pitting regime critic Layth Shubaylat 
against a staunch regime loyalist. In the early 990s Jordanians would 
not have needed to tune in to a Qatari television station to see such a 
spectacle, since they could have seen it in the Jordanian media. States 
seeking to more tightly control domestic political debate created the 
conditions for the rise of the independent political transnational me-
dia that by the late 990s had definitively shattered their own control 
over information.

The Late 990s: Al-Jazeera and the New Media

As recently as the first Gulf War, there were no Arab satellite broad-
casts. By 994, however, at least twenty different regional satellites had 
been launched, although their entertainment focus limited their po-
litical impact (Sakr 200b). By the late 990s the emergence of the sat-
ellite television stations and the increased availability of the European-
based Arab press created the foundations for a public sphere relatively 
independent of states. This market-driven transnational broadcasting 
has facilitated a much stronger and more clearly articulated transna-
tional public opinion.
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The new media radically transformed the sense of distance among 
Arabs and Muslims, bringing them together in real time and in a com-
mon language alongside intense images and a shared political dis-
course. It has decisively broken the state’s monopoly over information, 
even in repressive states such as Saudi Arabia and Syria (Ghadbian 
200). Ratiba Hadj-Moussa (2003) offers a telling description of the 
process in Algeria: “The national television network is so lacking in 
credibility that the only reliable sources of information about Algeria 
come from outside. . . . The advent of satellite television has created a 
circuit which begins in Algiers, goes back to Paris or London and back 
again to Algiers.”

The emergence of the satellite television networks was necessary, 
but not sufficient, to create an Arab public sphere. It was the political 
arguments within those media that made the difference, not the me-
dia themselves. Long before al-Jazeera, Arabs could tune in to satellite 
television stations replete with Lebanese belly dancing and Egyptian 
television serials. It was not new media alone that created a new pub-
lic sphere—it was al-Jazeera’s prioritization of politics and its remark-
able success in initiating a regionwide public discourse that quickly 
reached an incredibly widespread and diverse audience. In 996 the 
satellite news station Orbit—a Saudi joint venture with the BBC—was 
abruptly shut down by its Saudi patrons after it aired a documentary 
that Saudi authorities deemed offensive. Veterans of this experience, 
many with long professional experience at the BBC, were therefore 
available when al-Jazeera was created in Qatar that same year.

Speaking to an explicitly transnational audience addressed as fel-
low Muslims and fellow Arabs, al-Jazeera quickly moved to the center 
of an emerging Arab public sphere (Miles 2005). Al-Jazeera revolu-
tionized the Arab and Muslim media environment not by offering a 
regional news service, but by adopting an overtly political focus and 
a dramatic new style. Al-Jazeera has been accused by Arab writers of 
being everything from a CIA operation to a Mossad one, from a bin 
Laden outlet to a Saddam apologist, from an agent of Islamism to an 
agent of secularism. Al-Jazeera infuriated much of Arab public opin-
ion by inviting Israeli speakers onto its programs, leading it to be regu-
larly accused of being in the pay of the Mossad or of being an agent of 
“normalization.”
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Market surveys confirm the universal impression of the rapid rise 
of al-Jazeera.7 In Jordanian surveys, those naming al-Jazeera as the 
most reliable source for Arab news grew from 4 percent in 998 to 2 
percent in 999 and to 7 percent in 2000 (among those who owned 
a satellite dish, the numbers are more striking: in 998 25 percent saw 
Jordan TV as most credible for Arab news and 24 percent al-Jazeera; 
in 999 the numbers were 7 percent and 44 percent, and in 2000 they 
were 25 percent to 49.4 percent). Al-Jazeera’s audience increased from 
2.5 percent in 998 to 5 percent in 999 and to 8.2 percent in 2000; 
over the same period, Syrian television saw its audience shrink from 
3.8 percent  to 2.9 percent, while Israeli television went from .3 per-
cent to nothing. Among those who owned a satellite dish, al-Jazeera’s 
audience jumped from 8.9 percent to 42 percent in the same period. 
In 2003 Jordan’s Center for Strategic Studies found that about 35 per-
cent of Jordanians viewed al-Jazeera as the most trusted source for 
Arab and international news—beating Jordan TV in both areas—and 
that al-Jazeera was the second-most trusted source even for domestic 
news.8 Palestinian surveys show similar findings: in September 999, 
5 percent of Palestinians named al-Jazeera as the most-watched satel-
lite television station; 47 percent said the same in February 2000; and 
58 percent in June 2004.9

Al-Jazeera’s coverage of the December 998 Desert Fox bomb-
ing campaign established the station as mandatory Arab viewing. Its 
coverage of the second Palestinian Intifada in 2000 galvanized Arab 
politics even more, with the repeatedly broadcast image of the death 
of young Mohammed al-Dura defining the shared Arab experience of 
the crisis and directly contributing to a resurgence of protest activity.0 
During the furious month of April 2002, as massive Arab street pro-
tests against the Israeli reoccupation of the West Bank rocked every 
Arab capital, al-Jazeera covered both events on the ground and the 
protests with equal vigor, bringing vivid images of the conflict into 
Arab homes, a direct experience without precedent.

Al-Jazeera’s monopoly position could not last, and within a few 
years rivals emerged to produce an intensely competitive and increas-
ingly fragmented market. LBC formed an unusual partnership with 
the newspaper al-Hayat and upgraded the news side of its offerings. 
Abu Dhabi TV set out to capture the “moderate alternative” ground. 
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Almost every Arab country offered official satellite news stations, with 
Egypt particularly active in pushing its local product. Even the United 
States launched its own Arabic language satellite television station, al-
Hurra, in February 2004. As Ibrahim al-Aris puts it, “If al-Jazeera had 
the media market to itself for a period before and after the Afghani-
stan war, now there are many stations. . . . The satellite media map is 
constantly renewing and al-Jazeera no longer has a monopoly even 
though it continues to enjoy a leading position.”2

Perhaps the most intriguing, and most successful, of these chal-
lengers has been the Dubai-based al-Arabiya. In February 2003, with 
300 million in startup money from Saudi Arabia, technologically ad-
vanced facilities taken over from MBC, and a veteran team of broad-
casters, al-Arabiya set out to offer a more moderate (and, of course, 
more deferential to Saudi sensitivities) alternative to al-Jazeera. As its 
first managing director Salah al-Qallab revealingly put it, “We are not 
going to make problems for Arab countries.”3 Al-Arabiya’s vision of 
the Arab media explicitly excluded the kind of open, free dialogue that 
made al-Jazeera a genuine public sphere: “all of al-Arabiya’s interviews 
will be pre-recorded. . . . It seems clear that the station has no inten-
tion of opening such a wide margin for discussion and debate.”4 In 
other words, al-Arabiya’s mission statement suggested an attempt to 
strip the satellite television stations of their public sphere qualities and 
return them to a more conventional news media.

During the Iraq war, nevertheless, al-Arabiya imitated al-Jazeera 
and won some success with a similarly nationalistic approach to the 
news. After the war, Saudi Arabia reigned in al-Arabiya, and appoint-
ed the pro-American former editor of al-Sharq al-Awsat, Abd al-Rah-
man al-Rashed, as its managing director (Shapiro 2005).5 Al-Arabiya 
very self-consciously presented itself as the “moderate” alternative to 
al-Jazeera, with Rashed dismissing the station’s critics as “those with a 
political agenda who were furious to have lost a platform as powerful 
as al-Arabiya,” and describing his station’s niche in these terms:  “We 
attract liberal-minded people. Jazeera attracts fanatics.”6 Al-Arabiya 
set out to avoid using terms such as “martyrdom” or “resistance,” in-
stead adopting the “neutral” vocabulary preferred by American critics 
of the Arab media. In comparison with al-Jazeera, al-Arabiya played 
down the Palestine issue, while devoting a lot of time to covering Iraq, 
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employing a more positive spin in line with American preferences. 
Given al-Jazeera’s poor reputation with Iraqis, many of whom saw it 
as too sympathetic to Saddam’s regime, al-Arabiya gained popularity 
inside Iraq relative to al-Jazeera. Al-Arabiya forged a close relationship 
with interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi, who appeared frequently on 
the station for interviews and who ran a large number of campaign 
advertisements in January 2005. It ran into problems, even so: several 
of its correspondents were killed by American troops; the Iraqi Gov-
erning Council shut down its operations several times, just as it did 
al-Jazeera’s; and in the fall of 2004 its Baghdad offices were decimated 
by a horrific car bomb.

Al-Arabiya talk shows tended to feature more Saudi and other 
Arab officials—foreign ministers, members of Parliament—and 
fewer independent and critical personalities than the al-Jazeera 
programs. Since al-Arabiya wanted to establish itself as the respon-
sible alternative to al-Jazeera, it made sense to choose officials and 
pro-American voices over outspokenly critical figures. And Arab 
officials who feared and often loathed al-Jazeera as a threat made 
time for al-Arabiya to promote it as a safer version of satellite me-
dia. When President George W. Bush chose to grant interviews to 
the Arab media to contain the damage of the Abu Ghraib scandals, 
he chose al-Arabiya (along with the American station al-Hurra) as 
the outlet. The pressures of market competition can be vividly seen 
in the case of al-Arabiya, however. Over the summer of 2004, for ex-
ample, despite an explicit commitment to avoid sensationalism, al-
Arabiya broadcast numerous hostage videos, just as al-Jazeera had 
done; as managing director Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed explained, 
“there is only one condition for me to stop airing all these video-
tapes, which is that all TV stations in the region agree not to show 
them.”7

Moving in the other direction, al-Manar Television offered a vi-
sion of Arab television as a fairly explicit propaganda machine. Run by 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, al-Manar relied on a steady diet of provocative, 
horrifying images layered in an impenetrable, univocal discourse of 
anti-American, anti-Israeli rhetoric (Jorisch 2004a). Al-Manar made 
no pretence either to objectivity or toward open dialogue, and indeed 
openly scorned the idea of objective journalism. In the summer of 
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2004 France moved to ban al-Manar for its anti-Semitic propagan-
da, while many accused it of inciting anti-Israeli violence. Al-Manar 
reached out to a niche audience, one looking for an explicitly anti-
Israeli or anti-American perspective, rather than competing directly 
with mainstream satellite stations such as al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya. 
The Shia station did surprisingly well even in Sunni areas such as 
Jordan and Palestine, with its fiercely anti-Israel message, although 
this message did not seem to travel well beyond the Levant—a Janu-
ary 2005 market survey found al-Manar with less than  percent of 
the Greater Cairo audience. Its presence in the arena may have forced 
those stations toward a more radical position, however, for fear of los-
ing market share.

A June 2004 survey by Zogby International found that despite 
new competition, al-Jazeera remained the most-watched Arab news 
source overall, with some regional and local variations: it ranked as 
the primary station for 62 percent of Jordanians, 54 percent of Mo-
roccans, 44 percent of Lebanese, 44 percent of Saudis, and 46 per-
cent in the UAE; and the secondary station for (on average) about 20 
percent more in each country. Al-Arabiya was next, averaging about 
7–8 percent in most countries (but 9 percent in the UAE), while 
LBC did well only in Lebanon (29 percent), and Abu Dhabi TV did 
well in Saudi Arabia (22 percent) and the UAE (7 percent). In other 
words, despite the repeated warnings of its impending loss of cred-
ibility or audience, al-Jazeera remained the market leader even as the 
market grew increasingly competitive. A September 2004 survey of 
Saudi television preferences found that 82 percent watched al-Jazeera 
regularly, followed by 75 percent who watched al-Arabiya, 33 percent 
the Saudi al-Ikhbariya, and then a number of stations clustered at 
the bottom with very small audiences.8 In a late 2004 survey of the 
Greater Cairo area, 88.4 percent of households with satellite televi-
sion watched al-Jazeera, followed by al-Arabiya (35. percent), Nile 
News (8.9 percent), CNN (6.6 percent), al-Hurra (4.6 percent), al-
Ikhbariya (3.9 percent), BBC (3. percent), and al-Manar (each with 
0.4 percent).9 Also in late 2004, a survey in Jordan found 72 per-
cent watched al-Jazeera and 54 percent al-Arabiya (only .5 percent 
watched the American station al-Hurra).20 Al-Jazeera remained the 
standard-setter—and was the one station every Arab could assume 
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that other Arabs had seen that day—but other stations offered a seri-
ous challenge.

A key development here is that choice in news sources has quickly 
acclimated Arab audiences to the expectation of disagreement. While 
there are certain programs that command loyal audiences—Faisal 
al-Qassem’s “The Opposite Direction,” or the Lebanese reality show 
“Superstar”—for news Arab viewers tend to switch rapidly between 
stations. Arabs watching news in cafes generally surf the satellite tele-
vision offerings, comparing al-Jazeera to CNN, or al-Arabiya to Egyp-
tian state television. Well-versed in the arts of deciphering political 
codes in the authoritarian media, these audiences now excel in com-
paring coverage and analysis and triangulating.

In the aggregate, amid the diverse media of the new Arab pub-
lic sphere, virtually all positions, information, and ideas could be 
found. The new media has not noticeably changed the Arab state’s 
desire to control information, but it has clearly eroded its ability to 
do so. Two examples from Egypt demonstrate this powerfully. In the 
summer of 2004 Mohammed Hassanein Haykal, the Arab world’s 
most famous journalist, began to appear on the fledgling Egyptian 
satellite station Dream, with transcripts of his programs widely dis-
seminated in the press. Haykal quickly ran afoul of the authorities 
by discussing critically the prospects of Gamal Mubarak succeeding 
his father as president, and was summarily banned from the Egyp-
tian media. In response, Haykal signed a blockbuster deal to host a 
program on al-Jazeera, where his views immediately reached more 
Egyptians than on the domestic station (Lynch 2004c).2 Similarly, 
the contrasting media coverage by the Egyptian state media and the 
satellite television stations of the 2004 terrorist attack at Taba could 
hardly be more stark. While al-Arabiya and al-Jazeera covered the 
explosions heavily, on Egyptian television “all the channels had the 
regular stuff going on—a play here, a video clip there—it was like 
this thing wasn’t happening in Egypt. . . . It wasn’t just the horrific 
images emerging from Taba that astounded them, but the seeming 
oblivion to those events being demonstrated by their local channels. 
On channel , a play continued without interruption. On channel 
2, a video clip. Channel 3 was airing an interview, as was channel 4, 
and so on.”22
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Al-Jazeera as the Arab Fox News?

They’re partisan in the same way that Fox TV are partisan and they 
portray themselves as a virtual Arab nation, always seeing things from 
the perspective of the suffering Arab people.

—Abdallah Schleifer23

It benefits al-Jazeera to play to Arab nationalism because that’s their audi-
ence, just like Fox plays to American patriotism, for the exact same reason.

—Lt. Col. Josh Rushing, Control Room24

In the spring of 2004 a University of Maryland team released a report 
demonstrating that viewers of Fox News were far more likely than oth-
ers to believe three demonstrably false things about Iraq: that weapons 
of mass destruction had been found, that ties to al-Qaeda had been 
demonstrated, and that most of international opinion had backed 
the war (Kull 2003). The nakedly partisan Fox approach to the war 
misled its viewers, according to this study, by reinforcing their preju-
dices while shielding them from contradictory information. The word 
choices of Fox news anchors reinforced the discourse preferences of 
the Bush administration. Fox talk shows were dominated by partisan 
Republicans, with opposing views represented either by ineffectual to-
ken liberals or else by extreme-looking leftists, thereby effacing the 
existence of a moderate, centrist opposition to the war. And as this 
approach gained it market share, competitors such as CNN and MS-
NBC began imitating its style of coverage. In short, on first glance the 
profile of Fox News looks remarkably similar to that generally ascribed 
to al-Jazeera.

While useful as a starting point, the comparison of al-Jazeera to 
Fox News does not do justice to al-Jazeera, nor to the Arab public 
sphere as a whole. It does help to highlight some troubling but impor-
tant developments, however. In news coverage, al-Jazeera and the rest 
of the Arab media resembled Fox not only in their patriotic rhetoric 
but also in their overwhelming focus on one side of the conflict to the 
exclusion of the other. Fox focused its coverage on the human experi-
ence of American soldiers—whether in combat or playing soccer with 
Iraqi children—while almost completely ignoring or demonizing the 
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Arab “terrorists.” Al-Jazeera similarly focused on the human experi-
ence of Arabs and Iraqis during the war, while explicitly rejecting the 
American frame for the war. It is worth noting, as Yassir Abu Hilala 
points out, that “the correspondents of Fox News say that the army 
kills enemies and that the resistance is terrorists. . . . The Arab media 
do not call the occupiers in Iraq ‘enemies’ or ‘terrorists.’ ”25

It is in the talk shows and in the conception of the public sphere 
where the comparison falls short but points to disturbing trends. Over 
the course of 2002–2003 it was possible to observe a “Fox-ification” of 
al-Jazeera, as an open, diverse, and free public sphere came to be in-
creasingly dominated by hyperpartisan voices and emotional rhetoric. 
One hallmark of the Fox talk shows is that they tend to prefer extreme 
partisans rather than moderates, such that the far left is better repre-
sented than the mainstream of the Democratic Party. This creates a 
misleading sense of the actual distribution of opinions, and reinforces 
the belief of many of its viewers that the “other side” is more radical 
than it really is. The coarsening of rhetoric on al-Jazeera, as well as 
the growing trend toward entrenched positions and bitter accusations 
across partisan lines, follows this logic.

While American guests on al-Jazeera were plentiful, they more of-
ten came from the most conservative sectors of American politics—
the Washington Institute for Near East Policy and the American En-
terprise Institute were far better represented on al-Jazeera than was the 
Brookings Institution or the leftist Institute for Policy Studies. On the 
September , 2004, program to discuss the possibility of a “Dialogue 
of Civilizations,” for example, Yusuf al-Qaradawi was pitted against 
not an American Muslim or an advocate of such a dialogue, but rather 
against the extremely hawkish “terror expert” Steven Emerson. This 
can partly be explained by the reality of a Republican-dominated 
Washington, making conservative views arguably more important for 
Arab viewers to understand, but it still tended to push argument to-
ward extremes at the expense of a rational center.

Still, there are important differences. Where Fox positioned itself 
against a “mainstream media” that was characterized by norms of jour-
nalistic objectivity, al-Jazeera stood against a media tightly controlled 
by repressive Arab states. Where Fox began as an underdog, building a 
partisan audience while chipping away at a centrist mainstream media 
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and at the same time closely cultivating ties with an ascendant Re-
publican party, al-Jazeera established itself as a near-dominant market 
leader independent of the most powerful regimes and state forces and 
then faced competition from numerous new rivals.

Other New Media

Broadcasting and the Internet have revitalized the Arab press. Despite 
continuing high levels of illiteracy, the rapid expansion of mass educa-
tion, combined with the traditionally high value placed on texts in Is-
lamic culture, ensures that these globalizing processes encompass the 
print media as well (Eickelman 2000). As Abdallah Schleifer points 
out, “the first major impact of new satellite technologies upon Arab 
media was in the eighties, not the nineties, and it was the satellited 
daily newspaper, not television” (Schleifer 998).

Newspapers such as al-Hayat, al-Sharq al-Awsat, and al-Quds al-
Arabi, published in London and aimed at a pan-Arab audience, of-
fered an early challenge to state control over information, and glo-
balization has helped these newspapers to overcome their traditional 
difficulty in reaching an audience in the Middle East, which had re-
sulted from their price and from the fact that governments could stop 
them at the border or censor their contents. These papers now circu-
late widely among elites, and most now post their content free online. 
What is more, satellite television news broadcasts routinely read from 
these newspapers, which allows them to reach a far wider audience. 
These papers therefore have a disproportionate impact among influen-
tial Arab elites, and “are a fundamental link between expatriate Arab 
communities . . . and the Arab world itself ” (Alterman 2004: 230–23). 
In an earlier study, I found that 68 percent of the letters to the editor 
published in one newspaper in 200 and 2002 came from Europe or 
the United States (Lynch 2003b: 65).

The circulation and influence of newspapers has declined in recent 
years, as satellite television has emerged as the crucial site of the public 
sphere. Abd al-Aziz al-Khamis, a Saudi editor, claims that the circula-
tion of some papers and magazines has plummeted from hundreds 
of thousands to as low as 2,000, “not because they are forbidden or 
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censored but because nobody will buy them.”26 And, as Ahmed Man-
sour notes, “the Arab press is living through a constant crisis because 
of the narrowing margins of freedom and expression. . . . Not a day 
passes without news of an arrest or trial of a journalist or stopping of 
a newspaper. . . . At a time of a global widening of media freedoms, 
many Arab states are issuing new laws and rules limiting the freedom 
of the press.”27

At the micro-level, mobile phones and text messaging have played 
an important role in changing communication patterns and dissemi-
nation of information. For example, Jordanian activists arranging a 
demonstration against the sanctions on Iraq managed to circumvent 
close scrutiny by state security agencies by “blasting” the location of 
the protest over instant messaging only at the last minute. By the time 
the police reacted, the protestors had already been filmed by al-Jazeera 
and their message broadcast to a wide audience.28

Even before the explosion of satellite television dish ownership, 
videotapes of the most exciting and controversial al-Jazeera programs 
circulated freely to be played on already-ubiquitous VCRs. These mid-
tech communications technologies pose real difficulties for regime con-
trol, given their centrality to business and their widespread integration 
into daily life (Eickelman 200a). Early challenges to the legitimacy of 
the Saudi regime by Islamist dissidents such as Mohammad al-Masa’ri, 
for example, deployed information collected from local sources or from 
Western media, and then used fax machines, and later the Internet and 
email, to distribute information damning to the Saudi regime into the 
kingdom. The Ayatollah Khomeini famously used cassette sermons 
taped abroad to rally and mobilize Islamic protests against the Shah of 
Iran (Mohammadi and Mohammadi 994). As discussed at the end of 
this chapter, cassette tapes of Islamist preachers circulate widely, creat-
ing a distinctive “a distinctive religious public” among a vast, transna-
tional realm of pious Islamists (Hirschkind 200).

The Internet has also emerged as an important site for the new pub-
lic. While its impact is limited by state controls and by very low levels 
of access, it has still been increasingly relevant. Al-Jazeera’s Web site, 
for example, has emerged as one of the single most popular sites on 
the Internet despite being in Arabic. Offering full transcripts of its talk 
shows, viewable news clips and audio, and a wide range of interactive 
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features such as opinion surveys and chat rooms, aljazeera.net plays a 
crucial role in that station’s overall impact. After its 2003 launch, al-
Arabiya similarly put together a state-of-the-art Web site to compete 
with al-Jazeera at that level. That the American-run station al-Hurra 
did not create such a Web site contributed to its general failure to at-
tract significant Arab interest or attention. Blogs (personal weblogs) 
began to make a political impact in 2004–2005, especially in countries 
such as Egypt (the Kefaya movement), Lebanon, Iraq, and Bahrain, 
even if their influence remained limited by language barriers to a very 
small numbers of users. Finally, Internet chat rooms, especially those 
associated with radical Islamism, have attracted increasing attention 
as an important source for information about attitudes in the jihadist 
community, and have also played a role in recruitment for those orga-
nizations (Wright 2004a).

Contrary to widespread expectations about the revolutionary im-
pact of the Internet, Arab states have proven quite adept at developing 
new mechanisms of surveillance and control (Kalathil and Boas 2003). 
Arab governments have used techniques ranging from sophisticated 
censorship regimes to state-controlled Internet service providers and 
proxy servers to highly publicized crackdowns on Internet users to 
intimidate or prevent political uses of the Internet (Kalathil and Boas 
2003; Burkhardt and Older 2003). The Middle East remains one of the 
regions of the world least connected to the Internet—one commonly 
cited statistic indicated only 2 million total Internet users in the Middle 
East out of a total population of more than 220 million—although the 
distribution patterns range widely. One less appreciated route by which 
the Internet has had an impact is that Arab journalists—both print and 
broadcast—now have much greater access to information (Rugh 2004a: 
2–4). During their programs Arab television presenters routinely re-
fer to materials gathered from the Internet, such as opinion polls and 
Western newspaper articles, giving wide audiences indirect access.29

Thinking Through the Arab Public Sphere

It is not enough to say that an Arab public sphere exists. What kind of 
public sphere is it? What kind of impact is it likely to have? What kinds 
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of arguments dominate within it? Who are the participants? In chapter 
, I argued that the Arab public sphere represented a kind of enclave, a 
counterpublic largely hidden from the view of dominant publics until 
September  and the Iraq war brought it forcefully to the attention of 
Americans. While the Arab public sphere is unquestionably a transna-
tional one, linking together Arabs across dozens of Arab and Muslim 
states as well as a vast international diaspora, it is not necessarily a 
cosmopolitan public sphere (Kohler 998). Bounded by language and 
by the shared political concerns that defined its participants as Arab, 
this transnational public sphere encouraged a politics of identity and 
of resistance at odds with the normative expectations of the advocates 
of cosmopolitan democracy.

Claims for the radicalizing impact of this new media in the Arab 
context must be set aside conventional arguments that globalizing tele-
vision has the reverse, depoliticizing effect, as a global, market driven 
corporate media induces passivity and consumerist values in its audi-
ences (Bennett 2004). A long-standing critique of the mass media is 
that it tends to demobilize societies, to discourage political action in 
favor of the passive consumption of political information (Gamson 
200). The new Arab media, by contrast, takes an active role in at-
tempting to mobilize mass publics to become politically involved. One 
key difference between the Arab transnational media and generically 
globalizing media is the preexisting collective identity and shared po-
litical interests across Arab state borders. Where a globalized media 
might “exclude much of local politics, citizen activism, public policy 
analysis, and deliberation,” the new Arab satellite stations for the first 
time included exactly those things—with core Arab concerns such as 
Palestine and Iraq standing alongside demands for democratic reform 
as “local issues” (Bennett 2004: 26).

The impact of this new media within the Arab world has arguably 
been unique because of a conjunction of factors. In particular, the pre-
existing transnational political community made it conceivable that a 
politically oriented transnational new media would find a ready audi-
ence. This audience was particularly primed by the relative closure and 
stagnation of domestic publics, and the near absence of meaningful 
domestic democratic politics. Arab audiences have become rapidly 
acclimated to having a genuine choice of engaging, independent me-
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dia and have little to no interest in stodgy, politically controlled state 
broadcasting.

What the new media actually amounts to remains deeply con-
tested. For example, al-Jazeera host Ghassan bin Jadu argues that “the 
satellites feel the pulse of public opinion, and . . . are able to contradict 
what has been asserted in the Arab media for decades.”30 But Kawther 
al-Bashrawi retorts that “this platform for free expression doesn’t ex-
press the truth of what happens on the Arab street or what happens in 
the heart of our society. . . . The masses are beginning to tire of media 
slogans.”3 Shaker Nabulsi, by contrast, accepts that the Arab media 
does roughly convey the sense of the Arab street, but takes this as 
grounds to fiercely denounce both. In this section, I attempt to get a 
handle on these violent political debates by laying out some of the core 
theoretical issues raised by an international public sphere.

A “Weak” International Public Sphere

We are talking here about a news station, not about a political party or 
a national liberation movement. Why do we burden al-Jazeera with the 
functions of the failed movements and failed political parties?

—Mahmoud Shimam, July 200432

While the new Arab public sphere has had strong effects at the level 
of mass attitudes and elite opinion, its structural position is weak. It 
has succeeded at harnessing the attention and participation of a strik-
ing portion of the Arab world, but it remains detached from legiti-
mate policy avenues and unable to translate its consensus into politi-
cal outcomes. Drawing on the wider literature on international public 
spheres, I would describe the Arab situation as a weak international 
public sphere.

International public spheres are generically problematic because 
they are severed from the state (Bohman 200). In Habermas’s ideal 
type (996), the public sphere acts as a conduit to the democratic state, 
which in turn can act effectively on the ideas arrived at through free 
public reason. But the international public sphere has no such direct 
target, no means for translating opinion into policy, rendering it what 
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Nancy Fraser (992) has called a “weak public” (Nanz and Steffek 
2004). But “weak” should not be taken to mean that its political sig-
nificance is minimal—only that it lacks these institutionalized mecha-
nisms for affecting policy: a weak public “has moral influence but no 
legally regulated access to political or administrative power. . . . [But] 
the communicative power of a weak public can have profound politi-
cal impact” (Brunkhorst 2002: 677).

The Arab public sphere can mobilize public outrage, pressure lead-
ers to act through ridicule or exposure, shape the strategic incentives 
for rational politicians, and even incite street protests. But it cannot, in 
and of itself, act. It cannot pass laws, declare war, call elections, sever 
diplomatic relations, or lower trade barriers. This structural weakness, 
combined with its manifest power to shape public opinion, defines the 
realm of its political possibility. As Khaled Haroub argues, the new 
public gives Arabs a chance to talk about the reality of the problems of 
the Arab world, but no opportunity to offer any solutions.33 Hence, the 
Arab media can be seen as a catalyst for change, but it would probably 
be an exaggeration to cast them in the lead role as the primary driving 
force for reform. Even the most open and frank and vigorous discus-
sions on the satellite television talk shows, he concludes, can too easily 
remain just remain words in the air.

Put bluntly, if Arabs cannot act on their opinions, then do those 
opinions matter? Will the new public sphere create, as Yusuf Nur 
Awadh fears, “a culture of talk instead of a culture of action”?34 or per-
haps even reduce the prospects of effective political action, by allowing 
people a “safe” outlet for their frustrations and diverting their ener-
gies away from concrete political mobilization? For Arabs, the absence 
of democratic states makes even more urgent the question of who is 
listening to these public arguments. In crucial ways, the Arab public 
sphere is self-referential, constituting a new Arab identity explicitly 
independent of and often critical of Arab states and the official Arab 
order. To what extent can a satellite television station actually claim to 
represent Arab public opinion? Munir Shafiq argues that “the power of 
al-Jazeera comes from its programs and some of its participants, who 
give the people the chance to speak their minds freely on the air. . . . It 
is public opinion that shapes al-Jazeera and not the opposite.”35 Rather 
than directly producing outcomes, the new media has become the pri-
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mary location for Arabs to work out their identity and their interests 
through public argument and debate. As it has risen to prominence 
and it has become a core ingredient of the shared social knowledge 
of all politically aware Arabs—it is not the fact that everyone watches 
al-Jazeera, but rather that everyone knows that everyone else watches 
it, that shapes its strategic centrality.

Self-Conception as a Public

A certain narcissism defines the new Arab public, which is relentlessly 
obsessed with “Arab” issues and with its own importance. This self-
obsession, ironically, may be one of the things that most identifies it 
as a public. Michael Warner writes that publics “exist by virtue of be-
ing addressed” (2003: 67). For Jim Bohman, “a public sphere requires 
not only a social space for communication to an indefinite audience 
but also that diverse members of a society interact in distinctive ways 
and thereby come to regard themselves as a public” (Bohman 999: 
86). By that standard, the question of the existence of an Arab public 
sphere answers itself. There is simply no doubt about the abundance 
of voices that address an Arab public as an Arab public, creating the 
public sphere through this act of address. When Arabs appear on al-
Jazeera, they understand themselves to be speaking as Arabs, to Arabs, 
and about Arab issues. What makes the Arab public a “public,” then, is 
that self-identified Arabs routinely and frequently address and invoke 
it as such, via media that reach the prospective members of the public, 
about matters collectively defined as of common interest.

There is a remarkable amount of reflexive, self-conscious discus-
sion within the Arab public sphere about itself. Al-Jazeera regularly 
airs programs devoted to questioning its own importance, its own 
behavior, its own mistakes. On April 20, 999, for example, Faisal al-
Qassem devoted his program to the Moroccan government’s decision 
to ban his program. On May 23, 2000, Qassem’s program considered 
“Questions about al-Jazeera,” and on October 3, 2000, he inquired 
into “The Arab media and its role in the Intifada” (a question taken up 
again by Ghassan bin Jadu on April 27, 2002). In January 2002, a two-
part special explored “the future of the Arab media.” On June 30, 200, 
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Ghassan bin Jadu’s program focused on “freedom of expression in the 
Arab media.” Bin Jadu, in a December 2, 2003, program about the po-
litical impact of the satellite television stations, modestly concluded 
that “the satellites play a large and influential role in the arena of Arab 
society.”36 An April 2005 program explored “the Arab media and the 
question of Iraq.”37A February 2004 episode of The Opposite Direction 
even took on the politically loaded allegations of Iraqi “oil coupons” 
being used to buy support in the Arab media, including al-Jazeera.38 
And the explosive question of the Arab media’s relationship to al-Qa-
eda, as well as criticism of its coverage of the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, received the attention of multiple programs.

Counterpublics and Hidden Transcripts

A counterpublic maintains at some level, conscious or not, an aware-
ness of its subordinate status. The cultural horizon against which it 
marks itself off is not just a general or wider public but a dominant one. 
And the conflict extends not just to ideas or policy questions but to the 
speech genres and modes of address that constitute the public.

—Michael Warner (2003: 9)

The Arab public sphere has long identified itself as a subordinate, 
dominated counterpublic, struggling against Western hegemony and 
tenaciously resisting pressure to conform from all sides. It has em-
braced this subordinated self-concept even more firmly in the face of 
the increasing attacks by the United States and Arab governments af-
ter 9/. This drives a stubborn assertion of a distinctive Arab identity 
and discourse, and a refusal to “toe the line.” Frustration and resent-
ment at the political and economic stagnation of the region, at West-
ern domination, and at Israeli treatment of the Palestinians permeates 
the public arena. Arabs define their identity in part against this sense 
of subordination and exclusion from a globalizing and universalizing 
Western public.

American policymakers generally failed to appreciate the signifi-
cance of Arab public opinion or to engage with it seriously, and when 
they did take it into account it was only out of fear of overly provoking 
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the so-called Arab street. This meant that from 998 to 200, the new 
Arab public sphere—for all of its dramatic internal publicity—pro-
duced what James Scott (986) has called a “hidden transcript.” The 
Arabs arguing about sanctions on Iraq or about the Palestinian In-
tifada did so knowing that Americans—the powerful—would largely 
not be listening, nor would they be participating.

The Arab public emerged as a counterpublic, self-consciously 
and intentionally challenging the dominant narrative and terms of 
discourse within American and global media. The Arab media con-
sciously rejected a Western standpoint, and took upon itself the man-
date of building Arab identity and political consciousness. More than 
one Arab journalist explained that they proudly took their Arab iden-
tity as a starting point, but that this in no way compromised their pro-
fessionalism. And, they pointed out, American journalists who wore 
American flags on their lapels while reporting the war in Iraq were 
hardly in a position to criticize. Al-Jazeera prided itself on breaking 
the Western monopoly on news coverage, as well as on breaking the 
hegemony of state-dominated media in the region. Its reporting did 
begin from an Arab and Islamic worldview, covering the issues that 
mattered to Arabs and Muslims in a language that spoke to—and over 
time shaped and reinforced—their norms and beliefs. The impact of 
the new media has arguably been most deeply felt in the areas of iden-
tity, a phenomenon of some concern to those hopeful that it might 
instead promote liberal notions of democracy.

The relationship between a subordinate Arab public sphere and an 
American-dominated international public sphere suggests an analy-
sis in terms of domination and resistance rather than dialogue. The 
conflicting demands of these multiple publics—the need to appear 
pro-American on CNN and Arabist on al-Jazeera—contributes great-
ly to the profound hypocrisy that has been so devastating to public 
discourse and legitimacy in Arab politics. Dependence on American 
power did not eliminate the Arabist discourse, but rather drove it 
underground and separated it forcefully from political practice. This 
generated a rich Arabist hidden transcript, an alternative, coherent, 
widely shared interpretation of political structures and relations that 
could not be openly aired or translated into practice because of the 
realities of weakness and subordination.
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While the public transcript defines the mainstream of acceptable 
political debate among the elite, among themselves the subordinat-
ed talk about issues in very different ways. These hidden transcripts 
constitute entirely different understandings of power relations, moral 
values, and political interests. Much of what are seen as “conspiracy 
theories” fit within this general type of hidden transcript, thriving 
within a perspective of powerlessness combined with radical mistrust 
of official voices. It should not be surprising when Arab speakers aim 
for precisely the areas most likely to outrage the powerful—whether 
anti-Semitic slanders, assaults on Western ideals of democracy, or dra-
matic accusations about murdered Iraqi babies.

The transcript was not hidden from Arabs, obviously—indeed, 
the remarkable impact of the new Arab public sphere rested upon its 
bringing previously private political debates into the glaring light of 
publicity. What kept it hidden was that the dominant power, the Unit-
ed States, largely ignored this transcript prior to September , which 
allowed Arabs to carry on their public arguments largely without con-
cern for American views or objections. One consequence of September 
 has been an end to this insulation. Hearing does not mean compre-
hension, however. When Americans heard Osama bin Laden for the 
first time, most found his rhetoric literally incomprehensible—laden 
with symbolism, history, assumptions, and references that resonated 
within Islamic public spheres but were totally alien to the American 
public. Those first Western sightings of the Arab public sphere pro-
duced breathless reports on “anti-Americanism,” seemingly irrational 
“conspiracy theories,” and “cultural hostility.” Statements and political 
rhetoric that made perfect sense in one public sphere, tapping into well-
established motifs and languages, seemed literally incomprehensible in 
others. Arabs could not comprehend how Americans could see them-
selves as innocents in the Middle East; Americans could not fathom 
why some Arabs considered the United States a legitimate target.

When Arabs heard American arguments for invading Iraq, they 
could not help but interpret them through a powerful narrative of 
Iraqi suffering. As competing narratives about Iraq consolidated, this 
problem of unintended exposure tended to exacerbate misunder-
standing and conflict. Incompatible frames of reference render action 
within one discourse literally incomprehensible to the other. Words 
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that resonated with an American public conditioned to hate and fear 
Saddam Hussein grated upon an Arab public that had for half a de-
cade been more focused on Iraqi suffering and American unilateral-
ism. The atrocities of September  can be seen as the violent erup-
tion of this hidden transcript: not in the sense that al-Qaeda spoke 
for mainstream public opinion, but that bin Laden’s self-presentation 
deliberately invoked the core themes of that public opinion in a bid to 
win Arab and Muslim popular support.

The October 2000 “airplanes challenge” to the Iraq sanctions offers 
another, less traumatic, example of an eruption of the Arab hidden 
transcript into the public realm. Since 99 there had been almost uni-
versal adherence to a ban on civilian air travel to Baghdad. After an 
initial Russian and French probe had revealed the lack of international 
support for enforcing the flight ban, Jordan became the first Arab state 
to send in a flight. In the euphoric atmosphere that followed, virtually 
all Arabs celebrated, in a raw outpouring of joy, this open defiance of 
the sanctions regime. This emotion should not conceal the strategic 
dynamics of this episode, the cascade it set in effect, or its relation to 
the high politics of the Security Council. Still, it was both the act and 
the highly public celebration of the act that established its political im-
portance. The airplanes challenge represented a “public refusal, in the 
teeth of power, to produce the words, gestures, and other signs of nor-
mative compliance. . . . When a practical failure to comply is joined 
with a pointed, public refusal it constitutes a throwing down of the 
gauntlet, a symbolic declaration of war” (Scott 986: 203). Sending a 
civilian flight to Baghdad in open defiance of the United States, and es-
caping punishment, offered a rare sense of power, of liberation, of joy. 
One of the key dynamics this book sets out to capture is this symbolic 
battle, the interaction between strategy and rhetoric, between legiti-
macy and power. And it is in the hidden transcript, the coherent, vivid 
worldview constructed in these subordinate public spheres, where this 
alternative legitimacy is publicly constructed and measured.

Greater attention to the subordinate public by the powerful, as with 
the American discovery of the Arab media after 9/, could be posi-
tive or negative. Following Habermas, I would argue that such a direct 
engagement and mutual awareness is absolutely necessary to reconcile 
Arab and American worldviews, and thus to make rational dialogue 
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possible (Lynch 2002a, 2005). Greater interaction could also drive 
greater clash and conflict, of course, particularly when the powerful 
shows little interest in understanding the arguments of the weak. Ei-
ther way, there is no question that from September , 200, to the 
present the two public spheres have intersected and interacted in ways 
which they never had before. Surveillance, engagement, monitoring, 
pressure, and some tentative steps to dialogue directly challenged the 
Arab public sphere’s enclosed nature. This generated even greater re-
sistance among Arabs accustomed to arguing among themselves—an-
ger, resentment at the intrusion on this enclave of Arabist argument. 
But it also empowered voices who had been either disenchanted with 
the conformities of the Arabist public sphere—the pro-American lib-
erals, the secularists—as well as the losers in the Arabist debate, such 
as Kuwaitis and the Iraqi opposition.

Civility and the Quality of Public Discourse

Even those who admit the political significance of the new Arab media 
often object that the content and quality of Arab political discourse fall 
far short of Habermas’s ideal of rational discourse. Arab critics have re-
lentlessly attacked the rhetorical style of Arab political discourse. Mo-
hammed Abed al-Jabiri’s Arab Political Discourse and The Formation 
of Arab Reason, like Burhan Ghalyoun’s Assassination of the Mind and 
other critical works, suggest the evolution over centuries of a deeply 
constitutive mentality that prejudices Arabs against rational-critical 
discourse. Arab thinkers, particularly those in exile through the 980s, 
were brutal in their own dissection of Arab political discourse. Fouad 
Ajami’s The Arab Predicament (99) and Dream Palace of the Arabs 
(999) dissected the pathologies of Arab political discourse, while 
Kanan Makiya’s Cruelty and Silence (995) bitterly traced the failures 
of Arab intellectuals to respond to Iraqi tyranny. Edward Said, from 
the opposite side of the political spectrum, routinely denounced the 
cowardice and opportunism of Arab intellectuals and the poverty of 
Arab discourse. And Asad Abu Khalil witheringly observes that “opin-
ion in my country is bought and sold . . . [or] is for rent. . . . There is a 
sickness which ravages the body of the Arab press and Arab media.”39
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Such Arab critics, no less than their Western counterparts, bemoan 
the deficiencies of Arab political discourse, with its confrontational 
clashes of rigid ideologies and avoidance of self-criticism. The corro-
sive impact of decades of state pressures, censorship, and self-censor-
ship should not be dismissed, but such caution should not deny to new 
generations the potential to fight against and transcend these legacies.

Americans most often object to the content and political orienta-
tions of Arab public discourse, along with the graphic and allegedly 
biased presentation of news. A particularly potent criticism focuses 
on the anti-Semitic content of the media, a concern amply supported 
by examples of hateful and stereotypically anti-Semitic images and 
arguments.40 That such offensive imagery and rhetoric can be found 
throughout the Arab media is undeniable. But it is quite striking that 
such anti-Semitic discourse appeared far more frequently within the 
government-controlled media of Saudi Arabia and Egypt and in the 
tabloid press than in the elite Arab public sphere, however. Of the 976 
al-Jazeera talk shows in my primary database, for example, there are 
only a handful that sound explicitly anti-Semitic themes: a February 
3, 999, No Limits episode on “World Zionism”; a September 3, 2000, 
No Limits program discussing David Irving’s views on the truth of the 
Holocaust; an October 0, 2000, episode of The Opposite Direction de-
voted to similarities between Nazis and Zionists; a March 9, 2002, No 
Limits focused on the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. These were the 
exception rather than the rule, however. In the fall of 2002, Western 
and Israeli charges of anti-Semitism in the Arab media over the airing 
of a television serial based on the Protocols of the Elders of Zion on 
Egyptian television sparked serious discussion on al-Jazeera.4

In the quest for authenticity and identity, argue some Arab crit-
ics, the Arab public sphere valorizes authoritarian modes of discourse, 
celebrating the power of the state or the glories of the past. Progressive 
Arab critics fear that unleashing the Arab public will actually push, 
then, to more conservative political outcomes under the pressures of 
the tyrannies of the mob. Barry Rubin’s dismissal of al-Jazeera as “criti-
cal of the incumbent dictators, but [wanting] to replace them with even 
more extreme dictatorial regimes” is unfair and simplistic, but does 
capture some of these fears (Rubin 2002: 259). The affinity between 
right-wing neopopulism and the mass media has been frequently not-
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ed (Calhoun 988). By appealing directly to the masses in the name of 
a shared identity, and by attacking existing political systems as corrupt 
and useless, the new Arab media might structurally empower these 
populist forces rather than more liberal ones. Hazem Saghiyeh (2004) 
fears that “whereas newspapers were born, a century ago, as part of a 
wider project to modernise the Arabs, satellite television stations fun-
damentally seek to defend them, reinforce their prejudices, and tell 
them that they are right whatever they do.”

The quality of debate on the talk shows reinforces these concerns 
(Fandy 2000: 387–389). The Kuwaiti critic Ahmed al-Rubai argues that 
“the rivalry between the Arab satellites leads to extremism. . . . Wheth-
er in the issue of sex or in the issue of pop songs, or in dialogues, 
there is no meaning to it and no goal other than sensationalism.”42 
Al-Jazeera host Mohammed Krishan admits that “the long absence of 
dialogue makes it more conflictual at first. . . . Over time I think that 
we will be able to raise the traditions of dialogue.”43 Some Arabs at-
tacked the new media for intensifying Arab conflicts. As the Egyptian 
analyst Mohammed Bakri argued in response to al-Jazeera’s coverage 
of the Palestinian uprising, “al-Jazeera is playing a role with Arab con-
tradictions that is not in the interest of a common Arab goal. . . . To the 
contrary, the station has raised doubts about Egyptian nationalism, 
accuses some of treason. . . . It allows Israelis into our house. . . . This 
serves Israel’s goals. Israel wants to break the psychological wall.”44 
Naif Karim, chair of the governing council of al-Manar, says: “There 
are very few stations that really deal with the issues of the Arab citizen 
and the Arab street and try to exert a positive influence far from in-
tensifying the internal predicament of the Arab world and inflaming 
[its] internal problems.”45 Even al-Jazeera’s defenders have worried of 
a development away from what might be called the CNN effect—im-
mediate, objective news coverage of regional and world events—into 
something more like a “Fox effect”—politically partisan coverage, loud 
voices, and a preference for opinion over news—the spread of which 
may prove detrimental to critical public reason (see chapter 6).

Jon Alterman suggests that as the years moved on, the tone of the al-
Jazeera arguments grew coarser, angrier, and more confrontational and 
began to reinforce rather than to break down old ways of thinking: “In-
stead of a voice for change and political courage, the TV stations and 
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newspapers too often play to the galleries, legitimizing harebrained 
ideas and coarsening public debate.”46 Discourse became more defen-
sive, more about resistance than about hopes for progressive change. 
While the same topics often reappeared—human rights, reform de-
mands, democracy—the tone of the arguments was more bitter, more 
frustrated, and uglier. The United States increasingly became a central 
topic of debate, with programs such as “American plans for hegemony 
over the world” (No Limits, February 3, 2002), “America: What for it 
and what against it?” (Opposite Direction, July 5, 2003), “possibilities 
for resisting America” (Opposite Direction, September 2, 2003), and—
most bluntly—“The American enemy” (Opposite Direction, June 2, 
200). At the same time, al-Jazeera covered American politics exten-
sively, especially during the 2004 election campaign, and aired large 
numbers of speeches and press conferences by American officials.

Arab states often leveled accusations of a lack of professionalism on 
the part of al-Jazeera. This accusation must be read in the context of the 
norms of Arab journalism, and within the context of the determina-
tion of Arab states to maintain control over the public realm. Precisely 
because the satellite stations insisted on pushing the boundaries of de-
bate, they inevitably violated the “red lines” that typically governed 
public discourse in Arab countries. Professionalism too often was a 
code word for political compliance. The Arab Broadcasting Union, 
for example, refused al-Jazeera’s application while happily accredit-
ing television stations that broadcast little but near pornography. Thus 
there did exist both true unprofessionalism and attempts by states to 
dismiss as unprofessionalism real attempts to push the boundaries of 
acceptable public discourse. As Wahid Abd al-Majid put it, many of al-
Jazeera’s problems came not from its free-spirited arguments but sim-
ply from sloppy or biased journalism—a charge al-Jazeera’s journalists 
themselves fiercely reject (Miles 2005).47 Mohammed al-Rumayhi, a 
fierce Kuwaiti critic of Saddam Hussein, dismissed Arab coverage of 
the 2003 Iraq war as being “closer to ‘desire’ than to ‘reality.’ ”48

The Arab states have often viewed this new media as a threat. Al-
most every state has harassed or shut down the bureaus of indepen-
dent satellite stations, banned circulation of independent newspapers, 
or arrested independent journalists. Even relatively liberal Lebanon 
in January 997 introduced laws featuring prior censorship of news 
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programmes and authorizing the blocking of “the transmission of any 
news or political item affecting state security,” while Jordan issued a 
series of ever more restrictive media laws in the late 990s (Sreberny 
200; Lucas 2003). When pro-Iraqi advocates managed to organize a 
rally outside the Iraqi embassy in Jordan, for example, the al-Jazeera 
cameraman was the first target of Jordanian security forces—the Jor-
danian government did not want to project an image of instability—or 
a pro-Iraqi image—or to attract undue attention to its repression of 
the rally (Schwedler 2003). In October 2002 the Gulf Cooperation 
Council passed a resolution boycotting al-Jazeera for “insulting” the 
Gulf. As Abd al-Aziz al-Khamis, a Saudi journalist, explained, “they 
are really afraid of [the satellites] . . . [because] they do not want real 
dialogue in Gulf societies. . . . Some of them want to stop free media in 
the Arab world from broadcasting controversy and dialogue. . . . They 
want no controversy and no dialogue and no discussion of events.”49

Material Foundations

The greater scandal will be in the oil coupons program and the names 
of those who benefited from it. . . . Iraqi and Arab citizens must know 
the motivations of those party leaders who went on satellite television 
defending the tyrant, and of those delegations that went to Baghdad in 
the name of solidarity with the Iraqi people and against the blockade.

—Ahmed al-Rubai50

For many observers, the Arab media’s biases in the Iraqi issue can be 
explained simply: “Scores of journalists throughout the Arab world and 
Europe were on Saddam Hussein’s payroll” (Hayes 2004). This position 
was reinforced when Ahmed Chalabi’s INC produced documents that 
allegedly showed vast payments from Saddam Hussein to Arab poli-
ticians and journalists over the past decade (Miles 2005). One attack 
against al-Jazeera involved documents alleging that station director 
Mohammed Jassem al-Ali had been on the Iraqi payroll and lead to his 
removal from his position in May 2003 (without admission of guilt).5  

An Iraqi newspaper, al-Mada, ran documents claiming proof that bil-
lions of dollars in lucrative oil vouchers had been distributed to a wide 
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range of people across the Arab world, including journalists and politi-
cians, with the Saudi-owned newspaper al-Sharq al-Awsat taking a par-
ticularly hard line against the Qatar-based station. Others attempted to 
prove, rather less convincingly, that the popular talk show host Faisal 
al-Qassem had relations with the Iraqi regime. In December 2004 the 
American satellite station al-Hurra broadcast a videotape allegedly 
showing al-Jazeera officials meeting with Uday Hussein.52 But even 
those tapes were inconclusive at best: an obsequious meeting between 
al-Ali and Uday Hussein, which proved only that al-Jazeera hoped for 
access to cover events inside of Iraq; a similarly fawning encounter 
with a Syrian journalist who had no association with al-Jazeera; and 
an oblique reference to Iraqi approval of the hiring of Ahmed Man-
sour, a very popular and effective interviewer who would have been a 
desirable hire for almost any television station.53 But the transparently 
political motivations behind these revelations made them difficult to 
evaluate. For the Iraqi opposition, in particular, these allegations—and 
the INC search for incriminating documents in the Iraqi archives after 
the war—were a crucial part of an ongoing campaign against the Arab 
media that will be described in detail in later chapters.54

There is little doubt Saddam’s regime used financial inducements to 
influence Arab media coverage over the years, such as in alleged vast 
payments to Jordanian journalists.55 At the same time, the influence 
of material foundations on the Arab public sphere go well beyond al-
leged Iraqi payments. By far the largest owner and financier of Arab 
print and broadcast media has always been Saudi Arabia, while other 
wealthy Gulf states such as Kuwait and Qatar have been widely active. 
Saudi ownership of the print and broadcast media (including al-Ara-
biya and MBC) is overwhelming, while the centrality of the Saudi mar-
ket for most Arab advertisers gives it even greater indirect influence 
over media content. The Saudi owners of al-Arabiya replaced its man-
agement in early 2004 despite its success in competing with al-Jazeera, 
putting in a more pro-American editorial team even at the risk of los-
ing market share. Al-Hayat and al-Sharq al-Awsat are owned by Saudi 
princes, while most Arab satellite television stations are owned by gov-
ernments. Prominent independent commentators were often offered 
lucrative columns in Saudi-owned publications as a way of influencing 
their positions. In January 2005 a London court heard evidence that 
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al-Zaman, a major Iraqi opposition newspaper published by Saad Baz-
zaz, had begun with major Saudi financial support.56

Patronage clearly affected the content of particular media outlets. 
While their editorial lines and approaches differed dramatically from 
the traditional Arab media, none of the major stations was completely 
independent of state support. Al-Jazeera remains dependent on Qatari 
finances, as major advertisers steer clear for fear of offending Saudi or 
other Gulf markets. Saudi-owned publications and media consistently 
avoided touching on sensitive domestic topics in Saudi Arabia, just 
as al-Jazeera avoided dealing with internal Qatari politics. Even the 
few “independent” outlets, such as London’s Arabist al-Quds al-Arabi, 
raise other suspicions.57 Still, the diversity of the emerging media mar-
ket mitigated against this problem. By watching and reading a variety 
of sources, as many participants did in the new Arab public, a gener-
ally rounded picture could be found.

Public Opinion Polls?

After the launch of the American Arabic-language satellite station al-
Hurra, station director Muwafac Harb said that the reaction of Arab 
audiences would not be known until systematic opinion surveys had 
been conducted: “We go for scientific research. If [Egyptian commen-
tator] Mustafa Bakri writes a piece, that is not a reaction.”58 This pref-
erence for public opinion surveys over public rhetoric is a common, 
and powerful, alternative conception of public opinion.

For many analysts, the absence of public opinion polls makes it 
pointless even to discuss Arab public opinion. From this perspective, 
the media—controlled by states and dominated by a compromised, 
unrepresentative intelligentsia—offers a distorted and controlled im-
age of Arab opinion. State censorship and omnipresent security ser-
vices intimidate independent voices. Where public opinion polling 
does exist, real questions arise as to the reliability and significance of 
its findings. Do questions posed to Iraqis in the aftermath of Saddam’s 
regime and the American war genuinely capture authentic prefer-
ences? Are respondents offering “authentic” views or those they want 
their American interviewers to hear?
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Public opinion polling has become far more common in recent 
years, however. Highly publicized cross-national polls in the Arab 
world by Zogby International, the Pew Foundation, and the Gallup 
Organization have shattered this conventional wisdom and have of-
fered invaluable snapshots of mass attitudes (Tessler 2003). The Center 
for Strategic Studies at the University of Jordan established a public 
opinion unit in the early 990s that runs both topical polls and an an-
nual “Democracy in Jordan” survey. Jordanian governments had be-
gun using private opinion surveys as early as 989, when then–Prime 
Minister Sharif Zayd bin Shakir wanted to know how the kingdom’s 
first elections would turn out. According to Mustafa Hamarneh, Abd 
al-Karim Kabariti’s government (996–997) extensively polled Jorda-
nian opinion, using private polls to help shape foreign policy, econom-
ic policy, electoral maps, and even local initiatives.59 The al-Ahram 
Center in Cairo began public opinion polling in Egypt in 998.60 Iraq, 
under American administration, has been heavily surveyed, with polls 
carried out by the CPA, international agencies, and local Iraqi research 
centers. In the spring of 2004 the Saudi regime released a poll con-
ducted the previous fall that demonstrated the growing popular appeal 
of al-Qaeda in the kingdom along with wide support for a change in 
policy. The poll was far more striking for the admission that the Saudi 
government carried out such surveys than for its findings.6

When published, these polls have often set off important public de-
bates about sensitive issues, such as when a joint Jordanian-Palestin-
ian poll explored the question of relations between the two groups. 
Mustafa Hamarneh, director of Jordan’s Center for Strategic Studies, 
for example, was dismissed from his position after a survey found dra-
matically higher levels of unemployment than claimed by the govern-
ment.62 Another poll by the center showing that hardly anyone read 
many prominent columnists infuriated the humiliated pundits. Khalil 
Shikaki, director of the Palestinian Center for Research and Studies 
in Nablus, was harassed by an angry mob after publishing a poll that 
showed wider willingness to accept a compromise on the right of re-
turn than most had asserted (Umansky 2004). Tharya al-Shahri argues 
that many Arab journalists dislike public opinion surveys in the Arab 
context because they see them as easily manipulated and lacking ob-
jectivity, while states fear that they will undermine their legitimacy. 
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But, al-Shahri notes, opinion surveys do have the virtue of “empower-
ing those who fear to speak out . . . [and thus] breaking the ability of 
extremists to claim that they represent the majority.”63

Even in more propitious conditions, critics have identified systematic 
distortions introduced by public opinion polling (Bourdieu 979; Herbst 
993; Lewis 200). Such polls privilege the relatively uninformed—and 
often lightly held—opinions of a mass of people, while downplaying the 
opinions of motivated and better-informed activists. From this perspec-
tive, the absence of public opinion surveys might carry the unintended 
but real benefit of empowering the more engaged and politically mo-
tivated members of society over their more apathetic counterparts. I 
make a somewhat different argument in this book. To a remarkable ex-
tent, public opinion polls in the Arab world have tracked the public dis-
course in the new media. Rather than undermining the public sphere, 
or undermining its representative claims, public opinion surveys have 
powerfully reinforced the public sphere’s influence. The findings of the 
Pew Global Attitudes survey of 2003 offered nothing new with respect 
to the fundamental trajectory of growing public hostility to the United 
States reported by area specialists. But only when the Pew survey put 
numbers on these trends was it taken seriously by the mainstream me-
dia, foreign policy think tanks, and the American government.

As I argue below, the convergence of the new media and mass atti-
tudes is partly explained by the impact of news coverage and the wide-
ly viewed talk shows. But on a deeper level, the new public sphere has 
had an enormous effect in shaping the underlying narrative structur-
ing how the Arab public understands events: the context, the stakes, 
the storyline, and their own identity.

Public Spheres and Political Strategies

Debates over Iraq or the war on terror often invoked a fear of—mixed 
with a contemptuous but wary dismissal of—the so-called Arab street 
(Lynch 2003b; Bayat 2003). In crude forms, these arguments revolved 
around whether the Arab masses would rise up in furious anger over a 
particular action and threaten friendly regimes; in more sophisticated 
forms, they asked whether rising anger and frustration would increase 
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receptivity to radical appeals such as bin Laden’s, which might provoke 
future terrorism. In both cases, the only “value” of Arab opinion lay in 
its potential for violence. Because Arab leaders can generally ignore 
or repress public dissent, many assume that Arab public opinion does 
not matter. But, as Shibley Telhami has pointed out, “Arab leaders act 
as though Arab public opinion matters” (993: 439).

Realists remain justifiably skeptical: Arab states remain dominant 
and no regimes have been overthrown, and Arab governments have 
resisted popular pressure to act against Israel or to oppose the Ameri-
can invasion of Iraq. While the new public might have some relevance 
for domestic political struggles, the impact on major foreign policy 
issues seems more dubious. Burhan Ghalyoun argues that “there are 
no regimes today which pay attention to public opinion”; today’s re-
gimes, he argues, are “willing to engage in dialogues with the United 
States, with Europe, even with Israel—with anyone except with their 
own people.”64

How, then, does public opinion matter? I suggest three ways in 
which the new Arab public sphere affects international politics: by 
changing the strategic calculations of rational politicians, by shaping 
worldviews, and by transforming identities. The bottom line is that 
while no Arab regime was forced to change its position toward Iraq by 
a mobilized public, every Arab regime formulated its policies within a 
set of assumptions, ideas, and beliefs that were conclusively shaped by 
the new public sphere. Even those who doubt the direct influence of 
Arab opinion on state policies tacitly admit its longer-term constitutive 
power. Concern over anti-Semitic and anti-American rhetoric in the 
Egyptian media, for example, only makes sense given the belief that 
such language poisons the background beliefs held by Egyptians, and 
that ultimately this matters. The Bush administration has argued with 
escalating regularity that anti-American Arab television has spurred 
violence, terrorism, and anti-Americanism in the region. But if it can 
matter in this pernicious way, then it must also potentially matter in 
other, more positive ways.

The emergence of the new Arab public sphere empowered a new 
kind of Arabism, one far more concrete and grounded in directly felt 
shared identity and interests than in the past. The new Arab public 
set the agenda for public debate across Arab countries, an agenda 
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dominated by issues defined as core shared Arab concerns: Palestine, 
Iraq, and political reform. All Arabs—leaders and ordinary citizens 
alike—were forced to adapt to this agenda. The limitations of state re-
sponsiveness to the public sphere continued to frustrate critics such 
as Ragheda Dergham: “Most Arab leaders have picked up elements of 
this consensus and started playing with them to serve ulterior objec-
tives. . . . The initiatives they come up with should not be designed 
merely to contain public feelings but to reflect them.”65 Still, it seems 
accurate to say that “Arabs have increasingly engaged in . . . discus-
sions throughout the region that have served to shape government 
opinion instead of merely being shaped by it.”66

My argument assumes that Arab regimes are strategic, rational, and 
not particularly motivated by Arabist convictions or ideals. They do, 
however, wish to win in a game whose stakes, rules, and meanings 
are increasingly driven by the new public sphere. As the transnational 
media gained prominence in the ways described above, these public 
debates increasingly established the background, “taken-for-granted” 
conventional wisdom of politics. Even the most self-interested, pow-
er-seeking Arab leader must engage with these broadly defined Arab 
interests in order to generate power. Arab states typically attempt to 
assert Arab leadership through demonstrations of effective support 
for popular causes. Opposition figures also often attempt to compen-
sate for their lack of conventional political opportunities by leveraging 
this consensus. Seeking power therefore requires careful attention to 
trends in Arab opinion. When the perceived Arab public consensus 
shifts, rational leaders who wish to be politically successful must re-
spond. If it were true that Arab states alone shape the content of this 
public consensus, then Arab public spheres might be dismissed as ir-
relevant, but the Iraq case demonstrates clearly that the Arab consen-
sus develops independently of the preferences of states.

States competed to position themselves relative to this consensus, 
regardless of their “real” preferences, for both principled and prag-
matic reasons. They did so not only because of a fear of an explosion 
of “the street”—they did so because this was the best way to “win” in 
Arab politics: by successfully defining self-interest in terms of Arab 
identity and collective interests. Their rhetoric, in turn, shaped the ex-
pected political payoffs of different concrete policy choices.
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The public sphere therefore established expectations about the 
normative payoffs within which strategic actors maneuvered. In the 
case of Iraq, this meant adapting to a powerful public consensus on 
the need to alleviate the suffering of the Iraqi people. As documented 
in chapters 3 and 4, a flood of newspaper articles, television broad-
casts, consciousness-raising campaigns, documentary films, and per-
sonal encounters with Iraqis shaped the perceptions of most Arabs. 
Beginning in January 999, for example, the United States and United 
Kingdom maintained a steady bombing campaign against Iraq, to put 
pressure on the Iraqi military while remaining below the threshold 
of media attention. In the Western media, this strategy almost com-
pletely succeeded, as even attentive followers of the American media 
had little idea of the extent of this ongoing military action. In the Arab 
public sphere, however, this bombing campaign was a daily front page 
story, highlighted on al-Jazeera newscasts and featured in daily politi-
cal discourse, generating the inescapable sense of ongoing American 
aggression against Iraq.

It is not the impact of a single story or a single event, but rather the 
impact of a constant stream of converging information from multiple 
sources that builds the conventional wisdom of society. Televised im-
ages of starving Iraqi children influenced Arab audiences, just as im-
ages of Kosovar refugees or starving Ethiopians galvanized Americans. 
Once the humanitarian crisis was introduced into the public sphere, 
the politics of the Iraq sanctions became a framing contest, a public 
argument to establish the conventional wisdom about the reality of 
the humanitarian problem in Iraq, the attribution of blame for that 
problem, and the appropriate response.

The key point here is that these public arguments have a constitu-
tive impact even if leaders engage with them only strategically. The 
public consensus shaped expectations about what kinds of arguments 
would be positively received, and about what other actors were likely 
to do. This argument rests on a theoretical proposition drawn from so-
cial psychology literature: actors at least in part form their preferences 
and their expectations by surveying the cues in the discursive environ-
ment about how many others support a position, the costs of support-
ing that position, and the identity of those supporting each position 
(Schuessler 2000). Rhetoric serves as an indicator of how actors expect 
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to be rewarded (or punished) for particular positions. The response 
of other actors provides information about how accurately actors 
have judged this background consensus, providing crucial informa-
tion for all actors in evaluating this social environment. By speaking 
out against the sanctions the UAE, for example, came to be viewed 
as brave and authentically Arab, while the Arabist public increasingly 
vilified Kuwait as selfish and vindictive; all others learned from this 
experience. These cues about the social environment—the perception 
of consensus—then shapes the subsequent strategies of all actors, cre-
ating an ongoing recursive process of self-fulfilling dynamics. Siding 
with the perceived consensus offers “an enhanced public image in the 
eyes of others, who will be led to think better of them because of their 
publicly declared affiliation” (Mutz 998: 209). In other words, Arabs 
in part came to oppose the sanctions because the signals in the media 
suggested that this is what all “good Arabs” believed.

Confusion about the strategic logic of public rhetoric abounds. For 
example, American leaders consistently argued that Arab leaders op-
pose their policies towards Iraq in public but are much more accom-
modating in private. Arab states faced with strong public pressure to 
support Iraq and strong private American pressure to support con-
tainment used “two voices,” as they were “forced to resort to misrep-
resenting their private and public views.”67 The assumption that the 
privately expressed preference is more authentic than the public, and 
therefore will serve as a more reliable guide to behavior, is almost cer-
tainly wrong. If actors formulate their policies with an eye toward their 
beliefs about the beliefs of others, then they are more likely to follow 
their public than their private preferences absent some change in the 
public consensus. When Gerhard Schroeder rescued his 2002 reelec-
tion campaign by taking a strong position against war with Iraq, it told 
us little about Schroeder’s private preferences, but quite a bit about how 
he perceives German public opinion on the subject. Given their consis-
tent need to read public opinion to seek political advantage, then, what 
leaders say in public may be a more reliable guide to how they will act 
than what they say in private. This is the mistake made by U.S. Vice 
President Dick Cheney in March 2002, when he expected that Arab 
leaders would live up to the private opinions against Iraq rather than 
their public statements. Instead, he was met with a universal public 
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rejection of the American position, as each Arab leader asserted in the 
clearest possible terms that they did in fact mean what they said.

The Arab Street?

The Arab street is dead. . . . It raised the banner of every lost or failed 
cause. It supported the dictatorship at home. . . . It was run by the au-
thority’s remote control. . . . It called for freedom but did not stand up 
for it when it was slaughtered right before its eyes. . . . We heard much 
talk but no action. . . . One million Americans, a million Britons, and 
other millions demonstrated against the war on Iraq. The Arab street 
still slept. How would it move when it is dead?

—Jihad al-Khazen, al-Hayat, December 27, 2004

Faced with the refusal of Arab states to take more than symbolic mea-
sures in support of the Palestinians even in the face of unprecedented 
popular mobilization in the spring of 2002, many Arab pundits joined 
American conservatives in declaring—yet again—the “death of the Arab 
street.” On the other hand, the massive rallies that swept through the 
Arab world in April 2002 unleashed an outburst of exuberance about its 
revival that raised unrealistic expectations. Neither the dismissal nor the 
exuberance captures the complex role played by the “Arab street” in the 
politics of Arab public opinion. Protests played an important role in forc-
ing the new Arab public onto the agenda of Arab states and of the West—
whether massive protests at Cairo University against the invasion of Iraq, 
quietly intense protests against Hosni Mubarak’s standing for a fifth term 
as president, marches of hundreds of thousands of Moroccans to pro-
test the sanctions, tense standoffs between police and marchers intent on 
reaching the Israeli embassy in Amman, or wildcat protests against the 
sanctions in front of the Iraqi embassy in downtown Amman.

As with popular politics throughout the world, the Arab street 
needs to be placed within a wider conception of the Arab public’s po-
litical role (Nabulsi 2003; Chatterjee 2004). The “street” is often in-
voked by actors on all sides: by regimes looking for an excuse not to 
act, and by opposition figures looking for a credible source of influ-
ence. Arab leaders thus invoked their fear of the street instrumentally: 
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“In private discussions with US government officials in late 997 and 
early 998, regional leaders frequently cited public opinion concerns 
to explain their reluctance publicly to support the use of force against 
Iraq, regardless of their distaste for Saddam Husayn” (Alterman 999). 
Opposition politicians with a credible reputation for representing the 
street similarly can influence leaders by threatening popular uprisings. 
For example, Layth Shubaylat, a popular Islamist opposition figure in 
Jordan, warned that “anyone who contemplates Jordan taking part in a 
military offensive against Iraq should take into account the Jordanian 
peoples’ reaction”—again, a warning of a threshold that will provoke 
violent popular reaction.68 This is not so much a public sphere as an 
attempt to leverage the public sphere against state power.

Purposive, strategic protest behavior cannot be reduced to mind-
less rage or crude responses to state provocations. The new Arab public 
has dramatically changed the strategies and the potency of action on 
the “Arab street,” shifting the target of protests and their reach, while 
allowing each protest—no matter how small or swiftly contained at the 
local level—to fit in to a wider Arab narrative of contentious politics 
(Tarrow, Tilly, and McAdam 2002).

Most invocations of the “Arab street” have a Nasserist model in 
mind, one in which mass riots can be summoned through incendiary 
political rhetoric. Arab public discourse has internalized the idea of 
the “Arab street,” using it within its own argumentation as frequently 
as do Western observers. Enthusiasm for the Arab street dates both 
to the anticolonial struggles of the first half of the century and, even 
more, to the rowdy street politics of the Nasser era. Mustafa al-Fiqi 
claims grandly that “the street is in every country the true expression 
of public opinion.”69 Despite all its setbacks and shortcomings, he ar-
gues, the Arab street remains strong and influential—the force behind 
the (first) Intifada and the expression of anger over the sanctions on 
Iraq and the real power that expelled Israel from south Lebanon—and, 
empowered by technological changes sweeping the world, the “street” 
is growing even stronger despite constant affirmations of its death.

Baghat Korany similarly defends the use of the “street” concept 
for making sense of what people really think: “Subway conversations, 
letters to the editor, popular radio and television programs, repeated 
discussions with the oft-cited taxi driver. . . . [The street] is a rough 
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barometer of spontaneous mass reaction in both democracies and 
non-democracies, especially in times of crisis.”70 Ibrahim Hamidi, by 
contrast, despairs that “there is no Arab street that is capable of ex-
pressing itself freely and able to influence government policy in any 
meaningful way.”7 But these should be analytically distinct: the failure 
of the “street” to affect policy says nothing of the actual existence of a 
“street” as an important location for public opinion (Bayat 2003).

The dominant model of the Arab street is as a threshold constraint, 
in which certain acts that violate public opinion on the Arab street 
can trigger violence. Arab leaders need to take into account the likely 
reaction of an inarticulate mass public when formulating their oth-
erwise rational or strategic policies. The street rarely acts, but when 
it does the resulting riots can be devastating and can undermine re-
gime legitimacy for a long time. This threshold model is adopted even 
by those who sympathize with Arab public opinion: “The massive 
waves of protests on the streets of the Arab world shows how wrong 
the Americans were to treat Arab public opinion with such contempt 
and disdain. The Arab public has served notice that there are indeed 
‘red lines’ which the US mediators thought did not exist, or that they 
could ignore.”72 When the New York Times took notice of Arab public 
opinion in the context of war in Afghanistan, it naturally fell back on 
the threshold model: “The street, once all but powerless, has become a 
real force, exposed to more sources of information that repressive gov-
ernments do not control, harder to rein in once inflamed, and more 
susceptible to radical Islam.”73 When analysts posit that “Arab public 
opinion . . . serves as a real constraint on Arab cooperation in schemes 
for the violent removal of Saddam Hussein,” this model can be seen: 
though these leaders allegedly want Saddam gone, they see public sup-
port for his removal as a threshold likely to trigger the street and there-
fore forgo this policy.74

Regardless of the reality of such a threshold, it becomes politically 
real when Arab leaders adjust their behavior based on their antici-
pation of such a reaction. During times of crisis, Arab governments 
demonstrated their own conception of public opinion as a street that 
needed to be contained. Some even complained about the absence of 
demonstrators at times when they hoped to persuade the United States 
to ease its demands for public endorsements of its policies.
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I argue in chapter 4 that the “Arab street” returned to life in 998 
with the protests against an American attack on Iraq in February and 
then against Operation Desert Fox in December. When those protests 
broke out, news coverage emphasized violence, and mobs—all indica-
tive of this conception of a mindless, reactive, violent, irrational public 
opinion. Crucially, the Iraq protests did not come out of the blue, as 
an unpredictable reaction to a direct stimulus. They came after years 
of intense public arguments and a series of highly tense crises covered 
heavily by the emerging new Arab media. Within that public sphere, 
there was much discussion of the role the Arab street should and could 
play, as well as of the fecklessness of Arab leaders. As the crises came 
to a head, a sizable portion of the Arab public had already been closely 
following these public debates and the escalating events. When Arabs 
poured out into the streets they did so not spontaneously or irrational-
ly, but with a consciousness of playing their role in the political drama 
playing out on television screens in unprecedented ways.

What Arabs Talk About

In October 2002 Kanan Makiya complained that “the spectrum un-
fortunately of what it is possible to talk about in Arab politics these 
days runs from Palestine at one end to Palestine at the other with 
no room for the plight of the people of Iraq.”75 Nothing could have 
been further from the truth. In this section I offer an overview of the 
contents of al-Jazeera talk shows as a useful proxy for “Arab political 
conversation.” Al-Jazeera is far from the sole component of the new 
Arab public sphere, but it has been the most influential and the most 
widely viewed. Its talk shows often set the agenda for local arguments 
and debates, as well as reflecting the issues considered important 
among the Arab intellectual elite. And its talk shows have been far 
more free, controversial, live, and uncensored than those of most of 
its competitors.

The analysis draws on a set of 976 episodes of the five most impor-
tant general interest talk shows appearing on al-Jazeera between Janu-
ary 999 and June 2004.76 In later chapters I present more textured 
descriptions of many of these programs, to get beyond the numbers, 

LYNCH CH 02.indd   76 10/6/05   9:28:29 AM



The Structural Transformation of the Arab Public Sphere 77

including chapter 5’s discussion of the live call-in shows on al-Jazeera 
after the fall of Baghdad, an open and uncensored public discussion 
arguably representing the purest public sphere in Arab history.

Before content is examined, the names of the talk shows themselves 
offer interesting insights into the varied meanings and aspirations of 
the new public. Al-Jazeera’s tagline—played between segments and 
repeated endlessly—is, famously, “The opinion . . . and the other opin-
ion” (Al-Rai . . . Wa al-Rai al-Akhr). This slogan is less progressive than 
it might at first glance appear. “The Opinion and the Other Opinion” 
suggests the existence only of two competing, oppositional opinions, 
while also—crucially—suggesting that al-Jazeera’s oppositional “other 
opinion” represents the voice of the people against that of power. Six 
major al-Jazeera talk shows suggest alternative metaphors for what al-
Jazeera does—or might—stand for.

The first discussed here, Sami Haddad’s More Than One Opinion 
[Akthar Min Rai], resembles the station’s tagline, but with one crucial 
difference: rather than indicating an opposition between two discreet 
views, the phrase “more than one opinion” suggests a multiplicity of 
overlapping, contradictory, and potentially reconcilable opinions. But 
although it suggests an Arab public defined by pluralism of views, it 
says nothing about how those views might be reconciled. One might 
be imposed by force, another might be shunned, a third might be 
shouted down, a fourth might be excluded from the debate. Nothing 
about rational critical debate can be inferred from the existence of 
more than one opinion.

The second major program, No Limits [Bila Hadud], conveys the 
determination of the new media to push red lines and shatter taboos. 
During the period under study Ahmed Mansour’s program focused 
more intensely on Palestine than did the other programs, and was far 
more open to anti-Zionist or even anti-Semitic guests and discussions. 
Such a transgressive mission can push in different directions, how-
ever. In the early days of the new Arab public, stultifying government 
control ensured a plethora of red lines preventing discussion of vital 
issues facing the Arab world: democracy, human rights, accountabil-
ity, corruption, women’s rights, and so forth. But as those taboos were 
broken and political dialogue normalized, the transgressive mandate 
of No Limits could easily tip over into sensationalism. The pursuit of 
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graphic war footage, for example—what Mamoun Fandy has called a 
“political pornography”—reflects this transgressive urge.

The third major talk show is Faisal al-Qassem’s The Opposite Direc-
tion [Al-Itijah al-Mu’aks], whose title suggests an orientation toward 
contrarianism, toward controversy for its own sake.77 The Opposite 
Direction sought out polarized views, reveling in pitting opponents 
against one another and urging them toward confrontation with little 
effort to seek reconciliation or common ground. Qassem’s style gener-
ated enormous controversy and resentment among those with whom 
he disagreed, or who felt mistreated in the course of the arguments. 
Tellingly, this program is far and away the most popular—and con-
troversial—political program, not only for al-Jazeera but for the entire 
new Arab public (matched only by the Lebanese reality show Super-
star). That contrarianism, rather than open dialogue, might mark the 
spirit of the new Arab public hints at the priority of political contro-
versy over a commitment to democratic process.

Two other major talk shows, Open Dialogue [Hiwar Maftuh] and 
al-Jazeera’s Platform [Minbar al-Jazeera], go beyond the existence of 
multiple opinions to define a process for their interaction. The phrase 
“open dialogue” suggests a Habermasian commitment to the public 
sphere, to open and free debate among all these multiple positions. 
The format of Open Dialogue, interestingly, differs from that of the 
other four major programs: Ghassan bin Jadu brings a panel of a dozen 
ordinary Arabs into the studio along with his guests, and gives them 
the chance to pose questions and participate in the conversations. Ju-
mana al-Namour introduced the first episode of her program Minbar 
al-Jazeera on June 27, 2002, as “an open arena for dialogue,” which “we 
hope will offer a window to all who hope to hear the interventions 
and opinions of all the followers of al-Jazeera, including the Arab elite, 
which loves to express its positions on Arab issues.”78 These programs 
offer a vision more closely aligned with that of the public sphere. Each 
began broadcasting in mid-2002, suggesting a shift in that direction. 
And they also tended to focus disproportionately on Iraq: during the 
month of April 2003, at the height of the war, virtually all of the other 
talk shows stopped broadcasting, while Minbar al-Jazeera went out 
nightly to discuss the most recent developments in the war—usually 
focusing on viewer calls rather than on in-studio experts.
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Another major al-Jazeera talk show is very different from the first 
five: Sharia and Life [Sharia wa Hayat]. Where the first five programs 
explicitly address a universal Arab public defined by their shared 
identity and shared commitment to a set of common political issues, 
Sharia and Life explicitly addresses those Muslims who wish to make 
Islam central to their lives. While Sharia and Life often touches on po-
litical issues, it also spends considerable time dealing with social and 
religious aspects of Islam—religious interpretation, gender, education. 
The dominant figure on the program, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, has long 
represented a moderate strand of Islamism from within the Muslim 
Brotherhood tradition (see below). Qaradawi’s immense popularity 
again suggests conflicting interpretations: on the one hand, it reinforc-
es the creeping intrusion of Islamism into all aspects of Arab life; on 
the other, Qaradawi has for decades stood strongly against extremism 
and intolerance such as bin Laden’s.

What Gets Discussed?

What gets discussed on these talk shows? They focus overwhelmingly 
on Arab concerns, and if extended to “Arab-Islamic” this focus be-
comes almost universal. Out of the 976 talk shows, only a tiny number 
deal with non-Arab/Islamic issues, and even those issues are often ap-
proached from an Arab perspective. Many of that small set deal with 
scientific or medical developments such as cloning (surprisingly topi-
cal, with at least four programs)—but the debates often invoke Islamic 
views or concerns about Western imperialism. Some attention is given 
to American or European elections, although even there the conversa-
tion often turns quickly to how the outcome will affect Arab concerns. 
As Egyptian analyst Magdi Khalil noted, “the Arab street is cut off 
from the international street in its concerns and its goals—globaliza-
tion, the environment, human rights, unemployment, women’s rights, 
freedom of religion, right to development.”79

Of the “Arab” issues, three dominate. The first two are unsurprising: 
Palestine and Iraq. Palestine is central to Arab conceptions of identity 
and interests, and Palestinian issues have always been primary to Arab 
public discourse. This only increased after the outbreak of the Pales-
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tinian uprising in September 2000. As table 2. below shows, Palestin-
ian issues went from 24.6 percent of programming in 999 to over a 
third of all programming in 200 and 2002. Iraq was the second most 
prevalent issue. From 999 to 200, this was a distant second—but 
clearly stood above any other conflict or single issue. In line with the 
American mobilization and then invasion of Iraq, it shot to the top of 
the list of Arab issues of conversation (44 percent in 2003)—but was 
not, even then, the single or exclusive topic of debate.

The third primary axis of argument in these talk shows is the ques-
tion of reform. Almost every election in the Arab or Muslim received 
considerable attention. The intense focus on Iraq in 2003 crowded out 
discussion of a number of elections, however, cutting against the idea 
that the invasion would trigger more democratic discussion in the re-
gion. Among the elections ignored in 2003 were Syria’s March Parlia-
mentary elections, Yemen’s in April, Jordan’s in July, and Oman’s in Oc-
tober. Referenda, the Charter Movement in Bahrain, the closing of the 
Egyptian Labour Party and the Turkish Fadila Party—all were deemed 
worthy of public discussion on one of the five major talk shows. Qatar’s 
decision to postpone Parliamentary elections in 200 did not receive 
coverage, however, strengthening the argument of those critics who 
saw al-Jazeera as a tool of Qatari foreign policy. Beyond specific elec-
tions, broad questions about “democracy and the Arab world,” “the 
Islamist movement and democracy” (Open Dialogue, July 28, 200), 
and “the accountability of rulers” (The Opposite Direction, July 3, 200) 

Table 2.. Number of al-Jazeera Talk Shows Devoted to Palestine and 
Iraq, 999–2003

               Palestine                    Iraq

 Number Percentage Number Percentage
999 33 24.6 3 9.7
2000 39 27.6 4 9.9
200 56 34.4 4 8.6
2002 66 34.6 33 7.3
2003 3 3. 04 44.
Total 225 26 78 20.6

80 The Structural Transformation of the Arab Public Sphere
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were routinely posed before and after the American invasion of Iraq. 
As early as August 200 No Limits was debating the implications of 
“Western support for democratic reform in Syria.”

Talk shows routinely took on the most basic foundations of the 
Arab status quo, challenging audiences to question even the most 
sensitive red lines. As Bashir al-Nafii put it, the focus was “not only 
the issue of war or peace with Israel, but how that confrontation re-
veals the wider deficiencies of the existing Arab order.”80 The March 
5, 999, The Opposite Direction asked whether this generation of Ar-
abs might succeed at democracy where their fathers had failed. The 
May 0, 999, More Than One Opinion looked frankly at the Israeli 
elections. The August 3, 999, The Opposite Direction asked how the 
perennial states of emergency in the Arab states could possibly be 
justified. The June 27, 2000, The Opposite Direction asked about the 

Table 2.2. Elections Discussed on al-Jazeera Talk Shows, 999–2004

 Israel January 999
 Algeria January 999
 Israel May 999
 Kuwait June 999
 Tunisia  October 999
 Iran November 999
 Iran  February 2000
 Egypt July 2000
 Lebanon August 2000
 United States November 2000
 Lebanon November 2000
 Israel  February 200
 Iran May 200
 France May 2002
 Algeria May 2002
 Morocco October 2002
 Bahrain October 2002
 Israel January 2003
 Kuwait July 2003
 Mauritania November 2003
 Iran February 2004

The Structural Transformation of the Arab Public Sphere 8
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commitments of the “new Arab wealthy.” The July 9, 2000, No Limits 
asked about the state of women’s rights in the Arab world. The Janu-
ary , 200, The Opposite Direction asked whether the Palestinian In-
tifada was “a waste of time.” The March 27, 200, The Opposite Direc-
tion looked critically at the Taliban’s destruction of the great Buddha 
statues. The June , 2002, The Opposite Direction mocked the 99.99 
percent electoral victories of Arab presidents. The July , 2002, Min-
bar al-Jazeera took on the spread of AIDS in the Arab world. And, 
most cruelly, the March 7, 2003, The Opposite Direction asked, “why 
have Arabs become the joke of the world?”

Few countries escaped the scrutiny of al-Jazeera’s talk shows, 
although some were covered more heavily than others. Many re-
sponded with considerable hostility to these unusually frank and 
open discussions, considering their airing to be an aggressive act. 
Morocco received considerable attention, in part because of interest 
in the ongoing Western Sahara conflict—and responded as early as 
April 999 by shutting down al-Jazeera’s operations in the country. 
Egypt deported Faisal al-Qassem’s brother, a popular singer. Alge-
ria—with its elections, mass violence, and Berber conflict—was the 
topic of no less than twenty shows; in July 2004 President Bouteflika 
finally responded to attention deemed unwelcome by shutting down 
al-Jazeera’s Algerian offices, and in one remarkable instance cutting 
power to the city of Algiers to prevent citizens from watching a par-
ticularly inflammatory program. Jordan shut down al-Jazeera after 
a guest talked about King Hussein’s long-standing ties to the United 
States and made several uncomplimentary remarks about the late 
monarch.8 Lebanon and the Sudan received a surprising amount of 
attention, again likely because of their turbulent political situations. 
Qatar received little attention, as al-Jazeera’s critics often noted, but 
other small Gulf states such as the UAE and Bahrain received little 
more. Kuwait banned the station for a month in 999 for comments 
critical of the emir by a caller, and closed the al-Jazeera offices in 
November 2002 for being “not objective.”82 Israel attacked al-Jazeera 
in June 2002 for “spreading hatred.” Bahrain criticized al-Jazeera in 
May 2002 for “insulting Bahrain and the Bahraini people.” The Pal-
estinian Authority closed al-Jazeera’s offices in March 200 in protest 
over its coverage. As one witty person suggested at one point, al-
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Jazeera risked becoming the first Arab station to not have offices in 
any Arab country!

Islamist Publics

Contrary to reckless allegations about al-Jazeera’s being some kind of 
“Jihad TV” or “on-line madrassa,” the new Arab public sphere, given 
its ever-greater centrality to Arab public life, actually under-represents 
Islamism. The beautiful, unveiled anchorwomen of al-Jazeera—to say 
nothing of the steamy music video clips of Nancy Ajram, Haifa Wehbe, 
and others that dominated the popular entertainment satellite chan-
nels—profoundly challenged Islamist notions of gender and correct 
behavior (Mernissi 2004). While a thorough examination of Islamist 
public spheres is outside the scope of this book, it is important to rec-
ognize the parallel existence of Islamist publics that are often quite 
distinct from—even insulated from—the mainstream. These Islamist 
publics had their own publications, including mass circulation pam-
phlets, magazines, and newspapers. As Jon Anderson puts it, “ideas 
and issues circulated in intellectuals’ books a generation ago are now 
found in popular chapbooks and on street corner newsstands” (Ander-
son 2003). They also relied on the dissemination of cassette sermons, 
by which popular preachers could reach large audiences. Islamists 
have not generally focused on television, with the recent exception 
of Hezbollah’s al-Manar, preferring to cultivate their own alternative 
media zones. But Islamism has developed its own counterpublic, an 
increasingly pervasive parallel sector with its own language, its own 
terms of reference, and its own priorities.

As Charles Hirschkind (200) argues, this Islamist counterpublic 
has pioneered its own media forms, including very cheap pamphlet 
books and cassette sermons. This Islamist public sphere has shifted 
from a national to a transnational focus over the last two decades, with 
matters of shared concern to Islamists—from Palestine to Chechnya—
becoming central to local political discourses. At another level, infor-
mation technology has scaled up the Islamic umma (community), fa-
cilitating mediated dialogues over the Internet on issues ranging from 
correct Islamic practice to the validity of Osama bin Laden’s invoca-
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tion of jihad (Mandaville 200; Bunt 2003). These electronic networks, 
as with cassette sermons, have transformed the relationship between 
diasporas and homelands, giving substance to the abstract concept of 
an Islamic community (Roy 2004). This new media “opened up new 
spaces of religious contestation where traditional sources of authority 
could be challenged by a wider public,” while at the same time driving 
a kind of “media Islam” or “soundbite Islam” open to political mobili-
zation (Mandaville 200: 70).

Iraq—or more specifically, the suffering of the Iraqi people under 
sanctions—was a key part of this new Islamist counterpublic. This 
did not derive from any sympathy for Saddam Hussein’s regime. Is-
lamists always had a tense and confrontational relationship with his 
Baathist regime because it was explicitly hostile to Islam, especially as 
Iraqi rhetoric cast its war with Iraq as one of defending secular Ara-
bism from the threat of Iranian Islamic fundamentalism. The Muslim 
Brotherhood, which thrived in almost every Arab state, was ruthlessly 
repressed in Iraq. But Iraq nevertheless played a pivotal role in the 
parallel development of Islamist movements in this time period. The 
ongoing sanctions on Iraq provided a crucial unifying theme, as Is-
lamists and Arabists could agree on condemnation of the unjustified 
misery of the Iraqi people.

After the Gulf War, Islamist movements focused their attention on 
the misery of the Iraqi people, without strongly supporting the gov-
ernment of Saddam Hussein. Reports on the suffering of Iraqi chil-
dren and civilians became a regular feature of the Islamist newspapers, 
Web sites, and sermon cassettes circulated throughout the Arab world. 
As demonstrated by Osama bin Laden’s inclusion of the Iraq sanctions 
on his list of major complaints against the United States, Islamist par-
ties raised the suffering of the Iraqi people into a touchstone issue for 
demonstrating Islamic credibility, using transnational and domestic 
networks to spread information and to mobilize in support of the Iraqi 
people. Iraq became a staple in the Islamist mosques, with innumer-
able collections of charitable contributions, books, and clothes for the 
suffering fellow-Muslim people. A more perfect vehicle could scarcely 
be devised: the suffering of an Arab-Muslim people inflicted with the 
cooperation of repressive Arab rulers in the interests of the United 
States and Israel. While this took place outside the mainstream Arab 
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public sphere, it intersected at key points and in ways of clear impor-
tance to the wider questions at hand.

Even as Islamist movements have been thwarted in their bids for 
political power—either through violent means or through electoral 
participation—they have gained increasing influence over the content 
and style of public discourse throughout the Middle East. On the one 
hand, Islamists have developed their own virtually autonomous coun-
terpublics, based in mosques and cassette sermons and an astonishing 
amount of cheaply priced and widely disseminated pamphlet litera-
ture. On the other hand, Islamists have assumed an increasingly hege-
monic role over permissible public argument and speech.

The Egyptian case offers perhaps the most striking—and widely 
noted—example of this Islamist war of position. The Egyptian govern-
ment ceded a great deal of control over media content to the Islamic 
conservatives at al-Azhar University. Over the course of the 990s, a 
conservative Islamic discourse permeated the official Egyptian media, 
casting something of a pall over cinema and television productions. The 
assassination of the secular critic Farag Fuda in 992 seemed to show 
an even darker threat behind the Islamist intolerance of critical dis-
course. The Egyptian state’s antiterrorist offensive in the 990s placed 
even tighter boundaries on acceptable public discourse, ostensibly in 
response to the Islamists but often simply to protect an increasingly in-
tolerant and unpopular regime. Islamists launched cultural offensives 
against novels by, among others, feminist Nawal al-Saadawi (Fall of the 
Idol), Naguib Mahfouz (Geblawi’s Children), Haydar Haydar (A Ban-
quet for Seaweed), and Ahmed al-Shahawi (Wasaya fi Ashiq al-Nisa). 
In 2004 the Egyptian government greatly expanded al-Azhar’s power 
to censor and ban publications.

The problems were not limited to Egypt. In Jordan, which prides it-
self on being pro-Western and tolerant, three journalists from a weekly 
newspaper were arrested in January 2003 for an article deemed insult-
ing to Islam.83 Muslim Brotherhood campaigns against poets Ibrahim 
Nasrallah and Musa al-Hawamdeh for demeaning Islam led to the 
latter’s conviction. Yemeni Islamists campaigned against Muhammad 
Abd al-Mawla’s novel Sanaa: An Open City, with Shaykh Abd al-Majid 
al-Zindani of the Islah party denouncing journalists and defenders of 
the novel as “apostates.”84 Kuwaiti Islamists forced some 300 books to 
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be banned from the November 2000 annual book fair, as well as the 
cancellation of a concert by a popular Lebanese singer, and in 2004 
forced an already conservative minister of information to resign over 
“scandalous” appearances by popular Arab singers. Bahraini Islamists 
sparked a political crisis over the filming of an Arabic version of “Big 
Brother” for the LBC satellite television station.

Too many Islamists have turned their project into a means to close 
down public debate and discourse. Arab and Islamic public spheres 
have witnessed a powerful wave of Islamist efforts to impose censor-
ship of the media, to tightly control the bounds of legitimate public 
discourse, and to threaten, prosecute, or even kill those found to have 
“offended Islam.”

While Islamist discourse has become increasingly dominant in 
national publics, it has been suprisingly less central to the new Arab 
public. Islamist voices are regularly heard, but outside their own 
media outlets they do not occupy a hegemonic position. Yusuf al-
Qaradawi’s hugely popular program on al-Jazeera advances an Is-
lamist understanding of all aspects of life, but it occupies a singularly 
anti-bin Laden position within the realm of intra-Islamist argu-
ment. Al-Arabiya promotes a range of “moderate” Muslim voices 
and routinely criticizes radical Islam. The same can be said of the 
major pan-Arab newspapers. Al-Sharq al-Awsat features a number 
of fierce critics of radical Islamism, while al-Quds al-Arabi’s most 
prominent Islamist writer, Abd al-Wahhab al-Affendi, is a moder-
ate Islamist who has also been fiercely critical of bin Laden.

While sometimes serving al-Qaeda’s media strategy, al-Jazeera and 
the new Arab public sphere are in fact a powerful rival to the radical 
Islamist project. Al-Qaeda and other radical Islamists use the media 
effectively to transmit propaganda, and benefit from the rising anger 
and outrage generated by televised wars and images of Arab suffer-
ing. Al-Qaeda sent tapes to al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya because they 
provided access to a wide audience, and those stations generally aired 
them, for their news value and as a way of attracting audiences. But 
few radical Islamists participate in the talk shows on these stations, 
and few of the hosts sympathized with their agenda. Al-Jazeera and 
the new Arab public exemplified a commitment to public dialogue 
and reason, an insistence on opening all issues to contentious debate 
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that was deeply at odds with the radical Islamist agenda of propagating 
a single, unquestionable truth. For example, when al-Jazeera broad-
cast an exclusive video from al-Qaeda second in command Ayman 
al-Zawahiri in May 2005, it presented it in the form of a dialogue, with 
liberals and moderate Islamists invited to respond point by point to 
Zawahiri’s arguments.

Qaradawi, the most prominent Islamist face of al-Jazeera, was an 
avowed moderate committed to public dialogue and openly antago-
nistic toward bin Laden (Baker 2003; Lynch 2005). Qaradawi drew 
on a powerful but often neglected critical strand of Islamist thought 
that takes dialogue as a foundational point for its social theory and 
practice. These “New Islamist” thinkers hold up a counterfactual ideal 
of hiwar—dialogue—as a preliminary move toward overcoming these 
pervasive failings of Arab public reason. Many of the problems of the 
Islamic world, according to Abd al-Wahhab al-Affendi (2002), can be 
explained by the fact that Islam’s normative commitment to public 
reason has too often been subordinated to politics and the impera-
tives of power. Indeed, the distinctions drawn by New Islamists such 
as Tariq al-Bishri between hiwar and other forms of exchange such 
as jadal [argument] and sira’a fikri [intellectual combat] echo Haber-
mas’s distinction between communicative and strategic action (Baker 
2003: 43). These Islamists have criticized the closed, intolerant neofun-
damentalist Islamism associated with bin Laden’s network.

Qaradawi has long been an outspoken advocate of dialogue: “Is-
lam is a religion of dialogue, and the Quran is at its base a book of 
dialogue.”85 He asserts that “all Muslims believe in dialogue, because 
we are commanded to do so by the Shari’a, and the Quran is full of 
dialogues between the prophets of God and their communities, and 
between God and his slaves, and even between God and the Devil.”86 
He takes to task those “extremists [who] pretend that there are no 
points of agreement between us and the Jews and Christians.” Indeed 
for Qaradawi, the first indication of extremism is “bigotry and intoler-
ance, which make a person obstinately devoted to his own opinions 
and prejudices. . . . Such a person does not allow any opportunity for 
dialogue with others. . . . [This] attitude contradicts the consensus of 
the Islamic community, that what every person says can be totally or 
partly accepted or rejected” (Qaradawi 98/2002: 99).
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But for all his commitment to dialogue, Qaradawi remains intensely 
focused on the ways in which Islamic openness might be exploited by 
a West that “seeks to destroy Arab and Islamic civilization” and to keep 
the Islamic world living in fear of its power.87 Qaradawi may be a dem-
ocrat but he is not a liberal. His fundamental orientations are to the 
social Islam of the Muslim Brotherhood and toward spreading a con-
servative Islamic way of life and way of thinking. While his orientation 
toward dialogue makes him a powerful proponent of a public sphere, 
this should not be misread as a commitment to liberal outcomes. For 
many critics, his pervasive influence on al-Jazeera suggests a wrong 
turn taken by the new Arab public: a turn away from liberalism and 
to something more populist, more conservative, more consumed by 
questions of authenticity and identity.88
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In the aftermath of the first Gulf War, Arabs grappled with a set of pro-
found interlocking questions. How could the Arab order have failed 
so horribly? To what extent did Iraq continue to pose a threat to its 
neighbors? Should international efforts be made to remove Saddam 
Hussein’s regime from power? If so, how could Iraq’s territorial integ-
rity be guaranteed? What could—or should—be done to reconstruct 
the shattered official Arab order? What role should relations with the 
United States play in this order?

While some of these debates spilled out into the media, they were 
primarily intra-elite arguments, carried out in private, and only tan-
gentially driven by publicity. The arguments that mattered took place 
at the official level, within the Arab League or the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, in private diplomacy between governments, at the United 
Nations, in consultations with Washington. Real arguments took place 
but in private, far from public scrutiny or participation.

Arab leaders as well as Americans had little reason to believe that 
public opinion would be especially significant to these debates. Ara-
bism in this period seemed to most observers to be in deep decline. 
The Gulf War had shattered the Arab order and rendered the Arab 
League moribund, while the peace process divided Arabs in new ways. 
The massive street protests against the Gulf War were genuinely new 
for most Arabs, as protestors from Morocco to Yemen could see each 
other on CNN chanting the same slogans at the same time.

3
The Iraqi Challenge and the 

Old Arab Public

LYNCH CH 03.indd   89 10/6/05   9:29:38 AM



90 The Iraqi Challenge and the Old Iraqi Public

For all the emotional power of this new recognition of the existence 
of an “Arab street,” however, there was also a widespread recognition 
that this “street” had failed to sway Arab governments. While Arab re-
gimes might summon the ghost of the street to support their own bar-
gaining positions, or on occasion refrain from provocative actions to 
avoid domestic unrest, on balance states dominated society. Only Is-
lamism posed a serious challenge to these states, and Islamism through 
the early 990s focused primarily on domestic political and social is-
sues in most Arab countries rather than on wider Arab international 
concerns such as Iraq. In short, Arab states pursued their interests in a 
broadly realist manner in this period, even as public opinion began to 
mobilize and converge in unprecedented and unexpected ways.

With regard to my argument about the importance of the new pub-
lic sphere, chapter 3 tells a negative, counterfactual story: what Arab 
politics toward Iraq looked like in the absence of the new public sphere. 
Arab states acted in a realist fashion, except where local conditions 
intervened, such as in Jordan (Lynch 999). But even without satellite 
television, changes were taking place—including both the liberaliza-
tion of domestic publics and emerging communications and informa-
tion technology—that facilitated a growing popular consensus on the 
tragedy of Iraq. Word began filtering out about the human suffering 
under sanctions—especially in Jordan and in the small neighboring 
Gulf states, where direct contact with suffering Iraqis through legal 
and illicit trade networks bypassed a relative media blackout. Word 
then began to be spread by activists, even if this was not yet a fully 
fledged social movement. Public discussion in the more liberal do-
mestic medias began to seep into the more mainstream publications 
and media, reshaping the terms of everyday public debate. Their ef-
forts prepared the ground, establishing a conventional wisdom, so that 
when al-Jazeera brought the story to a mass public, they were recep-
tive, ready to hear it because the stories “rang true.”

The introduction of this identity-based humanitarian narrative 
radically transformed the incentives facing strategic actors as well as 
more principled ones. Before this shift, the Realpolitik of Arab states 
and the high-politics focus on Saddam Hussein, the invasion of Ku-
wait, and weapons of mass destruction pushed public discussion to-
ward pragmatic questions of various strategies of containment. As the 
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salience of the humanitarian crisis increased in Arab concerns, ambi-
tious elites who hoped to win public approval had an entirely differ-
ent set of incentives. Finding some way to rescue the “suffering Iraqi 
people,” ending the “blockade,” came to be seen as a core concern for 
any authentic Arab, and the failure to do so a key proxy vehicle for 
criticizing the performance of Arab regimes. The humanitarian frame 
also reversed the normative valence attached to supporting American 
policy. In the early 990s, support for the containment of Iraq and 
Israeli-Arab peace agreements had been seen by some as courageous 
and novel, but as attention focused more and more on the human costs 
of the sanctions they tended to be seen instead as cheap opportunism, 
if not moral obtuseness. Awareness of the moral weight attached to the 
sanctions is crucial to understanding the political potency of a critique 
that combined identification with suffering Iraqis as fellow Arabs and 
blaming Arab regimes for their plight.

As described in chapter 2, the half-decade after the Gulf War rep-
resented a transitional period in the development of the Arab public 
sphere. Many key technologies emerged in this time—satellite televi-
sion, electronic distribution of pan-Arab newspapers—but the public 
(defined in terms of arguments) remained relatively inchoate. Local 
politics and a domestic print public sphere took precedence over wider 
Arab issues such as Iraq or even Palestine. The emergence of these do-
mestic publics had a paradoxical effect on the Iraqi issue. While more 
liberal media allowed for more open discussion of such issues, as well 
as for more activism and civil society organization, these newly open 
publics tended to focus political attention and discourse on long-sup-
pressed local politics, while downgrading regional issues such as Iraq. 
Over time, however, popular concerns about the sanctions and the 
wider problem of Iraq began to intersect with wider concerns about 
Palestine and about domestic repression. Iraq and the Palestinian is-
sue, in particular, served as extremely effective focal points for unifying 
otherwise highly diverse opposition movements: in Jordan and Egypt, 
for example, actions in support of the Iraqi or Palestinian people rou-
tinely attracted support from Islamists, Arab nationalists, conservative 
nationalists, liberals, and more. Islamists, in particular, were adopting 
a more international focus in response to their defeat at the local level. 
The decline of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process after the 996 elec-
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tion of Benjamin Netanyahu helped to generate a renewed sense of 
crisis, which in turn encouraged worried regimes to clamp down on 
public political action. A series of crises between the United States and 
Iraq, including airstrikes in 993, 994, and 996, punctuated this in-
creasingly tense situation, although Arab public reaction did not reach 
the levels that would be seen in the later years of the decade.

As the decade ground on, Arabs protested the official inaction of 
their regimes in the face of these crises. These protests took place not 
only in the streets, but increasingly in political salons and in various 
kinds of media. Temporary press openings in many countries in the 
early 990s offered the opportunity for many activists and commenta-
tors to publicly discuss the Iraqi issue, which (outside of Kuwait) in-
creasingly meant discussing the impact of the sanctions and the injus-
tice of the status quo. The Iraq story was given substance by opposition 
political parties and civil society activists, whose travels to Iraq and 
publicizing of their experiences there made Iraqi suffering viscerally 
real to elite Arab audiences.

Opinion change in this period, I argue, originated either in face-
to-face personal experiences or else within these emerging domestic 
print public spheres, rather than with states (most of whose leaders 
prioritized relations with the United States and continued to fear Sad-
dam’s Iraq) or with the broader masses (which were far less exposed 
to information about Iraq). Where state policies changed, it generally 
came in response to the recognition of the suffering of a fellow Arab 
people rather than from actual pressure from below. Shaykh Abdullah 
bin Zayid of the UAE, for example, between 992 and 995 changed 
from staunch supporter of sanctions to critic, not because of the pres-
sure of public opinion but because of his own empathy with the Iraqi 
people. Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh similarly argued that “it 
is our duty as brothers in the Arab and Islamic countries . . . to take 
all necessary steps to ease the severe suffering of the Iraqi people and 
take a courageous stand to end the sanctions. It is very sad that scenes 
of misery and suffering of Iraqi children, elderly persons and women 
which were caused by the sanctions are shown on television . . . which 
makes it very hard to keep quiet.”2

Over time, public concerns about the suffering of the Iraqi people 
began to crack the insular private deliberations of the ruling elites. As 
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they did, this public began to pose different, troubling questions that 
anxious regimes would have much preferred to avoid. Why did the 
Arab world fail so miserably to either resolve the Iraq-Kuwait crisis or 
to resist the American intervention in the region? How were Arab re-
gimes able to so thoroughly ignore a massively mobilized Arab street? 
Why would—or could—the Arab order do nothing to help the suffer-
ing Iraqi people? As the decade wore on, the Iraqi issue was increas-
ingly conflated with the Palestinian one, not only as an example of 
a suffering Arab people but also as a symbol of the failures of Arab 
regimes and their refusal to act on the will of the people.

It took time for the Arab public to prioritize Iraqi suffering. Still 
consumed with the divisions wrought by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, 
and understandably obsessed with the developing peace process with 
Israel and on the challenge posed by rising Islamist movements, few 
Arabs had time for Iraq’s internal problems. To the extent that Iraq 
was an issue for the elite print public, the focus was on the Security 
Council, weapons inspections, and ongoing raw wounds between Iraq 
and its Gulf neighbors. Kuwait—and to a lesser extent Saudi Arabia—
stood firmly against any rehabilitation of Saddam’s regime. With this 
Saudi/Kuwaiti veto on Arab reconciliation with Iraq firmly in place, 
pragmatic Arab regimes saw little reason to discuss it, to the distress of 
an emerging Arab public.

Television helped shape opinion by broadcasting powerful images 
of Iraqi suffering, but in general remained tightly controlled by states 
or by Saudi owners and offered little opportunity for public debate 
about the sanctions. The Western media, such as CNN, said little about 
the sanctions, while for several years state-run Arab television stations 
did little more. An early exception to this television silence came in 
February 994, when Qatari television broadcast a four-part program 
“highlighting the effect of sanctions on ordinary Iraqis, a welcome 
break with the refusal of most GCC states to allow such information 
to be publicized.”3 This documentary caused something of a sensation 
throughout the Gulf. As Akeel Sawwar observed, “I do not believe peo-
ple stayed up late in Bahrain debating the sanctions documentary . . . 
just because of its even-handed and professional production. Rather, 
their reaction reflects Bahrain’s and the Gulf ’s hunger for a diet other 
than that offered by CNN. . . . The enthusiasm which the Qatari pro-
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gram generated among the Bahraini people was akin to a referendum 
on the sources of knowledge available to us, and the results were not in 
favor of CNN. . . . The outcome of the ‘referendum’ also shows that the 
Bahraini and Gulf ‘street’ is concerned about happenings in Iraq and 
rejects the picture projected by ‘the guided media.’ ”4 Kuwait protested 
bitterly over the documentary, recalling its ambassador to Qatar and 
formally protesting to the GCC, while the Kuwaiti press denounced 
the program as “slanderous and distorted.” The contrast in the public 
response to a seven-part Saudi documentary on the Gulf War—which 
downplayed the effect of sanctions and focused far more on Saddam’s 
evils—broadcast by the MBC satellite station in early 997 could not be 
more stark. Unlike the Qatari program, this one largely sank without 
a trace; few Arab viewers seemed interested by that point in another 
recitation of the “official” version of the Iraqi story.5

Whether in response to audience interest or because of shifting 
state policies, Arab television stations did begin broadcasting more 
and more footage of the humanitarian situation in Iraq in the mid-
990s. This usually came in the form of news coverage, without exten-
sive analysis or discussion, but the cumulative impact of the images 
was devastating. This coverage, however, was not a public sphere as I 
have defined it. For all the emotional impact, and for all the support 
the images might have given to social protest against the sanctions, 
television in this period did not provide a forum for arguments, for 
disagreements, or for criticism of the political status quo.

The Arab press, by contrast, not only covered the suffering of the 
Iraqi people but also generated an elite public sphere around the issue 
by presenting real arguments and a variety of views about the sanc-
tions. This had both the virtues and the drawbacks of a press-centered 
public: arguably more attention to reasoned arguments and care-
ful thought instead of emotion, but much less mobilizational power 
and only very indirect influence over state policies. The major Arab 
newspapers, including the London press as well as the major nation-
al dailies, perceived themselves as part of a common argument and 
discussion, addressing common Arab issues before a common Arab 
audience while often responding directly to one another—in other 
words, this was a transnational print public sphere that predated the 
al-Jazeera revolution.
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The London-based al-Quds al-Arabi, founded in 989 and rising 
to prominence during the first Gulf War with its outspoken opposi-
tion to the American-led war largely absent from the other state-run 
or Saudi-owned media, wrote frequently and passionately about the 
sanctions.6 Other London-based Arab papers, such as al-Hayat and al-
Sharq al-Awsat, tended to follow the line of their Saudi owners against 
Iraq, but even there coverage and criticism of the sanctions began to 
break through. Unlike in the controlled electronic media, the press 
offered real disagreement and argument. Al-Hayat published numer-
ous essays by both sanctions critics and supporters, with the argument 
generally staying within the mainstream of official opinion—i.e., rarely 
challenging the Arab states or the validity of the weapons inspection 
process itself. Al-Quds al-Arabi, while critical of the sanctions and of 
American policy toward Iraq, routinely published articles by Iraqi dis-
sidents who criticized the Iraqi regime on human rights grounds.

In the newspapers of Jordan and the smaller Gulf states (especially 
Qatar, the UAE, and Bahrain), open arguments raged about the sanc-
tions and the need for Arabs to find some solution to the crisis. Egyp-
tian and North African newspapers also covered the Iraqi story heav-
ily, again with an emphasis on the human toll of the sanctions. In May 
997 the Bahraini writer Hafez al-Shaykh marveled at the “extremely 
silly idea” that “some people still believe, even now, that public opinion 
in the Gulf can be persuaded to turn a blind eye to the agonies of the 
Iraqis resulting from the sanctions.”7

Initially, the Iraq issue resonated very differently in these various 
domestic public spheres. The Jordanian public, for example, saw the 
issue of Iraq as a rare moment of unity between the regime and the 
people, and the occasion of great shared sacrifice, and did not hesi-
tate to say so in its relatively free press. The regime’s strategic decision 
to curtail its relations with Baghdad as part of its renewed alignment 
with the United States and Israel strained this popular unity and con-
tributed directly to the crackdown on public freedoms in that period. 
The Egyptian press swung between the haughty Realpolitik of al-Ah-
ram, which continued to scold Iraq for its behavior, and the sensa-
tionalist exposes of Iraqi suffering and official Arab perfidy that domi-
nated the tabloids. In Kuwait, continuing fury with Iraq expressed in 
its relatively free media and Parliament constrained a regime that at 
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times seemed inclined to move toward a rapprochement for strategic 
reasons. Popular Kuwaiti anger at Jordan, for example, was so great 
that the Kuwait government reportedly refused American pressures 
to compensate the Hashemite Kingdom for lost Iraqi oil subsidies in 
exchange for a Jordanian role in overthrowing Saddam.

Over time, however, these discordant local narratives began to con-
verge around an increasingly clear Arab popular consensus. The two 
driving forces were growing horror and outrage over the impact of the 
sanctions on the Iraqi people, and growing frustration with Ameri-
can and Saudi/Kuwaiti intransigence on the Iraqi file. The emerging 
transnational media made it easier for Arabs to see common concerns 
and actions in other Arab states, helping to link them together in a 
common protest. Arab elites increasingly found themselves in agree-
ment that the Iraqi situation could not continue as it had been going, 
even if they could not agree as to whether for themselves this meant 
supporting an aggressive bid to change the Iraqi regime or moving to 
end the sanctions. At the mass level, stories of Iraqi suffering fit into 
a common narrative increasingly focused on the United States—with 
the sanctions on Iraq coming to be equated with American policies 
in Palestine. This established the baseline against which most Arabs 
experienced the military confrontations and crises that increasingly 
marked the Iraqi issue.

While the reality of Iraqi human suffering became a consensus, 
this did not lead to any agreement—even among the public, much less 
among states—on what should be done. Given an American policy 
seen as intransigent and implacably opposed to any real changes, and a 
widespread belief in the inability of most Arab states to defy American 
policies, the consensus on the injustice of Arab suffering led to anger 
and paralysis rather than to any clear plan of action.

It should again be emphasized that this emerging consensus did not 
prevent considerable dissent and disagreement in the Arab press. The 
Saudi-owned press, including al-Hayat and al-Sharq al-Awsat, pub-
lished a full array of columnists who justified and supported a tough 
line against Iraq. In July 993, for example, Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed 
warned that “lifting the Iraq sanctions now would be seen by Baghdad 
as a green light to go to war again.”8 Kamaran Karadaghi at one point 
warned that Iraq “had become a victim of its own propaganda. . . . It 
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tried to persuade [others] that the lifting of the sanctions was in sight 
and ended up deluding itself,” and at another warned sanctions critics 
that “by challenging the embargo against Iraq they are encouraging 
aggression and dishonoring themselves.”9

Many blamed Saddam for the suffering of his people, and took the 
new concern for them as offering greater urgency for regime change. 
And the sheer rage felt by Kuwaitis and members of the Iraqi opposi-
tion at an unsupportive majority, and their alienation from Arab pub-
lic opinion, knew no bounds. As one angry Kuwaiti wrote in 2002, 
“The Arab street did not go out in support of Kuwait when it was oc-
cupied by Iraqi forces . . . but it went out supporting Saddam Hussein! 
In truth I can’t trust the Arab street.”0

Sanctions

How we wish that humanitarian considerations would also figure into 
their calculations. . . . Ordinary Iraqis have been impoverished by the 
sanctions. . . . One thing is certain, that no child of a senior official has 
gone hungry or had to forgo medical treatment because of the embargo, 
which gives the lie to the assertion that the sanctions are aimed at the 
regime and not the people.

—al-Quds al-Arabi, November 993

The Arab public grappled with several interrelated aspects of the Iraqi 
issue. As noted above, over the course of the 990s the sanctions on 
Iraq took on ever greater centrality in Arab public debates. While this 
section cannot offer a comprehensive overview of the sanctions re-
gime, it attempts to put the Arab arguments into some context.

After the Gulf War ended, the United Nations placed Iraq under 
comprehensive sanctions that would stay in place until it complied 
with a set of demands that included the full disclosure and disarma-
ment of its weapons of mass destruction programs (Graham-Brown 
999; Lynch 200). Most observers expected that these sanctions 
would quickly bring down the Saddam Hussein regime, and would 
then be lifted. When Saddam survived post-war uprisings by brutally 
slaughtering Shia and Kurd rebels the sanctions became institutional-
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ized as a seemingly permanent fixture of the Middle East equation. 
Their impact on the Iraqi people became evident early on, which ini-
tially was generally seen as a sign of success in the effort to undermine 
and challenge Saddam Hussein’s regime rather than as a problem.

As early as March 99, Under-Secretary-General Martti Ahti-
saari reported that “the recent conflict has wrought near-apocalyp-
tic results upon the economic infrastructure”; a follow-up report by 
Sadruddin Aga Khan expanded on these findings and urged massive 
humanitarian intervention (Rowat 2000). By 993, disturbing re-
ports began to filter out of NGOs and UN agencies about the impact 
of the sanctions on the Iraqi civilian population, including malnu-
trition and the near collapse of the public health system. The Inter-
Agency Standing Committee of humanitarian NGOs began to study 
intensely the impact of sanctions. Reports by the FAO, UNICEF, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, Save the Children, and 
others painted an increasingly coherent picture of a humanitarian 
crisis that could not be dismissed as Iraqi propaganda. A 997 FAO/
WFP report found serious deficiencies in the oil-for-food program, 
including continuing malnutrition, insufficiently balanced diet au-
thorizations, deteriorating agriculture, and severe deterioration of 
water and sanitation.2 A 999 UNICEF report documented esca-
lating malnutrition, child mortality and morbidity, illness, and the 
breakdown of the educational system, with galvanizing effect. The 
conclusion by one of the authors of the UNICEF report that “half 
a million Iraq children have died because of the sanctions,” though 
disavowed by the report’s majority, was repeated widely in the Arab 
media.3 So was the blunt resignation speech of UN Humanitarian 
Coordinator for Iraq Dennis Halliday, who told the world, “We are 
in the process of destroying an entire society. It is as simple and ter-
rifying as that. It is illegal and immoral.”4

The growing impact of a seemingly endless sanctions regime, and 
popular fury over the escalating crises surrounding the UN weapons 
inspections, increasingly forced public opinion onto center stage. Ar-
abs experienced the collapse of Iraqi society under sanctions both di-
rectly and vicariously, through the media as well as through stories 
from migrant workers (in Egypt and North Africa) and the increasing 
presence of impoverished Iraqi expatriates in the streets (in Jordan). 
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Stories of impoverished families selling their possessions, babies dying 
for lack of medicine or infant formula, and untreated water carrying 
disease began to appear in the Arab press—particularly when United 
Nations workers or other Western reporters offered supporting data. 
The Iraqi regime encouraged these reports, providing access and in-
formation to reporters who spread the news, but this did not minimize 
the reality of the humanitarian crisis. Particularly vivid images, end-
lessly repeated, had a defining impact. For example, a televised pro-
cession through Baghdad of thousands of taxis with small, baby-sized 
coffins tied to their roofs on their way to a symbolic mass burial is an 
image that few who saw it could ever forget. This reporting framed the 
issue around the suffering of the Iraqi people, who were a fellow Arab 
people whatever the faults of their leadership, and pushed political dif-
ferences as well as the memories of the invasion of Kuwait aside. The 
consensus that emerged was the result not of the impact of a single 
story or a single event, but of the impact of a constant stream of con-
verging information from multiple sources.

The consensus did not appear of its own volition, of course: Ar-
abs on all sides of the Iraq issue worked to shape public opinion to 
their advantage. As the Duelfer report on Iraq WMD concluded, 
“Saddam’s primary goal from 99 to 2003 was to have UN sanctions 
lifted, while maintaining the security of the regime.”5 Iraqi officials 
openly explained that their strategy was to erode the sanctions from 
below by encouraging Arabs to stop honoring them, since they could 
never hope to have the sanctions officially lifted by an American-dom-
inated Security Council. By generating the perception that all Arabs 
opposed the sanctions, the Iraqi regime aimed to spark a self-fulfill-
ing cascade, “through which expressed perceptions trigger chains of 
individual responses that make these perceptions appear increasingly 
plausible through their rising availability in public discourse” (Kuran 
and Sunstein 999: 685). Iraq hosted countless “popular conferences” 
for foreign activists and scholars and trade shows for products that it 
could not yet legally buy, and heavily publicized every visit by a foreign 
businessman or politician, every statement of support by a foreign 
government, every demonstration against the sanctions in a foreign or 
Arab country, every criticism of the sanctions in the UN. Sympathetic 
Arab commentators picked up on any signal they could find of the im-
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minent lifting of sanctions, pushing for ways to shape expectations in 
such a way as to generate a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Opponents, in turn, attempted to deflate such expectations by as-
serting that the United States would not allow sanctions to be lifted 
under any circumstances. Their success in arguing this point created 
perverse incentives for what I call “rhetorical free riding.” The Clinton 
administration’s credibility was not the issue. Because most Arabs were 
fully convinced of the American commitment to inflict harm upon 
Iraq, few questioned the belief that the U.S. would do anything it could 
to maintain the sanctions. At the same time, Arab leaders did not be-
lieve that the United States was serious about regime change, especially 
after it failed to support the 99 uprisings and allowed its collaborators 
in a 996 coup attempt to be slaughtered by Iraqi forces. This com-
bination—the relative certainty that Saddam would remain in power 
and that the sanctions would remain no matter what, and the popular 
unhappiness with the humanitarian and political impact of the sanc-
tions—made talk seem cheap, and encouraged ambitious politicians to 
indulge in strong rhetoric with little fear of their demands actually be-
ing met. This seemingly cheap talk, however, fueled the shifting back-
ground beliefs that slowly transformed the strategic environment.

Iraq’s adversaries, including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and parts of the 
Iraqi opposition in exile, and not a few other Arab regimes in private, 
initially denied the reality of the humanitarian crisis and subsequent-
ly blamed it on Saddam Hussein. Iraq’s friends, on the other hand, 
blamed America for the sanctions, and demanded their immediate 
and unconditional lifting. Most Arabs occupied a middle ground of 
distaste for Saddam Hussein and his regime but a conviction that 
the sanctions were morally indefensible and bereft of any interna-
tional legitimacy. They opposed American-imposed regime change, 
but were ambivalent about the existing regime. They appealed to 
the legitimacy of the UN Security Council, but were outraged that 
American manipulations of the council and the UNSCOM weapons 
inspections process gave Iraq little hope of ever escaping the sanc-
tions. Whatever the faults of Saddam Hussein, the sanctions dem-
onstrated the corruption and failure of the existing Arab order, and 
the illegitimacy of most existing Arab regimes. Sanctions became an 
ideal wedge issue that seemed to fully embody the juxtaposition of an 
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embattled, divided Arab people struggling against the United States, 
Israel, and complicit Arab regimes.

Growing Dissent

By the fall of 994, dissatisfaction with the sanctions was widespread 
within the Security Council as well as within the Arab world. Even 
Arab realists not particularly inclined to support Iraq had begun to 
worry that Iraq’s weakness was emboldening Iran, while also worry-
ing that an Iraqi collapse under the pressure of sanctions might cre-
ate highly disruptive spillover effects. Many simply wanted to put the 
Iraq divisions behind them and remove this potentially explosive issue 
from the mix.

Salama Ahmed Salama, reflecting the emerging view of the Egyp-
tian foreign policy elite, argued that “three years after a war which de-
stroyed the old Arab order without toppling the Iraqi regime or result-
ing in the emergence of a new Arab order . . . Arabs must seek new 
ways of bringing Iraq back into their ranks . . . [even though] the US 
and Britain seek to keep the Gulf war rift among Arabs alive.”6 And, 
warning that “by insisting that the UN sanctions are kept in place in-
definitely and maintaining a posture of intense hostility and hatred to 
all things Iraqi, the Kuwaitis are fueling a sense of deep resentment 
among ordinary Iraqis that could come back to haunt them long after 
Saddam is gone,” Riyadh al-Rayyes urged Kuwaitis not to let their pas-
sions get in the way of their interests.7 At the end of June 994, Gamal 
Mattar argued that current trends “suggest that the countdown to the 
lifting of the international siege of Iraq has started.”8 Such Arab prag-
matists seemed increasingly reconciled to the easing of the sanctions, 
and were increasingly critical of Kuwaiti intransigence.

To dampen such expectations, in May 994 (and again in October) 
U.S. Secretary of State Warren Christopher stated that “frankly it’s not 
feasible for Saddam to comply (with UN Resolutions) and remain in 
office.”9 Martin Indyk described the American goal as “to establish 
clearly and unequivocally that the current regime in Iraq is a crimi-
nal regime, beyond the pale of international society and, in our judg-
ment, irredeemable.”20 Christopher’s successor, Madeleine Albright, 
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repeated this position on the sanctions in March 997.2 That Saddam 
himself came to believe this is suggested by a letter sent to Saddam by 
his European envoy Barzan al-Tikriti. According to this memo, after 
meeting with numerous European and Arab leaders, Barzan found “a 
near consensus that even if Baghdad complied in full with all the UN 
resolutions relating to the sanctions regime, the embargo on Iraq will 
not be lifted as long as the present regime remains in power.”22 As if to 
confirm this sense, Iraq’s November 994 recognition of Kuwait had 
little impact, despite Russian, French, and Chinese suggestions that 
this might allow them to more effectively argue Iraq’s case. Arab crit-
ics used instances such as this to loudly question whether there was 
anything Iraq could do that would lead the sanctions being lifted.

By early 995, pressure to ease the sanctions on Iraq had developed 
to a near-fever pitch. Russia and France both publicly expressed their 
impatience with the sanctions and their skepticism about American 
objectives and arguments. China, not usually a state that took the lead 
on Iraq issues, declared that “given recent developments, the interna-
tional community should now consider the gradual lifting of sanctions 
against Iraq so as to ease the Iraqi people’s sufferings.”23 The divergence 
between American policy and the mandate expressed in Security Coun-
cil resolutions had become a central theme of public debate. At the 
same time, public discourse suggested that the international commu-
nity must respond to the humanitarian crisis regardless of Iraqi com-
pliance or noncompliance with UNSCOM. Tareq Aziz made a major 
push in the days before the March 995 sanctions review, meeting with 
all council members except the United States and United Kingdom to 
push for an end to the sanctions on the basis of full Iraqi compliance. 
After a fierce debate, however, the status quo was maintained, to the 
considerable frustration of Iraq and much of the Arab public.

It was in this context that the United States pushed for an “oil-for-
food” Security Council resolution to respond to the humanitarian 
concerns that were undermining support for the sanctions without 
giving up the core components of the pressure on Iraq. American of-
ficials readily admit that Arab public opinion was the primary reason 
for the passage of the Oil-for-Food resolution.24 As Under-Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs Thomas Pickering explained to the U.S. Sen-
ate, “without the oil-for-food program . . . the Iraqi government would 
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continue to exploit the suffering of its people to force the international 
community to lift sanctions. . . . The oil-for-food program is the key 
to sustaining the sanctions regime until Iraq complies with its obliga-
tions.”25 National Security Adviser Sandy Berger’s explanation that “we 
have a moral duty to [feed the Iraqi people]” rang false after the United 
States had spent years rejecting any recourse to humanitarian argu-
ments with regard to the sanctions.26 That the Clinton administration 
had been forced to accept the legitimacy of the humanitarian critique 
represented an important victory for transnational activists and, to a 
lesser extent, Arab public voices who had long struggled to bring such 
issues to the forefront (Lynch 200).

Security Council Resolution 986 represented the minimum nec-
essary to maintain the status quo of the sanctions, and also offered 
substantial benefits in terms of providing funds for the compensation 
committee, the administration of the Kurdish areas, and UNSCOM 
operations. The unanimous passage of the resolution on April 4 al-
lowed the United States and United Kingdom to attempt to shift the 
burden of responsibility for the humanitarian problem onto Saddam 
Hussein’s regime (or, later, the United Nations). Initially, the Iraqi re-
gime decided to reject the resolution in the hopes of winning a total 
lifting of the sanctions, arguing that “it is quite clear to the members of 
the Council that the United States did not intend in pushing this reso-
lution to help alleviate the humanitarian hardships of Iraq.”27 In June 
Iraq launched another round of lobbying to ease the sanctions, calling 
on Russia, France, Germany, Turkey, and others to take the lead.

The passage of the oil-for-food resolution, and Iraq’s initial refusal 
to accept its terms, posed a significant challenge to Arab public opin-
ion: to support a program that might alleviate Iraq’s human suffering, 
or to support Saddam Hussein’s political strategy. Arab argument was 
encouraged by internal disagreements within the Iraqi regime about 
the resolution’s merits, and reflected real uncertainty as to whether the 
interests of the Iraqi people would be best served by implementing the 
resolution or by holding out for the complete lifting of sanctions.

In general, Saudi, Kuwaiti, and other hawkish commentators 
cheered the passage of resolution 986, assuming that Saddam would 
reject it and thereby place himself in confrontation with his own citi-
zens. Resolution 986 seemed to be a no-lose proposition: either the 
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humanitarian crisis would be alleviated, reducing the demand for eas-
ing containment, or else Saddam could more credibly be blamed for 
the suffering because of his rejection of the program. Either way, “the 
attempt to provoke international public opinion to lift the embargo 
will [now] not succeed.”28 986, by this argument, would respond to the 
real humanitarian concerns without handing Iraq a strategic victory. 
Members of this group tempered their enthusiasm with the possibil-
ity that oil sales might “create practical and psychological momentum 
that is bound to have long-term influence on the eventual complete 
return of Iraqi oil to the markets.”29

More dovish Arabs seemed genuinely torn between the potential 
opportunity to help the Iraqi people and the Iraqi political demand 
for the total lifting of the sanctions. Fear that the American strategy of 
using “oil-for-food” to deflect pressure to lift the sanctions would suc-
ceed was compounded by Iraqi complaints about the substance of the 
resolution. Since all oil revenues would go not to the Iraqi government 
but to a UN escrow account, “oil-for-food” suggested direct Western 
control over Arab oil. In all, Arabs sympathetic to Iraq welcomed reso-
lution 986 for its recognition of the needs of the Iraqi people and were 
hopeful that it would improve their condition, but remained deeply 
skeptical of American intentions.

The late summer 995 defection of one of Saddam’s key military aides, 
Hussein Kamel, and his revelations of systematic Iraqi deception toward 
UNSCOM, took the wind of out of the sails of efforts to lift the sanctions. 
Commentators, perceiving that the end of the Saddam regime might be 
imminent, began to openly speculate about the best future for Iraq. The 
idea of a Hashemite restoration was mooted—mostly by Jordan—and 
rather quickly dismissed by more powerful Arab players. Almost all Ar-
abs rejected any role for the American-backed opposition. Arab intel-
lectuals identified ethnic federation schemes, preferred by much of the 
Iraqi opposition in exile, with presumed Israeli interests in replacing 
strong, centralized Arab states with weaker, ethnically defined entities. 
Most neighboring states feared the potentially destabilizing effects of a 
weak or collapsed Iraqi state. Finally, most everyone—the United States 
included—worried that such a decentralized or divided Iraq would in-
vite Iranian expansion into the Shia-dominated areas of Iraq and would 
remove the main check on Iranian influence in the Gulf area.
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The overwhelming sense of this debate was real uncertainty—the de-
fection disoriented what had become a fairly well-entrenched set of posi-
tions. Most agreed that Kamel’s revelations made the lifting of the sanc-
tions unlikely, in contrast to the general expectation prior to the defection 
that lifting was inevitable. Indeed, some Arab commentators immedi-
ately assumed that Kamel’s defection was an “American masterstroke” 
executed precisely because the sanctions were about to collapse.30

In February 996, amid this blocking of moves toward reconcilia-
tion, increasingly vocal Jordanian hostility, and rapidly deteriorating 
internal conditions, Iraq agreed to begin negotiations on the terms of 
implementing the oil-for-food resolution. These talks set in motion 
a quick debate among both Arab camps. Sanctions supporters now 
worried that Saddam might be able to exploit clauses in resolution 
986 if it went into practice. Concerned that Saddam might be able to 
spin it as a victory and thereby generate a pro-Iraqi bandwagon, they 
now emphasized the limits of the oil-for-food program, even if this 
paradoxically supported the Iraqi claim about its inadequacy. Sanc-
tions opponents worried that the resolution had been carefully crafted 
to maintain American pressure on Saddam and would harm longer-
range Iraqi interests, but generally welcomed an agreement because it 
would provide much-needed relief to the Iraqi people.

In the end, Iraq’s agreement on May 20, 996, to implement the oil-
for-food program produced rare consensus between the two camps, 
although they welcomed it for different reasons. The creation of the 
oil-for-food program altered the strategic and normative environment 
dramatically. While the program contributed significantly to improv-
ing the lives of the Iraqi people, it strengthened Saddam Hussein’s in-
ternal position and gave him considerable leverage with the outside 
world through his ability to negotiate contracts and to distribute lucra-
tive oil vouchers.3 As the Duelfer report on Iraqi WMD concluded, 
“OFF rescued Baghdad’s economy from a terminal decline created by 
sanctions. The Regime quickly came to see that OFF could be cor-
rupted to acquire foreign exchange both to further undermine sanc-
tions and to provide the means to enhance dual-use infrastructure and 
potential WMD-related development.”32

Shortly after Iraq accepted the resolution, U.S. Defense Secretary 
William Perry revealed that the United States, Jordan, and other re-
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gional actors were working “to accelerate the demise of the regime in 
Iraq.”33 Many Arab analysts wondered why these groups were speak-
ing so publicly about their regime-change activities, since this would 
seem to reduce their prospects of success. One answer, suggested by 
Ragheda Dergham, was that they were attempting to provoke Iraq into 
a foolish act that would again undermine its international support.34 
Either way, regime-change talk deflated when a coup attempt led by 
the Iraqi National Accord’s Iyad Allawi (later interim Prime Minister) 
failed spectacularly.35

On October 2, 996, Iraq used a UN General Assembly debate to 
again argue that it had met all the conditions for the sanctions to be 
lifted.36
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the analytical narrative. While this accurately reflects the overall bal-
ance of forces, the narrative above also suggests that Arab public opin-
ion toward Iraq was evolving in this period. This happened differently 
in various Arab countries, with mobilization beneath the surface of 
events. Over time, these various national mobilizations increasingly 
viewed themselves as a coordinated movement. While planes carry-
ing humanitarian goods and political activists to Baghdad had very 
little material impact on the circumstances of the Iraqi people, they 
graphically focused attention on the contradictions and human costs 
of a strategically motivated sanctions regime. Looking at several spe-
cific countries will help to flesh out the picture of how these domestic 
publics dealt with the Iraqi issue.

Jordan was the epicenter of mobilization on behalf of Iraq. With 
both massive economic interests at stake and important bonds of 
identity, Jordanian politics was often dominated by disagreements 
over Iraq policy; as noted above, the governments of Abd al-Karim al-
Kabariti and Ali Abu Ragheb rose and fell upon the former’s anti-Iraq 
profile and the latter’s closer relations with Baghdad.38 In September 
998, forty-seven (out of eighty) members of Parliament signed a non-
binding resolution calling on Jordan to stop honoring the sanctions, 
and in December fifty-three representatives backed a similar resolu-
tion.39 Support for Iraq was based not only on the very real economic 
interests of the Jordanian state, but also on deeply held dimensions of 
Jordanian national identity—mobilized by a wide range of civil soci-
ety actors in the vibrant Jordanian public sphere of the early 990s. 
Liberalized press laws allowed a plethora of independent newspapers 
to emerge, many of which published extensively on the sufferings of 
Iraqis under the sanctions. Since support for Iraq extended deep into 
the heart of the Jordanian regime, even the government-dominated 
daily press published a large number of pieces in support of Iraq.

Jordanian public support for Iraq had deep roots. During the 980s 
the economies of the two countries became tightly interlinked, while 
Saddam reportedly cultivated ties with many Jordanian journalists 
and politicians. After the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 990, popular 
committees formed throughout the kingdom to support Iraq and to 
prepare to defend the country in the case of an Israeli incursion into 
Jordan on route to Iraq. The Committee to Defend the Nation, com-
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prising activists at the popular level (political parties became legal only 
in 992), linked the defense of Iraq to the defense of Jordan, articu-
lating this as a single national issue. The leftist political party Hashd 
published a weekly newspaper, al-Lajna al-Shaabiya, which publicized 
the activities of the popular committees and issued some directives.40 
In May 99 the Higher Committee to Defend Iraq brought together 
some three dozen popular figures and national personalities, estab-
lishing branches in all of the kingdom’s governorates and collecting 
funds to distribute charitable contributions to Iraq. These activities 
tailed off in 996, after the Iraqi government became reluctant to ac-
cept charity because of the beginning of the oil-for-food program and 
its preference to force the lifting of the sanctions.

Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel signed on October 26, 994, also 
shifted the strategic environment (Lynch 998/99). As it built relations 
with Israel and grew closer to the United States, Jordan ostentatiously 
turned against Iraq in 995. King Hussein gave a series of emotional 
speeches complaining of Saddam’s treachery and arguing for an urgent 
need to bring the Iraqi stalemate to an end in the greater interests of 
the Iraqi people and the wider Arab order. Because of Jordan’s impor-
tance to the Iraqi economy, its switch to the anti-Iraq camp harmed 
Iraq materially and signaled a decisive switch in regional expectations. 
Immediately after the signing of the treaty, President Bill Clinton 
toured the Gulf to hold discussions about Iraq, endorsing the GCC 
hard line, urging Gulf states to take a more proactive role in lobbying 
the Security Council, and warning against Arab slippage on enforcing 
the sanctions.

Jordanian Prime Minister Abd al-Karim al-Kabariti had staked his 
political fortunes on his ability to translate his highly unpopular turn 
against Saddam into generous Saudi and Kuwaiti compensation. But 
neither proved forthcoming, and in August 996 serious disturbances 
broke out in the southern city of Maan. Frustrated over the failure of 
the American regime-change efforts it had so publicly backed and by 
the unfulfilled promises to secure Gulf oil to replace Iraqi oil, Jordan 
looked to rebuild its relations with Iraq. In March, King Hussein re-
moved Kabariti from office in favor of more Iraq-friendly politicians, 
and renegotiated oil and trade protocols with the Iraqi regime. That 
these moves received tremendous popular acclaim graphically dem-
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onstrates the extent to which Jordanian public opinion remained im-
pervious to attempts to change attitudes toward Iraq from above.

The professional associations, the primary civil society organiza-
tions representing the politically frustrated Jordanian middle classes 
most exposed to the new media, were extremely active on the Iraq is-
sue even before 998. In addition to holding regular political rallies and 
making statements, the associations collected charitable donations and 
offered functional expertise on behalf of the Iraqi people.4 Bassam al-
Dajani, a former president of the associations, explained that the asso-
ciations had always been very active on the Iraq issue, collecting chari-
table donations, food, bread, and medicine. According to Dajani, these 
programs to help Iraqis enjoyed very wide support: “We collected a lot, 
but it was just symbolic. . . . What could we do, really, for a big coun-
try like Iraq? It was a drop in the sea, but it made for good feelings.”42 
According to numerous activists, the Committee for the Defense of 
Iraq was one of the most active political committees of the professional 
associations. The government responded defensively to popular mobi-
lization, periodically banning proposed rallies and pro-Iraq activities, 
and blamed Iraq for riots in summer 996 which virtually everyone 
else attributed to economic and domestic political complaints.

In December 998, in the face of the U.S.-U.K. bombing of Iraq, 
Jordanian activists formed the National Mobilization Committee for 
the Defence of Iraq with a more political than humanitarian mission. 
The NMCDI included both independent personalities and representa-
tives of political parties, professional associations, unions, and popular 
organizations, and established branches in every governorate in the 
kingdom. Sulayman Arar, the first head of the NMCDI, and Hakem 
al-Fayez, who replaced Arar after his death, were senior Arab nation-
alist figures who lent stature to the efforts.43 This offered a broad front; 
according to Hamza Mansour, Secretary-General of the Islamic Ac-
tion Front, who served as the committee’s vice president, “we coop-
erate with everyone with no problems—Arab nationalists, commu-
nists, centrists, liberals, women’s groups—everyone who cares about 
Iraq. . . . For us, issue  is Palestine, issue 2 is Iraq, these two above 
all others.”44 The NMCDI, in coordination with antisanctions groups 
in other Arab countries, pushed for Arabs to unilaterally cease honor-
ing the embargo.
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Outside the NMCDI framework, popular committees in support 
of Iraq also formed in a less coordinated, grassroots fashion among 
activists frustrated with the shortcomings of the political parties.45 In 
October 999 these groups launched a coordinated campaign against 
the sanctions, the most prominent aspect of which was a large-scale 
pencil drive that ultimately collected 3.5 million pencils and generated 
great excitement among schoolchildren and ordinary people. A peti-
tion drive collected 7,000 signatures: “the goal of the campaign is to 
unite public opinion against the sanctions and encourage the conscious 
defiance of the embargo.”46 In September 2000 the committee began 
the Iraqi Book Campaign, collecting scientific and academic books to 
highlight the intellectual effects of the embargo and to rebuild Iraqi 
academic life.47 The NMCDI also sponsored peaceful protests, confer-
ences, visiting speakers, and art showings, while also issuing a regular 
stream of press statements and declarations. The coalition of eleven 
Jordanian opposition parties regularly included the Iraqi sanctions in 
their joint declarations, calling for “a strong popular movement to end 
the Arab countries’ sanctions on Iraq and to open their borders to 
supply its people.”48

Yemen also saw considerable activity against the sanctions and vo-
cal expressions of solidarity with the Iraqi people. Like Jordan, Yemen 
refused to join the Gulf War coalition in 990–99, earning it con-
siderable hostility from Kuwait and punishment by the United States. 
And as in Jordan, Yemen witnessed popular demonstrations on behalf 
of Iraq before and during that war. The Yemeni media covered the 
humanitarian impact of the sanctions heavily, with a broad consensus 
across the political spectrum supporting lifting the sanctions. While 
Yemeni Baathists had some role in coordinating these protests, a wid-
er sense of identification with the Iraqi people transcended political 
lines. In a country struggling with unification and then civil war, such 
a rare point of consensus is not to be dismissed lightly.

Individuals and groups in Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, and the UAE also 
engaged in extensive mobilization against the sanctions. Each sent nu-
merous ships loaded with food and medicine to Iraq in the mid-990s, 
with the UAE the last to do so, in February 996. In January 997 the 
UAE sent its first official humanitarian mission to Iraq to great pub-
lic approval, taking over 400,000 in charitable donations through a 
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widely publicized campaign.49 In May 997 a regular shipping line be-
tween Iraq’s port of Umm Qasr and the UAE was established to carry 
medical supplies, food, and humanitarian assistance—although the 
UAE was at pains to emphasize that sanctions violations would not be 
tolerated. A Kuwaiti professor lecturing in an unidentified Gulf state 
was shocked in early 994 to be “rebuked by people attending one of 
his lectures who demanded a lifting of sanctions ‘for the sake of the 
innocent children of Iraq.’ ”50

Societal activism in Egypt began in 993, “as the price of the sanc-
tions started to become clear, as people began to learn and understand 
what was happening in Iraq.”5 Egyptian opposition parties, like their 
counterparts in Jordan, regularly issued joint statements and held 
rallies calling for a lifting of sanctions.52 These efforts were again led 
by NGOs, political parties, professional associations, the media, and 
activists, while the government tolerated, if not actually encouraged, 
them.53 Private activists sent humanitarian flights to Iraq carrying 
medicine and, often, high-profile artists and cultural figures, such as 
the film director Youssef Chahine. Women’s group’s played an impor-
tant role, focusing upon the impact of sanctions on families, children, 
and the vulnerable in society. The Arab Women Solidarity Society, 
headed by the well-known writer Nawal al Sadawi, led an effort by the 
Egyptian syndicates to collect a million signatures against the sanc-
tions. This organizing led to a massive march through the streets of 
Cairo in January 998, with protestors holding baby-sized coffins, end-
ing in a rally at the Cairo football stadium. One organizer claimed 
that the campaign had collected 8 million signatures across the Arab 
world.54 These efforts were not as organized as the Jordanian ones—
rather more informal, spread out, without centralized groups—but by 
the end of the 990s there was, according to several Egyptian activists, 
“a very strong popular and elite consensus against the sanctions.”55 In 
December 998, fourteen opposition parties and civil society groups 
released a joint statement with the ominous (for the Mubarak regime) 
title: “Free the Egyptian people to cooperate with the Iraqi people.”

Morocco had a surprisingly large focus on Iraq as a core Arab issue, 
despite its physical distance from the Gulf. Marches with more than 
00,000 participants declaring solidarity with Iraq were not uncom-
mon. During the first Gulf War, more than half a million Moroccans 
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had marched in support of Iraq. The National Committee for Support-
ing Iraq called for noncompliance with the sanctions in January 2000, 
and the speaker of the House of Representatives led a delegation of 
Arab Parliamentarians to urge the European Parliament to challenge 
the sanctions. The committee, combining political parties, civil soci-
ety, professional associations, and prominent individuals, coordinated 
marches, rallies, petitions, and humanitarian aid collections.

Even Syria dramatically shifted its position toward Iraq in the sec-
ond half of the 990s after many years of extreme hostility between the 
two Baathist republics, although this clearly had less to do with popu-
lar opinion from below than with strategic calculations on the part 
of the regime. Syria opened up to Iraq beginning in early 997, with 
a large Syrian business delegation visited Baghdad in May with great 
publicity. In 998 Iraq began pumping oil through a Syrian pipeline, to 
considerable international concern. Syria formed its own Arab Com-
mittee for Lifting the Siege Imposed on Iraq, made up of intellectuals 
at the Arab Writers Union, in November 2000.56 Its marches, such as 
a massive rally in Damascus in November 2003, were authorized and 
coordinated by the Syrian government, reducing their authenticity as 
expressions of public opinion.

Participation in the annual Baghdad Trade Fair (see table 3.), which 
resumed in 996, offers one glimpse into the growing economic allure of 
the Iraqi market—or at least the perceived attractions of a public endorse-
ment of a potential return to Iraqi normality. This was as much public di-
plomacy as it was economic diplomacy, given the reality of the sanctions, 
although Iraq certainly dangled the prospects of enormous contracts in 
the postsanctions environment in front of potential supporters.

Still, the Iraqi regime pursued a wide range of economic opportu-
nities inside and outside the oil-for-food program that no doubt con-
tributed to at least some of the support for the Iraqi position. In at 
least one instance—the opening of an air link between Baghdad and 
Damascus by Qatari Hamad bin Ali al-Thani—secret Iraqi payments 
through oil vouchers have been publicly revealed.57

Cultural activists also brought the Iraqi issue into the public sphere. 
Nur, a journal focused on women’s issues, published a special issue in 
the fall of 200 focusing on the concerns of Iraqi women facing the 
embargo.58 Numerous popular films and documentaries focused 
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attention on the suffering of the Iraqi people. For example, the Leba-
nese director Sayid Kaado’s film Taqasim min Baghdad used graphic 
footage from hospitals to illustrate health problems among mothers 
and children in embargoed Iraq, while the Egyptian director Hossam 
Ali made several films about the lives of women and children under 
the embargo.59 Art galleries and cultural centers hosted numerous 
shows of Iraqi artists and writers to raise consciousness of the Iraqi sit-
uation. Luminaries such as Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz declared 
that “the embargo on Iraq now is illogical. . . . It is not logic to continue 
the siege until children die of hunger.”60 Even sports provided an arena 
for challenging the Arab isolation of Iraq. In 999, for example, Jordan 
hosted the ninth annual Arab sports day. With Iraq invited, and even 
Saudi Arabia committed to attending, Kuwait found itself in a difficult 
position.

Functional inter-Arab organizations provided another venue for 
discussions and the issuing of Arabist documents. Professional asso-
ciations cooperated in their realm of expertise—for example, doctor’s 
associations from various Arab states coordinated campaigns to send 
medicine to Iraq.6 In January 999, representatives of Arab profes-
sional associations met in Baghdad to coordinate efforts against the 
embargo and created an executive committee based in Amman.62 
In 998, the Arab Parliamentary Union held an emergency session 
in Amman, producing a consensus document calling for a lifting of 
sanctions and for determined Arab action to assist the people of Iraq. 
At the level of political parties, several conferences of Arab Popular 
Forces met in Baghdad to express solidarity with Iraq.63 All of this 

Table 3.. Baghdad Trade Fair Participants

  Number of Countries 
 Date        Represented

 November 996 6
 November 997 26
 November 998 30
 November 999 36
 November 2000 45
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demonstrates how mobilization crossed state lines, contributing to 
the manifestation of a public Arab consensus, even in the absence of 
al-Jazeera and the satellite television revolution with which the new 
public sphere is often equated.

States Strike Back

To say that few Arab regimes welcomed these signs of life in public 
opinion around the Iraqi issue would be a vast understatement. Arab 
regimes regularly repressed public demonstrations, and in virtually 
all instances sought to keep their freedom of maneuver intact. In 
December 2002, for example, Tunisia prevented a planned march in 
downtown Tunis that was to be led by eleven opposition parties. The 
Jordanian government violently suppressed pro-Iraqi demonstrations 
in the summer of 996, and banned all public rallies during the crises 
of 998. The Palestinian Authority prevented expressions of sympa-
thy with Iraq in November 998. Such responses to a mobilized public 
were entirely typical.

Where public opinion could not be repressed, Arab regimes looked 
to exploit it for their own interests. The cynical approach that states 
took to this emerging public opinion can be vividly seen in Egypt’s 
two-year term on the Security Council, beginning in January 996, 
where it hoped “to appear as championing the alleviation of the Iraqi 
people’s plight.”64 As it sought to win Arab approval without actu-
ally challenging American policies, for example, Egypt called for the 
implementation of resolution 986 without compromising Iraqi sover-
eignty—a clear attempt to find a middle ground acceptable in the inter-
Arab context—and urged the United Nations to “deal more objectively 
with the suffering of the Iraqi people.”65 Al-Ahram called for an Arab 
League “mechanism to help the beleaguered Iraqi people,” and urged 
Iraq to cooperate with UNSCOM in order to “earn relief from sanc-
tions and rehabilitation in the Arab world.”66 Despite these initiatives, 
however, Egypt did not invite Iraq to the Arab summit held in June 
to discuss Netanyahu’s election.67 Its media regularly highlighted the 
suffering of the Iraqi people and the injustice of the Security Council 
practices. But for all of its public talk, according to several diplomats 
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who worked with the UN Sanctions Committee, Egypt did virtually 
nothing to challenge the sanctions regime.68

The crucial point here, besides the hypocrisy, is that by 996 vir-
tually every Arab political figure—no matter how hostile to Iraq in 
practice—felt the need to publicly declare sympathy with the Iraqi 
people. Such sympathy had become a core reference point, a defin-
ing quality of Arabness that was more firmly established with every 
iteration. The consensus bridged wide political divides. When Prince 
Saud bin Faisal began an interview by saying “We all sympathize with 
the Iraqi people in their ordeal,” his sincerity was not the issue—it 
was that he felt compelled to say so at all.69 Countless examples could 
be provided. Egypt’s al-Ahram wrote that “regardless of [our] opinion 
of the ruling regime in Baghdad, [we urge] greater efforts to save the 
Iraqi people from famine, malnutrition, and epidemics.”70 Jordan’s 
information minister affirmed that “Jordan supports all efforts aimed 
at alleviating the suffering of the Iraqi people.”7 Arab League Secre-
tary-General Ismat Abd al-Meguid stated that “he felt deep sympathy 
with the Iraqi people, whose continuing suffering due to the sanctions 
was in no one’s interest.”72 Oman’s foreign minister declared that “ev-
eryone knows that the Iraqi people’s suffering has exceeded extremes 
that no one can bear.”73 Even Kuwait made half-hearted efforts to of-
fer assistance to the “suffering Iraqi people,” even if such aid usually 
took the form of support for the opposition to Saddam Hussein. Saad 
Ajami, Kuwait’s minister of information, for example, defended Ku-
wait on al-Jazeera by arguing that it had offered the assistance of the 
Kuwaiti Red Crescent to the victims of Saddam’s chemical weapons, 
an offer Saddam refused.74

This did not mean that Arab states had reconciled their opinions on 
Iraq; on the contrary, Arab divisions were as sharp as ever. But sympa-
thy for the suffering Iraqi people had become a core point of consensus 
on which very little dissent could be heard. Iraqi dissident Ghassan At-
tiyah warned as early as 993 that “the pro-sanctions stance adopted by 
the bulk of the Iraqi offshore opposition groups had become a political 
and moral liability,” isolating them from mainstream Arab opinion.75 
Such sympathy, and the changing strategic context it created, could 
only go so far, however. Iraqi officials complained that “it is meaning-
less for any Arab official to profess sympathy with us and declare an 
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understanding of our suffering under the unfair sanctions while at the 
same time reiterating the U.S. attitude.”76 While the ground of Arab 
politics gradually shifted from below, Iraq grew impatient for deeds to 
match the words.

Military Strikes: The Perverse Consequences

While the sanctions issue percolated from below, American attacks on 
Iraq offered galvanizing moments for Arab public opinion, both dem-
onstrating and consolidating the emerging popular consensus. The 
military crises focused attention and crystallized the public consen-
sus; one Arab ambassador explained, “The sanctions are worse than 
the bombing in what they do to the Iraqi people, but the bombings are 
dramatic and galvanize the public.”77

The first unifying moment came with the late June 993 Ameri-
can cruise missile attack on Baghdad that killed Iraqi artist Layla al-
Attar. Most of the Arab world, except Kuwait, expressed skepticism 
and anger. Few believed the claim that Iraq had plotted to kill former 
President George Bush; this was instead seen as a pretext for Clinton 
to demonstrate his toughness to Saddam. Arabs complained bitterly 
about American double standards, and at the U.S. willingness to by-
pass the Security Council when it saw fit. As Abd al-Bari Atwan, editor 
of al-Quds al-Arabi, put it: “Arab opinion is disgusted at the way the 
United States keeps demonstrating its military prowess against Iraq 
while allowing the Serbs and Israelis to get away unpunished for mur-
der on a grand scale.”78

At this point some Arab observers were already arguing that the 
American action demonstrated that there was no value in cooperat-
ing with the UN inspections, since the United States would always 
find some excuse to maintain the sanctions.79 They also argued that 
American military strikes inevitably strengthened Saddam Hussein 
by increasing popular sympathy with Iraq.80 Al-Hayat editor Jihad al-
Khazen worried that the attack “was a blow to Arab moderates” and 
that Kuwait had isolated itself even further by backing the Americans 
against an Arab consensus.8 Al-Ahram asserted that “the raid won 
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virtually no support in the Arab world, while the announcement that 
Washington had contacted some of its Arab allies to discuss the attack 
with them only increased those governments’ embarrassment.”82 And 
for Atwan, the silver lining of the attack was that “it put America’s 
Arab allies on the spot. . . . Unable to justify it, they were with the sole 
exception of Kuwait reduced to an awkward silence, . . . [making clear 
that] the viewpoint of ordinary Arabs is completely at odds with that of 
the governments.”83 The response to the bombing offered a first dem-
onstration of evolving Arab background beliefs, and thereby moved 
to shape expectations about the likely normative reward for adopting 
positions sympathetic to Iraq.

The muted response of Arab states to the 996 American bombing 
of Iraq’s south after Saddam’s armies wiped out an Iraqi National Con-
gress operation based in the Kurdish areas bears attention. Arab writ-
ers were quick to note the disparity between the official caution of the 
Arab regimes and the vocal opposition of other states and of the Arab 
public. As European states opposed the airstrikes, but “Arab leaders 
stay mum,” writers in the pan-Arab press suggested that Arab states 
“ha[d] shown themselves to be the weakest party in the international 
community’s response to blatant aggression against an Arab country,” 
despite clear popular demands for a public response. A prominent 
writer in al-Ahram noted the “contrast between the vocal interna-
tional criticism . . . and the meek silence maintained by most Arab 
countries. . . . Apart from the voice in the wilderness of Arab League 
Secretary-General Ismat Abd al-Maguid, all that was heard was an 
embarrassed whisper of protest from Cairo and a deafening silence in 
most other Arab countries.”84

Most writers explained this silence in terms of American pressure, 
but more seemed to be going on. To the extent that Arab leaders had 
been engaging in rhetorical free riding, winning points with public 
opinion while publicly falsifying their preferences, the prospects of 
Iraqi success were far less appealing to these leaders than their public 
profiles would suggest. The surging Iraqi initiative worried Arab states 
as much as it emboldened Arab public opinion, leading many Arab 
regimes to tone down their rhetorical free riding, which now seemed 
to carry unnecessary costs.
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The GCC: Reconciliation or Regime Change?

Efforts to overcome the Gulf crisis and to resolve the ongoing divi-
sions in the Arab world proved fruitless, in part because of Kuwait’s 
hardline stance toward those who had been inclined toward Iraq. The 
absence of a genuinely independent public sphere capable of mobi-
lizing against these powerful states handicapped such efforts. Kuwait 
(and to a lesser extent Saudi Arabia) exercised a veto over any Arab 
gathering that might rehabilitate Iraq, and worked to focus attention 
on Iraqi perfidy rather than on Iraqi suffering. Kuwait aggressively po-
liced public discourse to keep the focus on Saddam’s evil. Over time, 
unyielding Kuwaiti rhetoric and policy became counterproductive, 
particularly as the new Arab public found its voice.

This part of the chapter takes the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
as a microcosm of Arab politics, and explores the repeated efforts by 
various smaller members—the UAE, Bahrain, Qatar—to adopt a more 
open policy toward Iraq. Concerned with the impact of the sanctions, 
and with the public’s increasing anger, they advanced a series of initia-
tives that challenged GCC unity.

As early as June 993, some Gulf newspapers began to call on the 
GCC “to abandon its obsession with the 990–99 Gulf crisis and the 
regime of . . . Saddam Hussein, and to throw its lot in with efforts to 
reunite the Arab world and reconcile with Iraq.”85 These early popular 
appeals had little impact on Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, however, who 
still perceived Iraq as a threat and were adamantly opposed to any 
softening toward it. Kuwait in particular was fiercely opposed to rec-
onciliation even with what it termed “adverse states” such as Jordan, 
much less with Baghdad itself, and would consider mending fences 
with other Arab states only if they clearly adopted a rigorous array 
of hard-line anti-Iraq policies.86 Mohammed al-Rumayhi spoke for 
many Kuwaitis when he rejected calls to “let bygones be bygones” as 
an insult to Kuwaiti suffering.87 As Abd al-Wahhab Badrakhan noted, 
Kuwait’s parliament, media, and public opinion were far more emo-
tional and enraged with the Arabs than was the more pragmatic royal 
family—a striking example of public opinion working against Arab 
rapprochement.88 King Hussein’s calls for change in Baghdad begin-
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ning in 993 did not satisfy Kuwaitis, who noted Jordan’s continuing 
economic relations with Iraq and took a vindictive line against Jordan 
under any circumstances. Tunisia’s foreign minister cut short the first 
official visit to Kuwait since the war in June 993 “after coming under a 
barrage of abuse from the emirate’s press and legislators.”89

In September 993, the GCC rejected moves toward rehabilitating 
Iraq, “hold[ing] the Baghdad regime responsible for the suppression 
and sufferings being sustained by the brotherly Iraqi people as a result 
of the practices of the regime and its noncompliance with Security 
Council resolutions.” There were already clear divisions within the 
GCC, however, with half its members hoping for a softer line.90 Hopes 
that these expressions of concern might foster reconciliation with Iraq 
were routinely disappointed, however, as expectations of change in 
policy based on the positions of the UAE, Qatar, Oman, and Bahrain 
were dashed by the hard line of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. In Decem-
ber 993 King Fahd made short work of the hopes for a rehabilitation 
of Iraq with a firm speech at the GCC summit condemning the Iraqi 
regime, demanding its compliance, and insisting on the maintenance 
of the sanctions.9 Nevertheless, Qatar “rejected a direct request from 
the Clinton administration to stop contacts with Iraq.” 92

All these maneuvers by the small Gulf states took place within 
clearly circumscribed parameters, as GCC policy depended on Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait. Nevertheless, the smaller states established a tone 
of humanitarian concern and impatience with the ongoing Arab divi-
sions that helped consolidate the background frame of a popular Arab 
position confounded by self-interested powerful Arab states and out-
side forces.

Over the winter of 993–994 the Arab—and especially Gulf—press 
increasingly took up the issue of the sanctions as an urgent Arab 
concern.93 The two camps struggled to reconcile tough containment 
with humanitarian relief. In April 994 the GCC reiterated that they 
“agree[d] on a common resolve to stand vigilant and determined” to 
enforce the sanctions despite the publicly expressed concerns of its 
members.94 In August Egypt, the UAE, and Morocco each took futile 
initiatives to seek Saudi and Kuwaiti agreement on reconciliation with 
Iraq, but in September the GCC officially “praised the United Nations 
Security Council’s decision to maintain economic sanctions on Iraq 
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until it complies fully with U.N. resolutions.”95 In this context, GCC 
members actively lobbied the Security Council to maintain a hard line 
on sanctions, despite the growing expressions of Arab dissent.96 This 
hard public line—along with the Security Council’s renewal of sanc-
tions—had the desired effect on expectations, convincing most Ar-
abs that there was little hope for the sanctions being lifted in the near 
term. But changes were beginning to break through the wall. In the 
same month that Kuwait Parliamentary Speaker Ahmed al-Saadoun 
said Kuwait would continue to press the international community to 
“accelerate its pressure and tighten the economic blockade on the Iraqi 
regime to force it into unconditional submission to all UN Security 
Council resolutions related to its aggression on Kuwait,”97 the GCC for 
the first time expressed “total sympathy with the fraternal Iraqi people 
in their humanitarian sufferings.”98

In December 994 GCC dissension burst into the open as Bahrain 
publicly called on Kuwait to be more open to dialogue in the expecta-
tion that the UN Security Council would be easing the sanctions rela-
tively soon.99 Expectations of change at the global and Arab levels fed 
on each other, as trends against the sanctions suggested that “the GCC 
ought to brace for Iraq’s eventual rehabilitation in the Arab world.”00 
Numerous authors pointed out the need to adjust Arab positions to 
the likely changes at the international level, and warned of the political 
consequences of being seen as obstacles to the easing of the sanctions. 
They also pointed out the unacceptability of Arabs lagging behind 
other, non-Arab states in challenging the sanctions.

Even Kuwaitis recognized that their vigorous efforts to assign re-
sponsibility to Saddam were falling flat: “Despite all attempts to show 
that Saddam is to blame for that suffering, Arab public opinion in-
creasingly calls for the question of sanctions to be decoupled from that 
of the Iraqi regime’s behavior or survival.”0 After Kuwait’s dismissal 
of a Moroccan reconciliation initiative, the Arab press filled with criti-
cism of Kuwaiti intransigence: “By its behavior, Kuwait is not only an-
tagonizing a growing number of Arab and Islamic states who consider 
the retention of sanctions against the Iraqi people unconscionable, but 
also damaging its ties with its five GCC partners.”02 Kuwait’s refusal to 
reconcile with Jordan after its peace treaty with Israel played into the 
perception of its irrational intransigence.
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In the run-up to the December 994 GCC summit, Qatar pushed 
to have the GCC recognize the need to deal with the humanitarian 
dimension of the sanctions, within the limits of the Saudi and Kuwaiti 
hard-line approach.03 After the GCC ministers’ meeting was—quite 
exceptionally—delayed because of the difficulty of reaching consensus, 
the final communiqué did acknowledge the changes in Iraqi behavior 
toward compliance, but attributed this to the tough line endorsed by 
the GCC, which appealed “to [the Security Council] to continue in 
these principled and firm stances and in their effective efforts to com-
pel Iraq to take similar steps toward the serious implementation of all 
Security Council resolutions.”04 Egypt, while agreeing with the need 
for Iraq to comply with the resolutions, stated that it “was very an-
noyed by the suffering of the Iraqi people resulting from the blockade” 
and asserted that “there is a common feeling that we must do some-
thing.”05 Egyptians hastened to clarify that sympathy for the Iraqi 
people did not extend to Saddam’s regime, however; al-Ahram editor 
Ibrahim Nafei’s late September front-page commentary entitled “God 
save the Iraqi people from Saddam” was widely seen as standing in for 
Hosni Mubarak’s personal sentiments.06

In January 995 moves toward reconciliation with Iraq picked up 
steam, as Egypt worked to convene an Arab summit to discuss Iraq’s 
return to the Arab fold. “We should extend the bridges of care for Iraq, 
whose people are suffering. We should not forget our history and pan-
Arabism,” UAE Defense Minister Sheik Mohammed bin Rashed al-
Maktoum said, echoing calls from Qatar and Oman.07 The Egyptian 
media, which had been filled with anti-Iraqi rhetoric, now opened to 
humanitarian and political critique of the sanctions. Omani Minister 
of State for Foreign Affairs Yousef bin Alawi said, “I and friends on the 
Security Council are looking for ways and means of lessening the suf-
ferings of the Iraqi people” while maintaining the demand for full Iraqi 
compliance.08 King Hassan of Morocco warned President Clinton of 
the dangers of ignoring the long-term consequences of the sanctions 
on the population of Iraq.09

Tellingly, when Warren Christopher came to the Gulf to discuss the 
eroding consensus, he dealt only with heads of state, with virtually no 
effort to engage Arab public opinion in any kind of direct dialogue.0 
The impact of Christopher’s message to the GCC states could be seen 
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in the June ministerial declaration, which took a remarkably tough 
line and contained hardly a hint of the struggles behind the scenes. 
Still, the Gulf press continued to fill with articles criticizing the United 
States, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait for their inflexibility.

In October 995 an initiative by the UAE for reconciliation with 
Iraq—“whether the West wants it or not”—met with strong resistance 
once again from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Shaikh Zayed bin Sultan 
al-Nahyan of the UAE argued that “it is time to lift sanctions because it 
is the Iraqi people who were paying for [Saddam Hussein’s] mistakes,” 
a call endorsed by Ismat Abd al-Meguid, secretary-general of the 
Arab League, Yemen, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, and Egypt.2 Alarmed, 
Kuwait took unusually strong measures to reinforce GCC discipline, 
with mixed success. In January 996 GCC states again publicly argued 
over the terms of a rehabilitation of Iraq. Some reports indicated splits 
within the Saudi royal family on Iraq policy, suggesting that some Saudis 
were being swayed by Egyptian and Arab arguments that the sanctions 
were actually strengthening Saddam’s internal position while harming 
the interests of Iraq’s Gulf opponents.3 These debates were reflected 
in the GCC communiqué of March 996: “While the Council feel re-
gret on deterioration of living and health conditions of the brotherly 
Iraqi people, it holds the Iraqi regime full responsibility due to its ill- 
conducted policy all the time and calls Iraq to implement resolution 
986 with articles aimed at handling humanitarian needs of this people 
to alleviate its bitter suffering.”

The UAE’s November 996 proposal for a route to normalizing 
Iraqi-Arab relations erupted into a major debate among GCC coun-
tries, playing out in opinion pages across the Arab world. The usual 
Gulf states stepped up their efforts toward rehabilitating Iraq, while 
Kuwaitis and Saudis traveled around the Arab world and Europe try-
ing to shore up support for the sanctions. The UAE, reportedly with 
support from Egypt and Bahrain, “took issue with the sanctions on 
both humanitarian and political grounds.”4 Kuwait and Saudi Arabia 
insisted (following the American line) that the reason for the suffering 
of the Iraqi people remained Saddam, and not the sanctions. When 
the GCC secretariat asserted that the UAE ideas did not change of-
ficial GCC policy, one Bahraini commentator responded that “the call 
for Iraq to be relieved of sanctions serves the strategic interests of the 
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Gulf states and expresses the feelings of their peoples. The secretariat’s 
rejection of that call is, accordingly, damaging to GCC interests and 
contemptuous of public opinion.”5

While it remained impossible to forge a political consensus, boom-
ing illegal trade in the Gulf suggested that many individuals as well as 
governments no longer felt any normative adherence to the sanctions 
regime.

On the Brink of Change

This chapter has tracked the interaction between Arab states and an 
emerging public dismay with the sanctions on Iraq in the period be-
fore the satellite television revolution. Public debates about Iraq re-
mained primarily confined to domestic print publics and the elite 
transnational press, while states mainly argued in private over strate-
gic issues rather than humanitarian ones.

Over the course of the decade, however, real developments could 
be seen in the cohesion and influence of Arab public opinion toward 
the sanctions. By 996, virtually no discussion of Iraq could omit refer-
ence to sympathy with the suffering Iraqi people. As frustration grew 
with what was widely perceived as an unjust and devastating sanctions 
regime, Arab states found it harder to ignore or to repress the issue. 
When Richard Butler replaced Rolf Ekeus as chairman of UNSCOM 
in June 997, a more confrontational period between Iraq and the UN 
immediately commenced.
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On December 20, 998, after the final withdrawal of UNSCOM, four 
days of American and British bombardment of Iraq, and massive Arab 
protests, al-Jazeera broadcast an episode of Sharia and Life featuring 
Yusuf al-Qaradawi. The host, Ahmed Mansour, began by invoking 
the outrage felt by Muslims at an attack on Iraq during Ramadan, 
and quoted former Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ben Bella asking 
whether the attack on Iraq was “an extension of the crusader campaign 
which began against the Islamic world after the fall of Granada.” But 
Mansour was dubious: “Is this the truth of what happened to Iraq at 
American and British hands?” Carefully framing the debate, Mansour 
wondered: “If there are those who blame the Iraqi regime for the crisis 
which the umma has lived through since 990 because of the invasion 
and aggression against Kuwait, will they object to this destruction now 
of the regime or the capabilities of Iraq? . . . But at the same time, what 
responsibility does the Iraqi regime bear for what has happened to 
Iraq since 990?”

Qaradawi endorsed Muslim outrage that in 998 “Ramadan begins 
with fear instead of hope, with war instead of peace, with destruction 
instead of birth, with death instead of life.” Openly identifying with the 
Iraqi people, Qaradawi bemoaned that “this is what our brothers the 
Iraqi people suffer under. . . . We find ourselves now attacked during 
Ramadan.” He blasted the United States for setting itself above God in 
determining matters of life and death, while explaining the attack on 
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Iraq as primarily about defending Israel. Qaradawi praised the Arab 
street for protesting, even if it had no effect on American actions, in 
an exquisite illustration of the expressive logic of action discussed in 
earlier chapters. There was value, he argued, in simply declaring that 
even where “the weak cannot stand in the face of power . . . he is able 
to say no. . . . With our limited capabilities to say no, we say to America 
no, we don’t accept this.”

But Qaradawi refused to offer a simple pro-Iraqi stance. Far from 
defending Saddam Hussein, Qaradawi repeatedly and insistently dis-
tinguished the Iraqi people from a regime he despised. “We are against 
Saddam Hussein, but we are not against the Iraqi people,” he explained. 
“We consider the Iraqi regime a criminal and harmful regime for its 
people.” Directly addressing Saddam, Qaradawi said, “I call on the 
Iraqi president to allow freedoms inside of Iraq and to allow the Iraqi 
people a voice. . . . If he is truly a strong ruler then he would know that 
the people are confident in him . . . and if not . . . ” But he nevertheless 
condemned the bombings: “I do not permit a hostile power to use this 
to attack the Iraqi people.”

Did the al-Jazeera audience take umbrage at Qaradawi’s hostility 
toward Saddam Hussein? The first question to Qaradawi came over fax 
from Iraqi opposition figure (and former head of Saddam’s military 
intelligence) Wafiq al-Samarrai: “What is the position of the Sharia on 
this: if there is an unjust ruler as is the case in Iraq, is it permissible to 
leave a killer to kill and a criminal to commit crimes, which is what 
will happen if Arab states don’t intervene?” Qaradawi agreed that “we 
cannot leave the killer in place, we must use force to remove him,” but 
insisted that such action must come from within and not from Ameri-
can-backed opposition groups: “It is not permissible for a Muslim to 
make himself an agent of a power that is hostile to Islam.” A debate 
ensued over the phones, with several callers blasting Samarrai for his 
Baathist past, and Qaradawi ultimately defending Samarrai’s right to 
change his views. Ahmed Mansour explained to a seemingly confused 
Qaradawi that “this question is always posed to Samarrai in every dia-
logue we have, that he was a part of the regime . . . and he participated 
in great crimes against the Iraqi people”—which must surprise the vast 
array of commentators who later accused al-Jazeera of ignoring the 
crimes of Saddam’s regime.
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Some callers echoed the position of the Iraqi opposition: “The 
whole Iraqi people beg to be rescued from this repressive regime, I call 
on our beloved Shaykh to see that there is a solution to this problem 
for the Iraqi people, which is to save the Iraqi people from Saddam 
Hussein, who has done far worse to them than has the United States.” 
Others bemoaned the sanctions, and Arab inaction in the face of Iraqi 
suffering: “Is it permissible for the Muslim to leave his Muslim brother 
suffering under the blockade and not help him?” Over the course of 
an hour and a half, virtually every position was expressed, as Arabs 
openly grappled in public over an issue about which they clearly dis-
agreed. The only point on which all seemed to agree was that Arab 
regimes had failed miserably to deal with the Iraqi situation, to listen 
to their people, and to stand up for Arab interests—however those 
interests might be defined.

These open dialogues—heated, contentious, and contemptuous of 
the political status quo—constituted a public sphere very different from 
the one described in chapter 3, of private deliberations of elites and 
carefully modulated editorial debates in the elite press. These new pub-
lic arguments were open, heated, and unrestrained. If anything, critics 
worried that they focused too heavily on confrontation and polar 
opposition. In their pursuit of entertaining television, the talk show 
hosts much preferred high intensity arguments between an Iraqi official 
and a Kuwaiti parliamentarian to a calm discussion between detached 
intellectuals. One of the first high-profile controversies generated by al-
Jazeera’s talk shows came in March 997, when Faisal al-Qassem hosted 
a program asking why Kuwait refused to reconcile with Iraq, leading 
Kuwaiti officials to angrily protest to the Qatari government and spark-
ing dozens of hostile commentaries in the Kuwaiti press (Zayani 2005: 
95). In January 999 More Than One Opinion pitted the Arabist editor 
of al-Quds al-Arabi Abd al-Bari Atwan against the Kuwaiti information 
minister Saad al-Ajami and the Egyptian journalist Mahmoud Attal-
lah.2 The next month, Faisal al-Qassem hosted a debate between Sami 
Mahdi, editor of the Iraqi newspaper al-Thawra, and Egyptian academ-
ic Gihad Awda on the question of whether “the blockade on Iraq is an 
Arab conspiracy more than an American or Zionist one.”3 In March 
More Than One Opinion returned to contemplate “the war of attrition 
against Iraq” with Iraqi professor of military science Mazen al-Rama-
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dani and former American ambassador David Mack.4 In August Qas-
sem hosted a discussion of the sanctions on Iraq featuring a pro-regime 
Iraqi expatriate and a member of the Kuwaiti parliament.5 In another 
program, the Jordanian radical Layth Shubaylat squared off against 
Ayad al-Manaa, a leading Kuwaiti journalist.6 Such direct, impassioned 
arguments offered a stark change from decades of Arab public politics. 
They tapped into the raw emotional identification many Arabs felt with 
the Iraqi people, giving an outlet for the anger and frustration built up 
by the graphic news coverage on the station.

The period from 997–2002 well deserves the much-abused title of 
“the al-Jazeera Era.” Building on its successful coverage of Iraq, as well 
as the second Palestinian Intifada and its exclusive access to Afghani-
stan after 9/, al-Jazeera dominated Arab public discourse for these 
crucial years, before—as described in chapter 2—competing stations 
emerged to challenge its hegemony. Its live coverage of these conten-
tious events, in real time, with graphic imagery and openly supportive 
and engaged commentary, defined those conflicts for viewers in in-
tensely personal and vivid ways.

Over the course of the period described in this chapter, the Pales-
tinian and Iraqi issues increasingly merged into a common narrative, 
with the United States playing the villain’s role in each. This conver-
gence was graphically embodied by the juxtaposition of the Israeli 
reoccupation of the West Bank and the American push for a confron-
tation with Iraq in the spring of 2002. It is often forgotten that the 
initial Arab response to 9/ was marked by considerable ambivalence, 
with a wide range of important Islamist and Arab figures condemn-
ing those attacks and expressing profound sympathy with the victims, 
even as significant numbers of Arabs doubted al-Qaeda’s responsibil-
ity for the attacks. The debates over the invasion of Afghanistan were 
similarly ambivalent, with public debates marked by intense disagree-
ments between those who rejected any American military action in 
the Muslim world and those who saw it as a justifiable response to 
al-Qaeda’s assault on America. Anti-American sentiment spiked only 
after the combination of President Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech, the 
Israeli reoccupation of the West Bank—during which Bush famously 
declared Ariel Sharon to be a man of peace—and the beginnings of the 
campaign against Iraq.
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The Arab public sphere thus literally defined the response to the 
American mobilization against Iraq in 2002–2003 by placing it within 
this particular context. In the narrative that developed and hardened 
over the course of the 990s, American arguments were automatically 
discounted and nefarious motivations ascribed. The profound differ-
ences in American and Arab perceptions of the relationships among 
events in Israel, Iraq, and the war on terror opened what al-Jazeera 
host Ghassan bin Jadu called “an epistemological chasm between the 
Iraqi opposition and Arab elites”—a gap that was even greater between 
the United States and the Arabs.7 Participants in the Arab debates rou-
tinely invoked articles published in the Western press, reports issued 
by the United Nations or Western think tanks, and interviews with 
Western officials or personalities. The Arab public paid close attention 
to American politics, and could not help but note Congressional and 
media criticisms of the Clinton administration’s alleged lack of seri-
ousness in moving against Saddam. At the same time, Clinton’s osten-
tatious public support for the Iraqi opposition—as a way of deflecting 
this Congressional criticism—rebounded against that opposition by 
heightening the sense of many Arabs of its inauthenticity. But Ameri-
cans largely ignored Arab debates, which left them painfully unaware 
of how their initiatives would be received, how much their credibility 
had eroded, or how toxic America had become in Arab eyes.

Another major difference between the American and Arab under-
standing of Iraq has to do with its salience. After the collapse of the 
UN inspections and the four-day bombing campaign against Iraq, the 
Iraq issue transformed in a number of ways. The Clinton administra-
tion sought to remove Iraq from the headlines, with a low-intensity 
bombing campaign that rarely reached levels deemed newsworthy by 
American media. It proved slow to appreciate the new importance of 
Arab public opinion. Most of 999 was taken up with the tortuous ne-
gotiation of resolution 284, which ultimately passed over the absten-
tion of three permanent members of the Security Council. Ironically, 
given later events, George W. Bush’s initial approach to Iraq empha-
sized a revamping of the sanctions regime—“smart sanctions” rather 
than military confrontation. Only after September  did American 
attention turn again to Iraq as a front-burner issue.8

For Arabs, on the other hand, Iraq never retreated to the periphery 
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of their concerns. As Mohammed el-Nawawy and Adel Iskander argue, 
“Al-Jazeera first realized it had the opportunity to consolidate Arab 
audiences when it covered the Desert Fox U.S. military operations 
against Iraq in 998. . . . From that point forward, footage from the 
raids and extensive discussion of the sanctions on Iraq fed Arab fury. 
The UN-sanctions economic embargo seemed, in a word, unjustified” 
(200: 58). Iraq by this point had been well established as an Arab core 
concern, with the United States increasingly placed at the center of the 
problem. Well before September , more and more Arabs openly talk-
ed about the plans of “the American Enemy” to attack Iraq.9 Discus-
sion of a coming American attack on Iraq was common in the summer 
of 200.0 After September , arguments about al-Qaeda and the war 
in Afghanistan quickly merged into fears of an American expansion of 
the war into Iraq. As early as October 6, 200, The Opposite Direction 
discussed whether America would “widen the war on terror to Iraq”; 
on November 28 No Limits focused on “American plans on Iraq after 
Afghanistan”; and a December 4 The Opposite Direction asked whether 
America could “Afghan-ize Iraq.” Untold numbers of writers in the 
Arab press similarly asked whether—often, simply when—the Bush 
administration would turn toward Iraq.2 When Osama bin Laden in-
voked the suffering of the Iraqi people in a tape broadcast by al-Jazeera 
in November 2002, he clearly saw the usefulness of tapping into this 
widespread Arab conviction.

Perceived American double standards stood at the heart of Arab 
complaints. Arabs constantly pointed out that Israel routinely ig-
nored UN resolutions, while Iraq was expected to live up to the let-
ter of these resolutions. These double standards became increasingly 
central as the Palestinian uprising began in the fall of 2000. The no-
fly zones were a particular example, especially after the United States 
began a punishing campaign of bombings, ostensibly to enforce 
them, after Desert Fox. The no-fly zones were not established by the 
Security Council, Arabs pointed out, and as such had dubious legal 
justification. American manipulations of the UN Sanctions Commit-
tee fed the outrage.

At the same time, Arabs constantly pointed to American regime-
change declarations as evidence that the United States itself had little 
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regard for UN resolutions. Assertions by officials such as Madeleine 
Albright that the sanctions would not be lifted as long as Saddam re-
mained in power (see chapter 3) quickly solidified into an absolute 
conviction—one which damned the United States, while at the same 
time in Arab eyes justifying Iraqi refusals to cooperate with the in-
spectors.3 The Iraqi Liberation Act, passed with bipartisan support 
in October 998, served as a final proof for most Arabs of their be-
lief in American intentions on this point. Lebanese columnist Raghid 
Saleh summarized this widespread interpretation: “The position of the 
United States on the embargo is not based on international law. The 
US says that it will not lift the blockade and will not revisit the ques-
tions of sanctions until the regime in Iraq falls, and international law 
does not say that.”4

Between 998 and 2003 the emerging triumphalism of the new 
Arab public sphere, as it recognized its own growing influence, gave 
way to a dangerous frustration when its efforts failed to translate 
into real political outcomes. The public witnessed startling success-
es: the Arab street did protest in force, an Arab public consensus 
did form, and all states—from America to the Gulf—were forced 
to alter their strategies to the new reality. But for all the “victories,” 
the Palestinian uprising failed to accomplish its goals, instead sink-
ing into nearly unfathomable violence. Arab governments refused 
to become more democratic; indeed, in response to the crisis atmo-
sphere generated by the Palestinian uprising and then by Septem-
ber , many governments clamped down and became even more 
repressive. And not only did the sanctions on Iraq remain in place, 
but in 2002 the United States began mobilizing the region and the 
world for a war to topple Saddam Hussein. In all the areas of great-
est concern to the new Arab public, then, movement and argument 
and even consensus failed to translate into real political success. 
Such frustration—which may be structurally endemic to a weak 
international public sphere—had an inevitable effect on the tone, 
content, and pitch of argument in the Arab public sphere. By the 
end of the period discussed in this chapter, the Arab public sphere 
had passed from a moment of enthusiasm to a grinding despair and 
a resurgent politics of identity.
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The New Public Sphere and Iraq

The emergence of al-Jazeera coincided remarkably with the beginning 
of the collapse of the system of sanctions and inspections maintained 
over the previous six years. Chapter 3 argued that the years 99–997 
followed roughly realist lines of state behavior, while opinion slowly 
shifted from below. The major states dominated the action, as they pur-
sued strategic interests in private diplomacy and at the United Nations. 
While the beginnings of public discontent over the human costs of the 
sanctions could be seen distantly, this emerging Arab public opinion 
had no effective outlets to express itself or to influence policy. Arab 
states, like the United States, largely ignored this Arab sentiment.

The emergence of al-Jazeera radically transformed the political and 
strategic environment, bringing into the public eye not only graphic 
footage but also arguments that had previously taken place only in 
the elite press and in private forums. The hothouse environment of 
an Arab public sphere dominated by questions of identity and a sense 
of subordination nurtured a particular kind of Arabist identity and 
sense of interests. al-Jazeera did not create Arab views toward the core 
shared policy issues, but it did reshape the background assumptions 
and the intensity of Arab views (Nisbet et al. 2004; Telhami 2005).

Building on the ideas spread from below (as described in chap-
ter 3), the suffering of the Iraqi people became a core touchstone of 
debate, one which all speakers hoping to be taken seriously had to 
acknowledge regardless of their personal beliefs. For example, as a 
preface to a discussion about the strategic aspect of the sanctions, one 
al-Jazeera host described the sanctions as “this embargo which has im-
posed harsh suffering on the Iraqi people, which weighs heavily on the 
souls even of Washington’s friends in the region, this embargo which 
continues without any legal or moral excuse.”5 This led even Kuwaitis 
to change their argumentative style. Within the domestic Kuwaiti me-
dia, the standard fare was attacks on “those who oppose overthrow-
ing the Iraqi regime[, who] embody a repressive style and a culture of 
dictatorship, and give tyrannical regimes the legitimacy to continue 
in dominating their peoples and stealing their wealth.”6 But when ap-
pearing on al-Jazeera, Kuwaitis would preface their remarks with con-
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cern for “the long suffering of the Iraqi people.”7 Even Kuwaitis found 
it necessary to position themselves as defenders of the Iraqi people, 
however improbably, as in the following hallucinogenic exchange on 
The Opposite Direction:8

Abd al-Muhassan Jamal: I speak with the tongue of the Iraqi 
people . . .

Faisal al-Qassem: [interrupts] You speak in the name of the 
Iraqi people?

Jamal: In the name of the Iraqi people, because I am part of the 
Arab people.

Qassem: [incredulous] You are a member of . . . a member of the 
Kuwaiti Parliament!

For all their centrality to Arab debate, the Iraqi people themselves 
lacked any real voice. This was not because of a conscious attempt by 
al-Jazeera to exclude them: Iraqis living in exile appeared frequently, 
and were a constant presence calling in to the programs. But the tyran-
nical nature of Saddam’s regime made it impossible for Iraqis living 
inside Iraq to freely speak their minds to the Arab media. The un-
popular opposition in exile could not credibly speak on their behalf, 
despite their efforts to do so, while few accepted the representative-
ness of Saddam’s tyrannical regime. As a result, all parties felt free to 
speak on behalf of the Iraqi people, to claim to authentically represent 
them. The frustration this engendered among the actual Iraqi people 
would only be genuinely exhibited after the fall of Baghdad, as ordi-
nary Iraqis vented their rage at the Arab media and at the Arab politi-
cal system as a whole. But from the early 990s through 2003, Arabs 
of all political persuasions were free to project their own preferences 
onto this object of identification and sympathy. As Iraqi opposition 
figure Abd al-Halim al-Rahimi tellingly described it, everyone in Arab 
debates “ignores the opinion of the Iraqi people . . . while at the same 
time pretending that their positions express the interests of the Iraqi 
people. . . . This ignores the opinion of Iraqis, deputizing themselves to 
speak on their behalf.” Rahimi, equally tellingly, then did exactly what 
he accused others of doing, assuring readers that “the reality is that the 
vast majority of the Iraqi people, inside and outside, of all political and 
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ideological trends, and all nationalities and religions, not only want 
but are working to overthrow Saddam’s regime.”9

While al-Jazeera covered the humanitarian side of the Iraqi issue 
intensely and sympathetically, and gave a platform to voices highly 
critical of the United States, this does not mean that al-Jazeera was 
an Iraqi instrument or “pro-Saddam.” Intense and fierce arguments 
about the regime of Saddam Hussein punctuated its programs. Almost 
every program on Iraq featured Kuwaitis or Iraqi opposition figures, as 
well as live callers, who insistently turned every issue—whether a con-
frontation with the United States or the effect of the sanctions—into 
accusatory dissertations on the evils of Saddam’s tyranny (al taghiya). 
Of twenty-three guests who appeared on Iraq-themed al-Jazeera talk 
shows in 999, for example, five were Kuwaiti (including the minister 
of information and several members of Parliament), five were pro-re-
gime Iraqis (including Tareq Aziz), seven were figures identified with 
or sympathetic to the Iraqi opposition (including Wafiq al-Samarrai, 
Ghassan Attiyah, and Hamid al-Bayati), three were Arab journalists 
who tended to side with the Iraqi opposition, and six were Arab writ-
ers who tended to be critical of the sanctions and the United States (in-
cluding several appearances by Abd al-Bari Atwan, editor of al-Quds 
al-Arabi).

When Iraqi officials appeared on al-Jazeera talk shows, they usu-
ally received tough questioning quite unfamiliar to them in the tightly 
controlled Iraqi media. For example, in January 2000 host Jumana 
al-Namour repeatedly challenged Iraqi Foreign Minister Mohammed 
Said al-Sahhaf.20 When Sahhaf claimed that other governments knew 
“that Iraq has implemented all the demands in the Security Council 
resolutions,” Namour interrupted him to say, “But this is not what 
the Security Council says.” When Sahhaf claimed that current Secu-
rity Council demands exceeded the terms of the original resolutions, 
Namour demanded specific examples, and was visibly unsatisfied with 
his responses. “If there are no weapons present,” she demanded, “then 
why are you afraid of an inspections team entering Iraq?” On an-
other program, Namour interrupted Riyadh al-Qisi’s defense of Iraq’s 
oil policies to ask whether he had any documentation to back up his 
claims, or any proof for viewers who doubted what he was saying.2 
When al-Qisi cited “UN officials” as blaming the United States for the 
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suffering of the Iraqi people, Namour reminded him that the same 
official (Hans von Sponeck) had also accused the Iraqi government of 
some responsibility for that suffering.22 To be consistently challenged 
on facts and arguments in public, by a beautiful young woman no less, 
was not the norm for a senior Iraqi official.

In his program discussing the ninth year of sanctions, Faisal al-
Qassem noted the UNICEF report stating that sanctions were respon-
sible for the death of more than half a million Iraqi children, but also 
noted that the report showed that children were doing better in the 
areas outside the control of the regime. “Does this not show,” asked 
Qassem, “that the regime plays some role in the worsening of con-
ditions? . . . Isn’t the regime primarily responsible for the suffering of 
the children?”23 When a supporter of Saddam’s policies claimed that 
Iraq had been placed under an embargo for no reason, Sami Haddad 
openly mocked him: “Do you really expect to convince me that . . . 
[despite] the invasion of Kuwait . . . [and Iraq] not implementing UN 
resolutions . . . to which it agreed, . . . do you really expect to convince 
me that [the embargo] came out of nothing?!”24 Listening to another, 
Haddad threw up his hands: “After ten years, you have a blockade and 
sanctions, containment, so many losses . . . isn’t it time to speak in a 
realistic fashion, not with sentiments about the poor Iraqi people suf-
fering under blockade?”25

Not every encounter was so contentious, of course. On a Septem-
ber 7, 999, program, for example, host Jamal Rayan openly identified 
with the Iraqi regime, repeatedly coming to its defense against criti-
cisms voiced by the guests, and sharply challenged anyone who did not 
support the immediate lifting of sanctions. Ahmed Mansour—later to 
become notorious among Americans as the al-Jazeera correspondent 
in Falluja in April 2004—tended to be far more forthcoming with Iraqi 
official guests on his program No Limits. In a program broadcast in 
June 2000, Mansour posed tough questions to Nabil Najm from the 
Iraqi Foreign Ministry, such as “What does America really want from 
Iraq?” and “How can there be a dialogue [with the United States] when 
the United States is spending tens of millions of dollars to overthrow 
the Iraqi government and declares that goal openly?”26

But the key to what made al-Jazeera different is that in their live 
broadcasts, even a friendly environment could quickly turn heated. 
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A caller to Mansour’s program began by affirming the reality of Iraqi 
suffering under the sanctions, but then said that “this unjust blockade 
imposed on our people has only one cause and that is Saddam Hus-
sein because of his invasion of Kuwait and his opposition to interna-
tional society.” Mansour quickly responded that he would not permit 
any head of state to be discussed in such an inflammatory way on his 
program, and told his viewers to frame their questions in a respectful 
fashion, but the challenge had been issued and heard by all viewers. 
And even Mansour infuriated his guest by asking about a rumored 
deal to resettle Palestinian refugees in Iraq, and by saying that “there 
are many accusations that you entrench and deepen the embargo, be-
cause it allows you to exercise greater control over the Iraqi people.” 
When Najm tried to browbeat Mansour for raising such subjects, 
Mansour stood fast: “I represent the other opinion, I’m sorry, and I am 
presenting to you what others say, regardless of whether it pleases you” 
(No Limits, June 28, 2000).

In addition to al-Jazeera, the elite Arab press debated Iraq furious-
ly, with dialogue taking place both within single newspapers and be-
tween the different widely read newspapers. While my analysis draws 
on dozens of Arabic newspapers, for the purposes of systematic anal-
ysis I focus here on two major London-based newspapers: al-Hayat 
and al-Quds al-Arabi.27 I collected 643 op-eds about Iraq in these two 
newspapers between January 999 and July 2002, making every effort 
to include all relevant essays.

Table 4.. Op-Eds on Iraq in al-Hayat and al-Quds al-Arabi, January 
999–June 2002

 al-Hayat al-Quds al-Arabi Total
January–June 999 59 80 39
July–December 999 43 44 87
January–June 2000 23 46 69
July–December 2000 30 44 74
January–June 200 42 84 26
July–December 200 8 29 47
January–June 2002 47 54 0
Total 262 38 643
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To give a sense of the extent to which Iraq became an “Arab” issue, 
in these two newspapers 58 different writers from 9 countries (as 
well as a number of self-described “Arabs”) contributed their opin-
ions on the Iraqi issue. Fewer Kuwaitis appeared in this press than on 
al-Jazeera, with only 23 columns by self-identified Kuwaitis appearing 
in the two papers in this period—of which 5 were by Mohammed al-
Rumayhi in al-Hayat; by contrast, 36 essays by self-identified Iraqis 
appeared. Al-Quds al-Arabi, while fiercely critical of American policy, 
published a surprisingly large number of Iraqi critics of Saddam Hus-
sein—including Ghassan Attiyah, Abd al-Amir Rikabi, and Burhan 
al-Jalabi. The regular columnists of al-Quds al-Arabi, such as Muta al-
Safadi, Adli Sadeq, and Rashad Abu Shawar, as well as the chief editor, 
Abd al-Bari Atwan, all tended to take a highly critical line toward the 
sanctions and a pro-Iraqi orientation in general.

In al-Hayat, by contrast, far more pro-sanctions voices were rou-
tinely published. Al-Hayat aspired to be the New York Times of the 
Arab world, and as such sought to present an authentic “mirror” of 
respectable Arab debates—which meant both pro-sanctions and anti-
sanctions voices. On the ten-year anniversary of the invasion of Ku-
wait, for example, al-Hayat invited Madeleine Albright to explain and 
defend American policy toward Iraq, with the counterpoint offered 
by the Kuwaiti Mohammed al-Rumayhi.28 Regular columnists such as 
Ragheda Dergham and Jihad al-Khazen were often critical of Ameri-
can policy, but were also scathingly critical of Saddam Hussein; al-
Khazen famously once wrote that Saddam was personally responsible 
for virtually every ill of the Arab world for two decades.

The Arabist hope that “taking a firm stand on Iraq could usher in 
the regaining of conscience to the Arab order” was not realized, how-
ever.29 The reconstruction was limited to the popular level. As chapter 
3 demonstrated, the Iraq issue remained divisive at the official level, 
as states aligned with the United States or genuinely fearful of Iraq 
clashed with those interested in rehabilitating Iraq for political or eco-
nomic reasons. Arab states lagged behind European and Asian states 
in challenging the sanctions. When Iraq was invited to participate in 
the Arab summit of October 2000, it explicitly promised not to raise 
the divisive issues of the sanctions or its disagreements with Kuwait, 
in order to prevent these differences from destroying the summit.30 
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Arab League Secretary-General Amr Musa’s visit to Baghdad in Janu-
ary 2002—the first such visit since the invasion of Kuwait—failed to 
persuade Kuwait to pursue reconciliation, despite widespread hopes 
and expectations that it would.3 The impact of Iraq was far greater at 
the level of the public sphere, generating a unified Arab dialogue and 
identity rather than consistently driving state policies.

Normalizing Iraq

Is it rational that the horrible Arab silence about the escalating destruc-
tion of an Arab country such as Iraq continues? About the slow death 
of the Iraqi people? About a war of mass extermination unprecedented 
in human history against an Arab and Islamic society? Why do some 
Arabs not mind the death of Iraqis and the absence of Iraq from the 
Arab arena? . . . Why is it upon Iraq, a country with a million killed, 
to implement Security Council resolutions to their letter while ignor-
ing Israel’s real violations of resolutions half a century old? . . . Why are 
foreign voices raised to lift the blockade of Iraq while the Arab regimes 
compete to demonstrate their fealty to the monstrous American posi-
tion against Arabs?

But on the other side: isn’t the blockade of Iraq an international 
blockade before it is Arab? Isn’t it a mistake to violate international res-
olutions? How can we call on the UN to deal with situations [like Israel] 
and then ignore its decisions? Doesn’t Iraq have its own role by not co-
operating with Arab or international initiatives to end the suffering of 
its people? Didn’t one Iraqi official say that if forced to choose between 
keeping the blockade and readmitting inspectors it would choose the 
former? Doesn’t the regime benefit from keeping the blockade because 
it consolidates its hegemony over its people . . . and gives it an excuse to 
not carry out reforms? Isn’t the regime responsible before anyone else 
for the suffering of its children, because it has not given their mothers 
and fathers anything but torture? . . . Is it possible to reevaluate the Iraqi 
regime when it is increasing its terrorizing of the Iraqi people?

—Faisal al-Qassem, December 200032

Qassem’s introduction to a December 2000 program nicely captures 
the frustrations of the Arab intellectual and political stalemate over 
Iraq. In a May 2000 episode of More Than One Opinion, host Sami 
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Haddad raised the possibility that a seminar hosted by the Kuwaiti 
parliament on the future of relations between Kuwait and Iraq might 
signal a new willingness to talk about normalization—a taboo in Ku-
waiti politics. His first guest, Mohammed Jassem al-Saqr, immediately 
corrected him: the Qatari foreign minister “was the lone voice which 
called for normalization; . . . Americans and Iraqis and Kuwaitis all by 
complete consensus were against normalization.”33

More interesting than the Kuwaiti’s defense of his country’s posi-
tion was the highly public character of what would in the past have 
been a private discussion among elites. The “private” seminar received 
extensive coverage, not only from al-Jazeera but from numerous com-
mentators in the Arab press. Al-Hayat alone published essays by half 
a dozen writers discussing the seminar and its implications. Similarly, 
after an Iraqi opposition figure in al-Hayat criticized an Arab Nation-
alist Conference held in Baghdad in May 200 for its implied align-
ment with Saddam Hussein, the newspaper published replies from 
several participants, and commentaries from a variety of perspectives 
appeared in numerous Arab papers.34 In the age of the new Arab pub-
lic sphere, nothing related to Iraq could remain private, and every-
thing was up for discussion before an intensely engaged audience.

The entrenched consensus on the suffering of the Iraqi people de-
fined the terrain of legitimate Arab political debate. Popular sympathy 
with the Iraqi people made opponents of the reconciliation appear 
heartless and cruel, and as fundamentally detached from the sensitivi-
ties and concerns of “real” Arabs. But, as powerful as this consensus 
was, it did not foreclose debate. The anti-Saddam camp responded by 
affirming their sympathy for the Iraqi people, but focused attention 
on Saddam Hussein as the cause of that suffering. The Kuwaiti writer 
Mohammed al-Rumayhi’s concern about this trend in the Arab media 
was palpable: “Yes, the Iraqi people are suffering, . . . but whose fault 
is that? Saddam’s. . . . And the Arab media should say so.”35 Rumayhi 
attempted to turn the suffering of the Iraqi people back against crit-
ics of the sanctions, by asking a series of questions leading toward a 
plea for regime change: can Saddam Hussein be accepted or ignored? 
Can the sanctions continue forever? Can the sanctions overthrow Sad-
dam?36 If Arabs really wanted to save Iraqi children, argued Rumayhi, 
they should do so by backing the overthrow of Saddam—which would 
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save all Iraqis, not only the children.37 One al-Jazeera caller articulated 
the oft-heard refrain, “There is a solution to this problem for the Iraqi 
people, which is to save the Iraqi people from Saddam Hussein.”38

Emotions ran high in these arguments about Iraq. It was not un-
common for talk shows devoted to Iraq to degenerate quickly into 
screaming matches and insults.39 These public arguments were not 
always the highest examples of critical rationality—though they sel-
dom failed to provide entertaining television. Many Arabs, desper-
ate for a reconciliation, found themselves frustrated by the extreme 
polarization. In an al-Jazeera poll taken in January 2002, more than 
90 percent of respondents supported the efforts of the Arab League 
to bring about an Iraqi-Kuwaiti reconciliation. When Saddam Hus-
sein lashed out violently at Saudi Arabia in August 2000, even al-Quds 
al-Arabi was taken aback, while the usually sympathetic Mohammed 
al-Musaffir begged for an end to the “media wars between Riyadh and 
Baghdad.”40 In a September 2000 program dedicated to the “crisis in 
relations between Iraq and the Arab League,” Qassem sharply ques-
tioned his Iraqi guest about “this senseless media campaign against the 
Secretary-General of the Arab League,” and asked, “Why doesn’t Iraq 
know anything other than the language of escalation and hostility?”4

In short, the interests of the new Arab public and those of Saddam’s 
regime were not identical: for most of the Arab public, alleviating the 
suffering of the Iraqi people was the overwhelming priority, with back-
ing Iraqi diplomacy a means to that end; for the Iraqi regime, on the 
other hand, easing the sanctions—or promoting the evidence of their 
devastating impact—was only a means to the end of staying in power.

Official Arab silence was a prominent theme in these public sphere 
discussions, with many seeing its primary mission to be forcing Arab 
leaders to take some position about the “noise of the silent war over 
Iraq.”42 “When will the voices of Arab officials rise up over the misery 
of 26 million Arab Iraqis?” asked Amar Najib.43 The United States, ar-
gued Yusif Nur Awadh, did not fail to gain public support for Ameri-
can policies from Arab rulers, but only “to guarantee Arab silence and 
to prevent the raising of voices of protest in the event of an attack.”44 
In addition to the heartfelt anguish over the sanctions, the new Arab 
public expressed outraged over official Arab silence about the regular 
bombings of Iraq through 999. This media coverage put considerable 
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pressure on governments that clearly would have preferred that the 
bombings remain “silent.”45 Others were outraged at “the silence of 
Arab rulers about the scenarios for dividing [partitioning] Iraq,” es-
pecially after the American-backed Iraqi National Congress endorsed 
the principle of federalism for the Kurds.46 For Burhan al-Jalabi, “ev-
ery Iraqi cries, ‘how long will the embargo last,’. . . . but the Arabs sup-
port the United States.”47

Others were more struck by hypocrisy than by silence—not only the 
hypocrisy of Arab states sympathizing with Iraq in public but support-
ing America in private, but also the hypocrisy of Arabs who claimed to 
detest Saddam Hussein but who strengthened his hand in practice. As 
Kuwaiti Ahmed al-Rubai complained, “There is a contradictory Arab 
language toward Iraq, a language that is sympathetic on the surface but 
tortured beneath it; a language that cries tears of compassion for Iraq 
and demands no attack against it . . . but at the same time fails to dis-
tinguish between the tyrannical regime and the oppressed people.”48 
Others complained that Arabs could hardly demand that Israel live up 
to UN resolutions while “encouraging Iraq to violate them.”49 And, on 
the other side, staunch defenders of Iraq complained that Arabs said 
all the right things, but in the end did nothing. A cartoon in al-Quds 
al-Arabi portrayed an Arab leader shouting “No to USA” to an angry 
crowd, but with “Yes to USA” written across his back.50 Subhi Hadidi 
marveled that “American officials openly say that the public positions 
of some Arab states, especially Saudi Arabia, do not resemble their 
private positions which they express . . . away from the lights of the 
cameras.”5 85 percent of more than 37,000 respondents to a January 
2003 online al-Jazeera poll said that Arab leaders were insincere when 
they publicly proclaimed their refusal to participate in a war on Iraq.52 
Did breaking the wall of silence mean only producing more hypocriti-
cal rhetoric?

The arguments over Iraq increasingly revolved around identity 
as much as around interests. These critiques insistently equated the 
hugely unpopular American policy with the support—tacit or vo-
cal—of that policy by Arab regimes. With the dying Iraqi children 
having become the “greatest Arab issue,” complained Abd al-Wahhab 
al-Affendi, “the Arab regimes have become the primary defenders of 
the interests of the West against the interests of the Arabs.”53 The sanc-
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tions survived only because Arab states enforced them, these critics 
pointed out. “Even the cultural embargo on Iraq is Arab,” complained 
Abdullah al-Hourani.54 It became increasingly common to refer to the 
sanctions as “an American and Arab aggression against the Iraqi peo-
ple.”55 Frustrated with Kuwait’s rejection of Amr Musa’s reconciliation 
efforts in early 2002, Jordanian writer Fahd al-Fanik observed that 
“Musa should realize that Arab reconciliation is an American affair 
decided in Washington and not in Arab capitals.”56 The equation of di-
rect American intervention with the Arab opposition to rehabilitating 
Iraq framed the issue as “Arab” versus “not Arab”—a deadly equation 
in the new Arab public. As Mohammed Abd al-Hakim Diyab put it, 
“The Saudi-Kuwaiti veto [over Iraqi participation in an Arab summit] 
translates the American desire to isolate Iraq . . . and is clearly against 
Arab public opinion.”57

Support for the Iraqi people became a key marker of Arab iden-
tity—which implicitly defined those who publicly supported the 
sanctions as non-Arab. In April 998, a writer in al-Quds al-Arabi set 
off a controversy with a series of articles questioning whether Ku-
wait could still be considered Arab given its position on Iraq; while 
numerous people complained that the newspaper had “no right to 
raise such sensitive issues,” Kuwaitis themselves fiercely debated 
the same question.58 A Saudi writer worried about this new trend, 
in which positions on the attack on Iraq, for example, were used to 
say, “this one is an Arab and this one is not an Arab and this one is 
a semi-Arab, . . . this is less Arabist, this is more Arabist.”59 The new 
media proved particularly conducive to this politics of identity, as 
the images on television stations conveyed a powerful emotional im-
pact. Vivid footage of the suffering of fellow Arabs broke through the 
abstractions of strategy and high politics, which empowered those 
speakers who could tap into those emotional connections of identity 
and authenticity.

That the new public sphere enabled both a new kind of open pub-
lic argument and a more potent politics of identity would over time 
develop into a major contradiction. During the American invasion of 
Iraq in 2003, the struggle between the politics of identity and the pub-
lic sphere imperative of rational discourse would come to define much 
of the debate over the performance of the Arab media.
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The Iraqi Opposition

How fortunate Saddam is in his opposition. . . . How miserable Iraq is 
in its umma.

—Khalid al-Shami, al-Quds al-Arabi60

We expected from our Arab brothers and sisters a clear position toward 
the mass extermination, . . . at least some observation of the crime of 
chemical weapons in Halabja, the crimes of Anfal, the crimes of drain-
ing the marshes, the killing of 400,000 people in the intifada of 99, 
the killing, the attacks, the repression . . . all of this without a word of 
condemnation from the Arab League.

—Biyan Jabar, Behind Events6

Many Arabs bemoaned the absence of good choices, complaining about 
the impossibility of the options presented them—intolerable Iraqi suf-
fering, a despised Iraqi regime, a distrusted America, an ineffective 
and silent official Arab order, a widely ridiculed opposition. For many 
of these voices, moreover, Saddam’s regime was only a slightly harsher 
face of the tyranny of almost all Arab governments. As Egyptian jour-
nalist Mahmoud Attallah explained, “The Arab people go down into 
the street to protest attacks on Iraq, but this does not mean that they 
support the Iraqi regime, but this confusion is exploited by extrem-
ists on both sides, those that want to support Saddam Hussein, and 
those who hate everything Iraqi.”62 Ragheda Dergham’s formulation 
captured a vital sense of this Arab middle ground: “The Iraqi people 
are victims of both Washington and Baghdad.”63 Or, more starkly, Mo-
hammed Abd al-Hakim Diyab described “the difficult choice between 
the Satan of the rulers and the Satan of the opposition.”64

The Iraqi opposition was famously divided, torn between compet-
ing personalities and agendas, and legendarily unable to unite. These 
internal struggles consumed much of the opposition’s time and effort. 
Some of the differences were over matters of real political significance: 
should the Iraqi opposition align itself with the United States, gain-
ing power and resources at the risk of being labeled American pup-
pets? Should it support the sanctions as a means of putting pressure 
on Saddam, or oppose them out of concern for the well-being of the 
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Iraqi people? Should it call for a loose federalism or a strong central 
state? Should it advocate a military coup, American invasion, or popu-
lar revolution? How important was democracy as a goal? What role 
should be played by people who once held high positions in the Iraqi 
regime? Underlying many of these substantive arguments were per-
sonal rivalries and ambitions, to the extent that disentangling them 
sometimes seemed impossible. These internal divisions and endemic 
rivalries both made it easy to dismiss the Iraqi opposition as ineffec-
tual and offered entertaining political theater for the new Arab public 
sphere. Some Iraqi opposition figures proved quite skilled at speaking 
to Arab audiences, while others did not.

The Iraqi National Congress (INC) was formed in June 992 under 
American patronage as an umbrella for the Iraqi opposition. A wide 
range of groups participated in the early negotiations, which culmi-
nated in an October 992 meeting of some 234 delegates from parties 
including the two main Kurdish parties (the KDP and PUK) and a ma-
jor Shia opposition party (SCIRI) in Salahuddin, in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
This original moment of unity—frequently invoked by all factions—
soon gave way to internal power struggles and disagreements. Fierce 
fighting broke out between the PUK and KDP in May 994, while in 
995 member groups such as the important Shia Dawa party, the Iraqi 
Democratic Union, and the Arab Nationalist Party pulled out of the 
INC and SCIRI suspended its membership in the executive council.

A coup attempt led by Major General Wafiq al-Samarrai failed in 
March 995, after the United States pulled out based on intelligence 
that the coup planning had been badly compromised. In August 996 
Iraqi forces sacked the INC’s base in Salahuddin after the KDP in-
vited Saddam’s army into Kurdistan to assist it against its rivals in the 
PUK. By the mid-990s, much of the American foreign policy estab-
lishment, including the State Department and the CIA, had come to 
despair of the INC’s endless internal divisions, its shady accounting 
practices, and its inability to deliver results inside Iraq. Some pre-
ferred the Iraqi National Accord (al-Wifaq; INA), established in De-
cember 990 with the help of Saudi Prince Turki bin Faisal, appeal-
ing primarily to Sunni ex-Baathists, and led by Iyad Allawi; the INA’s 
own coup attempt failed in June 996, again compromised by Iraqi 
intelligence. A wide range of other factions operated outside the INC 
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umbrella, refusing to be publicly aligned with the United States and 
fiercely critical of those who were.

For all of its organizational incompetence and unpopularity on the 
ground, the Iraqi National Congress—with help from the American 
public relations firm the Rendon Group—proved masterful at produc-
ing and distributing propaganda in the American and global media 
(McCollam 2004). While ineffective in influencing Arab opinion, 
Chalabi and the INC very effectively shaped American public opin-
ion in what the editor of Lebanon’s al-Safir, Joseph Samaha, describes 
sarcastically as the most effective Arab public diplomacy campaign 
in history.65 Chalabi, by far the least popular of the Iraqi opposition 
figures among the Arab public (see below), was well connected in Re-
publican party circles, with neo-conservative writers and pundits, and 
with the neo-conservative civilian leadership in the Pentagon. He was 
despised by the CIA and the State Department, however, and roundly 
distrusted by most Arab leaders—particularly in Jordan, where he 
faced a standing arrest warrant for embezzlement for his role in the 
collapse of Petra Bank in the 980s.

The Iraqi opposition faced enormous difficulties moving between 
the American and Arab public spheres, as the arguments made to win 
support in the United States rebounded against them among Arabs. 
The INC proved far more effective in marketing itself to American 
audiences than to Arab audiences, which only exacerbated its prob-
lems in the Arab public sphere. Chalabi’s friendly public position to-
ward Israel, helpful for building support among American neo-con-
servatives, badly damaged his image in the Arab world. For example, 
in March 2002 Sadiq al-Musawi explained on al-Jazeera that the INC 
agreed with the international consensus against attacking Iraq, but 
also agreed with the “very strong” international consensus for chang-
ing the Iraqi regime.66 When host Jumana al-Namour challenged him 
to reconcile this position with Ahmed Chalabi’s statement that he 
was ready to support America if it attacked Iraq, Musawi retreated to 
emphasizing the need to overthrow Saddam and create a democratic 
regime in Iraq. When she pressed him further, he explained that the 
Iraqi opposition opposed “any attack that does not have the goal of 
overthrowing the regime” and would support an attack that did target 
the regime.
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Most Arab public opinion condemned or ridiculed the official Iraqi 
opposition as pawns of the United States who commanded little real 
support inside of Iraq: “They wake up in America and breakfast in Ku-
wait.”67 The alleged “inauthenticity” of the Iraqi opposition was their 
Achilles heel; as Joseph Samaha warned, “The United States’ designat-
ing some Iraqi opposition as its protégés weakens them.”68 The INC 
was routinely mocked as the “supported Iraqi opposition,” as being 
“outsiders,” as “failing to understand Iraqi realities.”69 Calls by some 
members of the Iraqi opposition to intensify the sanctions made them 
seem heartless toward their own people.70 For Abd al-Wahhab al-Af-
fendi, that parts of the Iraqi opposition supported the sanctions at a 
time when people all over the world were doing everything they could 
to help the suffering children of Iraq proved “its isolation, not only 
from Iraq and its realities, but from humanity.”7 In short, the Iraqi op-
position over time not only lost the argument about Saddam, but came 
to be seen as fundamentally non-Arab. Such views were reinforced 
by calls made by Iraqi opposition figures such as Kanan Makiya and 
Ahmed Chalabi for a post-Saddam Iraq to be “a federal, non-Arab, 
demilitarized Iraq.”72

Few in the Arab public sphere criticized opposition to Saddam 
Hussein in principle. A desire to overthrow a hated dictator was not 
out of line in the new Arab public sphere, which prided itself on its 
comprehensive rejection of the repressive Arab status quo. Moham-
med al-Musaffir acknowledged, “There is no controversy that there 
are noble Iraqi opposition figures . . . who live in exile out of hatred 
for what has happened and is happening to their comrades and who 
do not want their Iraq to be destroyed, . . . and they can hold their 
heads high. . . . The regime in Baghdad should respect them and lis-
ten to them when they call for reforms.”73 But these noble figures, 
Musaffir asserts, should not be confused with those opportunists who 
sell out their country to the United States and beat the drum for a 
war against their own people. How could such well-intentioned fig-
ures fail to see the contradiction between American declarations of 
love for the Iraqi people and “the reality that every Arab can see,” of 
the American role in the violence against the Palestinian people?74 
Change, for this line of thinking, must come from within and not 
from American support.
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The new Arab media served as a vital forum for the Iraqi opposition 
factions to bring their arguments directly to an Arab public. Compet-
ing editorials in Arab newspapers, or public arguments on al-Jazeera, 
offered a powerful tonic to the back-room politicking and secretive 
deal-making commonly attributed to the Iraqi opposition (especially 
Chalabi and the INC). In 999 alone, al-Hayat and al-Quds al-Arabi 
published some forty essays about the Iraqi opposition. Each encour-
aged dialogues and challenges to its own editorial line. When a regular 
columnist denounced Iraqi opposition figures who supported attacks 
on Iraq, for example, al-Quds al-Arabi published a lengthy response 
by Ala al-Lami, which insisted that “friendship with the Iraqi people 
cannot mean friendship with the Iraqi regime.”75 At almost the same 
time, two columnists debated each other on the editorial page over 
the urgency of demanding democracy in Iraq before supporting the 
Iraqi regime.76 Writers such as Ghassan Attiyah and Haroun Moham-
med wrote sympathetically about efforts to unify the Iraqi opposition 
and to give it a message that could appeal to an Arab public opinion 
that had little use for Saddam but even less confidence in the United 
States.77 Entifadh Qanbar, Hamid al-Bayati, and Ghassan Attiyah were 
among the most frequent guests on Iraq-related al-Jazeera programs. 
Iraqi opposition voices were hardly silenced in the new media, even if 
they convinced few.

The press allowed Iraqi exiles to openly speculate about the future 
of Iraq, to lay out their aspirations, and to wage their private battles. 
For example, Abd al-Amir Rikabi wrote in February 999 wondering 
about the commitment to democracy of the Iraqi nationalists in the 
opposition. A November 200 essay in al-Hayat by Abd al-Halim al-
Rahimi frankly dissected the different trends within an Iraqi opposi-
tion deeply conflicted over the possibility of an American invasion of 
their country.78 Rahimi identified three major opinion groups: those 
who opposed any attack which did not remove Saddam, since such 
a weak attack would only strengthen Saddam and mobilize public 
support in his favor; those who opposed any attack on Iraq from the 
outside, preferring that change come from within; and those who sup-
ported any strike against Iraq.

The crucial point here is that the new Arab media brought publicity 
to the closed world of the Iraqi opposition, making their private ar-
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guments and disagreements more visible to a suspicious Arab public. 
Portraying these differences within the opposition served a useful pur-
pose in distancing the opposition to Saddam from generic support for 
American policy. Indeed, what emerges from the Arab public sphere is 
less a distaste for opposing Saddam as for the American-backed Iraqi 
National Congress and its leader, Ahmed Chalabi.

Two American-sponsored Iraqi opposition meetings in 999, in 
London in March and in New York in October, offered a revealing 
public window into the personalities and political struggles inside 
the opposition. The meetings received a great deal of attention in the 
new Arab media, and were the occasion of considerable discussion 
and debate. After the New York meeting, for example, More Than 
One Opinion hosted a discussion that pitted Iraqi participants in the 
meeting against dissidents who had either chosen to not participate 
or had not been invited, giving ample time for both INC members 
and their critics from other factions of the Iraqi opposition to de-
fend their positions.79 In the press, Adil al-Qiyar voiced a common 
complaint, noting that “despite the material, media, and political sup-
port that American intelligence has contributed to help the Iraqi Na-
tional Congress and the factions of the so-called Iraqi opposition in 
exile, it was not able to unify their ranks.”80 Ghassan Attiyah noted 
a dramatic change from the unified, inclusive vision of the Iraqi op-
position embodied in the 992 Salah al-Din meeting in Kurdistan to 
the restrictive, controlled, and—in his view—American-orchestrated 
meetings in New York.8 The exclusionary and undemocratic quality 
of those meetings received a great deal of attention: power was cen-
tralized in the hands of a small number of figures with close relations 
to the United States while other Iraqi opposition factions complained 
of being shut out.

Members of the Iraqi opposition bitterly resented their perceived 
treatment by the Arab media—but this had less to do with their ac-
cess to the media than with the hostile reception to their ideas. In the 
INC newspaper al-Mutamar, for example, Daoud al-Basri complained 
that in his own recent appearance on The Opposite Direction, Faisal al- 
Qassem had asked him to avoid insulting the Iraqi regime—which 
Basri interpreted not as an attempt to maintain civil discourse but as 
an “absurd” and biased attempt to protect Saddam from criticism.82
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This particular episode, in December 200, offers an instructive ex-
ample of negative interactions between a very present Iraqi opposition 
and a hostile Arab public sphere. Fa’iq al-Shaykh Ali of the Iraqi oppo-
sition had been invited to present the case for an American invasion of 
Iraq against Maan Bashour, president of the Arab Nationalist Forum. 
After Shakykh Ali had held the floor for the first segment, Qassem 
took a phone call from former Iraqi ambassador Salah al-Mukhtar, 
who denounced any opposition that took money from the United 
States and rejected any claim they made to speak for the Iraqi people 
on those grounds. Shaykh Ali responded by yelling, “Why don’t you 
go back to Iraq and be killed!”, and then accused al-Jazeera of being on 
the payroll of the Iraqi mukhabarat and of being an insult to the sacri-
fices of the Iraqi people. As the discussion degenerated into a scream-
ing match, Shaykh Ali repeatedly accused al-Jazeera of insulting the 
Iraqi people because “most of your guests are from the Iraqi regime 
or are friends of it.” An exasperated Qassem challenged him: “Why do 
you always run away from the question and change the subject? . . . 
We have presented many programs on this topic, and every time you 
resort to avoiding the topic of the discussion.”

Basri called in to the program to defend Shaykh Ali and to ob-
ject to the form of Qassem’s question: “Of course no sincere Iraqi 
supports bombing or destroying his country, but such slogans as ‘Af-
ghanizing Iraq’ . . . are just false slogans inflamed by the Iraqi regime 
and its Arab supporters. . . . We are of course pleased at the absence 
of officials from the Iraqi regime [on the program], but they leave 
that task to their well-known allies and friends in the Arab arena.” 
Basri then launched into a personal attack on Bashour and accused 
the Arab Nationalist Forum of being “against the Iraqi people and 
against the Arab umma,” along with a fierce attack on Saddam’s re-
gime and anyone who failed to back the Iraqi opposition against it. It 
was at this point that Qassem invoked al-Jazeera’s consistent rule of 
avoiding personal attacks, urged Basri to stick to the topic, and finally 
took a different caller.

This incident captures a number of essential points: that the Iraqi 
opposition had ample opportunity to make their case in the Arab me-
dia, that they largely failed to persuade, that they bitterly resented this 
failure, and that they often blamed that media for their own failures.
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As Kanan Makiya of the INC complained, “The Iraqi opposition is 
ostracized in the Middle East. It’s worse than not having support. It’s 
an actual sort of an assumption that it doesn’t even exist, that it’s not 
relevant. When the Arab world talks about Iraq, it excludes the fact 
that there is an opposition.”83 While Makiya exaggerates the exclusion 
of the Iraqi opposition from Arab debates, this self-perception among 
the Iraqi exiles was widespread and deeply held. The opposition de-
nounced the Arab League for refusing to meet with it or to support its 
calls for regime change in Iraq; Arab League spokesmen pointed out 
in response that the League represented the Arab states who were its 
members.84 Virtually every appearance by an Iraqi opposition figure 
on al-Jazeera soon degenerated into a catalogue of grievances against 
the Arab states, the Arab media, and all of those they described as sup-
porters of Saddam.

The Iraqi opposition, frustrated at the lack of public enthusiasm 
for war, did not lack for opportunities to challenge Arab leaders. But 
the distinction drawn by most Arabs between the Iraqi regime and the 
Iraqi people posed a nearly insoluble dilemma for opposition figures. 
Ghassan Attiyah wondered whether the Arabs declaring their sympa-
thy with the Iraqi people really wished Saddam Hussein on them, or 
were they perhaps simply ignorant of the suffering imposed on them 
by Saddam?85 Others expressed less doubt, reducing the question to 
its barest terms: “Do you support Saddam or the Iraqi people?”86 But 
most Arabs simply did not accept the claim that opposition to an at-
tack on Iraq “came on behalf of the interests of Saddam and at the 
expense of the interests of the Iraqi people.”

Iraqi Arguments

Opinions about Saddam Hussein in the new Arab public sphere varied 
widely, from uncritical praise for a perceived hero holding out against 
American power to bitter attacks against a reckless lunatic who perse-
cuted his own people. Sanctions critics and regime critics alike found 
Saddam’s behavior baffling and exasperating, repeatedly undercutting 
his own presumed objectives. In the words of long-time Saddam critic 
Hazem Saghiyeh, “nobody can understand Saddam’s behavior”—nei-
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ther his supporters nor his enemies.87 Even al-Quds al-Arabi declared 
Iraq’s decision to cease cooperation with UNSCOM in August 998 as 
“suicidal.”88 But at the same time, the powerful impetus in the Arab 
public sphere toward sympathy with the Iraqi people served as an im-
portant strategic asset to the Iraqi president. Iraq tailored its rhetoric 
with an eye toward the priorities of the Arab public sphere, nurturing 
Arab public sympathy with a clear eye toward its strategic value and 
attempting to leverage it into pressure on other Arab leaders and to 
undermine compliance with the sanctions regime.

Iraq argued that its rehabilitation served Arab strategic interests 
and that only Kuwaiti and Saudi intransigence stood in the way of 
achieving a united Arab front. A strong Iraq would benefit Arab pow-
er and security, against Iran, against Turkey, against internal division, 
and against Western domination: “For Iraq to resume its regional and 
international role would be in the interests of all the [Arab] broth-
ers. . . . We must move toward the future and whatever is in everyone’s 
interests. We should realize that what happened between us is not the 
first in the history of the nations, in order to enable ourselves to turn 
the page of the past and open a new page based on all that is in every-
one’s interests.”89 Rhetorical attacks on Gulf states undermined these 
arguments about collective security, however, by casting doubt on the 
sincerity of Iraqi reassurances. Tariq Aziz argued that despite the re-
maining differences between Arab states, “many say, mostly in secrecy 
and sometimes in the open: Iraq’s absence has humiliated and weak-
ened us; we need Iraq to return and play an effective role in Arab life 
and affairs. This has been reflected everywhere. Of course the masses 
had a clear stand. Even official stands of Arab leaderships and deci-
sion makers reflected this: the press, research centers, and influential 
political figures.”90

The Iraqi regime attempted to manipulate and use the Arab public 
sphere to its own ends, with direct efforts at propaganda as well as 
more subtle strategies of manipulating and controlling information. 
As described in chapter 3, it encouraged reports on the sanctions, pro-
viding access and information to reporters who spread the news, but 
this did not minimize the reality of the humanitarian crisis. Iraq ap-
pealed to Arab brotherhood to work to end Iraqi suffering, pointing 
out dual standards with regards to Israel, challenging the integrity of 
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UN operations, and calling to rally Arab forces against the West. Iraqi 
argumentation improved over time, perhaps as Iraqis gained a better 
sense of the resonance of different frames, and as sympathetic Arabs 
outside Iraq helped to spread their message.9

Establishing that “authentic Arab” public opinion was with Iraq 
was central to the Iraqi regime’s strategy. As Tariq Aziz put it, “all the 
people of the Arab nation call for lifting the siege. Most Arab govern-
ments—with the exception of two governments whom you know—are 
calling for lifting the siege. . . . Our calls for lifting the siege . . . are 
in line with the Arab people’s will as well as that of the international 
community.”92 Establishing that the Arab public sided with Iraq was a 
major component of Iraqi strategy, and to that end it did everything 
possible to overload the system with information to that effect. One 
method was to host “popular summits” in Baghdad that would bring 
together popular (and less well-known) opposition figures from all 
over the Arab world to build pro-Iraqi coalitions; the largest of these, 
in July–October 999, included delegations from more than half a doz-
en Arab states. To establish a since of progress and momentum, Iraq 
heavily publicized every visit by any delegation. Another method was 
to work through a wide array of pan-Arab organizations, such as the 
Arab Parliamentary Union, which regularly issued statements of sup-
port for Iraq. Yet another was to invite Arab journalists to visit Iraq, 
showering them with attention and gifts. The cash awards for Palestin-
ian suicide bombers was part of this strategy (see below), aimed far 
more at Arab public opinion than at the Palestinian arena itself.

American military attacks against Iraq that left the regime in place 
generally served Iraq’s interests by mobilizing a sense of Arab outrage, 
and putting pressure on Arab governments to distance themselves 
from American policy.93 In general, Iraq proved far more successful 
when working to shape this Arabist worldview than when it attempted 
direct appeals for Arab political action. Whenever Saddam Hussein 
attempted a Nasser-style direct appeal to the Arab people to rise up 
against their rulers, he not only failed to win support, but generated 
significant opposition. In January 999, for example, Iraq launched a 
violent rhetorical attack calling for the Arab street to rise up against 
rulers who continued to support the sanctions. The chief editor of 
Egypt’s MENA responded: “Don’t labor under the illusion that un-
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leashing your media apparatus . . . would get you off the hook. . . . 
The sympathy and outrage felt by the Arab street in the wake of the 
U.S.-British bombings were motivated by support for the Iraqi people 
and feelings of disillusionment and revulsion. . . . Neither this anger or 
sympathy was meant to support you.”94

Iraq’s violent rhetorical attacks on other Arab state were generally 
counterproductive. When Uday Hussein threatened Kuwait in Janu-
ary 200, al-Quds al-Arabi complained that “there is no excuse for 
this . . . it sets back all our efforts against the embargo.”95 Iraqi calls for 
the masses to overthrow regimes that continued to support the sanc-
tions—as in January 999—almost certainly drove wobbling states 
back toward a hard line by enhancing their perception of threat. After 
the Arab Summit in Cairo in October 2000, Iraq celebrated its return 
to the Arab order by calling for the masses to rise up against the Arab 
regimes: “Some Arab rulers have again submitted to the will of the 
enemies of the Arab nation and disregarded the Arab masses. . . . We 
urge the masses of our nation . . . to undertake the responsibility of 
exposing those who betrayed the nation . . . to stage a revolution and 
punish the traitorous rulers.”96 While it is hard to imagine how such an 
argument could fail to persuade said traitorous rulers, most remained 
curiously unmoved.

Iraq, Israel, and the Palestinians

The belief that the Iraqi and Palestinian issues were related is almost 
universal in the Arab public sphere. Most Arabs believed that Ameri-
can policy toward Iraq was—to a greater or lesser extent—motivated by 
its pro-Israeli sympathies. The power of the “Jewish lobby” over Ameri-
can Middle East policy was a matter of faith, as was the hostility of this 
lobby to Arab identity and interests. Since a weak or divided Iraq served 
Israel’s interests in the regional power equation, it seemed plausible that 
Israel played some role in driving the containment of Iraq.

Arabs picked up on American media discussions of “neo-conser-
vative” influences on Bush’s foreign policy as confirmation of these 
suspicions. From time to time, controversies broke out over alleged 
Israeli plans to resettle Palestinian refugees in a post-Saddam Iraq.97 
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Chalabi’s widely reported promise that an Iraq led by the INC would 
recognize and have friendly relations with Israel, and would be will-
ing to resettle Palestinian refugees in Iraq, fueled these speculations, 
while also doing much to discredit Chalabi in the eyes of Arab public 
opinion. Richard Butler’s warnings in January 998 that Iraqi chemi-
cal weapons could reach Tel Aviv immediately suggested to many Ar-
abs that Israeli security was the real motivation behind the Iraqi file.98 
The revelation of Scott Ritter’s reliance on Israeli intelligence in his 
UNSCOM inspections confirmed what had been widely alleged in the 
Arab media—with many commentators declaring themselves vindi-
cated against Western denunciations of their “conspiracy theories.”99 
When Iraq was bombed by the outgoing Clinton administration in 
January 200, one writer described the attack as “fifty-six cruise mis-
siles on Iraq to prevent it from supporting the Intifada.”00

Saddam understood that Iraq could benefit by linking the Iraqi is-
sue to the Palestinian one, about which Arabs were far more unani-
mous and politically mobilized. When Palestinians were the first to 
publicly protest the possibility of an attack on Iraq in early 998, it had 
a greater effect than protests almost anywhere else would have. Pal-
estinian activists formed a Palestinian Committee for Solidarity with 
the Iraqi People in January 998; the sight of Palestinian children, with 
all of their difficulties and with all their symbolic weight, collecting 
humanitarian supplies for Iraqi children struck a powerful chord.0 
Iraq’s opposition to the Palestinian-Israeli peace process won it grati-
tude among Arab and Islamist critics of the negotiations, even if Iraq’s 
centrality to that opposition has been vastly overstated by Americans 
who saw “the road to Jerusalem leading through Baghdad.”

Some Palestinian hard-liners actually worried that Saddam might of-
fer peace with Israel as an incentive to reconcile with the United States, 
while Palestinian supporters of the peace negotiations resented Iraqi 
support for the hard-liners. In this environment of violence and despair, 
Iraq did what it could to keep the “Arab street” agitated and to be seen 
as doing what it could to assist the Palestinians. Its much-publicized 
payments to the families of Palestinian “martyrs” were expressly aimed 
at Arab public opinion—to demonstrate that Iraq, even as it suffered 
under sanctions, would still do more to support the Palestinian struggle 
than did other Arab states. Similarly, its decision to stop pumping oil 
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temporarily to “support the Intifada” in April 2002 was widely seen as a 
publicity stunt, but as a valuable and praiseworthy one all the same.

After September 2000, growing numbers of Arabs believed that 
they could effectively support the Palestinian uprising only by clos-
ing ranks and putting the Iraq war divisions behind them. Divisions 
over Iraq, according to this argument, must be set aside in the face of 
a greater common threat to Palestine—over which a genuine consen-
sus existed. Some Palestinian and Iraqi partisans worried that more 
concern for one issue would detract from the other. But the opposite 
seems to have been the case within the new Arab public sphere, as 
the two issues together created a multiplier effect, strengthening Arab 
public support for both Palestine and Iraq.02 Rather than making a 
choice between the two issues, the Arab public insisted on the inti-
mate linkage between the suffering of the two peoples, with the United 
States being the key actor in each.03 As Mohammed al-Musaffir scath-
ingly complained, “The United States of America deals with Arabs 
with the worst and most vicious kind of terrorism just as Israel does 
toward the Palestinian people and the Lebanese people. . . . America is 
doing the same thing with its near daily bombings.”04 The Arab public 
drew direct comparisons between the suffering of Iraqis and Palestin-
ians, while blaming their governments for doing too little about either. 
As Ghassan Attiyah noted with some concern in the spring of 2000, 
“Iraqi suffering is joining Palestinian suffering as a card in the hand of 
the Islamists.”05 Such an equation could be found in the state media as 
well as the new public sphere, with a growing focus on the American 
role linking the two crises.

As the United States began pushing for war with Iraq in 2002, the 
Arab public sphere drew ever tighter linkages between Iraq and the 
Palestinian issue. Contrary to the arguments of many American con-
servatives that displays of American power would win Arab respect, 
it is clear that American support for Israel deeply undermined its 
credibility with Arab audiences (Gerecht 2002). As one writer bluntly 
put it, “After all that the United States has done for Israel, how can it 
possibly have good intentions in attacking Iraq?”06 The grinding vio-
lence in the West Bank, and especially the bloody Israeli re-occupation 
in April 2002, ensured that any American moves on Iraq would be 
viewed through the lens of Palestinian suffering.
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U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney’s visit to the region in March 2002 
brought all these trends to a head, and serves as an excellent window 
into a transformed normative and strategic environment that the Unit-
ed States badly failed to understand. While Cheney came to marshal 
support for action against Iraq, he found instead a region consumed 
with concern over the escalating war between Israel and the Palestin-
ians (Woodward 2004: –2). As Jordanian columnist Fahd al-Fanik 
put it, “Cheney said to the Arab leaders: Iraq, and they said to him: 
Palestine. He said to them: Saddam, and they said to him: Sharon.”07 
A cartoon published in al-Hayat showed Cheney walking through a 
puddle of blood in the West Bank; looking down at the bloody foot-
prints tracking behind him, Cheney says “I’m sure that Saddam did 
it.”08

In an almost unprecedented acknowledgment of the new power of 
public opinion, even pro-American Arab leaders made clear that they 
could not be asked to publicly support a war against Iraq while the 
United States supported the Israeli re-occupation of the West Bank. 
Even Saudi Arabia and Kuwait demurred from supporting an attack 
on Iraq at that time, “because it would harm the Iraqi people and not 
its regime.”09 Even Kuwaiti writers who had long strongly supported 
overthrowing Saddam’s regime refused to step forward. For exam-
ple, Ahmed al-Rubai, while affirming the deep Kuwaiti gratitude to 
Cheney personally, complained that “you know that you have many 
friends in Arab governments who find themselves always in a diffi-
cult position toward the United States, for one simple reason, which 
is that the American position toward Israel cannot be defended.”0 
As Said al-Shihabi observed, “Despite the efforts of some Arab rul-
ers to conform to the American agenda, there is a general feeling of 
deteriorating conditions because of the crimes committed by ‘Israel’ 
against the Palestinian people, and the unlimited American support 
for that aggression. . . . Washington realizes the existence of popular 
anger against its policies, which is why one of the goals of Cheney’s 
visit was to put pressure on Arab governments to support its policies 
toward Iraq and Palestine.”

The Arab public, astounded by its own success, celebrated its new-
found power in frustrating Cheney’s mission—although at the same 
time, most of that public assumed that war with Iraq was inevitable 
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nonetheless. Most simply assumed their leaders would be hypocritical: 
“Cheney did not expect to receive public support from Arab states. . . . 
Arab media support is not what he wanted, but rather tactical and lo-
gistical support for the American war machine . . . and that, in private, 
he probably received.”2 Expressions of opposition to a war on Iraq, 
complained the skeptics, “were strictly for local consumption.”3 Even 
where leaders scrambled to meet the expectations of the new public, 
the gap between regimes and publics remained vast.

The UN Weapons Inspections: From Crisis to Crisis

From the summer of 997 onward, a more-or-less perpetual crisis 
between Iraq and the UNSCOM weapons inspectors kept Iraq at the 
front of the Arab and international publics. When tensions began to 
rise over a series of controversial inspections, the most common in-
terpretation was that the United States was seeking a confrontation.4 
From the American perspective, the crumbling sanctions and insis-
tent divisions in the Security Council were making the containment 
policy unworkable, leading to a difficult choice: to keep sanctions or to 
keep inspections (Byman 2000). Worried that the inspections might 
prove ineffective without a Security Council united in backing them 
with force, the Clinton administration chose to sacrifice the inspec-
tions in order to keep the sanctions and to pursue regime change op-
tions. The culmination of these crises—the withdrawal of UNSCOM 
and four days of massive bombing by the United States and the United 
Kingdom—followed by revelations of American and Israeli misuse 
of UNSCOM vindicated many Arabs in their convictions. This served 
Iraq very well in the Arab context, as public opinion grew first frus-
trated and then infuriated at the seeming intransigence and irrespon-
sibility of the United States, which deflected attention from Iraq’s own 
continuing defiance of the inspectors.

By the time of the UNSCOM crises of 997–998, many Arabs had 
already been convinced of the political bias of UNSCOM. Richard 
Butler’s style certainly aggravated these convictions. Even the Saudi 
newspaper al-Sharq al-Awsat complained that Butler “did not bother 
on any occasion to win the good opinion of Iraqi citizens or ordinary 
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people anywhere in the Arab world. . . . Butler’s words were music to 
Baghdad’s ears.”5 Arab support for easing the sanctions most likely 
entered into Saddam’s strategic calculations in his decision to chal-
lenge the inspections process beginning in late 997. Each successive 
crisis strengthened the general popular background consensus among 
Arab publics about American unilateralism and the injustice of the 
sanctions.

Most actors, both Arab and Western, expected the “Arab street” to be 
controllable by Arab regimes, which were expected to cooperate with 
the ongoing American demand for Iraqi cooperation with UNSCOM 
inspectors. Most expected Arab opinion to be against bombing, but 
doubted that this opinion could be expressed effectively or that Arab 
leaders would respond to public opinion. Adli Sadeq articulated the 
general public sentiment, “It seems clear that the official viewpoint of 
the GCC and other Arab states is . . . that bombings of Iraq that do not 
remove Saddam are inflaming the public mood” but that they would 
“support a U.S.-U.K. attack that successfully targeted Saddam person-
ally.6 Or, in the words of another critical writer, “The main concern of 
Arab regimes is how to best submit to America’s demands.”7

As the year progressed, an unusual Arab consensus emerged “on 
the need to lift the blockade on the starving, tortured Iraqi people. . . . 
The United States imagines that it can separate the Arab regimes from 
their people . . . and force them to act against the peoples’ feelings, . . . 
but the gap [between regimes and the people] is not nearly so great 
as imagined by current American policy.”8 As al-Quds al-Arabi ex-
plained, “With the exception of Kuwait, the Gulf states are hesitant to 
back any U.S. military action against Iraq that would not bring about 
the hoped-for change at the helm. . . . Limited strikes have been proven 
to strengthen the Iraqi leader and boost his popularity both inside and 
outside Iraq, while weakening Gulf governments and putting them in 
an embarrassing position vis-à-vis their citizens and other Arabs.”9

In February 998, however, Arab political behavior took a different 
turn—because, I argue, of the new strategic and normative environ-
ment created by the new Arab public sphere. While the resurrection of 
“the street” in most Arab countries is often believed to have begun with 
the Palestinian uprising of September 2000, it actually dates to these 
February 998 protests against an American strike against Iraq. In 
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mid-February, after a period of surprisingly little public mobilization, 
large rallies in support of Iraq began to break out throughout the Arab 
world. The February 2 rally in the Palestinian territories received the 
greatest notice, but there were also protest rallies in Jordan, Lebanon, 
Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and Morocco. As one observer put it, “Arab 
opinion expressed itself by any means available despite the obstacles 
placed before it by the Arab officials. . . . The greatest contradiction was 
between the direction of the Arab street and the official direction.”20 
Arab regimes were no less shocked than was the United States, as many 
Arab writers and commentators noted, by this sudden appearance of 
popular mobilization. Citing these demonstrations, Arab commenta-
tors overwhelmingly concluded that “Arab public opinion is beginning 
to move with force and to put pressure on its governments.”2 CNN, as 
well as the emerging Arab satellite television stations, played an impor-
tant role by broadcasting footage of these rallies across the Arab world, 
inspiring imitation demonstrations and encouraging ordinary Arabs 
to act in ways that in the past would have seemed too dangerous.

This new Arab public opinion shaped the strategic calculations of 
all actors in the escalating Iraq crisis, even if the Arab media itself failed 
“to realize the importance of the political success it accomplished in 
frustrating the project of a third Gulf War.”22 Arab rejection of the 
legitimacy of the sanctions, and their insistence on action to rescue 
the Iraqi people from their misery, fatally undermined the status quo 
in spite of the preferences of most Arab regimes. As Ghassan Attiyah 
warned, “Pictures of Saddam Hussein are raised today in protests in 
Gaza and Jordan, and some Arab leaders are presenting themselves as 
sympathizing with the ruler of Baghdad in order to be closer to that 
street.”23 The open arguments on al-Jazeera could not be restricted to 
just the television screen, and soon began to spill out into open politi-
cal mobilization in almost every Arab country. These protestors used 
a common language and employed similar imagery, with their actions 
in turn rebroadcast on the Arab media—providing inspiration for oth-
ers in a virtuous circle of activism. It was quite common for guests and 
callers on al-Jazeera to directly address this “Arab street,” to call on 
the street to rise up, or to invoke its desires. And, in this period, the 
“Arab street” did reappear, giving political substance to the consensus 
emerging in the public sphere.
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In response, not a single Arab state—not even Kuwait—agreed to 
participate actively or passively in an attack on Iraq. Even those re-
gimes that longed to be rid of Saddam were “forced to use two voices, 
one in public and one in private,” by the strong Arab consensus.24 
In response, Arab regimes moved swiftly and firmly to regain control 
before the next crisis, banning demonstrations and establishing red-
lines for public demands on their policies. But an important signal had 
been sent, which gave much greater political weight to the opinions 
and arguments now being heard on satellite television and in the press. 
When crises hit in Iraq Arab states had little choice but to take into ac-
count the very real presence of a mobilized and angry Arab street.

The February 25, 998, “Memorandum of Understanding” negoti-
ated by Kofi Annan that defused the crisis was received enthusiasti-
cally by Arabs desperate to avoid a war. As al-Quds al-Arabi pointed 
out, however, it was striking that the crisis was resolved “with the near-
complete absence of official Arab diplomacy.”25 Iraq, worried Ghassan 
Attiyah, had “succeeded in mustering Arab public opinion, benefiting 
from sympathy which far exceeded that of the Arabs who traditionally 
support the Iraqi regime.”26 Beyond the concessions about inspection 
protocols encoded in the MOA, Iraq had broken its Arab isolation, 
driven a wedge between Washington and its Arab allies—or else be-
tween those regimes and their publics—focused global attention on 
the sanctions, and (in some eyes) humiliated the Clinton administra-
tion. While few doubted that the United States would look for another 
opportunity to attack, the unexpected outcome—and the role played 
by Arab public opinion—surprised everyone. The lesson taken away 
from this crisis for the new Arab public was the stark contrast between 
an effective Arab street—one which protested vigorously and captured 
the attention of the global media and of the United States—and silent, 
ineffective Arab regimes.

Arab public opinion played a key role throughout the year of crisis, 
as all strategic actors attempted to manipulate or position themselves 
in response to it. Even if many Arabs believed that America had sought 
out a confrontation, savvy observers saw that Iraq “welcome[d] missile 
strikes because this convince[d] the Arab street of American hostil-
ity, . . . and Saddam Hussein [saw] the Arab street as key to his strat-
egy.”27 When the Clinton administration contemplated military action 

LYNCH CH 04.indd   160 10/6/05   9:31:10 AM



The al-Jazeera Era 6

against Iraq, therefore, it received virtually no public support from 
Arab regimes—in sharp contrast to years past, when its efforts received 
public backing from the Gulf Cooperation Council states and, often, 
Egypt. Many Arab commentators saw it as an attempt by Clinton to 
distract attention from his domestic political problems—a notion that 
Operation Desert Fox, coinciding exactly with Clinton’s impeachment 
trial, did little to dismiss. Few believed that Iraqi weapons of mass de-
struction were the real issue in this crisis, or those to follow. Most con-
sidered the American goal of overthrowing Saddam Hussein to be the 
real driving force. This consensus, established through years of intense 
public argument in the new Arab public sphere, would return to shape 
the Arab reception of the Bush administration initiative in 2002.

The February crisis framed expectations for the next major crisis, 
which erupted in November 998. In contrast to the earlier period, when 
Arabs overwhelmingly called for Iraqi defiance, this time Arabs desper-
ately urged Iraq to cooperate with the inspections. Convinced of the 
American intent to attack, Arab leaders scrambled to avoid war. With 
the memory of the February protests vivid in Arab minds, there were 
virtually no major demonstrations or protests. Many regimes clamped 
down hard on protests. In Palestine, for example, there were “efforts to 
limit protests. . . . Arafat has told police and top political activists that 
this is not a good time for such public displays.”28 While Iraq did back 
down, preventing war for another month, many Arabs grew ever more 
bitter at their impotence in the face of the Iraqi-American power strug-
gles: “As developments have come to a head, Arab citizens—whether 
ordinary people or officials—discover that Arab feelings, interests, se-
curity, or sovereignty do not carry any weight in American decision 
making. . . . Arab sovereignty, dignity, and lives are so cheap in the eyes 
of U.S. arrogance,” complained one Palestinian writer.29

In December the Desert Fox bombings announced the American-
British decision to abandon the UN Security Council, sacrifice the 
inspections, and to simply use military force. That Saddam Hussein 
survived the four days of bombing was taken by many Arabs as an 
Iraqi victory and an American defeat. A bombing campaign that left 
Saddam in power while inflaming the Arab street fulfilled the worst 
fears of many of America’s Arab allies. In response to the bombings, 
massive protests broke out across the Arab world. These demonstra-
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tions served to punctuate the radically transformed role of Arab public 
opinion—which in turn served as a clear precedent for the behavior 
of Arab publics and governments during the Palestinian uprising and 
the war in Iraq. Saudi writer Fawzia Abu Khaled noted in al-Hayat that 
for the first time since the 99 Gulf War there was “clear American 
concern about the movement of the Arab street. . . . American policy 
makers have realized the political weight of the Arab street and the 
need to take it into account.”30 This newfound concern extended to 
Arab rulers, argued Abu Khaled, who “had themselves not valued 
these popular forces adequately, . . . [which] followed from their poli-
cies of marginalizing that street.” Al-Jazeera and other satellite tele-
vision stations played a crucial role in this, she argued, by showing 
the simultaneous demonstrations in one Arab capital after another to 
protestors themselves fixated on the television coverage.

These demonstrations targeted not only the United States and Great 
Britain, but also Kuwait, for allowing its airspace to be used in the cam-
paign and—tacitly—all other Arab governments who failed to act ef-
fectively in response to the attack. Observers of the protests and of the 
subsequent post mortems all agreed on the remarkable impact of al-
Jazeera and other television coverage in the crisis. In Kuwaiti diwaniya 
(political salon) discussions, according to one writer, “Al-Jazeera had a 
large share of the dialogue and commentary and discussion. . . . I did 
not attend a single diwaniya in Kuwait in which al-Jazeera was not on 
the television. . . . But there was some displeasure with the style of al-
Jazeera, which they saw as not objective . . . and as contributing to the 
incitement of the Arab street against Kuwait. . . . And they had some 
objections to the objectivity of some of the presenters and some of 
the regular guests.”3 Even al-Jazeera’s critics, he noted, had to admit 
that its undeniable success shed cruel light on the shortcomings of the 
traditional Arab media. In contrast, a former GCC secretary-general 
lambasted al-Jazeera across the board as “harming Gulf relations.”32

The contrast between an Arab street that had acted to the limits of 
its ability and Arab governments that stood weakly by and did nothing 
could hardly have been more prominently aired.33 Yusuf Nur Awadh 
powerfully expresses this sense of possibility and the reach of the Arab 
public critique: “A new stage of Arab consciousness began to appear 
after the latest attack on Iraq, a stage imposed by the Arab street, which 
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raised its arms against the policy of Arab governments. . . . But do not 
understand from that that the Arab street demands only a change in 
the positions of governments toward Iraq or toward holding an Arab 
summit. . . . The Iraqi crisis points rather toward holding up a mirror 
to force the Arabs to see their own monstrous face reflected, . . . and 
the Arab street demands a comprehensive review of the entire Arab 
condition.”34

Hopes that this mobilized Arab public might push Arab regimes 
to take action were quickly frustrated, however. The negotiations that 
began immediately after Desert Fox—to hold an Arab summit that 
would finally formulate a unified Arab position regarding Iraq—while 
in line with the agenda pursued by Egypt and others for several years, 
clearly responded to highly mobilized Arab public opinion: “The mo-
mentum for holding such a summit was provided by the impressive 
display of public opposition throughout the Arab world to the latest 
Anglo-American strikes. . . . By spontaneously taking to the streets 
in solidarity with the Iraqi people, the Arab peoples showed they are 
more politically mature than their rulers. . . . They also reaffirmed 
their shared sense of Arab identity.”35

More skeptical observers saw the Iraqi government’s demands, 
building on its perceived victory, to be “yet another theft and cynical 
exploitation of genuine Arab feelings about the suffering of the Iraqi 
people.”36 When the Iraqi regime lashed out at Arab rulers, calling on 
the Arab street to rise up against them, it triggered a powerful back-
lash. Saddam’s regime overreached and, as Ragheda Dergham argued, 
badly misread the Arab public, whose intense sympathy for the Iraqi 
people and rejection of the bombing campaign simply did not trans-
late into support for Saddam Hussein, or make the Arab street into a 
political weapon he could wield.37 In the end, no Arab summit was 
held to commence Arab reconciliation, nor did a push begin to lift 
the sanctions. Ultimately, the Arab foreign ministers’ meeting in Cairo 
in late January produced a document that pressed tough demands 
on Iraq and offered little concession to the public demands about the 
sanctions. Much of the Arab public blamed this failure on Ameri-
can pressure.38 As one Arab writer despaired, “The meetings behind 
closed doors at the Arab League in Cairo showed the lengths to which 
the bootlickers would go to escape the extraordinary consensus of the 
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Arab people . . . [and] showed the difficulty in translating an Arab po-
sition into resolutions that express the united Arab will.”39

Over the course of 999, UN diplomats struggled with what would 
eventually become Security Council Resolution 284—an attempt to 
comprehensively rethink the Iraqi issue in all of its dimensions: disar-
mament, sanctions, and the internal problems of Saddam’s regime. In 
December 999, a nine-month effort by the United States and United 
Kingdom to rebuild Security Council consensus on the weapons in-
spections regime failed, with three permanent members of the Secu-
rity Council (and Malaysia) abstaining from the key resolution and 
Iraq refusing to cooperate with the new UNMOVIC inspection team.

The Arab debate about these negotiations offers a window into how 
the new public sphere had changed Arab politics. In earlier UN de-
bates, Arab publics had little information about deliberations in New 
York beyond the highly controlled snippets offered in the official media 
or else the highly partisan information to be found in Iraqi propaganda. 
In 999, however, the new Arab media reported on and discussed these 
ongoing negotiations vigorously. In June 999 Tariq Aziz appeared 
on More Than One Opinion to discuss the negotiations.40 As in the 
examples noted above, Sami Haddad vigorously challenged Aziz on 
both factual claims and on his arguments. Haddad asked Aziz how Iraq 
could reject a plan that could immediately relieve much Iraqi suffer-
ing, and interrupted him to correct inaccurate claims Aziz made about 
the contents of the draft resolution. When Aziz tried to stand on the 
principle of sovereignty, Haddad refused to back down, pointing out 
that Iraq had accepted other deals, such as the oil-for-food program. 
Throughout, Haddad demanded that Aziz explain how Iraq could 
place political considerations ahead of the humanitarian crisis, which 
most concerned the Arab public. Such an encounter demonstrates the 
ways in which the new Arab public sphere challenged Iraqi diplomacy 
at the same time that the focus on the humanitarian crisis helped it.

The Sanctions

While street protests against American military strikes in Iraq demon-
strate one aspect of the new public’s concrete political impact, another 
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crucial aspect was the delegitimation of the sanctions regime and the 
growing pressure on Arab states to challenge the embargo. The mobi-
lization from below described in chapter 3 blossomed in this period, 
with the suffering of the Iraqi children publicized across the Arab and 
Muslim world in a variety of creative and evocative ways. From collec-
tion boxes outside mosques, to dramatic posters of starving Iraqi chil-
dren covering the walls of professional association offices, to cultural 
exhibits featuring Iraqi artists and poets, to screenings of brilliantly 
polemical documentary films, Iraqi suffering permeated the cultural 
consciousness. The business sector, aware of the vast economic oppor-
tunities on the horizon, often supported these efforts, while govern-
ments that preferred such quiet activity to dangerous demands to act 
against Israel largely stayed out of the way. Both formally—through 
Arab professional associations or popular conferences or official com-
mittees to coordinate solidarity with Iraq—and informally, Arabs or-
ganized themselves to bring relief to the Iraqi children.

Concern for the Iraqi people was not limited to Arabs and Mus-
lims, of course. Those involved directly with the UN humanitarian 
program in Iraq were “traumatized” by the humanitarian catastrophe 
related to sanctions (Minear et al. 998: 9). Reports by the FAO, UNI-
CEF, the International Committee of the Red Cross, Save the Chil-
dren, and others painted an increasingly coherent picture of a human-
itarian crisis that could not be dismissed as Iraqi propaganda. Dennis 
Halliday forced the internal UN dissatisfaction into the public arena 
with his highly publicized resignation in September 998. Distressed 
by the inability of the humanitarian program to alleviate the suffer-
ing of Iraqi society, largely because of political interference from the 
Security Council Sanctions Committee, Halliday unleashed a highly 
public blast of moral outrage that generated considerable public atten-
tion. Halliday’s successor, Hans van Sponek, resigned a year later for 
identical reasons and joined Halliday in publicly attacking the UN for 
its role in the humanitarian problems in Iraq, as did Jutta Burghardt 
of the World Food Programme. These critiques received support from 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who implored the Security Coun-
cil to improve its procedures and allow humanitarian work to proceed. 
In August 2000 Belgian law professor Marc Bossuyt stirred up a dip-
lomatic storm with a report commissioned by the UN Human Rights 
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Subcommission that attributed the humanitarian disaster in Iraq to 
the sanctions and called them “unequivocally illegal.”4 A quote at-
tributed to a senior UN official, saying that “the Americans are, I’m 
afraid, the real villains in all this,” captures the prevailing sense of an-
ger and frustration within the UN bureaucracy.42

The UNICEF report concluding that half a million Iraqi children 
had died as a result of the sanctions was prominently discussed in the 
new Arab media. Even on the suffering of the Iraqi people, the new Arab 
public sphere refused to uncritically accept assertions, particularly on 
the question of who bore responsibility for the tragedy. The August 
24, 999, episode of The Opposite Direction explored at great length 
the difference between infant mortality rates in the northern Kurdish 
areas and in the areas under Saddam’s control. On the October 4, 999, 
More Than One Opinion program, Sami Haddad challenged guest Abd 
al-Bari Atwan when he invoked the figure of 8,000 Iraqi children dy-
ing a month due to the sanctions, noting that “it is strange, though, 
that the level of infant deaths in northern Iraq is much less than in the 
south.”43 Even defenses of the sanctions could still be heard, albeit in-
frequently. For example, Raghid al-Saleh, a frequent critic of Saddam, 
cited a range of American scholars to argue that despite the problems, 
sanctions often did work and could be justified in the case of Iraq.44 
Dozens of columns in the press blamed Saddam, often noting that a 
major problem with the imposition of sanctions was that it strength-
ened his regime even as it harmed Iraqi civilians.

As Western activists began to openly question the sanctions, the 
Arab media pointedly asked why Arabs were doing less than non-Ar-
abs to challenge an embargo they claimed to despise. When an Ital-
ian plane landed in Baghdad, al-Quds al-Arabi pointedly asked, “Why 
couldn’t the plane be Arab instead of Italian?”45 The Arab media 
lingered over visits by Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez, Indonesia’s Abd al-
Rahman, and Malaysia’s Mohammed Mahathir, each time pointedly 
noting the absence of their Arab counterparts. During a controversy 
over a scheduled visit to Iraq by the Pope, Abd al-Bari Atwan told 
Sami Haddad, “I had hoped that if the Pope visited Iraq in December 
he would be joined by the Shaykh of al-Azhar, and Ali Khameini . . . 
and Shaykh Hussain Fadlallah, and all religious leaders in the Arab 
world . . . to go to see the suffering of more than 22 million Arabs and 
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Muslims and Christians suffering from starvation and poverty and 
killing and blockade.”46 Publicizing non-Arab activities shone an in-
direct but glaring spotlight on official Arab inaction, which mobilized 
pressure on them to match words with deeds. Arab opinion, which 
had coalesced over the 990s (as described in chapter 3), now became 
a primary concern for even powerful states. Even Kuwait and Saudi 
Arabia reluctantly acceded to the premise that Iraqi suffering could 
not continue indefinitely.

As Mohammed al-Musaffir urged, “We will break the embargo 
peacefully, through trade and noncompliance.”47 Perhaps the most 
visible example of this strategy came with a series of “airplane chal-
lenges” to the sanctions. In 993, at a time when the normative consen-
sus supporting the sanctions remained strong, Pakistan petitioned the 
UN for permission to fly worshipers to Iraq to visit important religious 
centers. This request received considerable support from the Islamic 
world, given its humanitarian and seemingly nonpolitical mandate. 
After the UN grudgingly allowed one flight, several other states fol-
lowed suit. Attempting to exploit the wedge, states tried to send flights 
full of dubious “pilgrims”—politicians, journalists, movie stars, busi-
nessmen. When the UN barred one of these flights, Pakistan backed 
down and the pilgrimage flights ended. In April 997 Iraq sent an airlift 
of pilgrims to the Haj in Saudi Arabia in defiance of the southern no-fly 
zones. When the United States abstained from shooting down planes 
full of religious pilgrims, some hastened to describe this as a weaken-
ing of the sanctions. Al-Quds al-Arabi, for example, described it as “an-
other small but significant step in the process of loosening the political 
and economic noose.”48 Even more, it argued, “even while hungry and 
besieged, Iraq has succeeded in drawing attention to Washington’s hy-
pocrisy and double standards, . . . which has earned it the sympathy of 
millions of Arabs and Muslims and earned the United States yet an-
other dose of revulsion and hostility from the Arab street.”

In 2000, at a time when the normative consensus had dramatically 
shifted against the sanctions, a challenge had a dramatically differ-
ent outcome. On August 7, 2000, Iraq announced the reopening of 
Baghdad International Airport for the first time since the Gulf War. 
Two days later, Russia dramatically flew the first flight into Baghdad, 
pointedly not requesting permission from the UN on the grounds that 
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nothing in the Security Council resolutions prevented humanitarian 
flights. Over the next month, a heated debate took place concerning 
the appropriate response to the Russian flight and about the proce-
dures by which such humanitarian flights might be governed. With 
no consensus reached in either direction, France sent a second flight 
on September 22. This triggered a cascade. On September 27, Jordan 
sent the third flight—and the first Arab flight. It was followed in short 
order by Yemen (September 28), Morocco (October 4), the UAE, Al-
geria, and Tunisia (October 6), Syria (October 8), Turkey (October 9), 
the Sudan and Lebanon (October 3), and Bahrain (October 6).

Once the precedent was established, states that hoped to demon-
strate their support for Iraq against the sanctions felt urgent pressure 
to act—and to act quickly, before the flights became routinized and 
therefore carried little political value. Many states sent multiple flights, 
or attempted to innovate in some way in order to stand out from the 
thickening crowd: on October 6, the UAE trumpeted the fact that its 
flight was the first from a GCC state; on October 7, Syria sent the first 
large jet; Jordan always tried to have sent the most flights. The second 
airplanes challenge demonstrates well the cascade dynamics that could 
be triggered under conditions of systemic hypocrisy. It also shows how 
such a cascade could overwhelm the power of the United States, which 
was reduced to focusing its energies on establishing that allowing the 
flights was not a signal of the impending collapse of the sanctions re-
gime. As Salah al-Nasrawi argued, the sanctions would actually end 
only when Arab governments directly challenged the United States, but 
in the interim such a public initiative would “create a psychological at-
mosphere helpful to the Iraqi leadership in its efforts to rally Arab and 
international public opinion on the necessity of lifting the blockade.”49

By 2000 the sanctions on Iraq were collapsing from below, losing le-
gitimacy and facing increasingly public challenges. Sanctions violations 
were skyrocketing, and American officials frankly recognized that the 
sanctions could not be sustained indefinitely (Cortright and Lopez 2000: 
2). As Kofi Annan put it, “The humanitarian situation in Iraq posed a 
serious moral dilemma for the United Nations, which was in danger of 
losing the argument—if it had not already lost it—about who was re-
sponsible for the situation: Saddam Hussein or the United Nations.”50

In the spring of 200 the United States and the United Kingdom ex-
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pended considerable political capital on an effort to reform the Iraq sanc-
tions in ways precisely calibrated to respond to the humanitarian critique 
of the anti-sanctions network while retaining more tightly focused mili-
tary sanctions. The efforts followed from widespread recognition that the 
sanctions were becoming unsustainable as they lost legitimacy: smug-
gling increased, Iraq worked out deals with “middlemen” to gain oil rev-
enues outside the UN framework, and humanitarian missions from doz-
ens of nations challenged U.S. interpretations of the UN rules to travel to 
Baghdad to demonstrate solidarity with the Iraqi people.5

From an American policy perspective, “smart sanctions” had many 
merits. This seemed to respond to European and Arab concerns about 
Iraqi suffering, which would presumably blunt pressures for lifting the 
sanctions. It could potentially rebuild a Security Council consensus 
behind American goals of containing and undermining support for 
Saddam’s regime. It maintained what Washington saw as vital: control 
over the disposition of Iraqi oil revenues, effective prevention of po-
tential military imports, and enhanced surveillance over what passed 
through Iraqi borders. The smart sanctions proposals responded to 
growing pressure in international civil society, and drew heavily on 
ideas developed in a wide range of international agencies and working 
groups concerned with making sanctions more effective and less dead-
ly. Despite all of these merits, however, the smart sanctions proposals 
failed (Lynch 200). In part, they were simply a casualty of great power 
politics, as Russia held out in defense of its own self-interest and other 
countries looked ahead to vast profits if the sanctions were lifted rather 
than refined. A significant number of states, including three permanent 
Security Council members, along with an increasingly vocal interna-
tional civil society, challenged U.S. justifications for the sanctions.

But even if they had won Security Council support, smart sanctions 
would still have failed because they commanded no support among 
the Arab and other neighboring states that would have to enforce 
them for them to succeed. Across the board, Arab states rejected the 
enhanced monitoring and border control demanded of them in the 
proposed smart sanctions regime. This rejection was almost entirely a 
product of the dramatic shift in the public sphere consensus about the 
sanctions and the United States. In short, the Arab debate about smart 
sanctions revolved not around whether they would make the contain-
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ment of Iraq more effective and sustainable. Instead, Arabs focused on 
the injustice of the sanctions and the need to remove them entirely.

Toward War

When U.S. President George W. Bush announced his determination 
to combat an “axis of evil” in his 2002 State of the Union Address, it 
seemed clear that Iraq would be the primary target in the new cam-
paign. The administration’s mobilization of support was initially de-
railed by the violence in the West Bank, which led to the failure of Vice 
President Dick Cheney’s March visit to the region. But in the early 
fall, the Bush administration began an aggressive campaign to muster 
support for a decisive confrontation with Iraq. After winning Con-
gressional support, Bush turned to the United Nations to attempt to 
build an international consensus for military action. His failure to do 
so—discussed in the next chapter—profoundly shaped the course of 
the conflict that followed.

The emergence of the Arab public sphere at the end of the 990s, 
and its growing emphasis on the United States as the cause of Iraqi and 
Palestinian suffering, deeply shaped the reception given the Ameri-
can drive toward war with Iraq. As described above, the Arab public 
sphere had for years been arguing about American support for Israel, 
the hypocrisy of American enforcement of the sanctions and no-fly 
zones, American indifference to the deaths of Iraqi children, the un-
precedented American military presence in the Gulf, and official Arab 
subservience to American policies. American support for Israel and 
for Arab dictators left Arabs almost universally skeptical of a mor-
alizing American rhetoric about democracy and human rights. The 
enormous public attention to American manipulation of UNSCOM 
and the Security Council in the late 990s ensured Arab incredulity 
over American claims to be motivated by the need to enforce UN reso-
lutions. And the Bush administration’s nonresponse to Israel’s reoc-
cupation of the West Bank cemented deeply felt resentments about 
American policy and doubts about American intentions. In short, the 
developments in this period established the narrative context for the 
great arguments about the invasion of Iraq.
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During the invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003, the performance 
of the Arab media became the subject of intense debate. Whereas it 
had already been singled out as a source of anti-Americanism and po-
litical radicalism after 9/, now it seemed to pose a major and direct 
obstacle to the American military campaign. The protests over the Is-
raeli-Palestinian issue had made Americans and Arab regimes alike 
painfully aware of its mobilizing potentional and its influence on Arab 
public opinion. The Arab media therefore itself became a central front 
of political conflict during and after the war.

Al-Jazeera in particular was accused of actively supporting the Iraqi 
regime with its skeptical reporting on the case for war and its heavy cov-
erage of the conflict’s human impact. The complexities of al-Jazeera’s cov-
erage of Iraq (see chapter 4), and the diversity of opinions found on its 
talk shows, faded away in the eyes of many observers in the harsh light of 
war. Almost every aspect of its coverage came under criticism:  the word 
choices of news presenters who used terms such as “invasion” rather than 
“liberation”; the guests on the talk shows, many of whom were fiercely 
critical of the war; the broadcasting of footage of Iraqi civilians in agony 
or of American prisoners of war.  After the war, al-Jazeera came under 
even more intense scrutiny, accused of aiding and abetting the Iraqi in-
surgency and of undermining the transition to Iraqi democracy.

The Arab public sphere did play a major role in shaping the politi-
cal and normative environment, but in more complex and ambiguous 

5
Baghdad Falls

LYNCH CH 05.indd   171 10/6/05   9:32:12 AM



72 Baghdad Falls

ways than its critics recognize.  For one, 2003 represented precisely the 
point of transition away from al-Jazeera’s hegemony in the Arab media 
realm.  While it remained the most popular and influential satellite tele-
vision station at the time the war broke out, al-Jazeera now faced potent 
competitors such as al-Arabiya, as well as smaller but effective rivals 
such as Abu Dhabi TV and al-Manar. Their struggles for market share 
meant that they both led and followed public opinion, as they competed 
to position themselves within a rapidly evolving political environment.

The ways in which the Arab public sphere discussed the possibil-
ity of a war with Iraq can be understood only in the context of the 
emergence of the new public and its engagement with the Iraqi issue 
over the preceding years. The issue of Iraq had by 2002 been well es-
tablished as a core aspect of an Arab identity about which every Arab 
should and did have an opinion. While Arabs disagreed and argued 
intensely over the appropriate course of action, American policy to-
ward Iraq generated almost universal condemnation and hostility. 
The sanctions and regular bombings combined to deeply entrench 
the Arab conviction of American hostility toward the Iraqi people, 
which rebounded harshly against the United States when it tried to 
make the case that its war would be a liberation for the benefit of the 
Iraqi people. Furthermore, the escalation toward war coincided with 
intense agitation over the horrifying stalemate between Palestinians 
and Israel, which led most Arabs to link the question of Iraq to the 
suffering of the Palestinian people under occupation, American sup-
port for Israel, and official Arab impotence. The close identification 
between the Bush administration and Ariel Sharon in this Arab con-
sensus badly tarnished American credibility on any regional topic, 
from invading Iraq to spreading democracy. The Arab public sphere 
interpreted each development through the filter of a narrative that had 
been finely tuned through years of public argument.

This chapter examines the engagement of the Arab public sphere 
with the American invasion of Iraq, from its introduction onto the 
agenda in 2002 through the summer of 2003. As with earlier chapters I 
do not present a comprehensive history of the war, or of the diplomacy 
surrounding that war. Far more than the other chapters, this one fo-
cuses on al-Jazeera rather than the Arab press, and particularly the re-
markable open talk shows aired in the month after the fall of Baghdad, 
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in which uncensored callers debated the meaning of Iraq live night 
after night in what may be the truest public sphere in Arab history. 
While I do pay some attention to the news coverage of al-Jazeera, I 
am more interested here in the evolution of a public opinion through 
arguments and dialogue within the new Arab public sphere.

Before the War

As chapter 4 documented, Iraq had become a central element of the 
new Arabist identity that had developed through the public arguments 
of the new Arab public sphere. In the last months of 200, at a time 
when Iraq was hardly on the American public agenda, the Arab public 
was openly discussing what it saw as the real possibility of an Ameri-
can attack on Iraq. Even before the Afghan campaign had ended, 
Ahmed Mansour hosted Iraqi Vice President Taha Ramadan (Novem-
ber 200), and a few days later Faisal al-Qassem hosted a discussion of 
whether “America could Afghanize Iraq.” In January 2002, a program 
surveyed the question of international inspections and their prospects 
for avoiding a crisis. Even at the height of the focus on Afghanistan, 
then, Arabs never lost sight of Iraq.

American credibility, which was a near obsession for many war ad-
vocates in the United States (and, reportedly, for some Arab leaders) 
was hardly an issue in the Arab public sphere: virtually everyone as-
sumed that the Bush administration was determined to invade Iraq no 
matter what, and most discussion revolved around how this might be 
prevented (Woodward 2004: 228–23). This included widespread calls 
for the Iraqi regime to avoid giving the United States an excuse for 
war. In the November 200 program, for example, Qassem wondered 
why Iraq did not simply readmit the inspectors and pull the rug out 
from under American plans, while on the other hand asking whether 
America had not already done enough to the Iraqi people with twelve 
years of sanctions and bombings.

Outside the Arab public sphere, concerns about American cred-
ibility had more serious ramifications. Iraqis bitterly remembered the 
experience of 99, when they rose up in response to the first Presi-
dent Bush’s calls and then found themselves alone to be massacred 
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by Saddam’s military. Many Arab leaders similarly feared a replay of 
the end of the first Gulf War, where the United States defeated Iraq 
but left Saddam in power. American rhetoric meant to reassure Iraqis 
and Arab leaders about the “seriousness” of American intentions rein-
forced the convictions of the Arab public, fueling their deep suspicions 
about American arguments concerning WMD, terrorism, or spread-
ing democracy.

Bush’s “Axis of Evil” State of the Union Address fueled an Arab argu-
ment that had already been raging. Numerous talk shows asked about 
“the American agenda for Iraq” (First Wars, February 5), “the possibil-
ity of an American attack against Iraq” (First Wars, February 8; First 
Wars, March 6), and “the position of neighboring states on an attack 
against Iraq” (First Wars, March ). In a March 5 program, for example, 
Robert Satloff of the Washington Institute for Near Eastern Policy and 
Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed, the pro-American editor of al-Sharq al-Aw-
sat, faced off against more critical figures. On March 22, Sami Haddad 
invited the British military expert Simon Henderson to explain Britain’s 
position. These programs, as well as dozens of op-eds in the Arab press, 
offer a clear picture of elite public discourse on the topic.

Almost no Arabs took seriously the idea that Iraq was a legitimate 
front in the war on terror, or that Saddam’s regime might have ties to 
al-Qaeda or have had a hand in 9/. But after years of criticizing the 
sanctions and worrying about American regime-change efforts in Iraq, 
most of the Arab public fully believed that the United States would 
eagerly exploit the opportunity to go after Saddam. After years of ex-
perience with what was widely considered to be an arms inspection 
process fatally compromised by its subservience to American foreign 
policy (the opposite of general American views of the inspectors), few 
Arabs took the Bush administration’s demands for Iraqi disarmament 
or renewed inspections seriously. After years of denouncing American 
support for dictatorial Arab regimes and hostility to the aspirations of 
the Arab people, not even the most committed liberals believed that 
the United States was motivated by humanitarian concerns in Iraq or 
that it really hoped to spread democracy in the region. The Bush ad-
minstration did not face a generic, irrational hatred and mistrust of 
America in its campaign against Iraq—it faced a specific, deeply en-
trenched narrative about the preceding decade that almost guaranteed 

LYNCH CH 05.indd   174 10/6/05   9:32:13 AM



Baghdad Falls 75

a negative reception for its arguments. Since almost nobody believed 
that the campaign to act against Iraq was really about spreading de-
mocracy, or about Iraqi WMD, or about ties to al-Qaeda, attention 
inevitably turned to motives such as oil and Israel. There was near-
complete consensus that the Bush administration had long decided on 
war and that all the rest was only for show.

Public opinion surveys suggest that general views followed the 
public discourse. In an April 2002 opinion survey, only 3 percent of 
Egyptians favored an American attack against Iraq and 84 percent 
were against; 7 percent of Lebanese for and 84 percent against;  per-
cent of Saudis for, 80 percent against; 3 percent of Kuwaitis for and 
6 percent against. On American policy toward Iraq, 4 percent of 
Egyptians found it excellent or good, while 83 percent found it so-so 
or poor; 4 percent and 90 percent in Lebanon; 7 percent and 55 per-
cent in Kuwait; 9 percent and 83 percent in Saudi Arabia. The Zogby 
poll found that 80 percent of Egyptians said that their opinion of the 
United States would improve if it lifted the sanctions on Iraq, as did 
77 percent of Saudis and 75 percent of Lebanese. The Pew Global At-
titudes survey released in March 2004 offered a stark picture of Arab 
opposition not only to the war, but to American policy more broadly.2 
66 percent of Moroccans and 70 percent of Jordanians said that sui-
cide bombings against Americans in Iraq were justifiable. 70 percent 
of Jordanians and 48 percent of Moroccans thought Iraqis would be 
worse-off post-Saddam, while 76 percent and 72 percent thought that 
America was “overreacting to terrorism.” Only 3 percent of Jordanians 
and 9 percent of Moroccans thought that their country had done the 
wrong thing by refusing to participate in the war. Only 5 percent of 
Jordanians and 27 percent of Moroccans—close American allies—had 
favorable views of the United States.

The arguments in the Arab public sphere revealed genuine uncer-
tainty and a real variety of viewpoints, despite an overwhelming con-
sensus on the overarching narrative. Al-Jazeera online polls—which are 
not scientific, but which often receive tens of thousands of responses 
and can serve as useful snapshots of at least the preferences of al-Jazeera 
viewers—produced outcomes skewed overwhelmingly (usually about 
90 percent to 0 percent) against any American position, but divided 
much more evenly on internal Arab questions. Unlike questions related 
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to Israel, there was no smothering consensus governing Iraq discus-
sions. For example, asked in January 2003, “Do you support the Iraqi 
president stepping down from power to save his people from war?,” 
39.6 percent said yes and 50.2 percent said no (with 56,662 responses). 
When asked in December 2002 whether Iraq should continue to co-
operate with inspectors in the face of American threats, 54.9 percent 
said yes and 43.4 percent said no (with 40,800 responses). In a poll 
concluded on March 20, 2003, more than ,000 respondents divided 
closely over the question of whether the United States would succeed in 
overthrowing Saddam Hussein (42. percent said yes, 5.5 percent said 
no). In late November 2004, opinion divided almost evenly (48 per-
cent–52 percent) on the question of whether the Iraqi elections should 
be postponed. Such results suggest that while the Arab public sphere 
overwhelmingly accepted a particular identity and narrative, this did 
not lead automatically to consensus on specific issues or policies.

The Arab public struggled to make sense of American intentions, 
of the calculations of their leaders, of what could possibly be done. 
But then the Israeli reoccupation of the West Bank drove Iraq from 
the headlines and from the talk shows, while transforming everyone’s 
evaluation of the strategic significance of the “Arab street.” The furi-
ous demonstrations and protests in March and April 2002 startled 
virtually everybody: not only regimes, but also the Arab public itself, 
which had come to expect its own impotence. This time, massive street 
protests exploded across the Arab world, in Bahrain, Jordan, Tunisia, 
Yemen, Lebanon, Syria, the UAE, Egypt, and the largest demonstra-
tion (over a million people) in Morocco’s history.3 Tence face-offs with 
police and military, particularly in Jordan and Egypt, where protestors 
sought to march on the Israeli embassy, focused attention on regimes 
that seemed unable to act. Even Bush administration officials, who 
had since the 99 Gulf War been dismissive of Arab public opinion, 
began to take note.4 Arab leaders were clearly worried, as Jordanian 
Foreign Minister Marwan Muasher admitted: “The demonstrations 
are getting stronger by the day. . . . The street is literally boiling. We 
are being forced to take steps we don’t want to take because people are 
angry and public opinion in the Arab world cannot be ignored.”5

Most observers credited the Arab media with fueling this newfound 
mobilization, as the Palestinian issue—with graphic images of civilian 
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casualties as well as live footage of protests in other countries—domi-
nated the satellite television broadcasts. As Shibley Telhami observed, 
foreshadowing the coverage of the Iraq war, “Arab satellite television 
stations . . . carry live pictures of the horror in Palestinian cities and 
live phone calls from Palestinian men and women calling events mas-
sacres and atrocities.”6 Egyptian analyst Mohammed Sid Ahmed nicely 
captured the qualitative difference in the intensity of this experience: 
“The enmity between the Arabs and Israel has been there, but before 
an Israeli was imagined in Cairo like someone on the moon—inacces-
sible, unseeable. Now, the hatred is closer.”7

Concerns about this newly potent Arab public opinion threw the 
American mobilization toward war with Iraq off track in 2002, at least 
for a time. As discussed in chapter 4, when Vice President Cheney 
came to the Middle East in March 2002 to win support for an attack 
against Iraq, an Arab public as skeptical of their own rulers as of Amer-
ica wondered whether Arab regimes would—in their view—sell out 
the Iraqi people to the Americans. To everyone’s surprise, leader after 
leader told Cheney that Israel’s actions toward the Palestinians made it 
impossible for them to consider participation in any initiative toward 
Iraq. Arab leaders took several symbolic steps toward Iraq, including 
inviting Iraq to an Arab summit for the first time since the 990–99 
Gulf War and engineering a symbolic (if largely meaningless) recon-
ciliation between Iraq and Kuwait. Egypt canceled regular flights to 
Israel by its semi-official airline. During a visit with the President in 
Crawford, Texas, Crown Prince Abdullah bluntly warned Bush about 
the ramifications of his support for the Israeli actions. But, as Hosni 
Mubarak frankly said in January 2003, no Arab government could or 
would stand in the way of an America resolved to go to war—leaving 
the Arab public with no means by which to act effectively.8

For all their public rhetoric, however, Arab states did not act on 
demands to confront Israel, begin an oil boycott, and expel American 
diplomats, or other concerns of protestors. As Abdullah Sanawi put it, 
during the run-up to war Arab regimes “were not even able to support 
the European position out of fear of angering the United States.”9 The 
Arab public was left with a baffling but heady mixture: a new self-con-
fidence based on its unprecedented display of strength in April; enor-
mous anger and frustration at the inability to actually help the Pales-
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tinians or stop the Israeli offensive; an ever greater sense of distance 
from their own rulers; and intense fury with the United States for the 
Bush administration’s perceived unqualified support for Ariel Sharon.

As American discussion of a possible invasion of Iraq increased 
in the late summer, so did the Arab debate. Once again, these debates 
included a wide range of voices and a variety of perspectives—but all 
within this evolving narrative of despairing fury with the United States 
over Iraq and Palestine. When discussing Security Council resolution 
44, for example, Sami Haddad made a point of reminding view-
ers that resolution 242 (passed after the 967 Arab-Israeli war) had 
never been implemented, and emphasized the differences between 
the American-British and the French-Russian interpretations of the 
resolution. Some argued that the resolution had prevented a war—the 
Syrian explanation of its vote—and that the inspections would prevent 
America from invading. Most Arabs doubted this, arguing—correctly, 
it turned out—that the Bush administration would wage its war re-
gardless of what the inspectors did or found. Haddad spoke for many 
in declaring that the choice was “between bad and worse.”0

It is worthwhile reviewing at some length the programs aired in 
this crucial period to show the range of discussion that actually char-
acterized al-Jazeera’s talk shows. On July 8, Jumana al-Namour hosted 
the Iraqi opposition figure Mustafa Bazarghan on the subject of over-
throwing Saddam Hussein. On July 27, Ghassan bin Jadu explored the 
regional implications of the Iraqi issue, with guests including the Iraqi 
opposition figure Mohammed Baqir al-Hakim of SCIRI. On August 2, 
Hafez al-Mirazi invited Scott Ritter, Iraqi opposition figure Rand Ra-
him, and former UN humanitarian coordinator Hans von Sponeck to 
discuss American relations with Iraq. On August 6, Faisal al-Qassem 
provoked a minor crisis between Qatar and Jordan with a program 
on Jordan’s role in a war, with the leftist Asaad Abu Khalil facing off 
against Mahmoud al-Khurabsheh from the Jordanian Parliament. On 
August 8, Edmund Ghareeb appeared to talk about the American per-
spective on inspections. On August , Danielle Pletka from AEI (one 
of the leading American advocates of an invasion) and a former Egyp-
tian diplomat debated Iraq’s future in the face of American threats. 
On August 22, Jumana al-Namour hosted the Egyptian analyst Hassan 
Nafia to discuss the Arab position toward an attack, while on August 
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30 More Than One Opinion invited Mohammed Idris from Egypt’s al-
Ahram, Mohassen Khalil (Iraq’s representative to the Arab League), 
and a Russian analyst to discuss the same question. American aca-
demic Laura Drake (September 4) and British analyst Rosemary Hol-
lis and Rachel Bronson from the Council on Foreign Relations (Sep-
tember 2) discussed the impact of a war on the future of the Middle 
East. On September 20, Hafiz al-Mirazi discussed a possible war with 
al-Ahram’s Mohammed al-Sayd Said, Muwafic Harb (who became the 
director of programming for Radio Sawa and al-Hurra), Amru Musa 
(Secretary-General of the Arab League), and American Congressman 
Nick Rahall.

After the United Nations passed resolution 44 in November, Had-
dad invited Iraqi opposition figure Majid al-Samara’i to argue with 
Abd al-Bari Atwan, and a Syrian analyst to explain why Syria did not 
vote against it. A September 27 program on the confrontation between 
the United States and Iraq hosted Mike O’Brian, British Minister of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs, along with a Russian policy advisor and 
two prominent Arab political analysts. A December 2002 program in-
vited a British government spokesman along with a representative of 
Amnesty International to present the report on human rights issued 
in support of war, in which the crimes of Saddam’s regime were fully 
aired, although host Sami Haddad’s introduction was frankly skepti-
cal of its timing and intention, and a guest bitingly asked how anyone 
could take British concern for the Iraqi people seriously after it had 
spent thirteen years defending the sanctions. Douglas Feith, one of the 
key architects of the Iraq war in the American Department of Defense, 
appeared in January 2003 to present the American case for war, while 
a different program on the same day hosted the prominent Kuwaiti 
columnist and Parliamentarian Ahmed al-Rubai. And in a remark-
able program in early October, Qassem pitted former American am-
bassador Edward Walker against Iraq’s oil minister, Omar Rashid, in a 
rare direct public debate.

Even before al-Arabiya launched in February 2003, al-Jazeera’s talk 
shows featured a wide range of voices, Arab and non-Arab, for and 
against the war. These debates featured serious disagreement and often 
violent argument about what should be done, even as they were struc-
tured by an overall Arabist narrative frame that established the kinds of 
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arguments and evidence most likely to persuade. Anger at the United 
States and fear of the possible consequences of a war permeated these 
discussions, as did profound skepticism about American justifications 
for the war and its intentions in the region. The core concern with 
the suffering of the Iraqi people under sanctions translated into great 
fears about what would happen to them in a war. Arabs expressed deep 
fears about the risk of anarchy in a post-war Iraq, of ethnic and reli-
gious conflict and civil war. Many Arabs feared that the United States 
intended to partition Iraq into ethnically defined states—Kurdish, 
Sunni, Shia—in order to prevent the reemergence of a powerful Arab 
state in Iraq. Others feared that an invasion of Iraq would be only the 
first step toward attacks on other Arab states, or that it would establish 
a permanent American occupation in the Arab heartland.

Calling this Arab consensus “pro-Saddam” is misleading. Most 
mainstream commentators insistently distanced themselves from 
Saddam’s regime even as they argued on behalf of “the Iraqi people.” 
In late April Ghassan bin Jadu challenged several leading Islamists 
for claiming to be opposed to tyranny everywhere, asking whether 
their opposition to the war did not contradict this. One responded: “I 
think that you would not be able to find among all the demonstrators 
in the Islamic street, the Arab street, even the global street, anyone 
who stands with Saddam Hussein. All of their slogans were standing 
with the Iraqi people . . . with the people and not the regime.”2 While 
among independent Arabists who despised all authoritarian Arab re-
gimes there was an important undercurrent that welcomed the idea of 
removing Saddam Hussein, few wanted this to take place by American 
military means. That these opponents of an American role in toppling 
Saddam had no real alternative to offer, no pathway by which Saddam 
might be removed without such an intervention, represented a funda-
mental flaw in their position.  Criticism without offering a practical 
alternative should be seen as a typical pattern in a weak international 
public sphere: since the public lacked any means for actually influenc-
ing official policy, its incentives pushed toward such expressive cri-
tique and away from the hard work of actually developing alternatives, 
which would likely not be adopted in any case.

That these highly mobilized Arab publics showed so little sup-
port for Saddam Hussein, especially compared to their positions in 

LYNCH CH 05.indd   180 10/6/05   9:32:15 AM



Baghdad Falls 8

990–99, sharply contradicts a conventional wisdom that confuses 
their opposition to the war with support for the “tyrant.” This, I would 
argue, was a direct result of the new Arab public sphere. In sharp 
contrast with 990–99, when the Iraqi regime had seemed power-
ful and modern from afar, the new Arab media had brought Arabs 
much closer to the reality of the regime. Saddam’s tight control over 
all foreign (and domestic) media prevented al-Jazeera—like virtually 
all media, Western or Arab—from freely reporting on the internal 
repression in Iraq or on the horrors of the Iraqi regime’s deprada-
tions (Katovsky and Carlson 2003). But at the same time, al-Jazeera’s 
reporting on the human cost of the sanctions put the suffering of the 
Iraqi people at the center of Arab concerns, even as its talk shows gave 
free voice to the regime’s critics. Al-Jazeera viewers regularly heard 
Saddam’s regime described by guests and callers as al-Taghiya (the 
tyranny), and his rule was assigned at least some blame (alongside the 
Americans, British, and Arab regimes) for the suffering of his people. 
In contrast to the earlier war, where many Arabs supported Saddam 
as an Arab hero, in this crisis most such Arabs tried—with mixed suc-
cess—to detach their real and intense sympathy with the Iraqi people 
from support for Saddam’s regime. Fear of America and sympathy 
with the Iraqi people now drove Arab opinion far more than did soli-
darity with Saddam.

The discontent of the Arab public sphere focused on their own 
regimes as much as it did on the United States. For years Arabs had 
argued that the embargo on Iraq was really an “Arab” one since it would 
collapse if the Arab states stopped enforcing it. As the United States 
and its British ally prepared for war, Arab commentators acidly noted 
that it would be the tacit or active cooperation of Arab regimes—air 
bases, staging grounds, overflight rights—that would make the mili-
tary campaign possible (quite ironically, Qatar—the host country of 
al-Jazeera—hosted a major American base). Even when Arab regimes 
took popular positions against a war they tended to be perceived as 
insincere. While most Arabs accepted that their rulers were genuinely 
worried about the possible consequences of a war—refugee flows, the 
partition of Iraq, general instability—few believed that the regimes 
had any real concern for the Iraqi people, or any ability to or interest 
in standing up to the United States.
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Analysts from across the political spectrum agreed on the hypoc-
risy of official Arab rhetoric. For example, Ahmed al-Rubai (a promi-
nent Kuwaiti supporter of war) told al-Jazeera in late January 2003, “I 
have recently visited several Arab states, and listened to officials di-
rectly, and what is said in the media is not the reality.”3 Abd al-Bari 
Atwan, Rubai’s polar opposite in Arab politics, frequently said essen-
tially the same thing: “Arab officials don’t say in public what they agree 
upon in private.”4 The complete failure of the Arab League, or of an 
Arab summit, to prevent the war—as well as what most perceived as 
the near-complete irrelevance of Arab states to the global debates over 
the war—fit perfectly within the core Arabist narrative of the incom-
petence and corruption of their leaders. Several programs explicitly 
asked whether there was any value at all to Arab rejection (Weekly 
File, September 7). As Arabs failed to act, a growing disillusionment 
permeated public discourse. In January 2003, for example, Faisal al-
Qassem declared it “humiliating” that non-Arab Turkey stood up to 
the United States while the Arab states collectively did nothing. It was 
not only the rulers who came in for abuse; an October program on 
“European rejection and Arab silence” focused on the failure of the 
Arab people to protest in any significant way, in contrast both to the 
April 2002 protests over Palestine and the massive marches for peace 
all over the world.

As the crisis escalated, Iraq overwhelmingly became the topic of 
discussion on the talk shows, driving out even Palestine as the central 
issue of debate. In 2003 an astonishing 44 percent of the major talk 
shows focused on Iraq. These programs covered virtually every pos-
sible aspect of the crisis. In the month of March, as war drew near, 
talk shows discussed such topics as an Arab summit (Issue of the Hour, 
March ), the Iraqi opposition (Issue of the Hour, March 3), Turkey’s 
decisions about American troops (No Limits, March 5), the Islamic 
Summit’s position toward Iraq (Issue of the Hour, March 6; More Than 
One Opinion, March 7), the role of intellectuals in the crisis (Open Dia-
logue, March 8), divisions in the Security Council (Issue of the Hour, 
March 0), the future of the Kurds (The Opposite Direction, March ), 
and last-minute diplomacy (Issue of the Hour, March 3). In one re-
markable program (February 22), Ghassan bin Jadu hosted live from 
Baghdad a discussion between Iraqi students from Baghdad Univer-
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sity and American students from George Mason University (shortly 
thereafter, bin Jadu left Iraq due to Saddam’s attempt to interfere with 
the content of his program).

Even on the brink of the war, however, a variety of perspectives 
still appeared on al-Jazeera: on February 2, the Kuwaiti Saad al-Ajami 
defended the official Arab position on the war as realistic; on March 
3, a variety of Iraqi opposition figures discussed their hopes and fears 
for the future; on March 2, Iraqi Foreign Minister Naji Sabri discussed 
Iraq’s strategy; and on March 7 Iraqi Information Minister Moham-
med Said Sahhaf appeared. As war approached, however, the tone of 
discourse grew uglier, louder, more radical, and more prone to expres-
sions of helplessness and blanket condemnation. Hosts, guests, and 
callers alike reflected an overwhelming level of anxiety, with reasoned 
dialogue declining and angry outbursts and wild conspiracy theories 
noticeably ascendant. When an emergency Arab summit in Sharm el-
Sheikh (Egypt) collapsed into angry accusations between Libyan Pres-
ident Moammar Qaddafi and Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, 
live television coverage of the summit abruptly ended.

With the outbreak of war, al-Jazeera shifted to an all-news format, 
with the public conversation resuming only after the fall of Baghdad.

The Iraqi Opposition

Even as war drew near, supporters of overthrowing Saddam continued 
to be well represented in the Arab public sphere. Along with being 
routinely published in al-Hayat and al-Sharq al-Awsat, Iraqi opposi-
tion figures appeared frequently on al-Jazeera, where they had the 
chance to present their views and to defend them against challenges.

Iraqi opposition figures cannot honestly claim to have lacked for an 
opportunity to make their case prior to the war. On July 27 Moham-
med Baqr al-Hakim of SCIRI made a powerful case for removing Sad-
dam Hussein. On the same program, Mohammed Sadiq al-Husseini 
argued that the Iraqi people had every right to demand internal change 
and reform and even revolution, but that Arabs primarily feared and 
opposed an American role. When Husseini then complained about 
the opposition using American support to achieve its goals (to dif-
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ferentiate himself from the INC), Ghassan bin Jadu challenged him: 
“You talk as though the Iraqi opposition were leading the charge and 
using the United States, so what is wrong with that? If they can use 
American power, why shouldn’t they?” On August 2, Iraqi opposition 
spokeswoman Rand Rahim Franke made the case for war eloquently 
by emphasizing the urgency of removing Saddam by any means avail-
able. On the August  episode of Issue of the Hour, war advocate Dani-
elle Pletka of the American Enterprise Institute espoused the standard 
arguments made in the American media to a frankly skeptical recep-
tion—suggesting in part the striking disparities in the argumentative 
expectations of the Arab as opposed to the American arena.

The American reliance on the Iraqi opposition to make its case 
proved highly detrimental to its position in the Arab public sphere. 
The main advocates of war in the Arab arena were individuals and fig-
ures who commanded little respect, and often were met with outright 
disgust, among Arab audiences.5 Their unpopularity tarnished the war 
effort by association, leaving it with few effective public defenders. As 
this became clear, the long-existing anger felt by many Iraqi opposi-
tion figures at their rejection by the Arab public began to simmer over. 
In an appearance on al-Jazeera in November 2002, for example, Iraqi 
opposition figure Mawfiq al-Rabii denounced his host for making un-
warranted assumptions about what the “Arab street” thought, and for 
employing an inflammatory and inciting style of argument that harked 
back to the days of Ahmed Said and Voice of the Arabs.6 Such hostile 
encounters built on themselves, so that even as al-Jazeera continued to 
invite Iraqi opposition representatives onto their programs, their ap-
pearances often only made things worse for their cause. On April 6, 
2004, the INC newspaper al-Mutamar published documents alleging 
that Faisal al-Qassem’s hostility to their cause was attributable to pay-
ments received from Saddam’s regime—a charge believed by almost 
nobody (and denied by Qassem), but indicative of the depth of antago-
nism felt by the Iraqi opposition toward their perceived tormentors.

The dividing lines between the dominant Arab consensus and 
the arguments of the Iraqi opposition appeared constantly in the al-
Jazeera programs, both among the invited guests and in the live phone 
calls. While the Iraqi opposition insisted that an attack would target 
the Iraqi regime, most Arabs felt that an attack would target and would 
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primarily harm the Iraqi people. And while the Iraqi opposition de-
scribed an attack as a liberation on behalf of the Iraqi people, most 
Arabs called it an attack on the Iraqi people. Heavily laden terms such 
as “liberation,” “invasion,” and “occupation” were hotly contested in 
these programs, with few word choices or arguments going unchal-
lenged. In an entirely typical episode of al-Jazeera’s Platform, a caller 
from Qatar declared that “the Arab people oppose and reject an attack 
on Iraq, because an attack on Iraq means an aggression against all Ar-
abs.”7 An Iraqi caller from London responded that “with all respect 
for the other Arabs and their feelings toward the Iraqis, I think that 
Iraqis know their suffering the most, and know their own interests 
better than do the Arabs.” Iraq was already occupied by Saddam Hus-
sein, he argued, and the suffering of Iraqis under his tyranny justified 
any decisive action to liberate them—even if at American hands. A 
third caller responded that “with regard to changing the regime, this is 
the responsibility of the Iraqi people themselves on the inside and not 
an American responsibility.” Such arguments raged almost every night 
as the war approached, even as positions palpably hardened and few 
minds remained to be changed.

Impact?

Only two places in the world have not seen protests against the coming 
American invasion of Iraq . . . Israel and the Arab world!

—Faisal al-Qassem, November 5, 2002

Still reeling from the turbulence of street protests in December 998, 
the fall of 2000, and the spring of 2002, Arab regimes were now highly 
sensitive to any mass mobilization that might get out of control or put 
untoward pressure on them to act against American interests. As a re-
sult, the “Arab street” was rather less visible than might have been ex-
pected in the run-up to the war, particularly in comparison to the mas-
sive peace rallies across the world. While many American conservatives 
took this as proof that Arab public opinion did not matter, far more was 
going on. As Mohammed Krishan observed, “The Arab street remains 
restless between the fear of repression and feelings of frustration.”8
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The muted public Arab response was partly due the aftermath of 
this intense activity in the spring, as wary regimes kept a tight lid on 
political parties, civil society activists, and local media. One caller to 
al-Jazeera claimed, for example, that after the last round of large pro-
tests, “most of the protestors went to prison, most were beaten, tor-
tured.”9 American pressure on regimes, and their repression of public 
opinion in turn, played a primary role in minimizing public protest. 
And the exhaustion and trepidation felt by publics weary from their 
fruitless protests over Palestine should not be discounted. As one Sau-
di caller complained, “What can demonstrations do if the rulers with 
their armies and missiles say no, no, no, and America will attack? . . . 
There is no value to these words or demonstrations.”20

Most Arab governments took advantage of the long run-up to the 
war to clamp down hard on political opposition and on the domestic 
media. Almost every government forcefully suppressed mass protests, 
with techniques ranging from denying permits to direct repression. In 
Egypt, for example, after two days of massive protests in central Cairo 
on March 20–2, the police and the military violently suppressed anti-
war protests, using a surprising level of force and arresting thousands 
of protestors (Schemm 2003; Moustafa 2004). There were regular small 
demonstrations in most Arab countries throughout the war, but con-
siderably greater unrest than was expressed in public demonstrations. 
Protests in Morocco punctuated the month of January, culminating in 
late February with about 00,000 Moroccans protesting in Rabat. But 
still there was nothing to compare with the massive protests that swept 
the world on February 5, 2003.

But the absence of protests should not be taken to mean that the 
new public opinion did not matter. Indeed, the fact that Arab govern-
ments felt the need to clamp down as fully as they did offers a counter-
factual suggestion about the perceived threat of a mobilized public. The 
emergence of a powerfully expressed public consensus clearly shaped 
how leaders approached the realm of political possibility. While most 
leaders carefully formulated their sense of the national interest with a 
clear eye on their relations with the United States and general issues of 
regime survival, most also paid far more attention to public sentiment 
than they had in previous crises.

Similarly, the anxiety of these regimes to prevent public discussion 
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of their roles in the war and their loud rhetoric—however insincere—
against the war both speak to their real concern with the new public 
sphere. In contrast to the 990–99 Gulf War, when a significant num-
ber of Arab states—including the major powers Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Syria—joined the American coalition, in this crisis no Arab state 
other than Kuwait publicly supported the war. Many assisted the war 
effort in private—Jordan and Qatar being primary examples—but the 
urgency placed on keeping these actions secret is indicative of regime 
sensitivity to public opinion. As one Saudi explained, “From the Sau-
di government’s point of view, the ideal situation would be to let the 
Americans know how much we are cooperating, while keeping the 
Saudi population completely in the dark. But you can’t do that in an 
age of satellite television and the Internet.”2 Arab leaders, while ulti-
mately avoiding confrontation with the United States, proved more 
resistant than at any time in memory—an outcome that can be ex-
plained only by the rising power of the public sphere. But, in the end, 
they did cooperate, and often played important supporting roles in the 
war—suggesting the limits of this power.

One exception to this pattern of showing greater attention to pub-
lic sentiment was, ironically, the country often considered the most 
liberal and democratic in the region: Jordan. The Hashemite Kingdom 
had refused to join the American coalition against Iraq in 990–99, 
a decision that won King Hussein extraordinary levels of public sup-
port but cost Jordan significant financial and political relations with 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United States. This time, the young King 
Abdullah opted to cooperate closely with the American campaign de-
spite the overwhelming opposition of the Jordanian public. This de-
cision reflected several trends, including the increasingly autocratic 
and repressive domestic political arena and Abdullah’s strategic choice 
to position himself as a key American friend and interlocutor in the 
region (Lynch 2002b). Jordan was rewarded for its efforts with sig-
nificant American economic assistance, and largely avoided the feared 
negative effects of war in its neighbor. When the occupation of Iraq 
proved difficult, bloody, and expensive, Jordan emerged as one of the 
main Arab “winners” of the war when its long-time adversary Ahmed 
Chalabi lost out to Jordan’s candidate, Iyad Allawi, in the struggle to 
become Iraq’s new leader.
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The War

As demonstrated to English-speaking audiences in the popular doc-
umentary Control Room, American and Arab television portrayed 
strikingly different wars. The American media featured “embedded” 
journalists, news anchors with American flags on their lapels, and a 
frankly patriotic identification with the American troops (Katovsky 
and Carlson 2003; Massing 2004). News coverage emphasized the 
high-tech American war, successful military campaigns, and then the 
carefully stage-managed toppling of Saddam’s statue in Baghdad. In 
the Arab media, in general, there was far more emphasis on civilian 
casualties, on the fear and stress of wartime, and on Arab anger and 
resentment. While the Arab stations ran long interviews with Ameri-
can officials and offered live coverage of American press briefings, 
they also ran endless footage of grieving, wounded, screaming Iraqis. 
While this book is not primarily about news coverage, it is important 
to describe these differences here in order to establish the frame within 
which Arab opinion about the war formed and developed.

As Rami Khouri put it, “For different reasons, Arab and Ameri-
can television . . . broadly provide a distorted, incomplete picture of 
events, while accurately reflecting emotional and political sentiments 
on both sides.”22 But, as Khouri pointedly notes, “We in the Arab 
world are slightly better off than most Americans because we can see 
and hear both sides, given the easy availability of American satellite 
channels throughout this region; most Americans do not have easy ac-
cess to Arab television reports, and even if they did they would need to 
know Arabic to grasp the full picture.” Nabil Sharif, editor of Jordan’s 
al-Dustour, argued that “the air of Western media superiority is gone, 
as proven by the way they covered the Iraq war. The Arab media did 
a very remarkable job, while their Western counterparts were depen-
dent upon the U.S. defence and state departments.” 23 Many images 
and footage from al-Jazeera did filter into Western media, given that 
station’s access to powerful and even sensational imagery. Indeed, 
the seepage of these images into the Western press arguably angered 
and worried American and British officials more than did the Ara-
bic broadcasts themselves, since they tended to assume Arab hostil-
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ity anyway but were deeply concerned about losing domestic political 
support for the war. As al-Jazeera’s Faisal Bodi put it, “My station is a 
threat to American media control. . . . People are turning to us simply 
because the Western media coverage has been so poor.”24

The Arab media posed a serious challenge to the American stra-
tegic objective of maintaining information control. The bombing of 
the al-Jazeera offices in Afghanistan—twice—and in Baghdad were 
widely seen as direct attempts to shut down the station’s reporting 
from the ground. In stark contrast to the 99 Gulf War, when the 
coalition forces did manage to maintain near-complete control over 
information and imagery, in 2003 the Arab media simply made this 
impossible. With correspondents on the ground and a vast audience, 
Arab television stations complicated American efforts at information 
dominance.

For all the problems of its identity-driven and emotional portrayal 
of events, the Arab media sometimes offered a more accurate portrait 
of some aspects of the war than did the American media, which more 
often relied on CENTCOM for its information.25 For example, when 
American media repeated CENTCOM reports that fighting had ended 
at the port of Umm Qasr, al-Jazeera was broadcasting live footage of 
an ongoing battle. At another point, American officials denied that any 
U.S. soldiers had been taken captive, while al-Jazeera showed pictures 
of five captured American soldiers. Al-Jazeera’s minimal coverage of 
the toppling of Saddam’s statue in Baghdad is often held up as examples 
of its reporting bias, but subsequent reporting has largely validated the 
station’s editorial judgment. When rumours of a popular uprising in 
Basra swept through the American media, al-Jazeera broadcast live 
footage of a deserted and quiet city center. Tim Judah (2003) evoca-
tively described this process: “At the beginning of the campaign, the 
Americans and British had made all sorts of overblown claims—about, 
for instance, having pacified towns on the way to Baghdad and neu-
tralized Basra—which had later been proven to be altogether untrue 
or vastly exaggerated. By contrast, Mr. al-Sahaf ’s statements during 
the first ten days or so of war had given him a measure of credibility, so 
people came to believe what he was saying. Reality then overtook him. 
His claims became ever more fantastical, but ordinary Baghdadis did 
not realize this—until they saw the tanks for themselves.”
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Coverage of the war was tightly controlled not only by CENTCOM 
but also by the Iraqi authorities. Al-Jazeera and Abu Dhabi TV were 
the only stations permitted to operate outside the purview of the Iraqi 
Ministry of Information, and even they faced considerable pressures. 
Despite this privilege, al-Jazeera’s relations with the Iraqi regime were 
strained. Al-Jazeera during the war did not have “better access to se-
nior Iraqis than the other channels” (Miles 2003). Taysir Alouni, al-
Jazeera’s star journalist in Afghanistan, was forced to leave Iraq after 
only a few days when the regime objected to some of his reporting, 
as were several other correspondents. At one point in the war, Mo-
hammed Said Sahhaf reportedly stormed into the al-Jazeera offices in 
Baghdad with a gun and “threatened to kill the station’s employees, cut 
off their arms, and throw their corpses into the desert if they report-
ed that the American forces were approaching Baghdad.”26 Well into 
2005, al-Jazeera’s promotional clips (aired frequently throughout the 
day) proudly interspersed footage of Sahhaf raging against al-Jazeera 
with clips of interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi and other officials in 
the interim Iraqi government making similar complaints. When al-
Jazeera reporter Majid Abd al-Hadi filed a report that the departure 
of Western journalists from Baghdad hinted that war might be im-
minent, he was brought in by the Iraqi authorities and threatened with 
deportation if the story continued to be aired.27 On March 8, Ghassan 
bin Jadu was scheduled to broadcast an episode of Open Dialogue live 
from Baghdad, but was forced to relocate to Beirut after the Iraqi au-
thorities tried to place unacceptable restrictions on the broadcast. The 
Iraqi regime’s attempts to use al-Jazeera as a weapon to mobilize the 
“Arab street” against the war clashed dramatically with the norms of 
the new Arab public.

The Arab media struggled to find an appropriate balance between 
an emotional response to traumatic events, the generic pressures of 
covering a war in progress, and the relentless pressures of the mar-
ketplace. Arab reporters had better access to events on the ground, 
and regardless of their political sympathies simply had more oppor-
tunities to witness civilian casualties. Emotionalism and sensational-
ism were common accusations against al-Jazeera, and it is quite clear 
that many Arab reporters found it difficult to separate their coverage 
from their own deeply held feelings and identities. Its decision to show 
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footage of dead American soldiers and POWs shocked and horrified 
many observers. Still, it is important to recall that the gap between the 
war seen by Arab journalists and and that seen by American journal-
ists was not simply an artifact of different mental imagery: embed-
ded American journalists saw far less of the impact of the war than 
did Arab journalists moving freely through Iraqi streets. Mohammed 
el-Nawawy points out, “As disgusting as these gory images were, not 
showing them would have been a denial of the reality witnessed by 
Arab reporters.”28 Abdallah Schleifer’s (2003) summary judgment ef-
fectively captures al-Jazeera’s reporting: “There is no question in my 
mind that al-Jazeera does not make up facts or deny them and there 
is no question in my mind that many of al-Jazeera’s presenters indulge 
their emotional commitments . . . to such a degree that at times the 
spin they put on the facts can be scandalous.”

The focus on Iraqi civilian casualties was both the most contro-
versial aspect of al-Jazeera’s reporting and the easiest to explain. The 
emphasis on portraying civilian casualties, while infuriating to an 
American military determined to control the information environ-
ment, only reported a different side of reality rather than manufactur-
ing untruths. On the other hand, Americans complained that these 
images often lacked context—i.e., that al-Jazeera showed a bombed 
out mosque, but not the Iraqi soldiers who had been firing from inside 
of it. Recall that “the Iraqi people” had become a touchstone of Arabist 
identity and political argument over the preceding decade. Most Arabs 
thinking about the war approached it from a perspective molded over 
these years, which led them to care about some things more than oth-
ers. That al-Jazeera focused less on the horrors of Saddam’s regime was 
not because it sought to downplay or ignore these unsavory issues. On 
the contrary, for al-Jazeera viewers this was an old story, which had 
been thoroughly aired and discussed and which had far less urgency to 
most Arab viewers than the immediate threat of an American invasion 
and the current threats facing the Iraqi people.

Word choice also emerged as a major point of contention. As Mo-
hammed el-Nawawy recalled, “When an Iraqi cab driver blew up his 
taxi, killing four U.S. soldiers at a checkpoint . . . he was described as 
a ‘terrorist’ by US networks and a ‘freedom fighter’ by most Arab net-
works.”29 In official American discourse the American campaign was 
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insistently described as a “liberation,” a war in defense of the Iraqi people 
against the Iraqi regime. The Arab media described it as an “invasion” 
producing an “occupation”; while this word choice was a red flag for crit-
ics of al-Jazeera, within months even President Bush routinely referred 
to the American “occupation.” Most provocatively, the Arab media ap-
plied the same terminology—martyrs, occupation—to the American 
campaign in Iraq that it had long used with regard to Israel and the Pal-
estinians, thereby subtly equating the two issues, to devastating effect.

The increasingly competitive Arab media market played an impor-
tant role in shaping news coverage. Just as CNN tailored the domestic 
version of its broadcast to be more “patriotic” in response to its losing 
market share to Fox News, Arab satellite television stations increas-
ingly took market pressures into account (Massing 2004). If al-Jazeera 
chose to abstain from broadcasting sensational images, it now had 
to fear that it would lose market share to other, less abstemious sta-
tions. Al-Arabiya, during the war, battled with al-Jazeera by competi-
tive outflanking, raising the ante for al-Jazeera and all other stations. 
Even after Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed, a fierce critic of the Arab media, 
took over the programming of al-Arabiya, that station continued to air 
graphic videos of violence and gut-wrenching clips of hostages beg-
ging for their lives—showing the power of market pressures over edi-
torial decisions. Others, such as Abu Dhabi TV, attempted to establish 
credibility through a more sedate presentation.

This market competition, based on frank evaluations of what would 
draw Arab audiences, had as much to do with broadcasting choices 
as did political preferences or identity. Arab channel surfing was the 
reality of the war, as satellite television viewers—both at home and in 
public spaces such as cafes—voraciously consumed and compared not 
only the Arab stations but also CNN, Fox, BBC, and more. The avail-
able evidence suggests that al-Jazeera was considered the most cred-
ible news source and remained the most-watched station, albeit with 
considerable regional variations (Abu Dhabi TV did better in the UAE 
than elsewhere, for example, and LBC in Lebanon). For example, Mo-
hammed Ayish (2004) found that students at the University of Sharjah 
(UAE) considered al-Jazeera the most credible source of news in the 
war, with Abu Dhabi TV a close second and all other stations (includ-
ing al-Arabiya) trailing far behind.
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Discussion of the war passed through three phases with remark-
able rapidity, in line with events on the ground. With the immediate 
outbreak of the war, and the “shock and awe” bombing campaign over 
Baghdad, Arabs watched with dread, fury, and trepidation. The sec-
ond phase came with the unexpected resistance to the invading forces, 
as Arabs almost wanted to believe—even if few really believed—that 
Iraq might actually win. The early days of the war gave Arabs unex-
pected hope, as the American and British forces struggled to establish 
a beachhead at Umm Qasr and made little tangible progress. Arabs 
were astonished—and delighted—at Iraqi resistance, and talk began to 
circulate about how Iraq might even in defeat offer a glorious legend of 
Arab pride. But this hope remained mixed with deep foreboding and 
horror at the certainty of massive destruction and death. In the third 
phase this tentative hope gave way to astonishment and humiliation at 
the sudden fall of Baghdad on April 9. A June 2003 Pew survey found 
enormous disappointment among Arabs at the rapid end to the war, 
with 93 percent of Moroccans, 9 percent of Jordanians, and 82 per-
cent of Lebanese expressing disappointment with the outcome. And 
while 80 percent of Kuwaitis thought Iraq would be better off without 
Saddam, substantial majorities of Jordanians and Palestinians thought 
otherwise.

Conversation Resumes: After the Fall of Baghdad

Many who have been following the entry of American tanks into the 
center of Baghdad ask, where is the Iraqi resistance? Why are the streets 
of Baghdad empty of Iraqi dead? Where is the political leadership?

—Jumana al-Namour, April , 200330

In the first talk show broadcast after the fall of Baghdad, Jumana al-
Namour spoke for millions of bewildered Arabs. A few days later Mo-
hammed Krishan began an episode of Behind Events with almost iden-
tical questions: “Where was the battle of Baghdad that would slaughter 
the enemy in the streets? Where was the Republican Guard? Where 
were the Fedayin of Saddam? Where was Saddam himself? What hap-
pened to all the pillars of the regime? Did the earth open and swallow 
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them up? Were they all killed? Did they flee? Where?”3 The sudden 
collapse of Iraqi resistance around Baghdad was almost unbelievably 
shocking and deflating after the build-up of the second phase. Al-
Jazeera devoted nearly two dozen talk shows in a week to the question 
of why Baghdad fell. In the remainder of this chapter, I focus primarily 
on these al-Jazeera programs, for three main reasons: first, because 
they reached the widest audiences; second, because of the availability 
of full transcripts; and third, because they were broadcast live and un-
censored, offering an unmatchable window into Arab public political 
argumentation.

On the very first program broadcast after the fall of Baghdad, studio 
guest Mahmoud al-Muraghi surveyed the disappearance of the Iraqi 
regime without any immediate coalition alternative, and prophetically 
voiced his fears of how people would behave in the absence of any au-
thority. With the outcome uncertain and a near-complete power vac-
cuum, Muraghi feared ethnic and civil strife, and violent struggle for 
power, but above all feared that various elements would take advan-
tage of the absence of authority—a fear amply confirmed by the loot-
ing campaign that swept through Baghdad as American forces stood 
by. But host Jumana al-Namour challenged Muraghi’s use of the term 
“occupation,” pointing out that “the Americans present themselves as 
a liberating power which will surrender authority very quickly, giving 
authority to Iraqis.” Muraghi demurred: “Liberation does not come 
with bombs. . . . Nobody believes that the issue is one of liberation and 
modernization, building a democratic society. . . . They went to Iraq 
to plunder its wealth and to occupy Iraq, and therefore the question: 
when will the occupation end? When will the Iraqi resistance begin?”

Namour then opened the phone lines, and a remarkable outpour-
ing of views unfolded. The first caller to the program began by saying: 
“Sister Jumana, you grieved over the fall of Baghdad, but I celebrated 
the fall of the tyranny, I’m sorry I mean the fall of Baghdad. . . .We 
hope that this tyrant is slaughtered in the streets of Baghdad.” Namour 
interrupted him to point out the uncertainty surrounding the fate of 
Saddam Hussein, as well as about the future of Iraq, and then asked 
the caller what he hoped for Iraq’s future. He responded: “I have a 
message from the Iraqi people, with all frankness. . . . We will not be 
satisfied with an American occupation, not a British and not a Zionist 
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and not any fortress on Arab soil.” The second caller, an Iraqi Shia in 
Germany, declared that he was trapped between two conditions: joy at 
being released from the tyranny and dictatorship of Saddam Hussein, 
and fear that the Americans would remain in Iraq. When he admit-
ted that an American presence would be necessary for a short while 
to prevent communal strife, Namour pushed him on whether he ex-
pected violent conflict between Sunnis and Shia. The third caller came 
from Saudi Arabia and again declared that “we want in every sense of 
the word to celebrate this victory over the tyranny . . . this liberation 
of Iraq, this new Iraq.” Namour asked him whether he felt any fears 
or doubts about who might rule Iraq or for Iraqi unity; the Saudi re-
sponded, “I fear that the forces came to Iraq to protect the oil, and will 
abandon Iraq to civil war.”

 After three successive calls celebrating Saddam’s fall, the fourth 
caller was a Palestinian who mourned that “the issue is not the fu-
ture of Iraq . . . it is the slaughter of Muslims and Arabs at the walls of 
Damascus, at the walls of Beirut, at the walls of Jerusalem, and now 
the slaughter of Muslims and Arabs at the walls of Baghdad. . . . I say 
to those who follow al-Jazeera who attack the tyranny, who is it, and 
how does it rule?” A Tunisian caller urged Arabs not to think of the 
Americans as enemies or friends, but to think in terms of interests and 
power. A caller from the Emirates worried that what was unfolding on 
television screens was worse than what had existed before, and hoped 
only for a rapid solution to restore order and peace to Iraqis. A caller 
from Jordan declared that he was not satisfied that Saddam had been 
overthrown, because all the other Arab regimes remained in place, all 
of which were no better than or worse than Saddam. When one caller 
mentioned the looting in Baghdad as a form of resistance against the 
American forces, Namour pointed out that “the thieves are probably 
Iraqis, but the victims are Iraqis too.” As the calls poured in, a rough 
sense began to emerge of the variety of Arab responses to the fall of 
Baghdad—most notably, the widely held contempt for Saddam’s re-
gime and the fears of American intentions.

A similar story repeated itself on subsequent nights, with the per-
sonality of the host and the day’s news shaping the character of the 
discussion. On April 2 discussion revolved around the looting and 
chaos in Baghdad, with fears of ethnic conflict between Sunnis and Shia 
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emerging as a primary topic of concern. The first caller, from Jordan, 
denounced the looting as an American plan to destroy Iraqi culture and 
civilization, and to make the Iraqis look so backward and uncivilized 
that a long-term American presence would be required. A Saudi caller 
said that the chaos and looting of Baghdad should be seen as a clear 
warning to the Arab peoples to “hold on to their rulers and support 
them, to stay far away from inflaming anarchy [fitna].” Host Fayrouz 
Ziyani responded that many people “see a hidden hand behind the ac-
tions,” a suggestion with which the caller quickly agreed. An Iraqi living 
in Saudi Arabia declared that “I express the feeling of many Iraqi Sunnis 
that I never wanted to see such a dark day as the fall of Baghdad.”

Talk Shows as a Public Sphere

During the war, news coverage drove out talk shows. After the fall of 
Baghdad al-Jazeera dealt with the war by placing most of its regular talk 
shows on hold and running one program—al-Jazeera’s Platform [Min-
bar al-Jazeera]—every night. While its regular host, Jumana al-Namour, 
appeared frequently, the star hosts of other programs rotated through 
as well, with the contents often reflecting the personality of that host 
(Ahmed Mansour tended toward the more sensational and anti-Ameri-
can topics, while Faisal al-Qassem looked for the most controversial and 
unsettling topics). Al-Jazeera also ran frequent episodes of Behind Events, 
again featuring a rotating cast of its star hosts, as well as Issue of the Hour, 
a program devoted to Iraq that began shortly before the war (March 7). 
After the war, it created several new programs broadcasting from Bagh-
dad—Iraqi Voices, which featured interviews with ordinary Iraqis on the 
streets during and after the war; Iraq After the War, featuring Moham-
med Krishan and Maher Abdullah (the regular host of Sharia and Life), 
which ran until early June 2003 and focused on a wide range of topics, 
from security to the economy to the cultural scene to the media and 
more; and The Iraqi Scene, which continued broadcasting through the 
time of writing this book. After the regular talk shows resumed in mid-
May 2003, a wide range of programs focused heavily on Iraq.

Al-Jazeera viewers were therefore offered at least one live talk show 
about Iraq, and often two or three, almost every night of the week 

LYNCH CH 05.indd   196 10/6/05   9:32:21 AM



Baghdad Falls 97

from March through early June 2003. Between April  and May 3, 
almost one hundred talk shows aired, with some two hundred differ-
ent guests, ranging from Iraqi opposition figures to prominent Arab 
and Muslim political figures and journalists to Americans to ordinary 
Iraqis. Few topics seemed off-limits in these programs, whch featured 
a wide range of Iraqi guests (although some Iraqis complained about 
the identity and politics of the Iraqi guests, accusing it of favoring Sun-
ni Arabs and of contributing to ethnic conflict).

Immediately after the war an unusual number of these programs 
eschewed studio guests in favor of exclusively relying on live callers—
perhaps the closest thing to a true public sphere in the history of the 
Arab world: open to all on an equal basis, unscripted and uncontrolled, 
in a dialogic format broadcast to an enormous audience. While some 
calls were clearly prearranged (see Fandy 2000 for a critical account of 
the management of these callers), this varied by program. Al-Jazeera’s 
Platform, which aired nightly for much of this crucial postwar period, 
was probably in this sense the least “managed” of the programs, which 
contributed to the openness and unpredictability of the discussion 
in this uncertain period. All told, al-Jazeera broadcast twenty-eight 
of these “open” programs between April  and May 3, taking calls 
from twenty to thirty Arabs from dozens of locations from around the 
world in each program. These dialogues could turn emotional, with 
exaggerated claims and angry denunciations—but this was an accu-
rate reflection of al-Jazeera’s agitated and confused audience rather 
than something imposed by al-Jazeera’s editorial decisions. Indeed, 
the decision to move in a less scripted and more open direction at 
this pivotal moment is nothing short of remarkable—and contrasts 
sharply with the American preference for tighter control over infor-
mation and a more restrained media. Rather than relying on a limited 
pool of regular guests, al-Jazeera focused in this first month after the 
war on introducing Iraqi voices to its Arab audience, even when those 
Iraqis offered opinions and information sharply at odds with main-
stream Arabist opinion. The personality of the host played a large role 
in shaping these programs, with some seeming to encourage negative, 
angry arguments and others insisting on more measured, construc-
tive dialogues. Taken as a whole, these programs offer an unparalleled 
window into an Arab public opinion in flux.
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Even if al-Jazeera had wanted to impose an agenda on Arab pub-
lic opinion, the experience of these live talk shows suggests the dif-
ficulty of doing so. In an April 3 program ostensibly devoted to the 
prospects for democracy in Iraq, the first caller ignored Qassem’s in-
troduction and instead asked, “Where is the mercenary opposition in 
the unfortunate events happening in Baghdad?” Qassem immediately 
challenged him: “You call them mercenaries, this is a big word.” The 
second caller, from Saudi Arabia, wanted to discuss reports of Sau-
di volunteers killed in combat in Iraq. The third caller, from France, 
declared that “Saddam was a tyrant and a dictator, and an American 
agent, and now the Americans are trying to save themselves from this 
agent. . . . I think that Saddam will never be tried, because a trial would 
reveal America’s secrets.”

Qassem struggled to return to the topic, asking each caller about 
the possibility of democracy, but had little success in keeping the call-
ers focused. When pressed, one caller was dismissive: “Do you know 
the first thing the Americans did when they conquered Umm Qasr? 
They established an occupation of the oil installations, made them se-
cure. . . . Fine. Are oil refineries more valuable than the Iraqi people? 
Are they more valuable than ancient and Islamic artifacts?” In an April 
6 program ostensibly devoted to the Nasiriya meeting, the first caller 
wanted to talk about al-Jazeera’s coverage of Iraq, while the second 
went into a long rant about Muslim suffering and backwardness. When 
one caller on April 6 claimed that Kuwaitis had been among the loot-
ers sacking the Baghdad Museum, Abd al-Samid Nasir interrupted 
him: “This is crazy. . . . There is no evidence for this statement, let’s stay 
away from crazy accusations.” On April 8 Namour interrupted a guest 
who began insulting Kuwaitis—telling them to go to the American 
embassy to thank their masters—by insisting that her program would 
look only to the future and not allow the settling of old scores. An Iraqi 
calling from London on April 20 lashed out at al-Jazeera and at Arabs 
in general as an embarrassment: “You incite Sunni against Shia, with 
your heretical style of incitement, leave Iraq alone. . . . Go liberate Pal-
estine with your empty words, a million people were killed by Saddam, 
and you Arabs believe in peace. . . . The Americans are liberators, not 
invaders, but you are ignorant and your minds are occupied, you are 
backward and a joke in the West. . . . I hope that Sharon defeats you” 
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(through this tirade, Qassem did not cut him off, and at the end he 
politely thanked him for his opinion).

These programs took on an enormous range of subjects. The first 
post-war episode of al-Jazeera’s Platform, described above, laid out an 
agenda of the challenges facing the new Iraq. On subsequent nights, 
the challenges explored included the factions of the Iraqi opposition, 
“democracy in Iraq,” the security situation, the destruction of Iraqi 
culture, the Nasiriyah meetings to select a transitional government, 
reconstruction, the future of Iraqi relations with Kuwait, religious 
movements, the Arab “volunteers” who came to fight in Iraq, health 
conditions, education, security, the emerging Iraqi media, relations 
between Iraqi citizens and the American troops, political parties, la-
bor, the role of mosques, the role of tribes, military institutions, the 
service sector, children and families, banking, the judiciary, electricity, 
and even athletics. The talk shows made repeated attempts to explain 
the collapse of the regime, were remarkably open to self-criticism, and 
were deeply interested in American intentions. Nor did they ignore 
positive signs or insist on a single, negative storyline; on April 9, for 
example, Fayrouz Ziyani hosted a remarkably upbeat discussion of 
“Baghdad’s return to life,” while a program in May looked optimisti-
cally at elections at Baghdad University. There was also considerable 
self-criticism, with programs on April 20 and April 29 assessing the 
performance of the Arab media during the war. As time went on, how-
ever, and security conditions worsened and the reconstruction stalled, 
these discussions turned increasingly angry and embittered.

In these remarkable open discussions, it is possible to see Arabs 
from all over the world struggling to make sense of events, looking 
both to the past and to the future with a mix of anger and hope. Hun-
dreds of different callers reached the air each week, expressing views 
from across the political spectrum. The discussions sometimes de-
generated into score-settling and abusive comments directed toward 
particular Arab regimes, toward Kurds or Shia or Sunni Iraqis, toward 
Saddam Hussein, and toward the United States and the United King-
dom. Many callers aired conspiracy theories, some defended Saddam 
as a great national hero, and many claimed Zionist motives behind 
the American campaign. Islamist callers denounced the “Crusader 
campaign,” and called for an Islamic state in Iraq as the only way to 

LYNCH CH 05.indd   199 10/6/05   9:32:22 AM



200 Baghdad Falls

avoid ethnic strife or American domination. Many other callers de-
nounced Saddam Hussein and celebrated Iraqi liberation from “the 
tyranny.” Concern about ethnic or religious strife in Iraq was often 
heard, with many callers and hosts urging Iraqis toward unity—either 
against the occupation forces or in cooperation with them—and other 
callers attacking al-Jazeera for inflaming conflict simply by discussing 
the prospect in public. There was considerable focus on the future, 
speculation about the possibility of creating democracy in Iraq, and 
almost universal mistrust of American intentions. In short, these talk 
shows reveal an Arab public divided and confused on many issues, 
while sharing a core set of assumptions and concerns that powerfully 
shaped their responses to specific questions. What the talk shows em-
phatically do not show in this period is either a stifling consensus or 
a calculated campaign of incitement or negativism on the part of al-
Jazeera personalities.

The possibility of a democratic Iraq was discussed frequently, but 
skeptically. Most callers and guests expressed great hope for democ-
racy, but deep skepticism that America intended to create democracy 
in Iraq. Indeed, Faisal al-Qassem, al-Jazeera’s most popular personality, 
chose “democracy in Iraq” as the topic for his first program after the 
fall of Baghdad (April 3). “Has Iraq become a model of democracy in 
the Arab region as the Americans promised? What is the likelihood of 
this happening? Is it only like Iblis’ dream of Heaven? Have the Ameri-
cans carried the project of democracy to the Arabs as they did to the 
Germans and Japanese after the second World War? Can democracy 
be achieved in a country such as Iraq with its ethnic and tribal and 
national divisions?” But most callers were skeptical of American inten-
tions. Most were frightened of the chaos and anarchy unleashed by the 
fall of the regime, but suspected that this must somehow have been by 
American design—how could a country able to defeat Saddam’s army 
in three weeks be unable to police the streets of Baghdad? As one Pal-
estinian caller said, on April 29, “I don’t see any plans to establish a 
government in Iraq which represents the Iraqis. . . . It is not possible 
that a government will be established in Iraq that doesn’t represent the 
interests of America and the interests of imperialism only.” A caller on 
April 20 bluntly told Qassem that “those who dream or imagine that 
the Americans will bring democracy to Iraq or to the Arab world . . . 
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are deluded.” Why? Because, the caller said, “who will be empowered 
by democracy in a country such as Iraq or any Arab country? An Is-
lamist regime will triumph, and I don’t think that America came to 
establish an Islamist regime in the region.” But when the caller doubted 
that America would ever really support democratization, Qassem chal-
lenged him: “If you ask people in Latin America, they might say yes.”

While anger and fear permeated the discussions, positive develop-
ments and hopes for the future did come up on al-Jazeera talk shows. 
On April 4, Ayman Banourah began a program on the security situa-
tion by observing that “security conditions seem to be moving toward 
improving in some ways.” Sami Haddad’s April 8 program looked 
frankly but hopefully at the question of rebuilding Iraq, bringing up 
a range of pragmatic issues such as Iraqi debt and obstacles to invest-
ment with an economic expert from the United Nations and with Pat-
rick Clawson, an American expert with close ties to the Bush admin-
istration. On April 9, Fayrouz Ziyani led a discussion of “Baghdad 
returning to life.” In the April 2 program on the fate of Saddam Hus-
sein, many guests hoped that his disappearance would allow Iraq to 
“open a new page.” An April 22 program on the future of Iraqi-Kuwaiti 
relations gave full voice to Kuwaitis great excitement about a more 
positive future. A Saudi caller on May 0 expressed his confidence that 
Iraq’s future was bright because every country occupied by America 
emerged better for the experience.

Other programs accentuated the negative, giving voice to sensa-
tionalist claims about the American occupation. On April 5, Qassem 
began a program on “the American project in Iraq” by reflecting on the 
Palestinian experience: “When the Palestinians signed the Oslo agree-
ment with Israel 0 years ago, the boosters of this agreement spoke 
of transforming the Gaza Strip into a new Singapore, they promised 
prosperity and progress and growth, but instead of the promised heav-
en, Palestinians face hell, they have lost the roof over their heads as 
their region has turned into devastation. . . . Is this same scenario to 
repeat itself in Iraq?” In an April 5 discussion about the future of Iraq, 
Abd al-Samad Nasir’s callers tended toward the angry and negative. A 
Saudi caller warned against neglecting the Islamic dimension, while a 
caller from France demanded to know whether the Iraqi people “need-
ed death and destruction . . . in order to get democracy from Amer-
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ica,” while others worried about further American interventions and 
blamed the invasion on Israel. A woman from Doha asked what future 
Iraq could possibly have when Donald Rumsfeld made jokes about the 
chaos in Baghdad being an example of Iraqis exercising their freedom. 
A woman from London expressed the view that “the American pres-
ence in Iraq is not about oil first. . . . All the Western leaders . . . have 
been very clear that it is a Crusader campaign aimed at preventing any 
unification under the flag of an Islamic caliphate.”

The Arab response to the fall of Baghdad, then, was deeply shaped 
by preexisting convictions about the Iraqi opposition, by horror over 
the war, and by deep skepticism about American intentions. It was 
not, however, inevitably or uniformly hostile. A strong undercur-
rent could be heard of Arabs desperate for progressive change. Arabs 
keenly watched and publicly argued about every decision taken by the 
American authorities, with American deeds speaking far more loudly 
than words. The failure to establish order in Baghdad particularly baf-
fled Arab observers who had difficulty crediting the explanation that 
an America able to defeat Iraq so handily could be too incompetent to 
provide basic infrastructure or protection.

The power of news coverage to shape these public arguments can 
be seen clearly in the topics, concerns, and fears that came up in these 
discussions—both in chosen topics and in unscripted phone calls. The 
reporting of the razing of the Baghdad Museum had a profound im-
pact, with multiple callers invoking it as evidence for American lack 
of concern for anything other than oil. An April 4 program hosted 
by Ahmed Mansour focused on “the destruction of Iraqi civilization,” 
for example, with Mansour offering few challenges or objections to 
guests or callers. A caller on April 6 explained his belief in American 
imperalist intentions in Iraq by noting that “we have seen on al-Jazeera 
the American flag raised more than once in Iraq.” Other discussions 
brought the news coverage directly into question. On April 5, for 
example, Faisal al-Qassem asked a Kurdish analyst who seemed rela-
tively sanguine about the course of events in Mosul about an al-Jazeera 
report featuring a woman screaming about an invading militia; the 
guest replied that “I imagine that this is greatly exaggerated.”

Al-Jazeera itself came up repeatedly as a topic of discussion. Many 
callers began by thanking al-Jazeera for its coverage, and by expressing 
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sympathy about Tariq Ayoub (the journalist killed in the American 
bombing of the al-Jazeera offices in Baghdad). But others attacked al-
Jazeera, questioning its news coverage and its politics—again, live and 
uncensored. In an April 6 program, for example, the first caller was an 
Iraqi living in Syria, who began by complaining that “the Iraqi people 
suffered from a media blackout in the age of Saddam Hussein, and we 
hope that now after his fall you will bring our voices to the world and 
especially to the Arab people, . . . and we hope that your correspon-
dents in Iraq open the arena to Iraqi citizens to express their feelings 
in your programs.” Later the host read from a fax sent by an Iraqi living 
in the Gulf, who complained that “your program and the programs of 
the other Arab satellite stations increase differences and spread hatred 
among the Arab peoples.” On April 7, a Saudi caller noted that “it is 
painful that all the Arabs remain unheard in their views, they have no 
opinions to be heard . . . except for a simple small voice on ‘al-Jazeera’s 
Platform.’ ” But another caller to the same program complained that 
“since the fall of Mosul there has been a harsh campaign by the Arab 
satellites to distort the image of Kurds, with no justification.”

On April 8, a caller from London pointed out that al-Jazeera did not 
offer coverage of many of Iraq’s provinces, so that viewers had no idea 
what was happening—for better or worse—in much of the country; he 
also argued—in what would become a common criticism of the media 
in general—that many good things were happening in Iraq that went 
uncovered by al-Jazeera, leaving too negative a picture of the new Iraq 
in the minds of its viewers. On April 9, a caller from Saudi Arabia com-
plained that al-Jazeera had failed to cover a speech by Shaykh Ahmed 
Kabisi that had insulted the emir of Qatar by name, which he felt meant 
that al-Jazeera was losing its hard-won credibility. On April 20, a caller 
asked Faisal al-Qassem to comment on a story about Iraqi prisons re-
ported on Abu Dhabi TV but which al-Jazeera had not reported. On 
April 22, a caller lambasted the Arab media, and especially al-Jazeera, 
for “conspiring with the occupation” by labeling its programs “Iraq after 
Saddam” or “Iraq after the War.” A Kuwaiti caller on April 25 offered 
condolences to frequent al-Jazeera guest Abd al-Bari Atwan and to al-
Jazeera for the loss of “their dear friend, Saddam Hussein.”

While Iraqi critics often attacked al-Jazeera for inflaming sectarian 
and ethnic strife, the hosts of these programs generally tried to prevent 
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rather than encourage such incitement. But the reality of such senti-
ments ensured that they would emerge in live, uncensored television. 
For example, on the April 2 program a caller from Qatar declared 
himself “saddened to hear in these difficult conditions for the Iraqi 
people as they pass into freedom such words as I just heard, words 
which encourage, which divide Sunnis and Shia.” The studio guest 
weighed in to declare that “the truth is, there is a clear desire in the 
United States and in Britain to inflame Iraq’s ethnic and religious divi-
sions in order to justify an American military presence.” When several 
callers complained about al-Jazeera’s allowing such views to be aired, 
the host responded forcefully: “Of course, we listen to your opinion, 
just as we listened to [the caller] from Saudi Arabia, we respect all 
opinions and we provide them with our free platform, the al-Jazeera 
Platform [the name of the program].”

On an April 6 program, a woman from Holland went into a long, 
violent rant against the Kurds, blaming them for the fall of Iraq; Nasir 
allowed this to continue for some time before interrupting. But an-
other caller urged all Iraqis of all political, ethnic, or religious roots 
to unite and to overcome their divisions for the greaer good. A Saudi 
caller on May 0 declared that Iraq’s future would be guaranteed only 
if all the Shia would go back to Iran. On another program (April 7), 
the first caller, an Iraqi from Germany, began to denounce Shia and 
Kurds, and Jumana al-Namour firmly cut him off: “You are express-
ing a point of view, but in a negative and confrontational way, and we 
expect on our program that everyone will present their point of view 
without insulting anyone, without harming anyone. . . . I am sorry, but 
we cannot continue with your words, which are hateful and destruc-
tive.” When another caller began to heap abuse on non-Kurdish Iraqis, 
Namour quickly intervened: “Most of our callers have affirmed that 
what Iraq needs now is unity and constructiveness and patriotism and 
looking to the future.” On April 22, the host firmly instructed view-
ers that “in recent days some callers seem to be confused about the 
purpose of this program, . . . which is to present your views, not to be 
a platform for insults or poison or incitement or defamation of some 
individual or group.”

From the perspective of the Arab order, blame for the fall of Bagh-
dad spun in dangerous directions. For a Jordanian caller on April 6, 

LYNCH CH 05.indd   204 10/6/05   9:32:24 AM



Baghdad Falls 205

the fall of Iraq at American hands “was the result of the collective trea-
son of all Arab rulers, and at their head Saddam Hussein, who did not 
do what he needed to do to protect Iraq.” From another direction, a 
caller on April 8 complained that “when the tyrant was present, many 
Arab regimes helped him . . . and did not give any real help to the Iraqi 
people.” On the same program, a caller from Austria declared that “I 
am horribly saddened by the condition of all the Arab peoples, . . . and 
I condemn intensely the position of all the Arab states, who cringed 
and did not help Iraq, but put their land and their airspace at the ser-
vice of the imperialist aggression against Iraq.” A caller on April 25 
yelled, “Our rulers are our real enemies. . . . America will not fall until 
all these treasonous regimes fall.”

Kuwaitis, as well as Iraqis (see below), had every opportunity to 
be heard in these discussions. On April 2, a Kuwaiti caller urged al-
Jazeera to respect what Kuwait had been through and why it hated 
Saddam. On April 22, Faisal al-Qassem hosted a discussion between 
a member of the Kuwaiti Parliament, a political science professor 
from Baghdad University, and an Egyptian journalist about the future 
of Iraqi-Kuwaiti relations in which all parties frankly agreed that it 
would be difficult for either side to easily forget about the past even 
with Saddam gone. On April 28, former Kuwaiti Minister of Informa-
tion Saad bin Taflah was invited to talk about Kuwaiti criticisms of 
the Arab League. Bringing such contentious subjects into the public 
sphere could easily inflame controversies and divisions, but at least the 
problems were not avoided and neither position was silenced.

The programs made clear the enormous doubt and uncertainty 
felt by many about Iraq’s future. One caller on April 7 complained 
that America spoke of freedom and democracy but brought death and 
destruction, that many of the prominent figures in the Iraqi opposi-
tion had once been part of Saddam’s regime, and that the opposition 
and the Americans both wanted to divide Iraq into ethnic cantons. 
An Egyptian caller urged the Iraqi people to come together: “This is 
not a time for division, it is not a time for one group to be against 
another, for we are all Muslims, and nobody can describe himself as 
a Sunni or a Shia, for he is at the same time a Muslim.” Several other 
callers repeated this plea for unity. Another caller from Saudi Arabia 
similarly urged the Iraqis to hold fast to their values and their unity, 
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and denounced the looters and thieves as “the greatest traitors to the 
Iraqi people.” A Saudi caller stated simply, “I do not love Saddam, but 
I hate America, and any government in Iraq that it forms, no matter 
how it appears on the surface, on the inside is a lie.” And another caller 
called on Iraqis to “wage war against America.” But a caller on April 
8 reminded viewers that “it is very early to judge America, whether 
it came in Iraq’s interest or against it. . . . Perhaps America came for 
Iraq’s oil, but what does it bring in exchange?” And, pointing to the 
disappearance of Saddam Hussein, he asked “Don’t Arabs realize that 
this man was not a hero and not an Arab nationalist . . . that he did not 
work in the interests of his people?”

Iraqi Voices and the Iraqi Opposition

Iraqis, both inside Iraq and outside the country, were now frequent 
callers to the program, and the hosts repeatedly urged more Iraqis to 
phone in. The hostility expressed by many of these newly heard Iraqi 
voices toward the Arab public shocked and dismayed Arabs who had 
made sympathy for the Iraqi people central to their political identity.

The views of the Iraqi callers and guests spanned the range from 
enthusiastic support of the war to furious opposition. It was as com-
mon to hear callers, such as one on April 20, thanking George Bush 
and Tony Blair for liberating Iraqis from the tyranny as to hear another 
on the same day denouncing America for talking about democracy as 
it killed and maimed innocent Iraqis. The first caller to the April 2 
program on the fate of Saddam Hussein, an Iraqi in London, declared 
his sympathy for all the martyrs in Iraq and Palestine, but then an-
nounced, “We must all hope that Saddam is gone, that the tyranny 
has ended, and everyone in the Arab world knew that he was a tyrant, 
and he is to blame for the Americans ending up in our country.” An 
Iraqi caller on April 8 issued a heartfelt plea to Arab rulers: “I call on 
you in the name of Arabism and the name of Islam, as a humble Iraqi 
citizen, your family in Iraq is in desperate need of your support and 
your assistance, our hospitals lack even the most basic treatments … 
we do not need now more empty words.” The first caller to an April 29 
program on the formation of a temporary Iraqi government, an Iraqi 
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in Germany, proclaimed his thanks that “the American administration 
has given us the chance for there to be a democratic patriotic [watani] 
government.”

Another Iraqi caller on April 9 was more confrontational: “Where 
were the Arab states and the Arab leaders with their false tears? And 
those demonstrators who said we sympathize with the Iraqi people?” 
He blasted not only the Arabs, leaders and masses, but also the Arab 
media for trying to inflame conflict between Sunnis and Shia, Arabs 
and Kurds, and he attacked al-Jazeera for reporting on the Baghdad 
Museum but not sending a correspondent into the south to investigate 
the mass graves and to present Saddam’s crimes to the Arab viewers. 
An Iraqi American calling on May 9 urged Arabs to realize the desper-
ate need felt by all Iraqis to come together and avoid internal divisions 
and ethnic or religious violence, and blasted Arabs for treating Sad-
dam as an “Arab nationalist hero” despite all of his crimes. On a May 0 
program, caller after caller repeated their delight that “thirty-five years 
of Saddamist occupation” of Iraq had ended.

These programs encouraged Iraqis to share their stories of life un-
der Saddam. On April 7, an Iraqi living in Sweden said that he had 
been a prisoner in an underground prison in Iraq, and Namour urged 
him to give details of his experience and the location of the prison, 
wanting him to share his experiences with an Arab audience. Later in 
the show another caller told a similar story about her brother, who had 
spent twenty-three years in one of Saddam’s prisons. On April 20, Fais-
al al-Qassem patiently allowed an Iraqi women from Sweden to tell her 
story of her family being arrested in 99, their houses destroyed, and 
many of her relatives killed. And on May 26, Jumana al-Namour hosted 
an emotional program about the mass graves, described below, which 
actively solicited stories about the horrors of life under Saddam.

While al-Jazeera (and the Arab public sphere more widely) actively 
sought out Iraqi voices, they remained hostile toward and contemptu-
ous of the Iraqi opposition parties that quickly took center stage as 
the Iraqi face of the occupation. In the attempts to explain Arab at-
titudes toward the new Iraq, too little weight has been given to the 
impact of the American decision to rely heavily on an exiled Iraqi op-
position with a long, negative history within the Arab public sphere. 
Seeing these hated, despised figures—who were widely considered 
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to be American puppets—placed in positions of power and author-
ity rankled the Arab public, who saw this as clear evidence that the 
United States did not really intend to create a democracy: how could 
a democratic system be created or led by manifestly unpopular figures 
such as Ahmed Chalabi?

Chalabi came in for particular abuse as a symbol of opportunism 
and American hypocrisy. The April 7 program hosted by Jumana al-
Namour asked whether “Iraqis will accept that Chalabi’s supporters 
monopolize leadership positions.” The declaration by Mohammed 
Zubaydi, a colleague of Chalabi’s, that he was in charge of Baghdad, 
though quickly terminated by the American forces, aroused howls of 
protest from Arabs already worried that Chalabi would be installed as 
an American puppet in Baghdad. For example, an Iraqi living in Roma-
nia responded derisively to a question about the Iraqi opposition (April 
5): “If they are so brave, then why did they leave Iraq, disappear into 
America and Britain, and sit there talking about overthrowing Saddam 
and talking a lot?” Another caller mocked that “from the Gulf to the 
sea, everyone knows who is Ahmed Chalabi, who is Baqr al-Hakim, 
who is Iyad Allawi. . . . The truth is that they sold themselves cheaply.”

Some callers even came to the defense of the Iraqi opposition, with 
one saying on April 7 that “anyone would be better than the police 
who ruled Iraq for thirty years. . . . Perhaps they have picked up some 
useful skills while living abroad, and learned a bit about democracy 
and humanity.” On April 9, an Iraqi from Sweden described Chalabi 
as “a fighting man, one who has since 99 defended the Iraqi issue, 
and better than those who have changed their loyalties in twenty-four 
hours,” and urged all Iraqis and all Arabs to thank Bush for liberat-
ing Iraq from tyranny. But more typical was a caller from France on 
April 8: “The Iraqi opposition has come to Iraq, and it will be the real 
authorities in Iraq and will speak for the Iraqi people. . . . But the Iraqi 
people hate the opposition, this opposition which lived in London and 
in Washington and in Paris while the Iraqi people suffered under Sad-
dam… . In truth they are traitors and American agents.” Or, on April 
20: “They come over Iraqi corpses and blood on American tanks, and 
whom should we trust? The criminal Ahmed Chalabi? They are all 
American agents.” And on the same day, an Iraqi caller demanded to 
know “who is Ahmed Chalabi? . . . They do not represent the Iraqi 
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people, the only ones who can represent the Iraqi people are those 
who suffered under the embargo. . . . Ahmed Chalabi will do the same 
thing as Saddam Hussein.” Qassem challenged this caller: “Why do 
you have such expectations of someone who has been out of the coun-
try for decades, that you don’t know anything about?” The Iraqi caller 
responded, “I only expect them to fail, for they are traitors. . . . The 
Iraqi people know very well who is Ahmed Chalabi.”

Other opposition figures were treated with more respect. On April 
2, Ghassan bin Jadu hosted a discussion about the Iraqi opposition 
with several members of different factions—but none from the Iraqi 
National Congress or the six parties that made up the American-
backed opposition. All denounced Saddam Hussein’s tyranny and 
blamed him for the suffering of the Iraqi people, but were sharply 
critical of the “six.” Ibrahim Jaafari of the Dawa Party—which rejected 
participation in the American campaign, and which quickly emerged 
as the most popular political party in Iraq—defended his party’s long 
struggle against Saddam, and warned that “the people who rejected 
Saddam Hussein, despite his dictatorship and long control, will reject 
any other occupation.”

In an April 5 program, Faisal al-Qassem introduced the controver-
sial Sunni tribal leader Mishaan Jabouri (allegedly an ex-Baathist with 
close ties to Saddam’s intelligence services) as “a prominent opposition 
figure who led an Iraqi party and at the same time was one of the lead-
ing people beating the drum for the American project.” Jabouri ob-
jected to the description, insisting that he had been beating the drum 
for an Iraqi national project, to overthrow Saddam Hussein for all time 
with or without American aid. When Jabouri criticized the Americans 
for failing to establish order, Qassem confronted him: “Before the war 
began, I asked you personally, will the Americans bring a democratic 
and development project to Iraq? And you were extremely enthusi-
astic. . . . So why do you now suddenly retreat from this and throw 
accusations at the Americans?” Jabouri responded that no honorable 
Arab could accept being a carrier of an American project, but that 
Iraq’s national interest had agreed with the American national inter-
est in overthrowing Saddam Hussein. Now, Jabouri insisted, the time 
had come to look out for Iraqi interests even if they conflicted with 
American policies. A few days later (April 8), a caller sympathetic to 
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the Iraqi opposition blasted al-Jazeera for hosting Jabouri—“In Mosul 
there are professors and doctors and specialists who studied in Britain 
and America and France, but you interview only Mishaan Jabouri?”

The meeting held outside Nasiriya on April 6 to discuss a tran-
sitional regime received a great deal of attention, as Arabs struggled 
to divine American intentions for Iraq’s future. Three al-Jazeera talk 
shows discussed the Nasiriya meeting over two days. In the first, 
Jordan’s former Crown Prince Hassan bin Talal—who had sparked a 
media frenzy by appearing at an Iraqi opposition meeting in London 
the previous year—spoke generally about Iraq’s future. Despite occa-
sional interest in Washington over a Hashemite role in Iraq, however, 
Hassan inspired little interest within the Arabist public. More interest-
ing were two call-in shows hosted by Abd al-Samid Nasir (April 6) 
and Jumana al-Namour (April 7). On April 6, a caller from Qatar 
dismissed the Iraqi opposition figures in Nasiriya as just wanting to 
rule Iraq, even if it meant allowing in American imperialism. Another 
caller mocked that “the Iraqi opposition can’t do anything except on 
the backs of America and Israel. . . . It can’t do anything for the Iraqi 
people, the first interest will always be that of America and Israel.” A 
caller from France complained that “the meeting was called by Jay 
Garner, and Garner is well known for his warm relationship with Sha-
ron, and I think that the Iraqi people are very close to the Palestinian 
people and won’t be happy with this.” Yet another caller declared that 
“I don’t think that this meeting held by the opposition in Nasiriya will 
accomplish what the Iraqi people deserve, because the umma . . . be-
cause freedom which the Iraqi people deserve cannot come on the 
backs of American tanks.” But another caller pointed out that while 
there were both negative and positive aspects of the meeting, it should 
not be forgotten that “a free Iraqi voice could speak on Iraqi land, and 
this is the first step toward change.” Even this caller expressed disgust 
with the platform of “federalism and democracy and secularism and 
separating religion from politics,” and worried that these ideas would 
lead to great differences and conflicts in the near future.

Several callers denounced the ethnic conception of Iraq embodied 
in the opposition’s federalist vision, and rejected the idea that Iraqis 
should be described as Sunnis, Shia, Kurds, and other ethnic religious 
groups. A Jordanian caller described what had happened in Iraq as “just 
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like what happened in Afghanistan and elsewhere at the hands of the 
criminal Bush. . . . But what is important is what we should do now.” 
An Iraqi living in Norway said that “as an Iraqi citizen, personally, I 
reject this meeting. . . . How can one person, such as Jay Garner, I don’t 
know his name, come and rule my country?” And, he went on, “I think 
that 99 percent of the opposition is from the mukhabarat (Iraqi intel-
ligence). . . . How can there be an opposition outside of the country?”

On April 25, Namour hosted another discussion on what to expect 
from a new Iraqi government, in the light of Jay Garner’s seeming pref-
erence of relying on the Iraqi opposition to oversee a transition to de-
mocracy. The first caller, an Iraqi from Germany, declared, “We don’t 
know anything about these people, we have no way to evaluate them.” 
Namour pushed him by quoting Garner’s promise that the Iraqi people 
would choose their government, to which the caller responded dismis-
sively: “The Iraqi people can’t make this choice. . . . The Americans will 
choose. . . . They don’t want democracy because it would not serve their 
interests.” An Iraqi caller argued that Saddam had infiltrated the “clean” 
opposition with his agents, pointing fingers at Chalabi and other prom-
inent opposition figures, and despaired that this “dirty” opposition was 
so well funded and had such support in the media that real opposition 
had little chance. Another denounced them as American and Zionist 
agents. But a Kurdish caller wanted to vouch for Garner, pointing to 
his assistance in building democratic institutions in northern Iraq in 
the 990s. Garner’s invitation to opposition figures the following week 
prompted yet another program, on April 28, discussing the appropriate 
role of the former opposition in the new Iraq. An Egyptian caller de-
fended them, pointing out that even if they were forced to live in exile 
by Saddam they were still Iraqis and deserved to be treated with respect. 
Many of the callers were as offended by the American presumption to 
name Iraq’s new leaders as by the composition of the meeting.

Toward a New Iraq?

These debates on al-Jazeera offer an extraordinary glimpse into the 
deep Arab uncertainty and fears after the fall of Baghdad, and the 
kinds of arguments and ideas that dominated Arab arguments. Con-
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trary to conventional wisdom, there was no enforced conformity or 
single voice dominating these discussions. The al-Jazeera hosts gener-
ally tried to stay out of the way of the callers, rather than impose their 
own viewpoints, and the callers represented a diverse cross-section of 
Arabs from all over the world. Iraqis were well represented, and voices 
welcoming the overthrow of Saddam and expressing hopes for the fu-
ture and thanks to America could be heard—even if they were signifi-
cantly outnumbered by more pessimistic and critical views.

As insecurity mounted inside Iraq, however, and the occupation 
seemed unable to restore order or even basic services, opinion began 
to harden. The “wait and see” attitude evident in a significant middle 
ground of callers and guests gave way to a tangible disappointment 
with perceived failed American promises.
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The chaos that engulfed Iraq after the fall of Baghdad preempted the 
kind of public discussion of the American military triumph anticipat-
ed by Gerecht or reflections on the gratitude of happy Iraqis predicted 
by Powell. As the occupation of Iraq deteriorated, the welcoming at-
titude expressed by Gerecht and Powell toward the Arab media rapidly 
turned to outright hostility. American civilian and military officials 
alike complained bitterly about al-Jazeera’s “lies” and “propaganda,” 
and increasingly identified the Arab media as a key impediment to 
success in Iraq. As the insurgency escalated, these accusations became 
ever more focused and intense, with both Iraqi and American officials 
accusing the Arab media of creating an atmosphere supportive of the 
insurgency, or even actively collaborating in its terrorism.

The litany of such complaints is long. In July 2003, Deputy Defense 
Secretary Paul Wolfowitz accused al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya of incite-

6
New Iraq, New Arab Public

Broadcasting against the Israeli forces in the West Bank, and perhaps 
soon against American forces in Iraq, the al-Jazeera satellite channel . . . 
will likely do the opposite of what its producers and reporters intend, by 
showing the hopelessness of opposing American power.

—Reuel Gerecht (2002)

We will see what al-Jazeera is reporting after we have defeated this re-
gime and the United States and its coalition partners, working with 
others, working with the UN start to bring in humanitarian supplies, 
medical supplies, a reconstruction effort and put in place a better life 
for the people of Iraq. I hope al-Jazeera is going to be around to watch 
that and report that to the Arab public. And I think at that point, the 
Arab public will realize that we came in peace. We came as liberators, 
not conquerors.

—Colin Powell, March 2003
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ment to violence against coalition forces. In September 2003, Mustafa 
Barzani (then holding the rotating presidency of the IGC) ordered 
the closure of al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya, and in December expelled 
al-Arabiya for two months for playing an audiotape from Saddam 
Hussein. In November, after the IGC raided al-Arabiya’s offices and 
banned its broadcasts, Rumsfeld described al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya 
as “violently anti-coalition” and claimed to have seen evidence that the 
Arab stations were cooperating with insurgents. In January 2004, a se-
nior CPA official warned al-Jazeera that it would be expelled from Iraq 
if it did not change its coverage. The first major military confrontation 
between American forces and Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army was 
triggered by the American decision to close down Sadr’s newspaper 
al-Hawza for its alleged incitement. Dorrance Smith, who had been a 
senior CPA official responsible for the media, complained in the Wall 
Street Journal (without offering any evidence), “The collaboration be-
tween the terrorists and al-Jazeera is stronger than ever. While the pre-
cise terms of that relationship are virtually unknown, we do know this: 
al-Jazeera and the terrorists have a working arrangement that extends 
beyond a modus vivendi. When the terrorists want to broadcast some-
thing that helps their cause, they have immediate and reliable access 
to al-Jazeera.”2

American military officials deeply resented their inability to con-
trol information from the battlefield, as in the battle of Falluja in April 
2004, when al-Jazeera’s team led by popular host Ahmed Mansour was 
the only news operation inside the besieged city. al-Jazeera and al-Ara-
biya correspondents on the ground reported severe harassment by Co-
alition forces, and several were arrested or killed while covering events 
in Iraq.3 In November 2003, representatives of thirty media organiza-
tions—including CNN, ABC, and the Boston Globe—complained to 
the Pentagon about “an increasingly hostile reporting environment,” 
including “numerous examples of US troops physically harassing jour-
nalists and, in some cases, confiscating or ruining equipment.”4

The irony inherent in the fact that a free media proved the bete 
noir of the American occupation can be heard in one Iraqi’s observa-
tion: “The biggest mistake the Americans made was allowing Iraqis 
to have satellite boxes. During Saddam’s time, there was no satellite, 
so he could do what he wanted and nobody ever knew. Now even the 
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little things the Americans do are played even bigger on Arabiya and 
Jazeera.”5 In April, the CPA instituted a “truth matrix” to track claims 
in the Arab media deemed to be inaccurate and then confront offend-
ing journalists in an effort to influence their output. To Khaled al-Ha-
roub, the American position amounted to demanding that “the Arab 
media invent another Iraq, where security prevails and the occupation 
has everything under control. . . . Wolfowitz wants al-Jazeera to ‘show 
the truth’ in Iraq, the virtual American ‘truth’ that wants to give hope 
for things that never took place on the ground.”6 On July 5, 2004, 
Colin Powell told the U.S. Institute of Peace that “when a particular 
outlet, al-Jazeera, does such a horrible job of presenting the news and 
when it takes every opportunity to slant the news, present it in the 
most outrageous way . . . then we have to speak out, and we have.”7 
Jihad Ballout of al-Jazeera pointedly responded that “we did not create 
these photos or these images. We are reporting what’s on the ground, 
we are reflecting the reality.” 8 As Maher Abdullah observed, “Blaming 
the messenger for bad news might help in hiding these [facts] from 
the public for a while. But it doesn’t make them go away.”9 This chapter 
evaluates these arguments about the role of the Arab and Iraqi media 
in shaping the politics of postwar Iraq.

In chapter 2 I described the inherent limitations of a weak interna-
tional public sphere, one able to mobilize a common identity and to 
shape public opinion but unable to translate its consensus into politi-
cal outcomes. The situation in Iraq brutally exposed these limitations, 
posing a harsh challenge to the emerging, if tentative, self-confidence 
of Arab publics. As Ghassan bin Jadu put it, “The Intifada awakened 
the Arab elites, . . . but the Iraqi earthquake seems to have exposed to 
them that they lack any power to influence events.”0 This frustration 
contributed to the increasingly ugly, hostile tone of the Arab public 
sphere after the war, as well as to dramatically rising expressions of 
anti-Americanism. The aftermath of the Iraq war set in motion a pro-
found debate about the Arab public sphere itself, with both external 
criticism and self-criticism pushing toward serious reflection on the 
nature of this public sphere phenomenon. In this final chapter I dis-
cuss the new Arab public’s attitudes toward the new Iraq, as well as the 
trials and tribulations of both the Arab media and the Iraqi media in 
the period after Saddam’s fall.
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Perhaps the most profound shock to the Arab public after the war 
came not from Saddam’s fall, but from the anger and resentment ex-
pressed by ordinary Iraqis toward the Arab world. Throughout the 
decade of public Arab debates about Iraq, the Iraqi people had largely 
lacked a voice of their own; neither the widely distrusted opposition 
in exile nor Saddam’s regime could authentically speak for the Iraqi 
people, while Saddam’s police state blocked access to any real free ex-
pression of their views. For Arabs whose very identity had come to 
be bound up in their support for the suffering Iraqi people, to sud-
denly hear themselves castigated by those self-same Iraqis for not be-
ing tougher on Saddam was genuinely disorienting and baffling. But 
it is vital to note a point that is often lost here: Arabs were exposed 
to these unsettling Iraqi views only because the Arab satellite stations 
gave them a platform and a voice. Al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya devoted 
an enormous amount of programming to Iraq, with programs cover-
ing all aspects of the new Iraq and putting Iraqis and Arabs into dia-
logue, exploring Iraqi views and opinions, and allowing them to speak 
for themselves for the first time.

An Iraqi Public Sphere?

Two months after the fall of the Baghdad, the Iraqi writer Abd al-
Mana’am al-Aasim argued that the response to a problematic Arab media 
should be to “build an effective and credible Iraqi media, able to spread 
accurate information and to break the walls that have long encircled the 
minds of Arab citizens, which carry false and misleading information 
about Iraq and what is happening there.” Unfortunately, a combination 
of a growing insurgency and policy mistakes by the American occupa-
tion forces severely hindered the emergence of a credible, independent, 
and critical Iraqi public sphere. This failure allowed al-Jazeera and al-
Arabiya, along with Hezbollah’s al-Manar and Iran’s al-Alam (the only 
foreign station available without a satellite dish), to become the most 
popular sources of information for Iraqis themselves.

After the fall of Saddam’s regime, hundreds of newspapers began 
publishing, representing an enormous variety of political trends as 
well as many flavors of tabloid sensationalism. Some of these news-
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papers, such as Saad al-Bazzaz’s al-Zaman, aspired to be respectable 
national dailies, while the vast majority were freewheeling tabloids 
and political party mouthpieces. Only al-Zaman and two established 
Kurdish newspapers reached a significant audience, however, as the 
tabloids appeared and disappeared routinely. The CPA established an 
official newspaper, al-Sabah, which had a large circulation but was 
widely perceived to be a mouthpiece for the occupation. Struggles be-
tween the Iraqi editorial staff of al-Sabah and the American occupa-
tion authorities ultimately led to the mass resignation of the entire staff 
in May 2004.

The CPA-run electronic media quickly came to be dismissed as 
“state media,” reminiscent of Saddam’s propaganda organs. The direc-
tor of the Iraqi version of Radio Sawa, Ahmed Rikabi, quit in August 
2003 in protest over Coalition interference, and started instead a pop-
ular independent radio station that offered a daily open platform for 
callers to air their views.2 In line with the general disorganization and 
poor preparation that characterized the early days of the occupation, 
the CPA did not begin television broadcasting until May 3, and then 
only put out four hours a day of bare-bones presentations.3 The Iraqi 
Media Network, run by the Florida-based Harris Corporation, which 
had no experience either in the media nor in the Arab world, produced 
an astonishingly dreary and unattractive product that reminded many 
Iraqis of Saddam’s television, ran little news, and was largely ignored 
by Iraqis. Paul Bremer’s weekly appearances on the IMN confirmed 
the impression that the station’s only purpose was to be a mouthpiece 
for the occupation.4 In November 2004, Jalal al-Mashtah, the general 
director of the Iraqi Media Network, resigned over complaints about 
Harris Corporation mismanagement.5

As a result, according to the assistant dean of Baghdad’s College 
of Media, “al-Iraqiya is failing. It’s technically backward. Its message 
is not convincing. It can’t compete with other stations.”6 Al-Iraqiya 
was able to be received without difficulties at home by 84 percent of 
Iraqis—compared to 33 percent for the satellite stations—as late as 
April 2004.7 But despite this advantage, a State Department survey in 
October found that of Iraqis with access to a satellite dish, 63 percent 
preferred either al-Jazeera or al-Arabiya, and only 2 percent al-Iraq-
iya.8 Al-Hurra, designed to be broadcast over the air rather than by 
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satellite in Iraq, nevertheless struggled—in April 2004, only 6 percent 
of respondents to a Gallup poll reported having viewed al-Hurra in the 
previous week.9 In short, the Iraqi media under American occupation 
proved incapable of attracting an Iraqi audience, both because of pro-
fessional shortcomings and because of tight political control, forcing 
Iraqis to look elsewhere. Saad al-Bazzaz did rather better with al-Shar-
qiya, the first privately owned satellite television station in Iraq, which 
quickly captured a significant audience with its focus on popular en-
tertainment, music videos, reality TV shows, and soap operas.

Where the Arab media stood accused of exaggerating the violence 
and chaos in Iraq, the official Iraqi media under the CPA lost credibil-
ity by erring in the opposite direction. An Iraqi taxi driver described 
Coalition spokesman Brigadier General Mark Kimmett as “the lord of 
lies. . . . It is as though he gives opium to the people. He always talks 
about security and stability in Baghdad, and the happy life in Iraq, 
while the situation is [in reality] like hell.”20 As the insurgency escalat-
ed and personal security came to dominate the concerns of most Iraqi 
citizens, the CPA did little to establish the foundations of a healthy 
Iraqi public sphere. Even more, the Iraqi media largely failed to bring 
to the Iraqi public the kinds of information it would need to rationally 
and critically discuss the emerging political system.2 In a July 2004 
survey, for example, 52 percent of Iraqis said that they had heard noth-
ing at all about recent UN recommendations on an interim govern-
ment and 65 percent had heard nothing at all about plans to form an 
independent election commission.22

The CPA never fully resolved the inherent conflict between the con-
cept of a free, independent, critical media and a concept of the media 
as a vehicle for conveying a particular political narrative. Nor did it re-
solve the tension between the military imperative of controlling infor-
mation and the political imperative of creating a free and independent 
press. As Iraqis grew increasingly frustrated with the occupation—by 
May 2004, 80 percent of Iraqis surveyed lacked confidence in the CPA 
and 82 percent disapproved of the American military presence—their 
authentically expressed views grated on the beleaguered occupation au-
thorities.23 To the dismay of those who had wanted to believe in Ameri-
can democratic promises, the CPA took an ever more confrontational 
and even authoritarian attitude toward independent media—Arab and 
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Iraqi alike. A mid-June edict “prohibiting the local media from incit-
ing attacks on other Iraqis and on the coalition forces” prompted one 
tabloid to declare that “Bremer is a Baathist!”24 In late March 2004, the 
CPA triggered a major political crisis by shutting down Muqtada al-
Sadr’s newspaper al-Hawza for having “published articles that prove 
an intention to disturb general security and incite violence against the 
coalition and its employees.”

As the insurgency escalated through 2004, journalism became 
exceptionally dangerous (Blake 2005). At least twenty-four journal-
ists were killed in Iraq in 2004, and many more suffered harassment, 
threats, and intimidation.25 It soon reached the point that Western 
journalists, like American administrators, were largely trapped in the 
Green Zone, reliant on Iraqi stringers to collect news. As translators 
and stringers became insurgency targets, even those sources began to 
dry up. On October 30, 2004, the al-Arabiya offices in Baghdad were 
the target of a horrific car bombing, and in December al-Sharq al-Aw-
sat closed its Baghdad offices in the face of a credible insurgency threat. 
In short, both a deficient institutional framework and a spiraling insur-
gency mitigated against the evolution of a vibrant Iraqi public sphere.

The Occupation and the Former Iraqi Opposition

One of the most frequently aired complaints about al-Jazeera was its 
use of the term “occupation” rather than “liberation” to describe the 
American campaign against Iraq. Despite these attempts to police 
word choice in the Arab media, a year after the fall of Baghdad, 92 per-
cent of Iraqis considered the United States to be an occupying force.26 
The failed hopes that Saddam’s fall would lead quickly to a peaceful 
Iraqi democracy had far-reaching consequences for the evolution of 
Arab public opinion toward the new Iraq.

While explaining the course of the American occupation is be-
yond the scope of this book, the failure to establish basic services or 
to ensure personal security, turned many Iraqis against the American 
presence. Retired general Jay Garner entered Iraq expecting to rely 
heavily on the former Iraqi opposition, and based his plans on their 
advice that Iraqis would welcome the American forces as liberators. 
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Largely ignoring planning documents crafted in the State Department 
for the post-war scenario, Garner opted for a minimal American pres-
ence and a rapid political process based on the opposition returning 
from exile (Diamond 2004). But it quickly became clear that events in 
post-war Iraq bore little resemblance to what the Iraqi opposition had 
promised. Rampant looting, insecurity, and chaos interfered with all 
reconstruction plans, as Arabs and Iraqis alike wondered how and why 
the American military could be so incompetent in restoring order. The 
chaos and looting in Baghdad perplexed and terrified Arab observers, 
many of whom could not understand how the United States, with all 
its power and wealth, could be unable to prevent it. The increasingly 
confrontational relations between Iraqi citizens and American mili-
tary personnel quickly overwhelmed early images of celebrating Iraq-
is. The growing bloodshed drove away whatever doubts Arabs might 
have otherwise felt about American power or intentions in Iraq. After 
an initial moment of uncertainty and shock, Arab attitudes hardened.

After less than a month, Garner was summarily replaced with Paul 
Bremer, who quickly and firmly moved to consolidate power within 
the CPA. Bremer’s controversial decision to dissolve the Iraqi army 
sent tens of thousands of trained military personnel into the ranks of 
the insurgency. Operating out of one of Saddam’s palaces in Central 
Baghdad, the CPA assumed a dominant position in all aspects of the 
occupation and reconstruction. Increasingly isolated from Iraqi soci-
ety within the Green Zone as security concerns escalated, the CPA had 
little chance of reaching out to the Iraqi public.

Despite Bremer’s contentious relationship with the former opposi-
tion exiles, they formed the core of the Interim Governing Council 
created in July 2003 to represent Iraqis and to form the nucleus for the 
presumed transition to an independent, democratic Iraqi government. 
The IGC proved unpopular and ineffective, however. Despite includ-
ing several local Iraqis, the council was dominated by members of the 
former opposition in exile, whose in-fighting skills and comfort with 
American officials proved far more valuable in the new environment 
than local popularity or effectiveness at governing. A September 2003 
survey found that 75 percent of Iraqis believed that the CPA controlled 
the council’s policy decisions, with most opting to wait and see about 
its performance.27 An October 2003 survey found that 69 percent or 
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more had not heard enough about eighteen out of twenty-five mem-
bers to have an opinion about them; only 38 percent said the same 
about Chalabi, but only  percent named him as the most trusted lead-
er.28 Between November 2003 and June 2004, the proportion of Iraqis 
expressing any confidence in the Interim Governing Council dropped 
from 63 percent to 28 percent.29

While the IGC was supposed to act as a conduit for Iraqi views 
to the CPA, “the IGC operate[d] from a building protected from its 
putative constituents by concertina wire and two U.S. military check-
points” (Alkadiri and Toensing 2003). Reflecting the notorious inter-
nal conflicts and inability to cooperate that crippled the pre-war oppo-
sition, the IGC struggled to cooperate; for example, unable to choose 
a leader, the IGC settled on having a presidency that rotated every 
month. Members of the IGC were often out of the country, had few 
tangible accomplishments, and were almost invisible to Iraqi public 
opinion. Granted the power to appoint ministers for an interim “gov-
ernment,” the IGC doled out positions to family members, tribes, busi-
ness partners, and members of their political parties with little regard 
for local opinion. Above all, the IGC worked to ensure its own role in 
a future sovereign Iraqi government, jockeying with Bremer over all 
political arrangements and ultimately ensuring that all of its members 
were granted automatic positions in either the new Iraqi government 
(created on June 28, 2004) or the transitional parliament (as of August 
2004). The “Iraqi National Conference” convened in August to put to-
gether a transitional parliament was brazenly manipulated by the five 
remaining core exile parties (with the INC excluded—see below).

The decision to grant leadership positions to these exiled opposi-
tion figures had far-reaching implications for the legitimacy of the 
new Iraq. Few of the exiles commanded any popular support inside 
Iraq, which gave them deep personal interests in delaying and mini-
mizing the formation of real democratic institutions. Given their low 
standing with public opinion, the exiles had little incentive to push for 
rapid elections or for a more representative body—despite demands 
by figures such as Ayatollah Ali Sistani for early elections and a more 
democratic mechanism for choosing Iraqi leaders. An October 2003 
U.S. State Department survey, for example, found that only 36 percent 
of Iraqis supported the inclusion of “formerly exiled politicians” in a 

LYNCH CH 06.indd   221 11/2/05   11:55:00 AM



222 New Iraq, New Arab Public

future Iraqi government—compared to over 90 percent support for 
doctors, scientists, lawyers, judges, teachers, and professors and 75 
percent support for religious leaders.30 Despite these failings, the 
former opposition used their positions to effectively monopolize po-
litical power in the emerging Iraq. Iraqi National Accord leader Iyad 
Allawi was appointed transitional prime minister after the transfer of 
sovereignty at the end of June 2004, and the exiles virtually monopo-
lized the transitional legislative body created by the Iraqi National 
Conference in August.

The Iraqi National Congress, in particular, proved to have little 
to no following inside Iraq, while its leader Ahmed Chalabi rapidly 
emerged as the single most unpopular politician in the new Iraq. In 
October 2003, his unfavorable rating of 35 percent was by far the high-
est of any active politician.3 In a March 2004 public opinion survey, 
for example, Chalabi was named by 0 percent of Iraqis as the leader 
they “don’t trust at all” (no other figure scored above 2 percent).32 A 
June survey found only 0.3 percent who trusted him, and 42 percent 
of Iraqis who named a leader they did not trust at all listed Chalabi.33 
The determination of many American neoconservatives to see Chalabi 
emerge as the leader of the new Iraq clashed with commitments to 
build an Iraqi democracy. Nevertheless, in addition to his post on the 
governing council, Chalabi was placed in charge of de-Baathification, 
and given exclusive access to a wide range of potentially incriminating 
documents from the former regime.

Even the capture of Saddam—otherwise enormously popular with 
Iraqis—was tarnished by its exploitation by the former opposition. 
The ill-advised image of Ahmed Chalabi’s visit to Saddam’s jail cell, 
published in the INC newspaper al-Mutamar, along with the appoint-
ment of Chalabi’s cousin Salem Chalabi to oversee Saddam’s trial, re-
inforced the idea that a trial for Saddam had more to do with the Iraqi 
opposition’s ambitions than with justice. As one observer put it, the 
IGC only “intermittently dealt with improving social welfare, the de-
velopment of infrastructure, or the restoration of Iraqi self-rule. For 
the past eight months, the major theme has been the importance of 
exacting a suitable form of revenge on the leaders who tyrannised the 
country for thirty-five years.”34

On June 30 the United States formally transferred sovereignty 
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to a government headed by Iyad Allawi as prime minister, and the 
Sunni tribal leader Ghazi al-Yawwar as the symbolic president. In a 
public opinion survey conducted the month of the transfer of sov-
ereignty, Yawwar was named by only .3 percent of Iraqis as their 
choice for president.35 Allawi’s rise to power came on the heels of 
Ahmed Chalabi’s sudden, shocking fall from American good graces, 
as the CPA raided the INC leader’s offices on the accusation of pass-
ing sensitive intelligence to Iran. Allawi’s ascendance confirmed all 
of the worst expectations of the Arab public: rather than a liberal 
democrat, Allawi offered them the person of an ex-Baathist strong-
man, with no democratic credentials, little popular support, and an 
all-too-familiar enthusiasm for the use of force. While he gained 
some popularity inside of Iraq for his tough approach to the insur-
gency, his attitudes toward the media remained distinctly author-
itarian. In August 2004 Allawi oversaw the creation of a “Higher 
Media Council”, with wide-ranging powers to oversee and control 
the press, and over the subsequent months government officials 
routinely intimidated journalists.36

Iraqis and Arabs

Fathi [from Iraq]: al-Jazeera, you are all dogs, you are all dogs.
Jumana al-Namour: Thank you. Ammad, from Doha.
Ammad [from Doha]: . . . As Iraqis we feel that al-Jazeera is very 

biased in its coverage. . . . Al-Jazeera has an Arabist world-
view, and Saddam Hussein’s regime was once upon a time 
representing Arabism or at least a form of it, and al-Jazeera 
insists on this worldview and on hostility toward the regime 
that has followed Saddam.37

Your station is a symbol of evil and a transmitter of poison and sec-
tarianism and hatred to the new Iraq, you support terrorism and kid-
napping and you pray for the return of Saddam or the supporters of 
Saddam and you concealed every crime of Saddam against Iraq and the 
Iraqis, you are the station of Zarqawi and kidnapping and terror.

—An Iraqi open letter to al-Jazeera38
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On July 5, 2003, Ghassan bin Jadu broadcast an episode of Open Dia-
logue live from Baghdad.39 The show, which brought Iraqis into direct 
dialogue with intellectuals from Cairo and Beirut, aired sensitive open 
wounds between Iraqis and Arab public opinion. The speakers and the 
host were all palpably aware that they were being asked to represent, 
to interpret, and to in some sense validate the Arab public sphere. One 
Iraqi, Hilal Idrisi, bluntly categorized Arab public opinion as following 
two trends: “The first trend didn’t have reliable information about the 
internal situation in Iraq, and the second trend ignored the opinions of 
the Iraqi people and was part of the lobby defending the old regime.” 
Iraqi after Iraqi attacked Arab public opinion for failing to distinguish 
between the Iraqi people and the Iraqi regime, for minimizing the ter-
ror of life under Saddam, for ignoring or mischaracterizing the mass 
graves. They declared it an open secret that many Arab journalists and 
artists were on Saddam’s payroll.

The Egyptians and Lebanese participants, for their part, were hurt 
and offended by these Iraqi accusations. Tariq al-Tahimi, of the Egyp-
tian opposition newspaper al-Wafd, responded, “Egyptian public 
opinion was capable of distinguishing between the people and the re-
gime, and the Egyptian people were capable of saying in their demon-
strations in the streets that they demanded the lifting of the blockade 
of the Iraqi people, and no killing of Iraqis, that bombs don’t make 
democracy, and at the same time they came out in the streets and said: 
‘we are with the Iraqi people and we are not with Saddam Hussein.’ ” 
Walid Barakat, speaking from Beirut, explained that “it may be true 
that public opinion didn’t know everything about what went on inside 
Iraq, but it knew a lot. . . . It knew the extent of the oppression that the 
Iraqi people lived under. . . . We all knew about the mass graves and 
the oppression, . . . and we condemned it in every Arab country.” But, 
he went on, “I think that the mass graves were for the million and a 
half Iraqis who died because of the American blockade.”

Such angry exchanges featured prominently in the Arab public 
sphere’s struggles to make sense of the new Iraq. On a December 2003 
al-Jazeera program devoted to Arabs and the Iraqi issue, the Iraqi 
guests again aired their long-standing grievances with Arab official 
and popular silence toward Saddam’s crimes, while Arab guests an-
grily defended their long struggles on behalf of the Iraqi people.40 A 
similar program that aired on al-Jazeera in April 2005 featured angry 
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recriminations between the chief editor of Iraq’s largest daily newspa-
per, journalists from Jordan and Egypt, and the editor in chief of al-
Jazeera itself. The Iraqi complained that the Arab media failed to grasp 
the realities of Iraqi society today, refused to acknowledge that Iraq 
was not fully an “Arab” country, actively or tacitly supported the in-
surgency, and remained thoroughly corrupted by its prior support for 
Saddam Hussein.4 The hostility directed toward the Arab media and 
toward the Arab world more generally by ordinary Iraqis stunned and 
confused the Arab public. In the Arab self-understanding, they had 
courageously rallied and organized and worked for years on behalf 
of the Iraqi people. They had demanded the lifting of the sanctions, 
condemned American bombings, and blasted their own regimes for 
failing to act—often at great personal risk. To now be accused by these 
very Iraqis clearly hurt them deeply.

But the anger was real. Mustafa Husseini, who traveled to Iraq in 
June 2003 with a group from the Arab Organization for Press Freedoms 
to see the condition of the Iraqi media, said that “the biggest surprise 
for me was the extent of hostility from Iraqis toward us. . . . Everybody 
said to us, where were you when Saddam Hussein was dealing with the 
Iraqi people by killing and torture.”42 In the typical words of one Iraqi 
writer, the Arab media “glorified the Iraqi regime” and deluded Arab 
viewers about the realities of Iraq under Saddam.43 Ali al-Ghufli, writ-
ing in al-Khaleej, worried that a destructive and unfortunate “crisis of 
confidence” had opened up between the Arabs and Iraq.44 An April 
2004 public opinion survey of Iraqis found that 66 percent felt that 
Arab governments had been “too supportive” of Saddam’s regime and 
only  percent “not too supportive.”45

As the insurgency spiraled, many Iraqis blamed al-Jazeera and al-
Arabiya (especially) for encouraging the violence, and accused both 
Arab states and the Arab people of doing too little to help. They com-
plained about the choice of guests on the talk shows, especially on 
Faisal al-Qassem’s The Opposite Direction, arguing that they were in-
tervening in Iraqi politics by favoring some politicians and discredit-
ing others.46 The opinion pages of Iraqi newspapers, public opinion 
surveys, and interviews all confirm that anger with the Arab media 
went far deeper in the new Iraq than just among the former exiles. 
While Rumsfeld’s accusations of active complicity by Arab journalists 
in attacks by insurgents seem exaggerated, the hyper-competitive Arab 
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media did seek out compelling, graphic footage, as well as privileged 
access to insurgency sources.47 While themselves drawn to these sta-
tions as the best source of information about their own country, many 
Iraqis became infuriated at how the Arab media portrayed events—to 
some degree because they felt that the coverage was inaccurate or ex-
aggerated, to some degree because they feared that the coverage en-
couraged more violence, and to some degree because they worried 
that the coverage was warping Arab attitudes toward the new Iraq in 
unconstructive directions. With security the overwhelming priority 
of almost all Iraqis, critics denied that it was an issue of freedom of 
speech when—in their view—the broadcasts contributed to the killing 
of Iraqis.48

Sensing that the Arab media offered an easy and popular target em-
boldened the appointed Iraqi leadership—already deeply hostile to the 
Arab media from their days as exiled opposition—to attack. The INC in 
particular pursued a vendetta, seeking to settle old scores by brandish-
ing documents allegedly seized from the former regime’s archives to 
prove that their critics had been on Saddam’s payroll. Then–IGC Presi-
dent Jalal Talabani explained his November 2003 closure of al-Arabiya 
in these terms: “We are not acting against legitimate and objective jour-
nalistic activities. We are taking steps to prevent psychological warfare 
and, more serious, incitement to murder. . . . That is not journalism; 
that is aiding, abetting, and encouraging criminal terrorist activity.”49

The attack on the Arab media did indeed prove popular with some 
Iraqis.50 In February 2004, an Iraqi Shia cleric blasted al-Jazeera dur-
ing a Friday sermon and called on the IGC to permanently shut it 
down: “Al-Jazeera lies, and it creates divisions among the people,” he 
complained.5 Among his complaints were allegations that al-Jazeera 
was inaccurately reporting the size and scope of demonstrations in 
favor of early elections by Shias, and that Faisal al-Qassem during a 
talk show had displayed photographs of members of the IGC meet-
ing with Israeli intelligence officials. In July Iraqi Foreign Minister 
Hoshyar Zebari accused the Arab media of “incitement” and of “one-
sided” and “distorted” coverage of Iraq, warning that “the new Iraqi 
government will not tolerate these kinds of intentional breaches and 
violations.” Almost immediately upon the transfer of sovereignty at 
the end of June, Zebari warned al-Jazeera to change its coverage or 
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be shut down; in July, Prime Minister Iyad Allawi carried through 
this threat and shuttered the al-Jazeera offices for a month, with no 
protest from the American embassy. In late August, the police chief 
of Najaf rounded up at gunpoint all journalists covering the fighting 
there to lambaste them over their coverage—specifically al-Arabiya’s 
(accurate) report of Ayatollah Ali Sistani’s impending return to the 
city. And in August 2004, transitional prime minister Iyad Allawi or-
dered al-Jazeera’s Baghdad offices closed down, a move described by 
Daoud al-Basri as “a sovereign decision that responds to the wishes 
of an Iraqi popular majority and . . . an appropriate and positive re-
sponse.”52 In late November 2004, interim defense minister Hazem 
Sha’alan told al-Sharq al-Awsat that al-Jazeera was actively support-
ing the insurgency, claiming that its bureau chief was funneling mon-
ey to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s aide Omar Hadid (a claim later quietly 
retracted by another Iraqi official after al-Jazeera aired an exculpatory 
interview with the alleged Zarqawi conduit).53

The hostile Iraqi approach to the Arab media troubled many ob-
servers, who took it as evidence that the new Iraq would not be truly 
democratic. As Hazem Saghiye observed, “I am part of the Arab mi-
nority that is closer to accepting the present Iraqi situation than to 
accepting al-Jazeera. . . . That said, the recent decision by Baghdad to 
punish al-Jazeera is devoid of wisdom . . . [because] the only thing the 
current Iraqi regime is able to offer its Arab neighbors is its condi-
tion of freedom.”54 On an al-Jazeera talk show devoted to the closure, 
most callers interpreted the decision as a signal of encroaching Iraqi 
authoritarianism and American military frustration, as well as a wid-
er American hope of “silencing the conscience of the Arab world.”55 
Some Iraqi callers to that program defended the decision, however, 
on the basis of urgent security concerns. One underappreciated effect 
of the closure was that it shifted the incentives for al-Jazeera as a news 
organization: banned from covering official events, it no longer had 
much of an incentive—or opportunity—to convey the Iraqi interim 
government’s perspective on events. Tellingly, however, when Hazem 
Sha’alan, Iraqi’s interim defense minister and one of al-Jazeera’s harsh-
est Iraqi critics, wanted to launch an attack on political rival Ahmed 
Chalabi, he chose what he knew to be the most prominent and influ-
ential media outlet in Iraq: al-Jazeera.56
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Beyond the implications for Iraqi governance and democracy, the 
prominence of these exiles proved devastating to relations between the 
new Iraq and the Arab world. As the pro-war writer Adnan Hussein 
witheringly complained, Arabs received a delegation from the IGC to 
Arab capitals “as if they were genies, or even devils. As if they were the 
historic enemy of the Arab umma, and also the Islamic umma. As if 
they were the cause of Arab disasters.”57 In August, the Arab League 
declined to recognize the IGC, insisting that only an elected govern-
ment would be recognized (an ironic position for the Arab League, 
with its less-than-democratic membership roster). In a rare conflu-
ence, this position exactly mirrored the popular position taken by the 
majority of commentators on al-Jazeera.58 But ultimately Arab states 
had little choice but to accommodate themselves to the new reality, 
and within a month (following a supportive Security Council resolu-
tion) Secretary-General Amru Musa announced that the Arab League 
would deal with the IGC as a practical matter of reality and allowed 
Iraq’s provisional foreign minister, Hoshyar Zebari, to be seated as 
Iraq’s representative at the Arab League. The “transfer of sovereignty” 
to the interim Iraqi government at the end of June 2004 made similar-
ly little impact on Arab opinion, which largely considered such steps 
to be relatively meaningless; in a July online al-Jazeera poll with over 
70,000 respondents, 8.5 percent said that the transfer was not the be-
ginning of the end of the American occupation.

At the same time, Arab regimes offered only minimal support to 
the new Iraq, while Arab public opinion proved torn between hope for 
a return to normality and a kind of horrified admiration for the insur-
gency—which many viewed more in terms of its effectiveness against 
the American occupation forces than in terms of its impact on the 
future of Iraq. This infuriated Iraqis, who saw the Arab willingness to 
“sacrifice Iraqis in the name of fighting America” as identical with per-
ceived Arab support for Saddam for the same reason in the past.59 To 
some increasingly impaients observers, the Arab position toward the 
new Iraq appeared to be motivated more by the expressive concerns of 
Arab identity than by any clear strategic logic.

The hostility expressed by many Iraqis toward the Arab world led some 
to wonder whether the very Arab identity of Iraq was in danger.60 These 
fears were reinforced by the insistence on federalism, the high profile of 
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Kurdish parties in the emerging Iraqi government, and some advocacy 
of the idea by prominent American neo-conservative backers of the war. 
The announcement of a new Iraqi flag—which replaced the traditional 
Arab colors with a blue closely resembling that of Israel’s flag—fueled the 
fears. Some Kurdish and Turkoman (and other) Iraqi writers argued that 
imposing an Arab identity on the new Iraqi state recalled the Baathist 
tyranny.6 At the same time, Iraqis—and some Arabs—marveled at how 
little the Arab world had done to help the new Iraq.62 In an Arab public 
sphere increasingly dominated by identity politics, such a debate over 
Iraq’s Arabness was inevitable, and not necessarily destructive. If such a 
debate forced a rethinking of what it meant to be Arab, as hoped by many 
Arab liberals and American backers of the war, it could prove salutary. 
But for the most part the debate instead turned into one critical of the 
new Iraq rather than critical of Arab identity.

The Iraqi elections of January 2005 offer one final vignette of the 
interaction between the Arab media and the Iraqi arena. Al-Jazeera, 
al-Arabiya, and most of the new media covered the elections exten-
sively, positively, and constructively. Despite the continuing ban on 
official operations in Iraq, al-Jazeera lavished the elections with satu-
ration coverage.63 Rather than highlighting the negatives, as many had 
expected, they broadcast uplifting footage of delighted Iraqi voters 
and broadcast numerous talk shows discussing the possibilities and 
pitfalls facing a post-election Iraq. Many commentators worked over 
the contradictions of having democratic elections under conditions of 
occupation, and a number of influential figures seemed skeptical, but 
this did not prevent saturation coverage of the elections themselves. 
Coverage differed from station to station, of course, with one Leba-
nese critic observing that the stations had become political parties in 
Iraq in their own right—al-Arabiya backing Allawi and cheerleading 
for the election, and al-Jazeera worrying about the Sunni boycott and 
a Shia-dominated government.64 Even interim prime minister Iyad 
Allawi, usually a fierce critic of the Arab media, acknowledged the 
constructive role it had played in the elections: “Arabic satellite TV 
stations such as al-Arabiya were obviously excited and inspired by the 
sight of real democracy in the heart of the Arab world. By reporting 
fairly on the elections, they in turn inspired their Arab audience across 
the Middle East and beyond.”65
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Arguing the Insurgency

In July 2003 Ghassan bin Jadu introduced a hotly contested program 
broadcast from Baghdad on the resistance: “One hundred days have 
passed since the fall of Baghdad. . . . Some considered it a war of lib-
eration and its result freedom, others called it an aggression and its 
result occupation. In Iraq there is a consensus or a near consensus that 
the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime was good for Iraq and Iraqis 
and the region. . . . And so the question for our Open Dialogue: is the 
choice of resistance a good one?”

The Arab public sphere struggled with how to best respond to the 
Iraqi insurgency. A morbid fascination with a “successful” resistance 
mixed uneasily with a despairing hope for normality. On the one hand, 
many were gratified with the successful campaign against the Ameri-
can occupation, and took some vicarious thrill from seeing American 
forces struggle. But others were worried by its increasingly violent and 
nihilistic turn, and worried that such an insurgency’s effects would 
not disappear with the American occupation forces. In November, al-
Arabiya’s news director Salah al-Qullab declared bitterly that “the only 
thing worse than the occupation is this resistance.”66 In the summer of 
2004, in a series of provocative articles asking who exactly was fighting 
in Iraq and why, the influential Egyptian columnist Fahmy Huwaydi 
called to “liberate the Iraqi resistance” from those who would hijack 
a legitimate national independence movement for its own aims. On 
al-Jazeera, one of the first programs to deal with the insurgency—a 
May 2, 2003, program focusing on Falluja—marveled that resistance 
to American occupation might still be possible. But by March 2004, 
an Open Dialogue was focusing instead on “the blind violence in Iraq” 
(with Ibrahim Jaafari and Yusuf al-Qaradawi among the guests), while 
an August 2004 program asked bluntly whether the bombings in Iraq 
should be considered resistance or terrorism.67

The horrific introduction of the practice of videotaping the behead-
ing of hostages challenged the Arab public sphere. While transfixed 
by the images, many Arabs worried that they contributed little to any 
legitimate goals. The beheading videos seemed to embody a helpless 
despair, a nihilistic failure of hope. Ahmed al-Rubai declared “shame 
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on the Arab satellites for broadcasting these tapes. . . . Nobody knows 
their goals or their intentions, whether they have a just cause or are just 
thieves.”68 In contrast to the reception to similar attacks on the Arab 
media, some prominent Arabists—who had opposed the war and con-
ditionally supported the insurgency—agreed with Rubai’s sentiments. 
An online al-Jazeera poll, surprisingly, found only 54.8 percent out of 
almost 50,000 respondents disagreeing with the claim that the Arab 
satellite stations were inciting resistance against the occupation—a 
less than overwhelming show of support from al-Jazeera’s own view-
ers.69 But, driven by market pressures and by political imperatives, the 
Arab media continued to broadcast the images.

The revelation of the sexual torture of Iraqi prisoners in the Abu 
Ghraib prison had a devastating effect on the American image with 
the Arab public, confirming many of their worst fears and allegations. 
Perhaps surprisingly, however, the Arab media (including al-Jazeera 
and al-Arabiya) did not particularly dwell on this scandal.70 This low 
profile can be partly explained by the relentless American pressure 
on the Arab media during this period, which left these stations more 
cautious than usual. Still, even underplayed the story of Abu Ghraib 
proved devastating to the American narrative for Iraq; as one analyst 
noted, “Arabs who had given Washington the benefit of the doubt and 
hoped for a new beginning in Iraq instead saw a tragedy of errors be-
ing committed by the U.S. and its representatives. . . . In live call-in 
programs, viewers with no apparent political affiliations wondered 
how the world’s superpower could allow such inhumane practices to 
take place.”7 As former Jordanian ambassador Adnan Abu Odeh ob-
served, the Abu Ghraib revelations bought al-Jazeera some “breathing 
space,” deflecting the American public relations campaign against al-
Jazeera, which remained “the most honest reflection of Arab public 
opinion and its most powerful shaper.”72 Interestingly, the highest pro-
file response in the Arab public sphere came with an episode of The 
Opposite Direction that focused not on Abu Ghraib, but on torture in 
Arab prisons.

The disparity between Arab and Iraqi priorities can be seen clearly 
in the response to the capture of Saddam Hussein in December 2003. 
Hostility to Saddam was overwhelming among most Iraqis outside the 
Sunni hard-core of the Baathist regime, as the memories of decades of 
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tyranny and repression had seared horrific scars on the collective Iraqi 
psyche. The revelations of mass graves confirmed the worst fears and 
experiences of Iraqis, and the newly free press gave ample opportunity 
for Iraqis to share their stories of suffering and dispossession. As docu-
mented in chapter 5, al-Jazeera programs such as Jumana al-Namour’s 
al-Jazeera’s Platform frankly and emotionally argued about the mass 
graves and their implications. American observers failed to appreci-
ate the undercurrent of anti-American feeling beneath this hatred of 
Saddam, however. The enormous suffering of the Iraqi people under 
sanctions had not simply been Saddam’s propaganda, and every Iraqi 
knew of the American and British role in sustaining the sanctions. 
Indeed, the rapid American military victory paradoxically confirmed 
for many Iraqis (and Arabs) a widely held conspiracy theory that the 
United States had secretly preferred to maintain Saddam in power.

Saddam was far less central to Arab concerns than to Iraqi or Ameri-
can concerns, however. Many Americans hoped that capturing Saddam 
Hussein and broadcasting images of the disheveled former dictator far 
and wide would deflate the insurgency, and convince Arab public opin-
ion of the inevitability of a successful transition to a new Iraqi regime. 
But the impact disappointed on both counts. The insurgency continued 
unabated, fueled far more by competition over future power in Iraq 
and deepening resentment of the American presence than by the for-
mer dictator. Despite much-circulated jokes about other leaders such 
as Bishar al-Assad and Moammar Qaddafi rushing to avoid Saddam’s 
fate, the shock of seeing the deposed leader disheveled and in chains 
provided only a momentary pause. Because the Arab consensus about 
Iraq had long been more about the Iraqi people than about supporting 
Saddam Hussein, few were particularly exercised by his fate. One of 
the first al-Jazeera programs to deal with his capture concentrated on 
whether Saddam should be treated as a war criminal or as a prisoner of 
war, with SCIRI’s Hamid al-Bayati one of the guests.73 In a predictable 
development, lawyers from all over the Arab world offered to lead his 
defense, and American and Iraqi officials began to have nightmares of a 
Milosevic-style trial giving the deposed leader a forum to air his views 
and, perhaps, to reveal embarrassing details.

In the summer and fall of 2004, the interaction between the in-
surgency and the Arab media became a topic of intense concern on 
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all sides (al-Marashi 2004). In addition to its wider campaign of ter-
rorism, suicide bombings, and targeting of Iraqi “collaborators,” the 
Iraqi insurgency began kidnapping a wide range of people, espe-
cially foreign aid workers, and releasing videotapes of the hostages 
and—sometimes—their graphic beheading. As Jon Alterman (2004) 
observed, the Arab media became an integral part of the insurgency 
strategy: “Many of these kidnappings and beheadings are best thought 
of as made-for-television events; a calculated set of actions and im-
ages directed toward influencing a mass audience.” Such “collabora-
tion”—whether intentional or not—was a primary justification for 
the controversial decision by interim prime minister Iyad Allawi to 
close al-Jazeera’s Baghdad bureau and ban it from officially covering 
events in Iraq. These videos, just like Osama bin Laden’s videotaped 
statements, posed an impossible dilemma for the satellite stations. On 
the one hand, they were clearly newsworthy, and in the face of fierce 
competition for market share not even the pro-American al-Arabiya 
felt comfortable declining to air them. On the other hand, airing the 
videos clearly played in to the insurgency’s strategy, leaving the satel-
lite television stations vulnerable to charges of at least tacit collusion. 
In Allawi’s pungent phrase, “The terrorists feed on the oxygen of pro-
paganda—we cut this off, they will die.”74

Many Iraqis, as well as a number of Arab and Western critics, 
took these hostage videos as a decisive indictment of al-Jazeera and 
the other Arab media. In an influential Washington Post article, Ma-
moun Fandy complained, “As I scanned Arab satellite television chan-
nels and Arabic newspapers, I found a lot of reporting on the brutal 
attacks, but very little condemnation and a widespread willingness 
to run the stomach-turning video and photos again and again.”75 
Al-Jazeera management, for its part, bitterly denied that it had ever 
aired a video of a hostage being beheaded, at one point even offering 
a 0,000 reward to any critic who could document such a broadcast. 
But the overall criticism clearly hit home: did al-Jazeera and the rest of 
the Arab media help to create a political and normative environment 
that encouraged such atrocities? If they did, how could they possible 
contribute to a meaningful reform of the Arab world?

Al-Jazeera itself, like other stations, clearly saw the importance of 
the debate over airing the hostage videos, and openly debated its own 
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coverage. No less than four different al-Jazeera programs discussed the 
kidnappings in a two-week span in September. On September 6, al-
Jazeera’s Platform held an open call-in discussion on the topic of “kid-
napping foreigners in Iraq.” On September 2, The Opposite Direction 
hosted a fierce argument between Tala’at Ramih and the Iraqi Karim 
Badr. This episode left a bad taste in the mouths of many, as Ramih 
offered a defense of the beheadings that struck many critics as mor-
ally repugnant.76 At the same time, it is clear that such views existed 
in the Arab world, and exposing them to public scrutiny can be seen 
as an important service—particularly given that Ramih was held up to 
considerable scorn as the evening wore on. Finally, on September 24 
Sami Haddad hosted a more general discussion of the future of Iraq 
given the horrors besetting the country. Far from stacking the deck 
with hostile commentators, Haddad invited Entifadh Qanbar, former 
spokesman for the Iraqi National Congress, former opposition leader 
Wafiq al-Samarrai, Iraqi politician Abd al-Amir Alwan, and the con-
servative American analyst Patrick Clawson of the Washington Insti-
tute for Near Eastern Affairs. On several occasions, al-Jazeera even 
actively intervened to plea for the release of particular hostages.

On September 20, Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s al-Jazeera program Sharia 
and Life discussed the kidnappings and executions, with Qaradawi en-
dorsing the Iraqi’s people right to resist military occupation but sternly 
denouncing the targeting of civilians. The context of this program is 
particularly interesting. Qaradawi had recently been accused of issuing 
a fatwa authorizing the killing of American civilians in Iraq, a charge 
he hotly denied and of which considerable evidence suggests he was 
innocent.77 Nevertheless, Qaradawi’s alleged fatwa became a cause cé-
lèbre, with a leading al-Jazeera critic, Shakir al-Nabulsi, leading a pe-
tition drive for him to be brought before the International Criminal 
Court for supporting terrorism. Ironically, even as Qaradawi became 
the object of an intensely hostile campaign in the United Kingdom and 
in the Arab world, his refusal to sanction the killing of innocents in Iraq 
simultaneously brought the wrath of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. In No-
vember 24, Zarqawi released a statement denouncing the “sultans of the 
airwaves”—especially Qaradawi: “You have betrayed us in the darkest 
circumstances. . . .You have left the mujahadeen alone to confront the 
biggest enemy.” Munir Shafiq argued that Qaradawi’s condemnations 
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of the beheadings and hostage-taking, broadcast regularly on al-Jazeera 
and widely disseminated in the Islamic world, evidently had had some 
impact on Zarqawi’s standing and strategy, prompting this unusual and 
bitter open attack.78 Qaradawi and other moderate ulema “weaken the 
forces of extremism in Islam,” according to Shafiq, by rejecting their 
right to carry out atrocities or to pass judgment on other Muslims. The 
controversy over Qaradawi, and al-Jazeera’s crucial role in amplifying 
his influence, goes to the heart of the debates central to this book.

Many Americans expressed surprise with the enthusiastic cover-
age of the elections by al-Jazeera, al-Arabiya, and the rest of the new 
media.79 They should not have. As this book has amply documented, 
the new Arab public has long been intensely interested in elections 
and the prospects for democratic reform. For all their suspicion of the 
American project in Iraq, the new media largely shared the ambitions 
for creating a democratic Iraq, and for bringing greater democracy to 
the rest of the region. The Iraqi elections allowed many Americans, 
perhaps for the first time, to appreciate the potentially positive role for 
al-Jazeera that its Arab defenders had seen all along.

The Arab Public Sphere: Criticism and Self-Criticism

The Arab media today is worse than the media in 967, because it is not 
objective and it is not impartial.

—Abd al-Rahman al-Rashed80

Mamoun Fandy argued in April 2003 that the Iraq war would have 
the same impact on the Arab satellite television stations as the 967 
War had had on Egypt’s Voice of the Arabs: discrediting them and de-
stroying their reputation once the contrast between their rhetoric and 
reality became painfully clear. While the Arab media has seriously de-
bated the implications of its performance in the war (see below), it has 
not suffered any such lapse in credibility, however, and has remained 
as popular and influential as before.

Rather than being discredited by the sudden collapse of Baghdad, 
the new media were buttressed by the rapid shift to a new storyline of 
a struggling American occupation and an emerging Iraqi insurgency, 
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as well as by the American failure to find Iraqi weapons of mass de-
struction or evidence of ties between the Iraqi regime and al-Qaeda. 
Competition among the Arab satellite television stations tended to 
push toward more radical and explicit reporting, while Arab audiences 
continued to tune in with morbid fascination at the unfolding events in 
Iraq. American criticism of al-Jazeera (and to a lesser extent al-Arabiya) 
enhanced the credibility and popularity of those stations. Finally, many 
Arab viewers agreed with al-Jazeera’s Washington bureau chief Hafez 
al-Mirazi: “Was the Arab media right from the beginning? . . . The Arab 
world did not believe and denied from the beginning the questing of 
WMD and it saw the American presence in Iraq as an occupation, so 
why should it back down now?”8

It would be wrong to say that the new public sphere went on as 
before, however. The Arab public is extraordinarily self-conscious, 
and there was a powerful and urgent self-critique of the news coverage 
and of Arab public opinion in general. As Khaled al-Haroub noted, 
the Arab criticism of the satellite television networks was, if anything, 
more intense and more hostile than the criticism from the West.82 
Prompted not only by American allegations of bias and incitement, but 
also by the rage expressed by many Iraqis toward their erstwhile Arab 
supporters and by the dissatisfaction of many Arab elites with their 
coverage of Iraq, the Arab public sphere looked inward. The launch 
of the American satellite station al-Hurra in February 2004 sparked 
another (rather more self-satisfied) round of reflection and discussion 
of the Arab media’s strengths and weaknesses.

In the face of intense American and internal Arab criticism, al-
Jazeera took the unusual step of establishing an honor code to govern 
its programming. Program after program on al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya 
dissected the performance of the Arab media during and after the war, 
with fierce critics of al-Jazeera routinely invited onto that station’s pro-
grams to present their case. In a typical move, Faisal al-Qassem invited 
one of his own fiercest critics, Shaker al-Nabulsi, onto his program to 
present his criticisms. Opinion pages of Arab newspapers filled with 
ruminations on the quality of the Arab media and the validity of the 
critiques. These intense internal debates are, ironically, powerful evi-
dence of its own existence as a public sphere: self-referential, self-criti-
cal, and aware of its role in the Arab political system.
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In a July 7, 2004, episode of Open Dialogue tied to the second 
annual al-Jazeera Media Forum, Ghassan bin Jadu brought together 
prominent critics and defenders of the new Arab media to discuss 
these questions: “What is the dividing line between the media function 
and propaganda?” asked bin Jadu, and “Had the Arab media crossed 
that line? Has our Arab media discourse erred in overemphasizing na-
tionalist or ideological dimensions or political over professional ones 
or objectivity or credibility? Has propaganda triumphed over profes-
sionalism. . . . Or are the criticisms themselves only propaganda from 
the outside?” Al-Hayat journalist Hazem al-Amin complained that 
“during the war we all contributed in the Arab media to deceiving 
viewers with dreams which led to the state of general Arab frustration 
today. . . . We did not feel our responsibility to the viewers or readers, 
we gave false information which contributed to creating a general at-
mosphere which continues to have implications.” Bin Jadu objected to 
Amin’s accusations: “When you accuse the Arab media of distortion 
this is a great problem, as if it were an intelligence agency or a political 
one or a propaganda organ and part of everything that happened, as if 
it were like Mohammed Said al-Sahhaf.”

Most of the guests agreed that the Arab media discourse was pri-
marily inwardly directed rather than addressing the West. Since most 
in the West do not speak Arabic, argued Azzam Tamimi, the Arabic 
language broadcasts could only be really directed to those who speak 
Arabic—wherever they might happen to live. While bin Jadu pointed 
out that Western decision makers followed the Arabic media closely, 
and used it as a window into Arab public opinion, Mahmoud Shimam 
pointed out that Western leaders had other sources of information; 
while the Arab media might have this as a secondary function, its pri-
mary purpose was clearly to address and to inform Arab public opin-
ion. Why, then, did Western leaders object so strenuously to the Arab 
media, asked bin Jadu? Several guests hypothesized that the problem 
was the flow of graphic images from al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya cover-
age of Afghanistan and Iraq into the Western media. But others placed 
the blame on the United States, which insists on controlling the inter-
pretation of world events and the flow of information, and therefore 
“does not want us to have an honest free media.”

Over the course of 2004 the critics of the Arab media stepped up 
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their attacks, reinforcing American accusations of incitement and com-
plicity in the Iraqi chaos. The Saudi newspaper al-Sharq al-Awsat—
along with writers associated with the former Iraqi opposition—stood 
out for the severity of its criticism. Its editor, Tareq Alhomayed, ar-
gued that “our greatest crisis is the Arab media. What al-Jazeera has 
done in its broadcasts from Falluja, alone, is baffling. What we see 
is not reporting but wails and tears. This is not the role of the me-
dia.”83 Daoud Basri accused al-Jazeera of waging a “war of sectarian-
ism and terror.”84 Another Iraqi writer cried out that “the inciting 
media is murdering the dreams of an emerging Iraq.”85 Kuwaiti writer 
Ahmed al-Rubai called on the Gulf Cooperation Council to sign a 
joint declaration “in order to stop media incitement to terrorism and 
murder. It is clear that there are Gulf stations funded by Gulf money 
that specialize in incitement to violence and terrorism and that are 
spreading a culture of killing. . . . These stations celebrate violence in 
Iraq.”86 Mamoun Fandy claimed that there were no real journalists in 
the Arab world, arguing that anyone who thinks that Arab satellite 
television might play a constructive role “is at best deceived and at 
worst a liar or ignorant.”87

And what was the effect of the Arab media? Abd al-Bari Atwan wor-
ried that its newfound independence from oppressive state censorship 
might be one of the first casualties of the American concerns, which 
would be an ironic and depressing outcome of a campaign allegedly 
fought in the name of spreading democracy.88 Al-Jazeera struggled to 
meet the intensely competing demands of its American critics, both 
directly and through indirect pressure on the Qatari government, its 
vocal Arab critics, and its mass audience. Its honor code, issued in the 
spring of 2004, aimed at deflecting attacks on its “professionalism,” 
although such a document alone did little to assuage its critics. Its cov-
erage of Iraq became somewhat more cautious, although it is difficult 
to know the extent to which this reflected a response to pressure or its 
own reflection on its political role. In 2005 reports began to circulate 
that al-Jazeera would be privatized, allegedly under American pres-
sure, which many feared would lead to the silencing of the station un-
der a new (presumably Saudi) ownership. Al-Arabiya, for its part, over 
the course of 2004 aligned itself closely with the Allawi interim gov-
ernment (including airing an extremely positive documentary about 
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Allawi shortly before the Iraqi elections and airing a large number of 
his campaign commercials) and a general pro-American agenda, to 
increasingly positive reviews in the West (Shapiro 2005).

And so the debate raged. For its defenders, al-Jazeera and the other 
satellite stations continued to widen the margin of freedom in Arab 
discourse, to challenge Western hegemony in the media sphere, and to 
inform and mobilize the Arab public. Others pointed to the failures of 
the American media during the war, and defended the Arab media’s 
performance as standing up rather well by comparison. But above all, 
the Arab public sphere continued to engage with Iraq as Arabs deeply 
concerned with the future of that country and of the Arab world.

The Arab Public Sphere Beyond Iraq

There is little in this book to support hysterical claims that al-Jazeera 
was “Jihad TV” or “killers with cameras,” actively collaborating with 
insurgents.89 The Arab public sphere’s engagement with Iraq was far 
more ambiguous and conflicted than its broad-brush caricatures 
would suggest. There was genuine disagreement, open argument, and 
at key moments profound uncertainty about how to interpret events 
and about the appropriate “Arab” response. But what about the Arab 
media beyond Iraq? What about its coverage of Palestine, of Osama bin 
Laden and the war on terror, of political reforms, of America? What is 
its wider significance to the dynamics of Arab politics? Has it reached 
its limits, and as such demonstrated wider structural problems with 
international public spheres? In this concluding section, I touch on 
several of these questions and argue for the potentially positive role of 
the new Arab public sphere.

Even at the height of the criticism and self-criticism of the Arab 
media, even during the most difficult days of the insurgency in Iraq, 
al-Jazeera and the rest of the new Arab public remained the premiere 
site for reformist discourse in the Arab world. The simple fact that 
the most widely viewed television stations in the Arab world dedi-
cated themselves urgently to criticizing the repressive status quo and 
demanding fundamental change cannot be overemphasized. The pe-
riod of the run-up to the Iraq war, the war itself, and the immedi-
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ate aftermath was perhaps the least reform-oriented in the history of 
this new Arab public. Rather than immediately sparking a discussion 
about democratic reform, the invasion of Iraq sparked intense suspi-
cion and fear of the United States, and drove reform and democracy 
temporarily off the public agenda. But the intense demand for internal 
reform was deeply central to the identity and the agenda of the new 
Arab public, regardless of American policies. Over the course of 2004, 
the op-ed pages of al-Hayat and al-Sharq al-Awsat and a dozen other 
Arab newspapers, just like the talk shows of al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya 
and a half-dozen other satellite television stations, filled with debates 
about the pros and cons of particular reform proposals. Most Arab 
arguments insisted on distance from the American reform promotion 
agenda, with a typical formulation being something along the lines of 
“we need to change, even if the Americans say so.”

Al-Jazeera remained the cutting edge of reform talk. As early as 
September 30, 2003, Faisal al-Qassem stepped away from Iraq to ex-
amine “political and governmental reforms in the Arab states,” asking 
specifically whether the Arab states were sincere in their recent public 
calls for such reform; in the accompanying online poll, 84 percent of 
al-Jazeera viewers said that the Arab regimes were not sincere, and not 
capable of reforming themselves. By the winter of 2003, the Arab pub-
lic sphere had returned with a vengeance to the question of reform. 
Most notably, on December 6, Ghassan bin Jadu hosted a remarkable 
episode of Open Dialogue on the topic of “political reform in the Arab 
world,” featuring two of the most prominent public intellectuals in the 
Arab world, Saad Eddin Ibrahim and Fahmy Huwaydi.

American reform programs, from the still-born Greater Middle 
East Initiative to the 2004 “Forum for the Future,” sparked end-
less rounds of debate. On February 20, 2004, Sami Haddad hosted 
American conservative Patrick Clawson, radical Arabist Muta Safadi, 
liberal human rights activist Haytham Muttaa, and Islamist Abd al-
Wahhab al-Affendi to discuss the Greater Middle East Initiative. A 
week later, Ghassan bin Jadu hosted a discussion of “calls for change 
in the Arab world,” featuring (among others) former Iraqi dissident 
and now official in an American democracy promotion program 
Layth Kubba. Four different programs in March discussed the abor-
tive Tunis Arab summit to discuss these American proposals. The 
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G-8 summit in June dedicated to pushing Arab reform similarly gen-
erated great interest. In late September, Ahmed Mansour hosted a 
program about “American demands on the Arab states” that featured 
highly skeptical views about American intentions: “imposing Ameri-
can values on the Middle East,” “Arab oil and American economic 
hegemony,” “the invasion of Iraq and serving Israeli interests” were 
among the main topics discussed. But six weeks later (November 5), 
after the reelection of George W. Bush, Sami Haddad hosted a fasci-
nating discussion between the leading Arabist journalists Abd al-Bari 
Atwan, the deputy director of Egypt’s Al-Ahram Center Mohammed 
el-Sayid Sa’id, and the prominent American neo-conservative strate-
gist Reuel Gerecht.

While American initiatives received considerable attention and 
publicity in the new Arab public, the impetus toward reform came 
very much from within. Al-Jazeera, and much of the rest of the new 
public, explicitly cast Arab leaders and Arab governments as obstacles 
rather than as allies in the pursuit of Arab interests and Arab iden-
tity. Consider some representative al-Jazeera programs between the 
spring of 2004 and early 2005: “corruption and unemployment in the 
Arab world” (April 29); “reform projects and the Arab position toward 
them” (May 4); “Arab prisons” (May 8, after Abu Ghraib); “the future 
of reform projects” (May 25); “reform in the Arab world” (interview 
with Israeli Arab leader Azmi Bishara, June 4); “corruption in Arab 
countries” (September 25); “the reality of change in Arab countries” 
(December 4); “Arab elections” (December 7); “The Great Leader” 
(mocking Arab cults of personality, December 2); “the Arab future 
and the issue of reform” (January , 2005); “dangers that threaten free-
dom of opinion in the world” (January 2); “religious and intellectual 
freedom” (with Yusuf al-Qaradawi, January 30). When George W. 
Bush indicated that he had been inspired by a book by Natan Sharan-
sky, a former dissident and now Israeli politician, al-Jazeera responded 
by interviewing Sharansky about his book and how it might apply to 
the Arab world (January 27).

In short, al-Jazeera and the new Arab public have been consistently 
and forcefully insistent on discussing reform in the Arab world, put-
ting almost every issue—social, economic, cultural, political—and ev-
ery regime under fierce public scrutiny.
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Kefaya: The New Arab Public Moves

The Kefaya movement, which galvanized Egyptian politics with a 
series of increasingly bold public demonstrations against extending 
Hosni Mubarak’ regime for a fifth term, can be seen as the quintes-
sential expression of this new Arab public. Composed of a diverse 
coalition of oppositional movements—from new Islamists (the lead-
ing figures of the al-Wasat party), liberals (Ayman Nour), Nasserists, 
and Arabists—the Kefaya movement revolved around a core demand 
for change from below. Its slogan of “enough” articulated exactly the 
frustrations of the new Arab public described in this book: enough 
weakness, enough apathy, enough impotence, enough corruption. 
The Kefaya movement expertly worked with the new Arab media, es-
pecially al-Jazeera (where many of its leading figures had long been 
regular guests). It maintained a popular Web site, which laid out the 
movement’s agenda, reproduced articles and analysis from around the 
Arab media, and announced future protests and demands. Beginning 
in 2003, the movement’s demands for change focused on the 2005 
presidential referendum, in which Hosni Mubarak looked set either to 
stand for a fifth term or hand off power to his son Gamal.

The roots of the Kefaya movement lay in precisely the contentious 
politics described in this book. Its organizers began to form into a 
network, and to develop their approach to demonstrations, through 
engagement in the protests against the sanctions on Iraq and the Pal-
estinian uprising in the late 990s. The first identifiable Kefaya protest 
came in March 2003, when a protest against the invasion of Iraq turned 
into an unprecedented anti-Mubarak demonstration.90 Kefaya’s narra-
tive was that of the new Arab public, a restless, impatient demand for 
an end to the exhausted, incompetent Arab order combined with a 
fierce resentment of American foreign policy. Their modus operandi 
was television-friendly protests, at first quite small but soon escalating 
into larger and more dramatic demonstrations and spreading out of 
Cairo into the provinces. And their arguments clearly resonated with 
the wider Arab public: in a late February 2005 online al-Jazeera poll, 
over 90 percent of respondents opposed a fifth term for Mubarak.

In 2004, Ayman Nour, the leader of the new opposition party Hizb 
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al-Ghad, was arrested on the floor of the Egyptian parliament and his 
immunity from prosecution stripped on a technicality. Nour’s arrest 
became a cause célèbre in the West and the Arab media alike. The Arab 
media, including al-Jazeera and to a lesser extent al-Arabiya, covered 
it heavily, keeping a steady focus on Egyptian political repression and 
giving a regular platform to Kefaya activists. These stations sent cam-
eras to even the smallest early protests, magnifying their presence and 
legitimating their demands as part of the wider Arab agenda. Ameri-
cans also took note, and in 2005 Condoleeza Rice bluntly informed 
the Egyptian regime of the need to release Nour and to begin political 
reforms. Shortly thereafter, Nour was released (though he still faced 
charges), and then Mubarak stunned the Egyptian political world by 
announcing his decision to change article 76 of the constitution and 
allow multiparty presidential elections.

While this was claimed as a success of American diplomacy, or even 
as a positive spinoff of the Iraqi war, most Egyptians saw it as a triumph 
for the new Arab public, which had been demanding exactly such 
changes for years. The Kefaya movement strongly opposed American 
foreign policy, including the occupation of Iraq, and pointedly rejected 
any relationship with the American embassy. Even Ayman Nour com-
plained of being tarred by association with the United States and insis-
tently distanced his party from the American reform agenda.9

The Kefaya movement demonstrates both the strengths and the 
limitations of the new Arab public. The combination of a focused, 
courageous, and dedicated domestic social movement with the mag-
nifying power of the new Arab media proved capable of transforming 
the political environment. Kefaya pointed a way toward overcoming 
the inherent limitations of the weak Arab public sphere, by adding the 
hard organizational and mobilizational work on the ground that the 
media alone could not offer. Multiparty presidential elections and the 
constitutional change were not small developments. The simple fact of 
ongoing, regular political demonstrations and protests aimed inward-
ly rather than at Iraq or Palestine revolutionized the political balance. 
On the other hand, the limits on this change were painfully apparent. 
Kefaya demonstrations faced continuing repression and harassment, 
and as the months went on experienced ever-greater physical risks at 
the hands of security forces. Ayman Nour and Hizb al-Ghad, like all 
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other opposition parties, were subjected to legal and extralegal ha-
rassment, and no observer seriously doubted that Mubarak’s National 
Democratic Party would dominate whatever elections were held. The 
government arrested hundreds of members of the still-banned Mus-
lim Brotherhood, including its most popular leader, Essam el-Erian. 
When terrorism against tourists reared its ugly head, with attacks in 
Khan al-Khalil in April and against several tourist sites in May, many 
Kefaya activists worried that the government would take the excuse 
of terrorism to clamp down on what new tolerance existed. During 
the national referendum over changing the Constitution on May 25, 
regime thugs brutally attacked opposition protestors, singling out 
women for abuse.

The new Arab public moved throughout the Arab world in the 
spring of 2005, with mixed results. Probably the most visible of these 
movements came from the “Cedar Revolution” in Lebanon, after the 
assassination of former prime minister Rafik Hariri. In the aftermath of 
his murder, vast crowds appeared seemingly spontaneously demanding 
a full investigation. Their demands soon extended to the withdrawal of 
Syrian troops, a goal achieved by the end of April. These protests dem-
onstrated phenomenal media savvy, playing to the television cameras 
and carefully “branding” the social movement to highlight its youthful-
ness, idealism, and attractiveness. The Arab media again proved vital 
to the success of the movement, directly conveying the excitement and 
drama of those crowds to a vast Arab audience. When Bashar al-Asad, 
president of Syria, complained that the Arab media was exaggerating 
the size of the protests and demanded that the cameras “zoom out” to 
reveal their true size, the protestors enthusiastically embraced his de-
mand, turning “zoom out” into their own frequently chanted demand. 
The protestors tapped in to the primal Arabist narrative—of a popular 
movement for change against an oppressive status quo—even as they 
won over American audiences attracted to their idealistic rhetoric (and 
attractive young Lebanese girls). In an online al-Jazeera survey, over 80 
percent of respondents sided with the Lebanese protestors, rejecting 
Syrian claims to be an embattled, targeted Arab state. Still, when He-
zbollah mounted a massive counter-rally in central Beirut, al-Jazeera 
and the Arab media covered it on equal terms, which complicated any 
simple narrative of a united Lebanese public opinion.
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Beyond Egypt and Lebanon, stirrings of this new Arab pub-
lic could be seen, albeit less dramatically. The Jordanian opposition 
pushed back fiercely against plans by the government of Faisal al-
Fayez to restrict the political activities of the professional associa-
tions. Clearly learning from the Lebanese and Egyptian experiences, 
Jordanian activists pointedly flew the national flag and tried to ensure 
coverage on al-Jazeera and the other satellite stations. The Jordanian 
government proved equally sensitive to those lessons, taking special 
efforts to bar satellite television coverage of the protests. In early April, 
King Abdullah replaced Fayez’s government with the “reformist” Ad-
nan Badran, at least in part in an attempt to prevent these domestic 
disturbances from getting out of hand. Bahrain similarly witnessed a 
series of remarkable demonstrations, including a series of heavily cov-
ered protests over the arrest of a human rights campaigner and other 
demonstrations demanding constitutional reforms. In all, the ferment 
of Arab politics in these months—dubbed an “Arab spring” by many 
onlookers—had less to do with Iraq than with this gathering force of 
the new Arab public.

Beyond Politics: Popular Entertainment and the Culture Wars

This book has focused on the political dimension of the new Arab me-
dia. It is worth mentioning, at least in passing, one other important 
component of this new Arab media: a cultural revolution sparked by 
popular entertainment. Alongside the news and politics stations on the 
satellite television packages are a wide range of popular entertainment 
stations. These stations make Western and Arab movies, television se-
rials and soap operas, and other kinds of entertainment programming 
widely available. While there have been few studies to date of its ef-
fects, it seems potentially important that Arab viewers now have such 
ready access to everything from Friends to the National Basketball As-
sociation to Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

One of the most popular formats on these entertainment stations 
has been reality television, and indeed anything that includes a par-
ticipatory, interactive component. An Arabic version of Who Wants 
to Be a Millionaire? proved wildly popular for a time, and indeed was 
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aired directly opposite Faisal al-Qassem’s The Opposite Direction in 
an evident attempt to take away some of his audience. Even more 
popular have been music competition programs such as Super Star 
and Star Academy, which featured live contests between singers from 
all over the Arab world where voters could phone in their choices to 
determine the outcome. These programs contributed to the growing 
sense of shared Arab identity, even as singers emerged as the “na-
tional” champions of particular Arab countries: Moammar Qaddafi 
called in to one program to cheer on a Libyan finalist, for example. 
The Saudi government banned the use of cell phones for voting on 
Star Academy in January 2005, declaring it an un-Islamic activity, but 
this did not prevent a Saudi contestant from winning that year’s con-
test (he was later arrested by the Saudi morality police for spreading 
corruption when he was mobbed by adoring female fans at a shop-
ping mall). And in 2004, MBC was forced to end production of an 
Arabic version of Big Brother by Islamist protests in Bahrain, where 
it was being filmed.

Finally, music video clips have emerged as a particularly hotly 
contested cultural form in recent years. Music videos featuring ag-
gressively sexy young musicians such as Nancy Ajram, Haifa Wehbi, 
Ruby, and Elissa aired on a growing number of satellite television 
stations to great effect. As these young singers, with their skimpy 
clothes and provocative lyrics, rose to cultural prominence, they 
sparked a growing backlash. In January 2005, Kuwait’s minister of 
information was driven from office, in part because of Islamist anger 
at his permitting these singers to perform in the country; a similar 
controversy had hit Bahrain the previous year. A lawsuit was filed 
in the UAE in February 2005 against a satellite television station 
for airing music videos that clashed with Islamic values. In March 
2005, Egyptians protested against overly erotic music videos, while 
the Egyptian government banned several of them from the airwaves. 
When Shaaban Abd al-Rahim, who came to be seen as “voice of the 
Arab street” with his incendiary political hits such as “I Hate Israel” 
and “Attack on Iraq,” came out with a video endorsing the re-elec-
tion of Hosni Mubarak in April 2005, political observers had to take 
his influence (and his acumen in reading the popular mood) seri-
ously indeed.
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Some Final Lessons

The Lessons of Iraq

The experience of Iraq has hardly been a positive one for the Arab 
world. But in one important way, the Arab public sphere’s intense focus 
on Iraq offers real promise. In both 200 and 2002, roughly one-third 
of all al-Jazeera talk shows focused on Palestine; in 2003, almost 45 
percent focused instead upon Iraq. Almost all Arabs agree about Pales-
tine, meaning that these talk shows almost always reinforced an exist-
ing consensus—but in an area where positive progress seems unlikely.

Iraq, as this book has demonstrated, has been an issue that brings 
out the most intense disagreements in the Arab public sphere. Rather 
than a firm consensus, the arguments over Iraq have revealed uncer-
tainties, disagreements, and a multiplicity of perspectives—all within 
the same self-defined Arab identity. Arguing over Iraq may be ugly, 
but the very intensity of these arguments suggests an openness to dis-
agreement and to public argument. And, while at the time of writing 
it may seem unlikely, events in Iraq could well develop in a more posi-
tive direction, allowing the Arab public sphere to participate in a more 
constructive manner than in Palestine. The January 2005 elections, 
for example, generated mostly positive coverage, and rare optimistic 
views from a generally deeply worried Arab public.

Expectations of a “democratic domino effect,” as Iraqi freedom 
spills over into neighboring countries, have been vastly overstated; if 
anything, the chaos and horrors of Iraq have acted as a sobering ex-
ample of the risks of change. But since most of the new Arab public 
demands reform for their own reasons, not because of American in-
terests or American pressure, the very act of arguing about Iraq could 
help to increase the pressures on Arab regimes to respond . . . espe-
cially if the United States proves willing to hold its own allied regimes, 
such as Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, accountable to its own liber-
alizing rhetoric.

A Real Public Sphere . . . The new Arab public sphere is a genu-
ine public sphere, characterized by self-conscious, open, and conten-
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tious political argument before a vast but discrete audience. Al-Jazeera 
call-in shows were particularly distinctive in this regard, as almost any 
voices could potentially be heard and individuals were placed into un-
scripted, uncensored dialogue over which hosts could exercise only 
some control. Al-Jazeera was only one part of this evolving public 
sphere, however, as competing television stations, the press, and the 
Internet offered a plethora of platforms for these public arguments.

These public arguments are plainly consequential, shaping not only 
political attitudes but also conceptions of political identity and the 
strategies of all political actors. Reform has been a consistent obses-
sion of this new public, a constant topic of intense public argument in 
the op-ed pages and on the talk shows.

. . . But a Weak Public The Arab public sphere remains cut off 
from any viable means of directly influencing policy outcomes. This 
generates frustration and anger, but also offers a curious empower-
ment. By virtue of not being beholden to states, the Arab public sphere 
has the opportunity to construct a more reasoned and authentic public 
opinion, which can in turn challenge the political status quo. But such 
freedom can also lead to an absence of accountability, encouraging 
dramatic declarations of principle over pragmatic discussion of com-
peting alternative policies.

A Populist Public or a Liberal Public? Vocal criticism by some 
Arab liberals highlights the very real possibility that even as the Arab 
public gains visibility and influence it may have decidedly nonliberal 
characteristics. The emphasis on identity—and particularly on a nar-
rative of collective suffering and disenfranchisement—runs counter to 
liberal presuppositions. The political impact of the new Arab public 
sphere rests heavily, I would argue, on whether it evolves in a liberal or 
a populist direction.

Prior to the invasion and occupation of Iraq, most signs pointed 
toward a liberal evolution, as the new Arab public challenged the re-
pressive status quo, demanding reform and action and accountability. 
Rather than spurring democratization in the region, as some Ameri-
cans had hoped, the occupation of Iraq has undermined the liberal 
qualities of the Arab public sphere and strengthened its populism. This 
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could stand as one of the greatest unrecognized tragedies of the war. 
But even here, the urgent imperative toward open dialogue and the 
celebration of disagreement mitigate against any notion that al-Jazeera 
and the new Arab public simply celebrate a “competing authoritarian-
ism” (Rubin 2002). As noted in chapter 2, this celebration of argument 
and internal publicity offers a frank challenge to Osama bin Laden 
and al-Qaeda, just as it challenges Arab dictators and American for-
eign policy. The new Arab public will not soon lose its populism: its 
celebration of Arab identity, its confrontational attitudes toward the 
West, its support for Arab causes in Palestine and elsewhere, its caustic 
dismissiveness toward Arab rulers. But such populism is not in itself 
incompatible with progressive change.

A Call for Dialogue

Many supporters of the invasion of Iraq agreed with Reuel Gerecht 
that a show of American power in Iraq would increase respect for the 
United States. A key element of the neo-conservative argument for war 
rested on the belief that Arabs respected force, not reason, and—oddly 
adopting the analysis of Osama bin Laden—would flock to “the stron-
ger horse.” This has not happened. The invasion and occupation of 
Iraq generated enormously greater anti-American sentiment through-
out the Middle East. Rather than dealing a decisive blow against Is-
lamist extremism, it seems to have significantly encouraged its spread 
and strengthened al-Qaeda and its sympathizers. And rather than of-
fering a decisive demonstration of an irresistible American power, the 
occupation of Iraq has shown Arabs an unpopular, ineffective, and il-
legitimate occupying power, one increasingly equated with the hated 
Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza.

The new Arab public sphere offers an unprecedented platform for 
an Arab public opinion deeply critical of the authoritarian status quo. 
The urgent calls for reform and insistent critique of the Arab status 
quo in much of the new Arab media accords well with American 
hopes for the region. Given the intense interest al-Jazeera had always 
shown in democratic reform, an eventual transition to democracy in 
Iraq would likely receive positive coverage in the Arab public sphere. 
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The chaos and insecurity of post-war Iraq, particularly when viewed 
through the lens of the intense pre-war fears and antagonisms, pushed 
coverage and commentary in a more critical direction, however. The 
hope that America might change the Arab world through the “dem-
onstration effect” of an occupied Iraq was deeply misguided. I would 
like to conclude this book by arguing for a very different approach to 
the new Arab public.

The Bush administration’s approach to the Arab public sphere 
treated it as either an enemy to be defeated (in a “war of ideas”) or as 
an object to be manipulated (via public relations). Between its harsh 
attacks on the Arab satellite stations and its decision to launch an Ar-
abic language satellite television station (al-Hurra) in order to have 
its own (controllable) voice in the Arab arena, American policy has 
seemed designed to marginalize and weaken the Arab public sphere as 
an effective political voice. But these policies have largely failed. Anti-
American attitudes have skyrocketed, al-Hurra has failed to capture an 
audience, and Arab public opinion remains suspicious.

Given the urgency of fighting effectively against radicalism in the 
struggle against terror, these failures offer a powerful incentive to con-
template a real dialogue with the Arab public sphere. The most effective 
approach would be for the United States to enter more directly into the 
Arab public sphere and to engage with it as a public sphere, relying on 
reasoned argument rather than power (Lynch 2003a; Eickelman 2002). 
Instead of pressuring al-Jazeera, the United States should embrace the 
opportunity it offers to reach a vast Arab audience preconditioned to 
yearn for change. Instead of wasting vast sums of money on a satellite 
television station nobody watches, the United States should enter the 
Arab public sphere as it really exists.

This would not offer a miracle solution to the problems of the 
Middle East. But it would hold out the unique opportunity for the 
United States to align itself with a new Arab public that in many ways 
wants the same things America claims to want. Opinionated, well-in-
formed, and proud of their identity, these Arabs tend to be offended 
by American propaganda and highly suspicious of American motives. 
But at the same time they overwhelmingly support demands for com-
prehensive reforms in the Arab world, and have little patience for the 
entrenched, repressive status quo. By treating them as enemies, the 
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United States not only risks losing a powerful potential ally for change, 
but also pushes these influential voices into a hostile camp. These Arab 
voices oppose key American policies in the Middle East, particularly 
with regard to Israel and Iraq. Dialogue is unlikely to change this in 
the near term.

But opposition to American policies should not be equated with 
irrational “anti-Americanism,” nor should rationally articulated op-
position be dismissed as “extremism.” The new Arab public is open to 
argument and committed to public debate. If the United States proves 
willing to engage seriously with the new Arab public sphere, changing 
policies where appropriate, that public could prove receptive. Such real 
dialogue with the new Arab public offers a route toward a coalition for 
moderation and for genuine progressive change in the Arab world.
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