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Abstract  

This thesis analyses the content of three Arab satellite television talk shows 

and their reception by women in Jordan. It aims to assess the role of talk shows in 

the Arab public sphere by engaging with different conceptualisations and 

criticisms of the public sphere theory, starting with Habermas’ (1989) influential 

work. The thesis argues that once the criticisms of the criteria that underpin 

Habermas’ original theory are taken into consideration, and alternative 

conceptualisations by different traditions of democratic theory are considered, 

contemporary popular media genres like talk shows can be re-evaluated for their 

role in the public sphere. The thesis aligns itself with conceptualisations of the 

public sphere as an on-going and continuous process, rather than a concluded 

state, and argues through the analysis that this process transpires and continues 

in different contexts, within and beyond the media. Through its theoretical and 

empirical engagement, the thesis hopes to contribute to research on Arab 

television genres and its audiences, and their implications for investigations of the 

Arab public sphere. The thesis employs a multi-method approach to analyse the 

three talk shows – Kalam Nawaem [Soft talk], Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed [In Bold 

Red] and Sireh Winfatahet [An Open Case] – and their audiences as two contexts 

where engagements with the public sphere continually take place. First, it uses 

thematic analysis to examine the content of the talk shows in terms of the issues 

they discuss and their relation to the Arab public sphere. Second, it also uses 

formal analysis to examine the structural features of the shows in order to 

demonstrate how these aspects collaborate to further shape the function of these 

shows in the public sphere. Third, the thesis analyses the audience research 

conducted through focus groups with women in Jordan, in order to study 

audiences’ perceptions of these shows and their role in the public sphere. The 

thesis proposes different ways in which these shows’ discussions can be 

consequential to the Arab public sphere, and the ways in which these 

transnational shows and discussions are watched and deciphered by audiences at 

a national level. Finally, the thesis reflects back on what it has achieved, its 

methodological limitations and alternatives, as well as future work that can be 

pursued on this topic.    

Key words: Talk shows – audiences – public sphere – women – Jordan – Arab 
Television  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

Since the late 20th century onwards, Arab media have attracted the 

attention of many scholars. The reasons for this surge of interest have been 

manifold; from technological developments such as the advent of satellite 

television that expanded the reach of television signals and thoroughly 

transformed the Arab broadcasting landscape, to the various regional and 

international political developments that have been increasingly covered, 

sometimes exclusively, by Arab media. Most of the analysis of Arab media has 

been focused on broadcast media and, within this, on television news genres and 

the reporting of political developments, focusing extensively on Al-Jazeera and 

other Arab and western news channels including the BBC, and heavily on the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict or the Iraq war (Karetzky & Frankel, 1989; El-Nawawy & 

Iskander, 2002; Philo & Berry, 2004, 2011; Miles, 2005; Zayani, 2005; Rinnawi, 

2006; Zayani & Ayish, 2006; Samuel-Azran, 2010). Yet, these news genres and 

channels are only a fraction of the 350 or more Arab television channels broadcast 

via satellite. As elsewhere in the world, the majority of Arab television 

programming consists of various entertainment shows and programmes that enjoy 

large audiences across the region – generally much larger than news genres. 

Especially in recent years, Arab media researchers have increasingly started 

paying attention to entertainment genres, and acknowledging the key role they 

play in Arab politics and culture. Arab drama serials have been examined in terms 

of their political nature and representation of conflicts between the West and the 

(Middle) East (Al-shetawi, 1987), and in ethnographic studies of their female 

audiences in Egypt (Abu-Lughod, 2005) and producers in Syria (Salamandra, 

2005). Other scholars have examined the domination of the new phenomenon of 

Turkish drama serials (Buccianti, 2010; Salamandra, 2012; Kraidy & Al-Ghazzi, 

2013), as well as the controversial ascendency of reality television programmes 

and the politics that plays out on them (Kraidy, 2007; 2010). Moreover, game 

shows have also been examined in the comparative study of Who Wants to be a 

Millionaire in seven countries across the world, including Saudi Arabia and Israel 

from the Middle East (Hetsroni, 2004).  

Still, there remains much more research to be conducted on Arab popular 

television, particularly in relation to other genres that remain neglected, as well as 
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Arab audiences whose experiences of media consumption remain largely 

marginalised to research. Arab talk shows, in particular, feature prominently on 

Arab satellite television yet they remain largely unexamined. This study takes 

these patterns of research and the gaps identified as its initial provocation, and 

aims to contribute to the growing literature on Arab television genres, focusing on 

talk shows, and Arab audience research, taking Jordan as a case study. To start 

with, the thesis engages with key questions that are of crucial importance to the 

function and content of these shows, such as: What kind of topics and discussions 

occur on these shows, and what is the significance of their discussion? Where are 

these shows produced, broadcast and consumed, and whom do they target as 

their main audience? How do audiences perceive these shows? And why are 

these shows significant to research within the broader fields of media and cultural 

studies? These are some of the key questions that need to be explored first when 

attempting to understand the presence and significance of talk shows on Arab 

satellite television, and which this research project deals with at different points of 

this thesis.  

Beyond these general questions, however, the key aim of the thesis is to 

examine Arab talk shows in relation to theories of the public sphere in order to 

investigate and assess their role and value for public debate in the Arab world. To 

that end, the thesis engages with key scholarly discussions about the public 

sphere, including discussions about its definition, scope and scale (e.g., where 

should we look for the public sphere, and should we talk about a public sphere in 

singular or public spheres in plural), its limits and its participants (e.g., which 

debates qualify as public, which participants are included and who is excluded) as 

well as the criteria that make a discussion public (e.g., is a passionate, emotional 

debate still a public debate?). This engagement relies on a critical review of 

scholarly literature on the public sphere, ranging from the seminal work of 

Habermas (1989) to the influential criticisms formulated by Fraser (1990), Ferree 

et al. (2002) and others. The thesis then continues to address the more specific 

research questions in the analysis chapters, which include: What is the role of talk 

shows in the Arab public sphere? What is the relationship between the gendered 

nature of Arab talk shows, their female audiences, and the Arab public sphere? 

What is the nature of the discussions that occur on these shows and among 
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audiences in relation to the criteria identified in different models of the public 

sphere? 

The original contribution of this thesis is therefore threefold. First, and at the 

most basic level, the thesis contributes to existing Arab media research by 

examining a media genre that has hitherto received little attention, and by 

combining the analysis of media texts with an analysis of its audience reception – 

another neglected dimension in available Arab media research. Second, it takes 

off from the previous work of media scholars to assess the role of the mass media 

in undermining or contributing to the public sphere, and does so by focusing 

specifically on examining talk shows in the Arab context. The vast majority of 

existing work on the public sphere remains limited to the Western world, and when 

non-Western cases are discussed, these are typically focused on information 

genres rather than popular entertainment. This is certainly true for existing 

research on Arab media, where popular entertainment genres such as talk shows 

have so far received limited attention, and have not yet been fully examined from 

the point of view of the public sphere. Third, the thesis also engages with 

audience research to explore the role and participation of members of the general 

public beyond the confines of the mediated platforms themselves, as citizens and 

viewers of these shows, in order to explore their roles in the public sphere. By 

doing this, the thesis hopes to bring an added dimension to previous work on the 

mass media and theories of the public sphere, many of which are media-centric. 

The project attempts to acknowledge the fact that public discussions of various 

issues extend beyond media platforms and continue differently and uniquely 

among the audiences themselves. This thesis therefore examines talk shows as 

“sites of mediation, not creation” as others in the past have argued. In other words, 

it deals with the public sphere as a continuous process which takes place within 

media platforms and beyond amongst audiences (Dajani, 2010).  

Earlier investigations of talk shows in the West, particularly in Britain and 

America, have been concerned with the somehow ‘insufficient’ public nature of 

these shows, namely with the fact that their content, which often stems from and 

exposes personal (and often private) issues, frequently offended the sense of 

public decency or was simply unworthy of public discussion. To assess the 

broader value of such talk, commentators regularly drew on the literature on the 
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public sphere. Two main approaches to the issue can be discerned in these early 

debates about talk shows, with some expressing concern for the consequences of 

divulging private and personal experiences, while others expressing hope for the 

potential of these shows to provide platforms of increased representation and 

participation within public life. Livingstone (1994:1), for example, asks: “What is 

the significance of conversations held in public spaces?”, “Is open access 

programming a democratic opening up of elite broadcasting practices or just a 

new form of cheap entertainment?.” The unique format of these shows as public 

platforms, reliant on the active participation and discussion of different members of 

society over various personal, social and cultural issues, has opened up debates 

across different fields and disciplines about the public sphere and mass media.  

This research project takes off and develops its theoretical grounds from 

these earlier debates about the public role of talk shows in the West and from the 

wider literature on the public sphere, in order to examine the broader value and 

consequences of Arab talk shows and their audience reception within the Arab 

public sphere. Valuable research has also been conducted on Arab public spheres 

(Ayish, 2008; Lynch, 1999 & 2003; Eickelman & Anderson, 2003), which this 

research also relies on. The thesis adds to the set of key questions asked 

previously in relation to talk shows and their relationship to the public sphere: 

What is the significance of the choice of issues and discussions that occur on Arab 

television talk shows, and what is the significance of them being held on a public 

platform? Who is participating on, and engaging with, these shows? Why are 

these shows popular within the broader Arab region and cultural context? Can 

these shows be perceived as democratising platforms that open up public debate? 

How are the discussions taking place? And accordingly, what can be concluded of 

these shows’ role within the Arab public sphere, when examined in relation to 

theories of the public sphere?  

Considering that “women's everyday lives and experience have remained 

an under-theorised area in mainstream cultural studies, media studies and 

sociology” (Keightley, 2007: 3), this thesis also aims to contribute to the increasing 

corpus of research that centres on the voices and experiences of women with 

media consumption, highlighting specifically those of Jordanian women. A key 

issue raised in existing literature on both the public sphere and talk shows has 



Page | 15  
 

been their gendered nature. Classic conceptualisations of the public sphere have 

been criticised for being gendered and for conceiving the public sphere in ways 

that excluded women. The majority of talk shows, especially those that have 

attracted most scholarly attention so far, are explicitly aimed at female audiences, 

and their gendered nature is also considered central to the understanding of their 

potential contribution to the public sphere. Due to this, the role of gender features 

prominently in this thesis, and the examination of the gendered nature of the 

public sphere and talk shows is inevitably a central feature of the analysis.  

Jordan was chosen as a specific case study in order to explore the unique 

location and situation of the country generally and in relation to media in 

comparison with the rest of the region. While Jordan, unlike its Middle Eastern 

neighbours, might be a small country with few natural resources, it plays a central 

role within regional political developments in, and relations between, countries of 

the Middle East. It also has a central role in the access and distribution of satellite 

television channels and programmes to the rest of the region. First, Jordan’s 

strategic location is key to its importance and role within regional and international 

politics; it has often played an intermediary role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, it 

is the only country next to Egypt to have signed a peace process with Israel, and it 

is also considered to be one of the key allies of Western countries in the region 

(BBC, 2013). Second, Jordan’s media have always been under heavy control by 

the government and ‘red lines’ are drawn before anything can be said of the 

monarchy, religion, state institutions and leaders (Reporters Without Borders, 

2012, in BBC, 2013). This has led Jordanians to rely on non-Arab media in the 

past and increasingly on pan-Arab satellite television channels in recent years. 

However, while the country’s own media might be mostly state-controlled, Jordan 

launched Jordan Media City (JMC) in 2001, the first private media city in the 

region, which aimed to increase media investments by regional and international 

media industry and operate as a media hub for satellite television broadcasts in 

the region (Jordan Media City, 2012). As a result of the presence of JMC and its 

various broadcasts on the back of poor local television production in Jordan, most 

Jordanians have access to and watch Arab satellite channels and programmes 

produced elsewhere in the region.  
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The status of women in Jordan, who form a significant part of the audience 

of Arab talk shows, is also interesting and unique in some ways with respect to the 

rest of the region. Since the country’s renewed reform mission with King Abdullah 

II’s ascension to the throne in 1999, the status of women has undergone a historic 

transition and improved in many ways. According to a Freedom House report 

issued in 2005, Jordanian women “enjoy equal rights with respect to their 

entitlement to health care, education, political participation and employment” and 

efforts have been taken by the government to increase their appointment and 

representation in government ministries and high-level posts (Freedom House, 

2005, no pagination). Yet they remain disadvantaged in other areas: they are 

“denied equal nationality and citizenship rights with men”, they still face “gender-

based discrimination in Jordan’s family laws and in provision of government 

pensions and social security benefits”, “violence against women remains a serious 

problem” and protection mechanisms for them remain incompetent (ibid.). Since 

many of the Arab talk shows engage with similar issues such as family and gender 

relations, gender equality and different forms of violence in various national and 

regional contexts, and since Jordanians lack adequate national, public and 

mediated platforms where these issues can be discussed, it became both 

interesting and important to examine, as a case study, Jordanian women’s 

reception and consumption of regional pan-Arab talk shows and debates of such 

issues. By combining the analysis of pan-Arab shows and their reception in a 

particular national context, this research project also offers insights into the 

complex and multi-level dynamics of the Arab public sphere, where issues raised 

on transnational television programmes can be relevant to and shared across 

various Arab countries, yet have different understandings and repercussions in 

specific national public debates.  

Furthermore, what this thesis will also argue and demonstrate in its 

examination of the content and reception of the three pan-Arab talk shows Kalam 

Nawaem [Soft Talk], Sireh Wenfatahit [An Open Case] and Ahmar Bel Khat Al 

Areed [In bold Red], is the broader cultural and political significance these shows 

can have, particularly for Arab women. The analysis will reveal, most prominently 

in relation to Kalam Nawaem and the focus groups conducted with women in 

Jordan, an underlying feminist discourse that runs through the shows’ discussions 
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and those of their audiences. This feminist critique provides evidence of the 

development of a more questioning and challenging attitude in the face of 

traditional gender inequalities, and inequalities of power and authority across 

gender divisions in the Middle East more generally, which are given significant 

public recognition on the talk shows’ platforms and encouraged amongst their 

audiences. It is apparent in the ways in which conventions are being queried, 

boundaries negotiated and resisted, and taboos broken and opened up for public 

debate. This feminist discourse is particularly important when considering their 

place within the broader political and cultural changes taking place in the region as 

a result of the Arab Spring events. In fact, the talk shows’ focus on the latter in 

some of their episodes and the focus group participants’ reference to these events 

in their discussion of talk shows reveals a connection and relevance between talk 

shows and their role within the unprecedented political events of the Arab Spring.   

The thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter two provides the 

background and foundation to the rest of the thesis as it discusses many of the 

literature on Arab media landscape and the development of satellite television. It 

highlights the changes which satellite television had brought in terms of new 

media systems and programming, creating a more independent and competitive 

market led by Lebanese and Saudi media and a wide variety of shows including 

talk shows. The chapter briefly examines the literature available on talk shows, 

looking more broadly at literature on American and British talk shows from which 

Arab talk shows were adapted and inspired, and then more closely at the rise of 

Arab talk shows on television. In the last section, the chapter looks at the state of 

different media in Jordan and studies of audience reception, in order to 

contextualise the role of talk shows and the experiences of their reception by 

women in Jordan which this thesis continues to focus on. 

Chapter three moves on to develop and discuss the theoretical framework 

of the study, which is based on theories of the public sphere. The chapter 

engages first with Habermas’ (1989) work on the public sphere, before moving on 

to consider the work of other scholars which stems from various fields of studies, 

including democratic theory, feminist research and cultural studies. It explores how 

scholars within these fields criticise and develop Habermas’ work to provide more 

contemporary and comprehensive understanding of the public spheres, which can 
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make sense of the various channels of communications existing within and 

outside of the media, as well as the various styles of discussions and debates that 

can take place. Second, the chapter looks more closely at studies which have 

analysed talk shows and examines these in relation to public sphere theories, 

particularly in relation to Ferree et al.’s (2002) typology. The chapter then moves 

on to examine the literature available on the Arab public sphere.  

Chapter four explains the methodological framework and questions that 

have guided the collection and analysis of the data. The chapter engages briefly 

with literature on qualitative research methods and moves on to narrate the 

methodological design of the project, the sample chosen, and the analysis 

methods used to analyse the data. The chapter explains the thematic analysis and 

formal analysis that were deployed for the investigation of the talk shows and their 

reception. It also introduces the three talk shows that constitute the main focus of 

the textual analysis part of the project, namely Future TV’s Sireh Winfatahet, 

MBC’s Kalam Nawaem and LBC’s Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, and provides a 

summary of the different focus group and their participants.  

Chapter five examines the content of the three talk shows, Sireh 

Winfatahet, Kalam Nawaem and Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, in relation to the 

different way they contribute to the Arab public sphere. The analysis is organised 

into three sections, each focusing mainly on one particular talk show. It suggests 

and analyses three key types of functions that each of these shows depict in 

relation to the public sphere, which are: expanding participation in existing public 

debates (by involving a wider range of audiences), expanding the boundaries of 

public debate (by introducing new topics), and challenging the accepted style of 

public debate (by allowing and often encouraging alternative discursive practices 

such as emotional expressions). The chapter demonstrates each of these three 

functions through the analysis of different extracts from the shows. 

Chapter six builds on the analysis presented in chapter five by examining 

more closely the formal structures of the talk shows, such as studio-settings and 

the order and development of participation on the shows. It also analyses the 

different types of discussion and rhetorical tools that are deployed on these shows. 

The chapter discusses how, by choosing a particular format or structure for the 
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discussion or by creating a particular studio environment, these shows encourage 

different relationships between the private and the public, and thereby also 

promote different types of public debate. For example in terms of studio settings, 

Kalam Nawaem is explored for its literal blurring of the boundaries between the 

private domains of the home and public spaces, creating this ‘salon-like’ space in 

which women convene to discuss issues of the hour. Sireh Winfatahet reflects its 

interest in engaging with ‘current’ national and regional issues in terms of its 

‘newsroom-like’ studio setting which is possibly inherited from the host’s 

professional background in journalism. Finally, Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed setting as 

well as seating arrangement of the show embodies the confrontational behaviour 

which characterises the show. The chapter continues to examine other elements 

of the shows which reflect the functions of these shows and their meanings for the 

public sphere.  

Chapter seven departs from the analysis of the talk shows and moves on 

to examine their consumption among audiences. What the chapter first seeks to 

achieve is to move on from media-centric conceptualisations of the public sphere, 

to explain how debates on these shows continue beyond the platforms of these 

shows to be further interpreted and negotiated by members of the general public, 

and highlight as such the continuous process of public sphering. Second, it also 

builds on the analysis in chapter five and discusses how audiences perceive these 

shows to be important for public debates in similar ways.  The chapter discusses 

four ways in which talk shows and their debates are perceived to be contributory 

to the public sphere by the audiences. It explores how talk shows are perceived as 

instruments encouraging extended audience participation in the (Arab) public 

sphere; as prompts for challenging and expanding the boundaries of the (Arab) 

public sphere among audiences; the way in which talk shows can also lead to the 

reinstatement of public sphere boundaries among audiences; and finally, the role 

of different factors such as age and gender within family viewing in influencing the 

audiences’ reception of these shows.  
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Chapter Two:  The Arab Media Landscape: A Brief Overview  

 

Introduction  

The term ‘Arab television’ today covers hundreds of public and private 

channels, both the long-established national state-owned channels and the more 

recent transnational pan-Arab ones, which have been established since the 

advent of satellite television in the region in the early 1990s. These last two 

decades in the history of Arab media were marked by a number of changes 

brought by satellite television, not only in the number of television and radio 

channels, but also in media structures, economy and market, as well as the 

relationship between media and politics. Arab media development has usually 

been examined in relation to the political history of the region; military conflicts 

since World War Two are often cited as the main stimulus for the development and 

growth of Arab radio and television in the 1950s, and the Gulf War is seen as an 

incentive for the development and expansion of satellite television since the 1990s 

(Kraidy, 2007: 141). In a region traditionally ruled by authoritarian governments, 

the advent and development of satellite television is often examined in terms of 

the social and political transformations it can bring to traditional relations of 

patronage ownership, licenses and content, and the success of its anticipated goal 

to loosen the grip of governments on media control (Sakr, 2007).  

It is this relationship between Arab satellite television and democratisation 

that is at the centre of attention in much of Arab media research (Tawil-Souri, 

2008), including the project at hand. Furthermore, the changing media landscape 

in the Arab world, and the shifting social and power dynamics it set in motion, are 

also said to have brought changes to the participation of women in the media and 

public life, and have opened up public discussions about taboo issues concerning 

Arab women including domestic violence, Islamic law and honour killings (Matar, 

2007). A similar relationship is currently also suggested between new media, 

particularly the internet and social media networks like Twitter and Facebook, and 

the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions, assessing the role and consequences of 

such new technologies on Arab political structures. 
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This chapter will review the available literature describing the Arab media 

landscape and the ways it has changed over the years with the different 

technological advances, particularly the advent of satellite television, which is 

most directly relevant to the project. It briefly summarises the development of the 

media in the different Arab countries before and after the advent of satellite 

television, while contextualising it within these countries’ political developments. It 

also highlights the countries that have led the way in media development, such as 

Lebanon and Saudi Arabia, and came to dominate the regional media realm for 

many years. The chapter then proceeds to briefly explore the different genres of 

programmes which characterise the Arab satellite scene, highlighting television 

talk shows as an example of the initial responses to satellite television’s ability to 

evade Arab state’s monopoly and censorship of the media and open up public 

debates in unprecedented ways. The chapter then zooms in on the state-

controlled Jordanian media scene and briefly traces fluctuating developments that 

have at times expanded the media liberties while at other times, more recently, 

closed it down.  

Arab television between regional ties and national differences  

 The ‘Arab world’, ‘Arab region’ and ‘MENA’ region comprise a few of the 

usual terms interchangeably used to describe a group of countries that share, to a 

certain extent, a common history of religion, language, political developments, 

traditions and values which influence and shape what is largely referred to as 

‘Arab culture’. As a result, the terms also capture the strong cultural and 

psychological ties, and sense of shared identity and experiences with which the 

majority of the region’s population identify and feel bound together. The region 

stretches from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean, and includes several 

countries in Northern Africa, the Levant, and the Arabian Peninsula. Different 

sources list different numbers of countries under these terms, the UNESCO and 

the World Bank both recognise 22 Arab states including: Algeria, Bahrain, 

Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, 

Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, 

United Arab Emirates, and Yemen (UNESCO, 2013; The World Bank, 2013). 

Other academic sources, on the other hand, list only 18 countries from the list 

above under the term ‘the Arab World’, excluding Comoros, Djubouti Mauritania, 
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and Somalia (Amin, 2001: 23). The region’s population reaches about 350 million, 

and an estimated 50% of it or more are under the age of 25 (UNDP, 2012). With a 

few exceptions (particularly those excluded by Amin), the main language that 

binds the region together is Arabic. The region remains part of “a developing world 

environment of rapid economic and political change in which high priority is given 

to modernization” (Rugh, 2004: 2).  

Yet despite these similarities and shared background, the terms also 

obscure the many differences there are between different Arab countries. These 

include their modern history after the end of colonialism and the independence of 

Arab states, the different political structures and governments that have developed 

since, the varying levels of economic prosperity and education, and the social 

structures that characterise them differently. As a result, nationalism is felt at two 

levels; in a regional pan-Arab sense at one level, but also in an individual nation-

state at another (Rugh, 2004). Some have argued that pan-Arabism ended by 

1970, due to many political defeats Arabs faced including the collapse of the 

United Arab Republic in 1961, the defeat of the Arabs in the Six Day War with 

Israel in 1967, the rise of state power encouraging separate nation-state identities 

and the rise of political Islam (Ajami, 1978). However, others argue that the advent 

of satellite television brought a shared pan-Arab exposure to many of its news, 

programmes and shows and offered public platforms and arenas for representing 

and discussing various issues of regional interest and importance. Moreover, 

solidarity shown by various citizens of Arab countries to other Arabs like 

Palestinians, Iraqi’s and Lebanese during times of war, and the recent wave of 

‘Arab Spring’ uprisings since 2011 reveal that “Arabism, the idea of a special bond 

existing between Arabic-speaking peoples” , is still alive (Phillips, 2013: 1). 

Rugh (2004) highlights the importance of the Arabic language in relation to 

Arab culture and identity, and accordingly its importance in the media, which 

communicates through the language a shared cultural identity. He states, “Indeed, 

the Arabic language is an especially crucial element linking the Arabs with each 

other and with their culture; it is inseparable from Arab culture, history, tradition, 

and Islam, the religion of the vast majority of Arabs. [….]. There is an “intimate 

interdependence” between Arabic and the Arab psychology and culture, and, thus, 

as carriers of the language, the mass media are very important in the 
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communication of Arab cultural commonality” (Rugh, 2004: 19). In addition to the 

relationship between Arab language and the region’s history and religion that 

makes it important, the language remains relevant and essential for the concept of 

‘Arab nation’ or pan-Arabism (ibid.). Accordingly, ‘Arab television’ is often used to 

describe the content that is broadcast and received in and across many Arab 

countries, and in that sense can be useful to capture the similarities in television 

content and access to Arab audiences in various countries. Yet Sakr clarifies that it 

can be “reductive to apply this single heading to a landscape crowded with 

national and pan-Arab players, involved in public and private companies, 

producing and transmitting information and entertainment. Too often, casual 

comment on the state of ‘Arab television’ is prone to sweeping generalizations 

driven by value judgements about taste and decency, relevance or political bias” 

(Sakr, 2007:1).  

In line with these observations, it is important for any research on Arab 

media to take into account its complex and multi-layered dynamics, and consider 

the regional, trans-national ties alongside the disparate national interests and 

specificities. This project seeks to achieve this balance by examining pan-Arab 

talk shows on satellite television and their reception in the particular national 

context of Jordan. The following section briefly summarises the state of Arab 

media prior to the development of satellite television before moving on to examine 

how media structures changed with the introduction of satellite television.  

Arab media before the 1990s: state-controlled national media  

In terms of the print media, the first periodical publication appeared in both 

Arabic and Turkish in Baghdad in 1816, while other regions soon followed with 

their own publications, including Cairo in the 1820s, Beirut in the 1850s, Tunis, 

Damascus and Tripoli in the 1860s, and Saudi Arabia in the 1900s to mention a 

few (Rugh, 2004: 2). Radio listening began in some Arab countries in the 1920s 

but was limited to a small audience until after World War II. On the other hand, 

television viewing began in the late 1950s mainly in Iraq and Lebanon, which were 

the first Arab countries to establish TV transmitters, and was also accessible to a 

limited extent in some Arab states located close to non-Arab colonial military 

zones and headquarters (ibid.). Despite the appearance of periodical publications 
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long before radio and television, and the growing rates of literacy in the region 

making them more accessible to Arabs, newspapers remain limited to an 

educated and elite audience, concentrated in urban areas due to low literacy 

rates, prices, and distribution problems related to political reasons as well as 

domestic and international transport facilities. It wasn’t until the mid-1970s that 

some Arab countries such as Oman, Qatar and Bahrain could cultivate enough 

readerships to sustain daily newspaper circulation on a commercial basis, and 

even by the early 21st century, the estimated readership of newspapers in the Arab 

world did not exceed more than thirty million regular readers (Rugh, 2004: 4). 

However, radio listening and television viewing did not face similar problems and 

have been able to spread much more easily and vastly across the region, as 

cheaper transistorised receivers made them more affordable. By the early 21st 

century, in comparison to newspaper readership, the estimated radio listening in 

the Arab region was almost universal, whereas television viewing is estimated to 

be accessible to more than 100 million Arabs (and this has most probably 

significantly increased since then) (Rugh, 2004: 4). Television, in particular, enjoys 

widespread popularity in all Arab countries and across gender, age and class, as 

“close family ties combined with often harsh weather countries, low literacy rates, 

and a culture of oral communication have made television the centrepiece of 

family life in many Arab countries” (Amin, 2008: 69 cited in Phillips, 2013: 72).  

 Factors that have influenced the development and spread of Arab mass 

media have mainly been economic and political ones. The growth of the press 

media in particular has been affected by the weak economic base in the Arab 

world due to Arab countries’ small populations and national incomes that hinder 

advertising revenues and mass circulation sales needed for newspapers to thrive. 

This has led many of the Arab print publications to seek financial support from the 

government or private sources, cultivating a system of patronisation (Rugh, 2004: 

7). Similarly, electronic media have been even more expensive to operate and 

maintain, which has resulted in them being sponsored, and expectedly, 

monopolised by Arab governments almost without exception (Rugh, 2004: 5-9).  In 

a region that had been ruled by various colonial and national governments, 

following the independence of the Arab states in the 20th century, Arab media have 

also been almost inseparably tied to politics. The first newspapers to appear in the 
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Arab world in the 19th Century were, as a result, government publications. Other 

factors that have also impeded the development of the Arab press in addition to 

illiteracy rates, prices and distribution mentioned above include “repressive press 

laws and regulations, severe censorship rules, [and] strong ideological and 

political tensions” (Amin, 2001: 24).  The same fate soon followed radio, and later 

television broadcasting, as governments quickly realised the influence and power 

of such media in its ability to overcome illiteracy barriers in the Arab world and 

appeal to mass audiences. As a result, radio and television have for long 

remained owned and operated by Arab states, even more closely than the print 

media, and used to promote the governments’ official political, religious, cultural 

and economic aims (Boyd & Amin, 1993; Kamalipour & Mowlana, 1994). Rugh 

also reflects on the monopoly of Arab governments over Arab media within a 

context of newly acquired state independence, growing national and pan-Arab 

unity against internal and external pressures and a longstanding Arab-Israeli 

conflict, stating: “Arab governments have been able to justify explicitly and 

implicitly their influence over the mass media as necessary either while the 

country is “at war” with Israel, or politically confronting Israel’s policies. Because of 

the degree to which the Arab-Israeli dispute has become the central issue in Arab 

foreign policy and a matter of Arab patriotism, this justification is difficult to 

oppose” (Rugh, 2004: 7). As a result of the weak economic foundation and 

politicised nature of Arab media, Arab media are also fragmented in the case of 

both the press and electronic media. Most television channels, until the 

introduction of satellite television in the 1990s, were predominantly watched and 

controlled within the countries in which they were based.  

 The key functions of Arab media can be briefly summed up as providing 

news and information of general interest, offering commentary on events and 

opinion, reinforcing social and cultural norms and values, advertising, and 

entertainment (Amin, 2001: 24; Rugh, 2004: 16). Commentary and expression of 

opinions are often limited to small elite and ruling groups, and alternative or 

opposing opinions are often filtered. Rugh explains, “The concept of the watchdog 

function of the media acting for the public against the government is manifest only 

in limited ways in the Arab world” (Rugh, 2004: 18) – a point of direct relevance to  

the concept of the public sphere discussed in the next chapter. The media 
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reinforce Arab cultural values as it “presents information in ways that are 

understandable only by reference to local social, historical, and other factors” 

(ibid.). Much of Arab culture, in terms of literature, music, religion and philosophy 

has been carried in Arab mass media; “many of the earliest Arab newspapers in 

the 19th century resembled the political-literary journals being published at the time 

in Europe. The latter were being imitated in form if not in content, and in this way 

Arab writers and poets found outlets in the press for their creativity” (ibid.). Arab 

mass media include specific socio-cultural characteristics of the country in which 

they are produced, as well as pan-Arab ones that make them more accessible to 

Arabs elsewhere. This is portrayed in cultural representations, as well as in the 

way Arabic language is used. Newspapers are written in a modernised form of 

‘classic’ or ‘literary’ Arabic that can be understood by all literate Arabs no matter 

which country they are from, and the same language is used on the radio and 

television for news and other programming considered equally ‘serious’ (ibid: 20). 

Colloquial Arabic, developed from the classical one and used locally or nationally, 

is used on radio and television in types of programming deemed ‘less serious’, 

including local interviews or discussions about local issues, plays, dramas and 

other programs intended for a local audience (ibid.). Many of the radio and 

television programmes are focused on news and entertainment, such as dramas 

and serials, plays, music and others. While many of them are generally perceived 

as non-political, a considerable amount of them grapple with serious or wide-

spread issues that are of importance at both a national and international level, 

including the dominating Palestinian-Israeli conflict, anti-imperialism, globalisation 

and others (ibid: 22).    

Lebanese media, in particular, stand out in the Arab media landscape, both 

prior and subsequent to the rise of satellite media, as one of the freest, most 

diverse and complex media systems (Matar, 2007). Television broadcasting began 

in Lebanon in the late 1950s during a period of economic prosperity. Prior to the 

satellite revolution, and particularly during the 1975-1990 Lebanese civil war, 

Lebanese media thrived with unlicensed radio and television stations, all of which 

acted as a mouthpiece to various political parties and factions. The proliferation of 

private television stations continued into the 1990s. The Lebanese Broadcasting 

Corporation (LBC) was one of the first and most successful of these channels, 
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toppling the government-owned Tele-Liban in audience share and advertising 

revenues (first aired in 1985 as a platform for the Maronite Christian-nationalist 

Lebanese Forces militia, before being acquired by the privately owned LBCI in 

1992) (Rugh, 2004: 202-203). LBC was influenced by American style 

broadcasting, which is clear in “the station’s choice of a three-letter acronym 

name, its focus on entertainment programmes, and its reliance on advertisements. 

Even as a partisan voice in the war, LBC from its early days was run as a 

business, for example broadcasting special Ramadan programmes for Muslim 

audiences during the civil war.” (Kraidy, 2007: 142). LBCI carried forward its 

predecessor’s popularity in Lebanon since 1985, and remains the longest running 

privately owned Arab television channel (Kraidy, 2007). The end of the civil war in 

Lebanon brought along major changes; the 1989 Taif Agreement expanded 

Lebanese television by giving licenses to new private channels owned by 

businessmen, many of which were linked to different political parties or religious 

groups, and one of which was al-Mustaqbal (Future) Television founded by 

prominent businessman and later prime minister Rafiq Hariri and operated by 

Sunni Muslims (Rugh, 2004: 203). Moreover, a 1994 Audio-Visual Media Law 

further called for the end of government monopoly and aimed to regulate the 

various private television stations that had developed during the civil war. The law 

was implemented in 1996 and resulted in cutting down the number of television 

stations to 5 or 6 based on political grounds rather than technical ones (Kraidy, 

2007: Rugh, 2004). Many stations continued to air illegally, while others closed 

and resulted in hundreds of media professionals becoming unemployed (Kraidy, 

2007).  

Kraidy notes that these changes in one of the main countries for media 

production, and the ‘large pool of creative talent’ which it left unemployed, are 

some of the main factors shaping the outset of satellite television and structural 

changes in national media systems in the rest of the region. The development of 

the mass media and quality of journalism shifted from those countries to the oil-

rich ones along the Persian Gulf which wanted to promote mass media 

development and expansion in their countries, and as a result attracted high 

salaried Lebanese, Egyptian and Palestinian professionals in order to train and 

produce local talent. The movement of journalists and professionals cultivated in 
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the late 1990s local talent in countries such as Bahrain, Qatar, Abu Dhabi and 

Dubai, and many remain working in those countries (Rugh, 2004: 12). This also 

explains the rise of Saudi-owned media, such as the Middle East Broadcasting 

Centre (MBC), which is characterised and influenced by Lebanese presence at 

both the operational and managerial level, most profoundly visible after the 

implementation of the law in 1996; “Saudi entrepreneurs with plans to launch 

satellite television channels found a large pool of qualified and available Lebanese 

media professionals lured by steady employment and big salaries” (Kraidy, 2007: 

142).  With the dissolving of many Lebanese stations and the Launch of MBC as 

from London in 1991, many Lebanese workers moved to the MBC as not only did 

it promise stable and well-paid employment, it also seemed to reflect an editorial 

independence unprecedented before (Kraidy, 2007). 

These changes, which were initially visible primarily in the Lebanese media 

system and slowly began emerging elsewhere – growing editorial independence, 

increasing reliance on commercial sources and the proliferation of entertainment 

programming – foreshadowed some of the shifts that would affect Arab television 

after the rise of satellite technology from the 1990s onward.    

Arab media after the 1990s:  the advent of satellite television 

The 1990s marked a period of time when Arab television structures were 

drastically changed with the advent of satellite television. Radio did not change 

much after 1990 as many Arab businessmen mainly invested in satellite television.  

Satellite television was in fact available before the 1990s, from 1985 when the first 

satellite Arabsat was launched, but it was not utilised until almost the mid-1990s 

when Egypt launched its own satellite Nilesat, after Arab countries had boycotted 

it. However, the content of the programmes remained identical to the one available 

on state-owned terrestrial channels. The MBC was the second to launch a satellite 

channel, MBC1, in 1991 after the Egyptian state-owned Satellite Channel (ESC) 

was launched in 1990 (Rinnawi, 2006: 50). However, ESC did not pose any real 

competition to MBC and other privately owned satellite channels that followed in 

terms of their ground-breaking and controversial programmes and content. 

Hammond (2005) explains that Egypt lagged behind other countries like Saudi 

Arabia and Lebanon in the satellite revolution, partly due to Egypt’s 1979 peace 
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treaty with Israel that injured its political relations with the rest of the region and 

caused it to be ostracised (Hammond, 2005: 49-50).  

The initial development of satellite television was shaped and influenced by 

previous Arab terrestrial radio and television systems which did not change much 

after 1990, but remained government-owned and controlled in the different Arab 

states. Arguably, the arrival of satellite television did not immediately free Arab 

media from the relations of patronage which previously shaped it, nor did the initial 

changes in ownership structure that it brought along completely release market 

power to consumers or professionals. Instead, during its first decade of expansion 

until the end of the 1990s, satellite television remained mainly within the hands of 

the governments (Sakr, 2007: 2). Satellite television was also regarded as a 

weapon of control in its early stages, introduced by Arab governments during the 

1991 Gulf War without any legislation that dictates its function or secures its 

independence, to control the dissemination of information and defend against that 

circulated by foreign media (ibid.). 

Structural changes slowly began to occur as a result of satellite television in 

various Arab countries. In Qatar, after Shaikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani’s 

bloodless coup against his father in 1995, media censorship ended and 

government agencies controlling the media such as the Ministry of Information 

were dissolved. Both Qatar and UAE continued to own state radio and television, 

however independent organisations were formed to manage these more 

independently from the government. In Egypt, the government-owned Egyptian 

Radio and Television Union (ERTU) expanded during the 1990s by introducing six 

local new channels specialised in different areas, with the news and current affairs 

channel introducing ‘western style chat shows’, and by 2001 it had 2 main 

channels, 6 local channels and 2 satellite ones (Rugh, 2004: 206). It was not until 

2001 that private television in Egypt was legalised, with Dream Television airing in 

that year through its two channels Dream 1 and 2, both of which focused on 

entertainment, drama and political programmes and talk shows, and with al-

Mihwar airing in 2002.  

In Palestine, broadcasting developed slowly under Israeli control after 1993; 

before then there was no Palestinian-controlled radio or television in the West 
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Bank or Gaza and Palestinians only had access to other Arab radio and television 

channels. Television broadcasting began in 1995 by the Palestinian Authority and 

by the early 21st century the Authority operated two television stations, one of 

which was a satellite channel (Rugh, 2004: 207). During that time, several 

unauthorised private radio and television stations also began broadcasting, some 

of which the Authority closed and resumed multiple times for different political 

reasons. In 1999 for example, the Palestinian Authority arrested a talk show host 

in Ramallah for being critical of the Authority’s policy on Israel, while in 2000 it is 

claimed that the Authority ordered the private television station al-Watan in 

Ramallah to stop broadcasting after a caller on a talk show criticised Yasser 

Arafat, then President of the PA, for attacking Hezbollah on an Israeli channel 

(Rugh, 2004: 207). As for Jordan – the country of most direct interest to this 

dissertation - the government-controlled Jordan TV (JTV) remained the only 

authorized television station until 1999, when King Abdullah succeeded his late 

father King Hussein. In 2000, private broadcasting by Jordanian foreign 

companies was approved “as long as it ‘respect[s] the objectives and values of the 

Jordanian State’” (Rugh, 2004: 8).  

In Saudi Arabia, the government maintained monopoly and censorship over 

all broadcasting until 1996 when, forced by competition from other Arab and 

foreign media on satellite television, the government introduced changes to its 

programmes by introducing a weekly live political talk show called ‘Face to Face’, 

on which officials are questioned and made accountable to various issues by the 

host and viewers (Rugh, 2004: 209). Satellite television received strong criticism 

and resistance in Saudi Arabia, particularly from senior religious members, leading 

to the stalled development and access to satellite television in the country. In 

Bahrain, efforts were made in 1993 to adapt to market competition elsewhere in 

the region by making the government-owned Radio and Television Corporation a 

public one in order to give it more administrative and financial independence. In 

Iraq, until the war in 2003, the government continued to own and control all the 

media, limiting satellite television to very few individuals, and intercepting and 

jamming foreign broadcasts. By the beginning of the 21st century, almost all Arab 

states developed satellite transmissions that ensured a strong presence of 

government-owned channels on satellite television.  
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Private broadcasting takes off on satellite television with the launch of pan-

Arab channels such as the already-mentioned MBC in 1991. The rise of satellite 

television channels was as much a capital-intensive enterprise as it was triggered 

by political reasons (Tawil-Souri, 2008:1401).  Saudi businessmen saw a profitable 

investment in the lack of an Arab counterpart for CNN during the Gulf War, which 

lead to the 1991 launch of the Middle East Broadcasting Centre (MBC) in London 

(Kraidy, 2007: 142). MBC was privately owned, even though the two Saudi 

businessmen who launched the channel had strong links with the Saudi royal 

family, leading to claims that the royal family secretly supported, and initially 

funded, the station. The MBC is considered to be “the first truly pan-Arab station in 

content and purpose” (Rugh, 2004: 212). Soon after in 1994, one of MBC’s 

owners sold his shares and moved on to form with a Saudi prince a new satellite 

channel, the Arab Radio and Television Network (ART), which would quickly grow 

to compete with the MBC.  

Kraidy (2007) traces similar ‘milestone’ developments of satellite TV 

channels in the history of Arab satellite television. In the same year, a Saudi 

business group founded another satellite television channel, Orbit, which was the 

first fee-based television channel that, as a result, was not accessible to as many 

people. In Lebanon, the LBC launches its satellite channels LBC International 

(LBCI) in 1992 whereas Rafiq Hariri’s Future Television launches its satellite 

channel in 1994. The terrestrial station LBC is registered in Lebanon and subject 

to Lebanese law, whereas its satellite channel is a multinational corporation 

registered in the Cayman Islands in order to avoid Lebanese media ownership 

laws. As for news channels, Al-Jazeera begins airing from Qatar in 1996, and the 

Saudi-owned Dubai-based Al-Arabiya in 2003 (Kraidy, 2007: 141-142).  

 The entertainment programmes of all these emerging channels quickly 

forced the MBC into competition and changed the nature of its programming. 

Soon after, other channels began to follow suit. In 1996, the private pan-Arab all-

news channel Al-Jazeera was founded by Shaikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani. 

Despite receiving government funding for the first five years, it is acknowledged 

and established by the government as an independent station.  The channel’s 

success is partly due to the professional team of broadcasters it inherited from the 

closure of BBC Arabic Service. Most of the staff were from other Arab countries 
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and “as a consequence of the fact that most of the reporters and presenters have 

no roots in Qatar, the style and character of al-Jazeera is pan-Arab rather than 

Qatari” (Rugh, 2004: 216). The all-news format of the channel inspired the growth 

of similar channels such as the Arab News Network (ANN) in 2000, and Al-

Arabiyya in 2003 in Dubai, formed by Saudi, Kuwaiti and Lebanese businessmen 

(including the same Saudi owner of MBC Shaikh Saleh Kamel). 

Arab satellite television market expanded more quickly from the 21st century 

onwards, marking a second phase of expansion, during which new ‘paymasters’ or 

‘intermediaries’ were emerging “whose dealings would introduce new forms of 

patronage or stimulate market relations on a scale sufficient to erode the ruler-

dependent patronage of the status quo” (Sakr, 2007). During that time, the number 

of satellites surged along with the new private channels that began to emerge, and 

towards the end of the first decade of the 21st century, pan-Arab satellite television 

was ‘exploding’ in many senses: “exploding in quantity to more than 350 free-to-air 

channels now available in the region; exploding on the political scene, with 

repercussions in the Arab world and beyond; and exploding as an area of 

academic inquiry” (Tawil-Souri, 2008: 1400).  

New media systems and business models 

Satellite television brought changes to the ownership structure and 

monopoly of Arab media of the previous era. It expanded the field beyond the 

national state-channels, challenged state control with the increase in channel 

owners and access to neighbouring satellite channels, as well as expanded the 

centre of cultural production beyond Egypt’s monopoly and expertise to Lebanon, 

the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and to lesser extents Syria and other 

Arab nations (Tawil-Souri, 2008: 1401-2). It also broadened the competitive 

market, enabling new media ‘powerhouses’ such as Saudi Arabia, UAE and 

Lebanon to compete for audiences and advertisers beyond national borders, and, 

politically, enabled some marginalised or oppositional groups to join the media 

landscape, such as Hizballah’s Al Manar (ibid.). Access to satellite television in the 

Arab world also significantly increased since the early 1990s, reaching 90% or 

more of households in countries like Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Algeria, more 
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than half of households in countries like Syria and Jordan, and almost half of 

households in North African countries like Egypt and Morocco (Sakr, 2007).  

Sakr (2007) examines the Arab satellite television landscape and the rise 

and mission of various players in relation to contrasting approaches to the 

business of broadcasting (Picard, 1989; Marc Raboy, 1996 in Sakr, 2007): the 

dual-product model where advertising revenue finances content and audiences 

are seen as a potential market for the consumption of different products 

advertised; the public service model where audiences are seen as citizens with a 

range of information needs; and the publicity model which “caters neither to citizen 

nor to consumer but to the perceived self-interest of those with deep enough 

pockets [and which] is primarily concerned with organizing information so as to 

suppress or disseminate particular messages” (Sakr, 2007: 5). Sakr explains that 

Arab satellite channels launched during the first phase of expansion between 

1990 and 2000, such as Lebanon’s LBC and Saudi Arabia’s MBC, fit the first and 

third of these models respectively (Sakr, 2007: 5). While the privately-owned LBC 

channel is visibly market-oriented in comparison to other leading channels and 

expresses its conformity to the dual-product model, the MBC conforms more 

closely with the publicity model and has been accused of serving the monarch in 

the latter’s attempts to “further the political aims of certain members of the 

kingdom’s ruling elite” (ibid.). Other examples of Arab satellite channels crossover 

between more than one of these models; Al Jazeera, created in 1996, failed to 

become self-financed through advertising sales after its first 5 years as it had 

initially planned, yet it continued to be broadcast and financially supported by 

Qatar’s Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani as a public service project. Sakr also 

notes some examples of channels which fit neither one of these models, such as 

the publicly funded Egyptian Radio and Television Union (ERTU) state channel, 

which functions neither as a public service nor as a commercial enterprise (Ibid: 

6).  

The second phase of expansion from 2000 onwards is characterised by a 

proliferation of television stations mainly due to the launch of Egypt’s Nilesat in 

1996. As a partnership between the state and private investors, Nilesat came to 

provide an alternative to the pan-Arab but Saudi-dominated Arabsat by leasing its 

satellite transponder slots not only to Egyptian starting channels but also other 
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Arab ones. In 2000, Nilesat’s two satellites transmitted nearly 230 digital channels 

(Ibid: 7). By December 2010, it had four satellites that broadcast over 600 TV 

channels and 100 radio channels covering the Middle East, North Africa and Gulf 

regions (Nilesat website, 2010). The popularity of Nilesat is not only reflected in 

the large number of channels it broadcasts but also in its viewership in the Middle 

East and North Africa, which has significantly grown from 11 million households in 

2003 to 40 million households in 2009, acquiring 95% of households in the MENA 

region (ibid.). Sakr explains that many of the channels created and broadcast on 

Nilesat, such as Dream TV and Al Mehwar (The Axis) channels, also 

demonstrated the crossover between different broadcasting missions and 

objectives which occurs as a result of “an environment marked by tight 

government controls and a general absence of state provision for pluralist public-

service content” (Sakr, 2007: 7). While Dream TV was a ‘business project’ aimed 

at advertising products, it also found itself broadcasting public-service style talk 

shows to an extent, and similar was the case for Al-Mehwar, self-announced as 

“the voice of civil society”, which also occasionally produced market-led 

programmes. In relation to state politics, both remained uncritical of the status 

quo, providing most of their coverage to President Husni Mubarak’s party (Sakr, 

2007: 7). Other channels that occupied space on the satellite slots were religious 

ones such as Al-Majd (The Glory) and Al-Resalah (The Message). These 

channels, argues Sakr, met a market need for religious guidance rather than being 

aimed to spread particular public messages, and are as such closer to the market 

led model rather than the publicity one.  

Sakr notes that what is unique to the proliferation of Arab television 

channels is that it contradicted the usual tendency elsewhere in the world towards 

mergers and acquisitions, and the formation of influential media conglomerates 

(Sakr, 2007: 8). One of the main reasons for this relates to the funding of the 

channels and the owners’ different preferences to the content they want to 

disseminate. This is clearly visible in Lebanon, a relatively small country with an 

estimated population of just over 4 million, where different political parties and 

religious groups have their own television channels to represent their views. For 

example, the Shia resistance movement Hezbollah’s own Al-Manar TV broadcasts 

alongside the country’s other Shia Station, NBN, as well as alongside other 
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parties’ TV channels. Since 2007, Lebanon has at least seven TV stations, of 

which one is state-owned, and more than 30 radio stations (latest figures available 

on CIA World Factbook, 2007).  

Arab satellite programmes 

The advent of Arab satellite television drastically changed the media market 

and the range and type of programmes broadcast on Arab satellite channels, 

introducing a new, more professional, style of news coverage and political 

discussion programmes; “talk shows explored topics new to Arab television that 

had only been dealt with previously in private conversations or to some extent in 

western broadcasts like CNN. Now, with Arab satellite television, they were being 

discussed in the media in Arabic, including call-ins, on a pan-Arab level so the 

content was by Arabs and for Arabs” (Rugh, 2004: 202). The range in ownership 

which satellite television brought about, and the competitive market it created 

leading to the existence of more than 300 channels, also inspired a growth in the 

range of programmes (Tawil-Souri, 2008). The geo-linguistic nature of the region, 

with Arabic being spoken around a population of 350 million in 22 countries, also 

increased the profitable potential of programming production in the Arab world.    

Arab television was engulfed by news, music videos, reality and game 

shows, drama series, children’s programming and Islamic programming which was 

first mostly available on specific religious channels but gradually became available 

on more secular national or pan-Arab channels (Echchaibi 2007; Wise 2003, 2005 

quoted in Tawli-Souri, 2008: 1402). It is estimated that the most popular shows in 

terms of audience share and frequency of broadcast were news, music videos, 

and reality TV and game shows (Tawil-Souri, 2008; Kraidy, 2005 & 2007; Khalil, 

2005). The larger proportion of game shows and reality TV shows which have 

occupied a large space of Arab satellite television are copy-cat formats of Western 

shows such as Big Brother, American Idol and Who Wants to be a Millionaire 

(Tawil-Souri, 2008: 1403). Similarly, Arab talk shows like Kalam Nawaem (Soft 

Talk) and Sireh Winfatahet (An Open Case), amongst several others, closely 

resemble western formats like the American talk shows The View and The Oprah 

Winfrey Show respectively (Sakr, 2007).  
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Satellite television was not only varied in terms of the formats, but also in 

terms of the “many ideological, religious, political, and aesthetic flavors that are 

available to viewers” (Tawil-Souri, 2008: 1402). News channels varied from Al-

Jazeera and Al Arabiya to the western or foreign ones like the American Al-Hurra, 

the BBC, CNN and many others. In addition to those were the patriotic Hezbollah’s 

Al-Manar and Hamas’ Al-Aqsa TV. Music on the other hand ranged “from female 

stars flaunting their skin and sexuality (such as the Lebanese singer Haifa and the 

Egyptian singer Ruby) to male pop stars espousing ‘good’ Muslim values.” (ibid: 

1402). Mergers between genres which were unique to the region often occurred, 

with reality television and religious programming occasionally merging into one, 

enabling religious programming to move “beyond the traditional (and in some eyes 

‘boring’) programming of Iqra, to include Islamic music videos, enlivening news 

programmes, game shows and quizzes, and increasing numbers of women and 

youth in the programming mix” (ibid: 1403). A different type of programming also 

emerged with satellite television, one that was characterised as being ‘female-led 

and female-targeted’ (Tawil-Souri, 2008: 1403). This can be witnessed by the rise 

of channels for women, such as the Lebanese Heya TV which has been examined 

by Matar (2007), or talk shows such as the Egyptian talk show Kalam Kibeer (Big 

Talk) hosted by Dr. Heba Kotb which deals with issues of sexuality and 

consolidates them with religion as analysed by Swank (2007).  

Satellite television also triggered various reactions in terms of its power to 

challenge the status quo in many ways, particularly cultural ones. Kraidy (2007) 

explains that pre-satellite state-controlled television in Saudi Arabia for example 

applied strict censorship guidelines, banning certain representations of women, 

sexual content, activities such as drinking and gambling and defamation of the 

royal families and governments on television. This became more difficult to control 

after satellite television initiated the development of what Kraidy calls a 

‘hypermedia space’ in the 21st century. These tensions became clear when certain 

shows, such as the singing competition programme Star Academy, angered many 

in Saudi Arabia regarding its portrayal of gender relations. Kraidy explains: “The 

prevention of ikhtilat, or gender mixing, is the pillar of Saudi social organisation. 

Wahhabi doctrine considers hudud, or the boundaries between public and private 

space, divinely decreed in the Qur’an and therefore sacred. Men and women are 
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only allowed to interact once sanctioned by marriage and only in private space” 

(Kraidy, 2007: 147). Challenging established cultural values, especially with regard 

to gender roles, also became central to many popular talk shows – a genre that is 

the main focus of attention in this thesis and to which we turn to in the following 

section.  

A closer look at Arab satellite talk shows 

Before moving on to focus on Arab television talk shows, this section will 

first briefly turn to the literature on non-Arab talk shows, mainly American and 

British talk shows from which some of the first Arab satellite talk shows were 

inspired and developed. Since its debut on American television screens in the late 

1940s, the television talk show has significantly evolved and proliferated to 

become one of the fastest growing genres in television programming history 

(Matelski, 2000). In the 1990s, it became the most popular genre on American 

television with certain shows like Geraldo [1987-1998], Donahue [1967-1996] and 

The Oprah Winfrey Show [1986-2011] acquiring millions of viewers for a single 

episode, whereas similarly in the UK, “it is possible for the British viewer to watch 

talk shows every weekday, all day long” (Tolson, 2001: 3). Since the advent of 

satellite television in the 1990s, these programmes have also been exported to 

different parts of the world, becoming a ubiquitous international phenomenon. Talk 

shows have been subjected to wide spread condemnation for “undermining civility 

and personal relationships, particularly in the world of daytime talk TV” (Scott, 

1996:1). They have been criticised for parading certain characteristics, often being 

described as sensationalist, accused of being “an all-purpose cultural bogeyman, 

cited as the cause of a variety of societal ills from loosening sexual mores to 

inciting acts of violence” (Mittell, 2003: 36), and described as “talk shows of the 

grotesque” (Kukla, 2002) with content that is summed up as “cultural rot” 

(Gamson, 1998: 9).  

Television talk shows are “a carryover from the early days of the radio and 

have flourished because the format is relatively inexpensive to produce, flexible to 

schedule, and traditionally less encumbered by broadcast standards than network 

shows” (Priest: 1995: 11). Most research on television talk shows traces the 

origins of the genre to the post World War II period, to talk shows appearing in the 
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late 1940s and early 1950s. Timberg (2002) identifies four principles endemic to 

the talk show genre: that the show is hosted by a single person who manages the 

discussions and encourages participation by guests, that it is “experienced in the 

present tense as ‘conversation’”, recognised as a commodity and finally, is highly 

structured despite the fact that it might appear spontaneous (Timberg & Erler, 

2002: 4-5). 

Literary concepts such as that of the genre can be difficult to apply to 

popular culture, especially in television where the constant need to look for new 

programmes causes genre boundaries to overlap, evolve and become fuzzy. 

Livingstone & Lunt (1994) explain that this is particularly true for the talk show, 

which is ‘especially intertextual’ in its dependence on other forms of media. The 

shows are not ‘current’ or ‘consumer’ affairs, but rather ones which deal with 

current issues that affect ordinary lives. They elaborate that the talk show format 

“uses experts but is not documentary. It shows the impact of current issues on 

ordinary people’s everyday lives through story-telling but is not soap opera. Like 

the soap opera, it constructs the viewer as community member and repository of 

common sense (Livingstone, 1990) but it takes issues beyond the private domain 

of the domestic and local, for the viewer is also constructed as citizen, with a duty 

to be informed about and act upon the wider world.” (ibid: 39). Indeed, several 

scholars have emphasised the vastness and fluidity of the talk show genre and 

how the term has a wide and varying provenance and can refer to a variety of 

different formats; Munson (1993) states that “the talk show “genre” – to the degree 

that it even is a single category – has come to assume many “messy, hybridized 

variations in the thousands of talk shows that air locally and nationally – even 

internationally – in any given week” (Munson, 1993: 7). Different scholars have 

classified the same groups of shows under different subgenres, either according to 

the themes they focus on, the time of day they are broadcast or according to their 

historical development (Mittel, 2003; Haarman, 2001; Krause & Goering, 2004; 

Shattuc, 1997; Kukla, 2002; Scott, 1996). Their various typologies often overlap 

and confuse as a result of the descriptions of content and functions allocated to 

each. 

In the Arab world, the talk show programme has become one of the most 

popular formats occupying airtime on Arab satellite television screen since the 
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early 1990s when – as explained extensively in previous sections – satellite 

television and transnational broadcasting conquered traditional or ‘tribal 

broadcasting’ (Rinnawi, 2006), and privately-owned pan-Arab channels replaced 

the hegemony of state-controlled terrestrial ones. The satellite television revolution 

was led by Gulf and Lebanese ventures, and first initiated by the setting up of the 

privately-owned Middle East Broadcasting network (MBC) as previously 

mentioned. Their channel MBC1 would be the first private satellite channel to 

introduce to the region production values and journalistic standards that matched 

CNN and those of other global agencies, and was considered a pacesetter on 

Arab screens in debate-based and interactive talk shows such as Arwiqat al-

Siyasah (Political corridors) and Hiwar al-Isbu’ (Debate of the week) (Hammond, 

2005: 50; Rinnawi, 2006: 50). MBC was soon followed by the fee-based ART and 

Orbit channels in 1994, the latter becoming known for talk shows that featured 

leftist and Islamist politicians for the first time on Arab screens.  

Schleifer (2001) states that “the trail-breaking public affairs talk show 

programme in the Arab world has been on the air for years, indeed several years 

before Al-Jazeera”, such as Emad Ad-Deeb’s Ala El Hawa (On the Air) which 

“[borrowed] a successful formula, that of the “The Larry King Show,” and recast it 

in Arabic” (Schleifer, 2001: no pagination). Arab talk shows were adapted from 

successful Western formats during the mid-1990s dealing with issues such as 

politics, society and religion. They brought novelty to the region in the way they 

discussed an increasingly wider range of topics in unprecedented and public ways 

(Sakr, 2007). Sakr (2007) explains that “studio-based discussion programmes 

were financially attractive to Arab stations in the early days of Arab satellite 

broadcasting for other reasons besides low production costs. The most obvious 

one was to attract viewers with the promise of live debates that would break long-

entrenched taboos.” (ibid: 156-157).  Arab talk shows offered a genre that was 

“novel to the region but based on experiments that had worked elsewhere”, 

including political shows such as Larry King Live, Crossfire and Hard Talk, 

followed by more social formats similar to The View and The Oprah Winfrey Show 

(which are analysed later in this thesis) (ibid.).  

 Talk shows therefore became attractive to Arab satellite channels and 

investors mainly due to this novel and controversial nature they offered in their 
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discussions, from uncensored live content and debate of various social and 

political issues to stormy clashes of opposite opinions, as early talk shows such as 

Aala al-Hawa (On the Air) and Al-Ittijah al-Muaakis (The Opposite Direction) 

demonstrated (ibid: 157). They had different roles and functions on different 

channels. While on main all-news channels such as Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya 

talk shows were seen as “complementing news coverage”, for other start-up 

channels with inadequate resources to run newsgathering operations to that 

professional level, such as Dream TV, talk shows served as “alternatives” or 

“substitutes” to news coverage (ibid: 157-158). Therefore, it was no surprise that 

political talk shows have attracted the most attention in the Arab world.  

However, Arab talk shows in general remain in the shadows of academic 

research, and lack the amount of attention and interest that their western 

counterparts have received. They are frequently reflected on briefly by various 

Arab scholars in terms of their ability to introduce debates over controversial 

issues as discussed below, yet they remain caught up in larger debates about the 

role of satellite television in transcending state control over national public debates 

and laying the foundations of a more democratic Arab political culture. These lack 

the detailed analysis of particular studies that can produce solid facts from the 

examination of particular talk show programmes and audiences, which this thesis 

aims to achieve. 

Kraidy is sceptical of the close links Lebanese satellite channels such as 

the LBC have with the Syrian government, MBC owner’s friendly links with the 

Saudi Royal family, and the Egyptian state’s control majority hold over the Media 

Production City with 50% (Kraidy, 2002: 6). He explains: “Satellite television has 

undermined state control of television flows, since programmes could be 

transmitted from any Arab countries and be received in any other. Idealists see 

this development as the harbinger of a pan-Arab civil society unshackled from 

government censorship. In this logic, satellite television talk-shows serve as a 

catalyst for a democratic renewal, where Arab audience members would mobilize 

as citizens and become increasingly interested in participation in democratic 

politics” (Kraidy, 2002: 6). Yet Kraidy himself expresses concern over regional 

political foundations that he sees as hindering to democratic goals and, 

consequently, what satellite television and talk shows can achieve:  
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“No matter how permissive and free Arab talk-shows are or appear 

to be, the road of democratization is still arduous. Without civil 

society institutions that would articulate some of the reformist 

ideas discussed on talk-shows to concrete social or political 

agendas, talk will remain just that. While there are nascent civil 

society organizations in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and others, they 

remain isolated and at the whim of national government” (ibid.). 

Additionally, Sakr (2007) explains that the novel profitable appeal to talk 

shows in terms of their promising debates was even advertised by channels which 

were state-controlled or state ‘friendly’ “with a remit to protect governments and 

avoid sensationalism”, like Egyptian state television which broadcast talk shows 

under names like Breakthrough, In-depth and Without Censorship. As a result, 

Arab satellite television talk shows, even under names like Without Censorship, 

continued to function under national state control. But Sakr also notes that despite 

these criticisms, one advantage to satellite talk shows is that they still allowed for 

more opened debates about political developments elsewhere in the region. She 

states that “one notable feature of the live talk show is that channels based in one 

country can, in theory at least, use this type of programming to probe political 

developments in other countries”. One example she gives is the coverage of the 

Saudi municipal Elections of 2005 on the LBC-Sat channel’s show Al-Hadath (The 

Event), on which Saudi guests and callers in Lebanon vented on issues such as 

secularism, conservatism, and women’s status in Saudi Arabia (Sakr, 2007: 158-

159).  

One exception to the lack of extensive analysis conducted on Arab talk 

shows is Marc Lynch’s (2006) study of Al-Jazeera talk shows between 1999-2003. 

The study highlights the prominence of pan-Arab topics such as the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict, the invasion of Iraq and the pressure of democratisation and 

accountability on these shows, and the role which Al-Jazeera’s talk shows have 

played in placing a large number of pressing issues, including social and 

economic ones, under fierce public scrutiny (Lynch, 2006: 240-241).  
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Yet, with the continuously propagating satellite channels, Arab television 

today also has a wide variety of different talk shows that certainly warrant more 

research, beyond those of Al-Jazeera. Sakr adds that from 2002 onwards, 

discussion about current affairs issues began taking place outside of Al-Jazeera 

too, in countries such as Egypt and on channels like Dream 2, on which talk 

shows such as Al-Haqiqa (the Truth) and Al-Asher Masa’an (10pm) engaged with 

national Egyptian events, despite being under the continuing force of censorship 

(ibid: 160). Meanwhile in Lebanon, talk shows on the LBC such as Kalam al-Nas 

(People’s talk) and Future TV channels like Sireh Winfatahet [an Open Case], 

equally engaged with Lebanese news and current affairs. Sakr notes how in 2005, 

one episode of Kalam al-Nas hosted journalists and economists who tackled 

Lebanese state corruption in various sectors of the country, whereas another 

episode on Sireh Winfatahet engaged with other political issues of that time such 

as Syria’s influential role in Lebanon (ibid: 160). 

 In terms of the development of the talk show format on television screen, 

and what that means for the role of these shows in public debates, Schleifer (2001) 

echoes certain concerns previously expressed in Western literature, over the 

changing and deteriorating nature of the format. Schleifer (2001) states that talk 

shows “drift from the archetype ‘the Larry King show’ to the model of ‘Oprah’ and 

from there into the various American and British daytime TV horrors of ill-

mannered confrontation, in which interrupting fellow guests, shouting, and violent 

gesticulation just short of actual violence has become increasingly common and 

regretfully popular”  (Schelifer, 2001: no pagination). He argues that as a result of 

this, the justification for the public affairs talk show, with its aura of free speech [...] 

to inculcate an informed public opinion, as a requirement or hallmark of civil 

society and the democratic experience” slowly diminishes away. In other words, 

Schleifer (2001) argues that while talk shows can theoretically open up new 

channels of public discourse on previously taboo subjects, they are increasingly 

drifting away from an informed opinion to a sensationalist one in practice. Finally, 

Schleifer also implies that “the glitz and glamour” of these public affairs talk shows 

steals the focus away from field reporting, “the very journalistic lifestream of an 

informed public opinion,” and eats away at “the progress in the development of an 

authentic Arab TV journalism meeting international standards over the past 
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decade” (Schleifer, 2001: no Pagination). His account therefore questions the 

value of talk shows in their varying forms for creating any democratic potential and 

seems to associate public opinion with news reporting only. This argument, shared 

by other scholars, is particularly key to this thesis, as its aim is to examine the 

ways in which talk shows can be important platforms on which public discussions 

of various social and political issues can take place and which in turn potentially 

influence public opinion and as such become influential sites of communication 

and mediation within Arab public spheres.  

In her analysis of the Egyptian talk show Kalam Kibeer [Big Talk], Swank 

(2007) argues that satellite television is perceived by certain talk show hosts and 

producers to be “the Arab World’s brightest hope for a more democratic future … 

[offering] a space to challenge cultural taboos” (Swank, 2007: 3). Presented by an 

Egyptian female sexologist and discussed within a traditional religious frame, with 

continuous references to Islamic sources such as Quranic verses and Hadith, the 

show breaks the boundaries surrounding talk about sex and attempts to introduce 

sex education and awareness to audiences. The show is perceived by its host and 

producers capable of achieving a ‘revolutionary’ effect on Arab society, “in which 

talking about sex remains a religious and cultural taboo for many… given the 

widespread view in Egypt that it is shameful for women to discuss sex in a public 

setting, female satellite celebrities like Kotb face obstacles merely being aired.” 

(Swank, 2007: 3).  She explains further: 

“There are good reasons to believe… that satellite television may be 

the best venue for such cultural change in the Arab World today. Whilst 

the multiplicity of channels offered by satellite does not guarantee the 

growth of liberal discourse in Arab society at large, it does increase the 

space for programming tackling taboo subjects which viewers can seek 

out independently. In addition, the participatory nature of many satellite 

programmes –the emphasis on viewer forums and live call-in components- 

encourage viewers to exercise their right to self-expression. Moreover, the 

rapid improvements in production quality, content and freedom in Arab 

satellite programming over the past few years has endowed taboo-tackling 

television with a credibility and authority which was previously unattainable. 

Should these trends continue the popularity of shows like Kalaam Kibeer 
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can only increase. And in countries such as Egypt, where a perceived 

decline in the quality of education has damaged faith in schools, there is 

potential for television viewers to seek out educational material on satellite 

TV.” (ibid: 3-4)   

However, is Schleifer (2001) right in dismissing the value of confrontational 

and sensationalist talk shows for public debate? Are talk shows bound to fail in 

triggering any debates or outcomes due to the lack of democratic political 

infrastructures in the region as Kraidy (2002) notes? Or could they perhaps offer 

spaces where social and cultural taboos can be unmasked and addressed, as 

Swank (2007) argues? Should the role of these shows and their discussions in 

Arab public spheres be necessarily constrained to traditional understandings of 

the public sphere, which impose a narrow perspective of what is political and 

necessitate immediate outcomes and results? As it shall become evident in the 

next chapter, which examines the concept of the public sphere and its relevance 

to talk show analysis, such a dismissive attitude like Schleifer’s (2001) for example 

may be based on an overly narrow notion of what constitutes public debate, one 

that fails to acknowledge the full potential talk shows have for the quality of public 

life and ultimately for democracy. This becomes particularly clear once we take 

into account that many of the talk shows Schleifer (2001) would dismiss as too 

sensationalist or otherwise inadequate are precisely those that are particularly 

popular among Arab women. As Amin (2001) points out, the prospering of the 

television talk show format and satellite broadcasting more generally has brought 

many benefits to Arab women: “Arab satellite services have responded to the 

demand of Arab women to portray their true image and role in society to balance 

the common stereotype in the West of the downtrodden Arab woman, without 

rights and without a role to play other than daughter, wife, and mother. Female 

presenters of talk shows and cultural and news programmes on Arab satellite 

television channels are very popular. Talk shows and news programmes feature 

interviews with female leaders in business, government, politics and diplomacy, 

and art and culture” (Amin, 2001). Building on Hussein arguments, it could be 

argued that talk shows, have deepened the dialogue between Arab women about 

issues of concern to them and provided them with a forum to discuss future 

challenges. Indeed, one of the key concerns of this thesis is precisely to explore 
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this idea, and examine whether and how different Arab talk shows contribute to the 

Arab public sphere, with a particular focus on its gendered nature.   

Jordanian media within the changing Arab media landscape  

Media in Jordan have generally been under tight government control (BBC, 

2013). The Jordanian constitution guarantees freedom of opinion and speech and 

extends that to both the press and the media, but all within the limit of the law 

which imposes limitations on negative or critical portrayal of the king, royal family, 

state institutions and religions as previously discussed. Steps have been taken to 

loosen the state’s tight grip on the media. In 2007, a parliamentary vote amending 

the press and publication law decriminalised press offences, and in 2008 King 

Abdullah II assured the press in statements about press freedom that no journalist 

would go to prison for carrying their professional work (Reporters Without Borders, 

World Report, 2013). Yet these assurances have not always translated into real 

action; “the Press and Publications Law and the Press Association Law impose 

certain limitations on the accreditation of journalists and the operation of 

newspapers” (Library of Congress, 2006). Unpredictable interpretations of the law 

by courts, the continuing threats of fines against defamation of the king, royal 

family, the state’s reputation, institutions and religion, as well as the dozens of 

clauses in national legislations (criminal code, law of exception, etc.) allowing 

journalists to be prosecuted and detained, all force journalists into self-censorship. 

The state remains the major shareholder of most of the country’s major 

newspapers and continues to add pressure on these including: the Arabic-

language privately-owned daily al-Ra’I (The Opinion), its English-language daily 

sister publication Jordan Times, and the Arabic language privately-owned daily al-

Dustour (The Constitution) (BBC, 2013; Reporters Without Borders, 2013).  Other 

major newspapers include the Arabic-language privately-owned dailies Al-Ghadd 

(Tomorrow) and Al Arab al Yawm (The Arab Today). 

Jordanian radio and television are even more restricted in their freedoms 

than the press, while internet access had always been generally free and 

unobstructed until recent times (Library of Congress, 2006). Some of the most 

prominent Jordanian news websites include the state-run Petra.gov.jo, and the 

privately-owned Ammonnews.net (available in both English and Arabic) and 
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ainnews.net.  In 2010, the Law on Information System Crimes extended speech 

offences to online publications (Human Rights Watch, World Report, 2013). In 

2012, changes made to the Press and Publication Law increased speech 

restrictions on online publications, allowing the government to control online 

publications and requiring them to adhere to the same regulatory structure 

imposed on print media (BBC, 2013; Human Rights Watch, World Report, 2013). 

The order risked around 263 unlicensed news websites being censored and 

closed down, some of which performed critical and independent investigative 

reporting, and it also held website managers responsible for users’ comments 

posted on them. Human Rights Watch explained that “Forcing these sites to 

register or risk being blocked will chill independent media and online debate about 

public affairs in Jordan” (Human Rights Watch, 2013, no pagination). By June 

2013, the number of those websites increased as the government blocked access 

to more than 300 news websites after they missed license deadlines (BBC, 2013).  

Nonetheless, some sources suggest that Jordan remains more tolerant 

than other Arab countries towards the media; “The judiciary, not the government, 

is the sole institution able to revoke licenses from domestic media organizations, 

and the government’s ability to shut down press outlets is severely limited. […] 

The law ensures the freedom and independence of foreign media organizations 

operating in Jordan, and international satellite television and regional television 

broadcasts are not restricted” (Library of Congress, 2006). Jordan Media City is 

one of the first of its kind in the region to encourage foreign media investments 

and broadcasting of satellite channels from Jordan.  

Jordanian television broadcasting began in 1968 (in black and white) as 

Jordan Television Corporation (JTV). In 1972 it began operating its second 

channel, Channel 2, which broadcast in English and focused on foreign 

programmes and news bulletins in English. By 1975, broadcasting in full colour 

became available, and transmission was expanded to most parts of the country. In 

1978, Channel 2 began broadcasting French programmes and news bulletins in 

French. By 2009, there were two state-owned terrestrial channels, channels 1 and 

2, which mainly focused on news and sports reporting, and a third privately-owned 

channel, which broadcast movies and cartoons (Phillips, 2013: 74). In 1985, 

Jordan Radio and Television were merged to form Jordan Radio and Television 
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Corporation (JRTV). In 1993, the state-controlled satellite channel, Jordan TV, 

was launched (Phillips, 2013: 74), and a fifth channel, Channel 3, was launched to 

broadcast parliamentary sessions and sports. In 2001, the JRTV Corporation 

underwent significant restructuring; Channels 1 and 2 were merged into one main 

channel, Channel 2 became a sports channel, and Channel 3 became partly 

privately-owned broadcasting cartoons in the morning and movies in the evening. 

All four channels, including the satellite channel, are partly funded by 

advertisements and license fee (Phillips, 2013: 74).  

Television broadcasting in Jordan, similar to other Arab countries, began as 

an arm to the state; Phillips (2013) reports that “historically Arab regimes, such as 

the Hashemites and the Ba’athists in Jordan and Syria, have viewed television as 

pedagogical” (ibid: 74). Unlike television’s commercial function in the US, 

television’s function in the Arab world consisted of ‘educating’ and ‘modernising’ 

the ‘unsophisticated’ Arab citizens (Kraidy, 2008; Abu-Lughod, 2008; Rinnawi, 

2006). Rugh (2004) classifies Jordan’s television as a ‘loyalist’ system (Rugh, 

2004: 189). In contrast to other Arab regimes, ownership was not necessarily 

exclusively governmental, but was loyal to the latter nonetheless, and steered 

away from politics towards entertainment programmes.  

The proliferation of satellite television in the early 1990s was initially 

welcomed in Jordan as it quickly joined the satellite realm with the new satellite 

channel Jordan TV, despite the challenges it brought to the region’s governments 

and their monopoly over the news, entertainment and culture broadcast to their 

populations. By 2004, 90% of households had access to terrestrial television and 

over 50% of households had access to satellite television, and this number 

increases when taking into account the additional public viewing available in cafes 

and restaurants (Sakr, 2007: 1). It is estimated that this number is even higher by 

now given the popularity and increasing affordability of satellite television in the 

region (Phillips, 2013: 72). As for radio broadcasting, some of the main stations 

include the state-run JRTV radio station (available in Arabic, English and French), 

the entertainment station Radio Fann run by the armed forces, and the privately 

owned English-language music stations, Mood 92 and its Arabic equivalent Mazaj 

95.3 FM, Play 99.6, Sunny FM and 102.5 Beat FM to name a few.  
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Jordanian audiences remain largely under-researched (Rugh, 2004), and 

most of what has been researched of them, like other Arab audiences, is market-

oriented, carried mainly to provide information on media consumption for 

advertisers and other market players (Sabry, 2007: 160; Salameh, 2009: 29). 

Some of the market research conducted seems problematic and difficult to trust 

given that it lists JTV as the second most watched channel by young audiences in 

Amman who spend long hours viewing television, which seems to contradict what 

has been elsewhere researched and said about Jordanian audiences (Salameh, 

2009: 29).  

 Due to the obstacles that face qualitative audience research in the Middle 

East generally, information about distinctions between different Arab audiences 

and their demographics is unavailable. A report on Jordan by the Oxford Business 

Group in 2009 states that “the distinctive feature of the Jordanian media 

landscape is the lack of a vibrant local TV sector. The state-owned Jordan TV 

continues to be the only terrestrial channel that provides commentary on local 

affairs. However, the channel’s reach and influence is somewhat limited, largely 

due to the popularity of regional satellite channels. Pan-Arab channels, such as Al 

Jazeera, Al Arabiya, Arab Radio and Television and the Middle East Broadcasting 

Centre (MBC), have succeeded in capturing Jordanian audiences with popular 

commercial content via free-to-air satellite channels. Their wide reach is supported 

by high satellite penetration, which is estimated at around 96%.” (Oxford Business 

Group, 2009: 191). The report also highlights the fascination with Turkish soap 

operas which has risen across the Arab region, including Jordan, and the debates 

they have triggered over social norms and values.  

A more recent study conducted on Jordanian audiences and satellite news 

media also suggests that Jordanian audiences prefer television over the press as 

sources of information, and favour pan-Arab channels such as Al Jazeera (Abdel 

Karim, 2012). Abdel Karim argues that audiences seek information about 

international affairs through these transnational news channels in order to evade 

censorship on local news, which he argues empowers these audiences and 

compensates for the absence of genuine avenues for their political participation in 

Jordan. Furthermore, in contrast to what has been suggested in the past about the 

decline of news and rise of entertainment programmes with Arab audiences, he 
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argues that Jordanian audiences seemed to be increasingly interested in politics 

as a topic of conversation. Television talk shows remain largely understudied 

amongst Arab audiences more generally, and Jordanian audiences specifically. 

Since their proliferation on satellite television in the 1990s and into the 21st 

century, talk shows have attracted attention for their ability to engage in 

discussions in unprecedented ways. At the time of conducting this research, 

several talk shows were still popular and watched amongst Jordanian audiences, 

and some had recently returned to the pan-Arab screen such as the case of 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed analysed later.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has re-visited the available literature describing the Arab 

media landscape and the ways it has changed over the years, from state-

controlled national media systems focused on serving the political, religious, 

cultural and economic aims of Arab governments, to more privatised transnational 

satellite channels that had a wider variety of programmes including pan-Arab 

news channels, reality TV shows, game shows and talk shows. The chapter 

reviewed these technological advances while focusing on some of the countries 

that came to dominate Arab television after the advent of satellite television, such 

as Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and, later, Egypt. The chapter then moved to look at 

how ‘powerhouses’ like Saudi Arabia and Lebanon broadened the competitive 

Arab market, highlighting the different business models which came to be 

reflected by different channels. It also looked at the variety of television 

programmes which characterised this changed competitive media market, such as 

the new and professional style of news coverage on pan-Arab news channels like 

Al-Jazeera, reality TV programmes and game shows, and political discussion 

programmes or talk shows.  

However, what this literature review chapter makes clear is that despite talk 

show’s popularity since the 1990s, for their low production costs and their promise 

of breaking long-entrenched taboos, they remained in the shadows of academic 

research. On one hand, opinions about these shows and their role in opening up 

public debates tend to be overshadowed and simply deduced from larger 

academic debates about the implications of satellite television in challenging or 
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reinforcing the status quo (Kraidy, 2002; Sakr, 2007), without warranting extra 

analysis of talk shows themselves or their audiences. On the other hand, others 

tend to view talk shows as deteriorating from those occupied with current affairs 

and political issues and developments, to those of a more sensationalised nature 

and focus on social and personal issues (Schleifer, 2001). The chapter argues 

that talk shows that are often dismissed in that way tend to be those which focus 

on women’s issues and enjoy predominantly women audiences. Moreover, the 

chapter also suggests that perspectives like Schleifer’s (2001) reflect a broader 

dominant trend in media analysis that tends to equate public opinion and debates 

of importance to the public sphere to news-reporting and news programmes only. 

Finally, the chapter also provided a brief context of the literature on Jordanian 

media, which is mostly heavily controlled and censored by the government, and 

Jordanian audiences. The rest of this thesis will address these several points and 

omissions in previous literature on Arab media by examining a broader literature 

on public spheres, analysing popular Arab talk shows on non-news channels and 

their reception by audiences 
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Chapter Three: Talk shows and the Public Sphere: Enemies or Allies?  

 

Introduction 

Habermas’ theory of the public sphere, as formulated in his dissertation in 

the 1960s and first published in English in 1989 (Habermas 1989), continues to be 

widely quoted and applied in media research, including in the literature on talk 

shows. However, Habermas’ conceptualisation has been criticised as narrow and 

out-dated, overly idealistic in its account of the bourgeois public sphere in 18th 

century Germany, Britain and France, and not particularly well suited to explaining 

the nature of publicity in the contemporary media environment. As Shattuc (1997), 

Livingstone & Lunt (1994) and others have shown, the early debates and analyses 

of talk shows’ debates were often oblivious to these shortcomings of Habermas’ 

work, and relied on rather narrow criteria of public debate dictated by traditional, 

male-dominated and class-specific definitions of public sphere as laid out in 

Habermas’ account. As a result, these studies have often concluded that the 

genre and the public sphere are inherently incompatible, and even suggested that 

the genre represents a threat to the public sphere (Wood, 2009).  

This chapter will first outline Habermas’ notion of the public sphere. It will 

then move on to review some of the key criticisms of Habermas’ work and 

alternative conceptions of the public sphere. In this second section, three strands 

of critique are identified: feminist criticism of Habermas’ theory of the public sphere, 

theories which emphasise the cultural dimension of the public sphere, and 

theories which question Habermas’ emphasis on rational deliberation, civility and 

closure as essential components of the public sphere. Finally, the literature on talk 

shows and public debates will be reviewed in the light of those previous definitions 

of the public sphere. The arguments developed in this chapter will then form the 

basis of my own evaluation of Arab talk shows and their potential to contribute to 

the Arab public sphere(s).  

Habermas’ theory of the public sphere  

Habermas states that “if we are successful in gaining a historical 

understanding of the structures of this complex that today, confusedly enough, we 

subsume under the heading ‘the public sphere’, we can hope to attain thereby not 
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only a sociological clarification of the concept but a systematic comprehension of 

our own society from the perspective of one of its central categories” (Habermas, 

1989: 5). Habermas finds the first signs of the modern public sphere as an 

emerging functional space within civil society in Germany towards the end of the 

18th century. By civil society, Habermas means “the realm of commodity exchange 

and social labor governed by its own laws” (Habermas, 1992: 3). He traces the 

concepts of the ‘public’ and ‘private’ to ancient Greek roots, drawing similarities 

between the ancient Greek version of a public sphere and the modern public 

sphere which gradually emerges in Europe after the Renaissance. What was seen 

in ancient Greece as a public sphere referred to a realm of ‘freedom and 

permanence’ in which everything was revealed to all, competition between citizens 

as equals took place, and fame and recognition were the rewards of those who 

excelled. This Hellenic public sphere was exclusive to those who were wealthy, 

notable and successfully commanding of the private autonomy of their households, 

and as such excluded those who were shamed by poverty, expropriation, or exile. 

In other words, people’s private status decided their public status and as such 

determined their participation in what was then analogous to the public sphere.  

Habermas explains that this model of a ‘Hellenic public sphere’ preserves 

its ideological skeleton over the centuries and in many ways resembles the 

emerging public sphere in Europe after the Renaissance. However, during the 

period in between, “a public sphere in the sense of a separate realm distinguished 

from the private sphere cannot be shown to have existed in the feudal society of 

the High Middle Ages” (ibid: 7). Even though the notions of the ‘public’ and ‘private’ 

themselves survive from the Roman laws of the past, there is no standard or 

proportional usage of the terms which can be fitted within the legal conditions of 

those times to embody two separate autonomous spheres. What is available in 

the Middle Ages instead is the “publicness (or publicity) of representation” which 

functions, not as a social realm specific to certain occasions and locales like a 

public sphere would but as a display of social status, sovereignty and power by 

the feudal authorities which are represented before the people, rather than for 

them, in a “a strict code of “noble” conduct” (ibid: 7-8).  

During the Late Middle Ages, Habermas traces the development of a new 

form of ‘courtly-knightly publicity’ in the 15th century in different European countries, 
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specifically Italy, France and England. This new social order of a noble culture is 

assimilated and largely shaped by the bourgeois culture. Representative 

publicness survives with this new society until capitalist economy replaces the 

feudal system and inspires the rise of national and territorial power states. With 

the fall of the feudal authorities (the church, prince and nobility) in a process of 

polarisation, this new society of bourgeois culture, separate from the state, begins 

to develop their “framework of sociability” into a “sphere of ‘good society’”, and the 

public and private as two separate spheres begin to emerge (Habermas, 1990: 

10-11). These spheres gradually take shape as religious matters and freedom of 

religion become a private matter while the church remains a public body governed 

under public law; royal courts and holdings become privatised spheres separated 

from the public budget while the government and military become independent 

institutions of public authority independent from court; other public organs of 

authority develop alongside the government and military such as the parliament 

and the judicial courts; and finally, occupational groups, organizations and 

corporations form the sphere of civil society which “as a the genuine domain of 

private autonomy stood opposed to the state” (Habermas & Lennox, 1964: 51; ibid: 

12).  

Habermas explains this new social order against the background of a 

financial and trade capitalist system which slowly begins to emerge in the 13th 

century within the old power structure. These gradually pave the way for long-

distance traffic in commodities and a consequent rise of new markets and trade 

fairs, which grew into a ‘network of horizontal economic dependencies’ “that in 

principle could no longer be accommodated by the vertical relationships of 

dependence characterizing the organization of domination in an estate system 

based upon a self-contained household economy” (ibid: 15). Alongside these 

commercial relations, the new modern state with its bureaucracies and economies 

gradually emerges based on a system of taxation (Ibid: 17). The polarisation of 

feudal authorities and changing political order provides space for the growth of the 

“sphere of public authority” mainly characterised by “a permanent administration 

and a standing army” (ibid: 18, emphasis in original text). ‘Public authority’ here 

referred to state authority as “an apparatus with regulated spheres of jurisdiction 

and endowed with a monopoly over the legitimate use of coercion” which stood 
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opposed to ‘private’ people, members of the laity who held no office and were 

merely subjects to it (ibid: 18). Beyond the privatised role of economic 

reproduction, civil society also held a public relevance; “the economic activity that 

had become private had to be oriented toward a commodity market that had 

expanded under public direction and supervision; the economic conditions under 

which this activity now took place lay outside the confines of the single household; 

for the first time they were of general interest” (ibid: 19).  Civil society thus played 

a social role between the public and private spheres: “Society is the form in which 

the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing else assumes public 

significance, and where the activities connected with sheer survival are permitted 

to appear in public (Arendt, 1958: p.46 in Habermas, 1989: 19). 

The traffic of news assumes a more influential role as well as regularity due 

to its increased importance for carrying information between merchants across the 

markets, and gradually transforms by the capitalist mode of production into a 

commodity itself that is the press (ibid: 20-21). The press becomes important for 

the new state authorities “as a kind of transposition of the publicity of 

representation into the new form of public sphere”, allowing them to make 

announcements on the movements and events of the nobility, as well as 

announcing instructions and ordinances. The addressees of the news, however, 

were not the “common man” but the “educated classes” who formed the new 

bourgeois class at the core of the “public” (ibid: 22-23). These included doctors, 

officers, teachers and professors, merchants, manufacturers, and entrepreneurs to 

name only some. Habermas explains, “their commanding status in the new sphere 

of civil society came to gradually create a tension between ‘town’ and ‘court’” (Ibid: 

23).  

This tension becomes more evident as capitalist trade and production 

became more pervasive due to mercantilist policy, leading to the withering of self-

sufficient economies, growing dependence of local markets on national and 

regional ones, and the increasing official interventions into the privatised 

household. As a result of people’s discontent, a critical sphere begins to develop 

at the end of the 17th century that makes its way into the press; periodicals, which 

accompanied journals, came to include criticisms in addition to information and 

reviews. These were of the scholarly type at first before they become increasingly 
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critical of the authorities. Habermas notes the changing nature of a public sphere 

from one of public (state) authority to another led by members of society: “the 

inhibited judgements were called ‘public’ in view of a public sphere that without 

question had counted as a sphere of public authority, but was now casting itself 

loose as a forum in which the private people, come together to form a public, 

readied themselves to compel public authority to legitimate itself before public 

opinion” (Ibid: 25-26). 

A public sphere that functioned in a political sense first arose in Britain at 

the very end of the 17th century due to several events, one of which was the 

elimination of censorship which “made the influx of rational-critical arguments into 

the press possible and allowed the latter to evolve into an instrument with whose 

aid political decisions could be brought before the new forum of the public” 

(Habermas, 1989: 58). The public sphere was further consolidated with the 

development of the parliament, which “led ultimately to the point at which the 

public active in the political realm established itself as an organ of the state” (ibid: 

59). The degree of the public sphere’s development was measured from that 

moment on in terms of the level of confrontation between government and press 

(ibid: 60), and the middle-class bourgeois strata “formed something like a steadily 

expanding pre-parliamentary forum” who critically followed the deliberations of the 

Parliament (ibid: 62-63). Habermas notes the rifts that occurred within parliament, 

“caught between the public considerations and arguments of a critical public and 

the corrupting influence of a King forced to resort to rule by indirection”. These 

dynamics led to the development of the concept of ‘political opposition’ (ibid.) 

which embedded itself within the growing notion of the public as an entity which 

was more commonly referred to from 18th century onwards as the “common voice” 

or “public   spirit” (which Habermas warns is not necessarily the same as public 

opinion) (ibid: 64).    

  The public sphere in that sense is the institution or “realm of our social life 

in which something approaching public opinion can be formed” (Habermas & 

Lennox, 1964: 49). Access to this public sphere is available to all citizens 

regardless of their status, affiliations and personal interests, in order to form a 

public body that can then proceed to exchange information and views, and 

discuss matters of general interest uninhibited by social or political inequalities or 
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hierarchies. Furthermore, Habermas explains that the public sphere should also 

be free of any state interference. He therefore envisages the public sphere to be a 

discursive space in which the public body of citizens critically assess and subject 

state authority to their scrutiny, criticism and control without the latter’s 

interference.  

In that light, Habermas suggests a set of norms and behaviours that can 

help bring the public sphere into being and foster the formation of public opinion. 

These include general accessibility to all, elimination of all privileges, and rational 

legitimations and deliberations. Central to Habermas’ public sphere is the active, 

reasoned and critical discourse of the public body in generating a public opinion 

that will scrutinise and influence the policies of the state and the development of 

society (Dahlgren, 1995: 7-8). Conceived in these terms, the public sphere acts as 

the mediator between society and state and the facilitator of democracy in state 

activities (Habermas & Lennox, 1964: 49-50). It appears in the salons and 

coffeehouses and clubs of the male educated and propertied strata and operates 

through the circulation of intellectual journals, pamphlets and newspapers. 

However, according to Habermas, this bourgeois public sphere begins to decline 

under advanced industrial capitalism and mass democracy, when it begins to lose 

its exclusivity to the less educated, when the state becomes more interventionist, 

and when the boundaries between the public and the private begin to blur. The 

role of the public is minimised politically as large organisations and interest groups 

partner with the state, and it gradually loses its active critical functions to passive 

spectatorship as the media is transformed by commercial interests into public 

relations, advertising and entertainment (Dahlgren, 1995: 8).  

Criticisms of Habermas’ theory of the public sphere 

As Calhoun (1992) states, Habermas’ conception of the public sphere was 

born in controversy. His notion of the public sphere has been described by some 

as ambiguous, appearing “both as a normative ideal to be strived for and as a 

manifestation of actual historical circumstances in early bourgeois Europe” and 

criticised by others such as Verstraeten (1994) for its exclusionary functions which 

contradict its liberating aims (Dahlgren, 1995: 10). Dahlgren (1995) also questions 

the applicability of Habermas’ public sphere, conceptualised at times of small-



Page | 57  
 

scale print media and the exclusive interaction of much smaller populations, in 

present day massive-scale societies and electronic media. It is important to note 

that Habermas does acknowledge several of the criticisms in some of his later 

work (1987; 1996). Nonetheless, his original theory and the key criticisms of this 

theory remain widely quoted and used, and serve as inspiration in even some of 

the most recent work on the public sphere.   

The following section will introduce key critiques of Habermas’ original idea 

of the public sphere relevant to the analysis of talk shows. These can be divided 

into three strands: feminist criticisms of Habermas’ concept of the public sphere, 

theories which emphasise the cultural dimension of the public sphere, and 

theories which question Habermas’ emphasis on rational deliberation and civility 

as essential components of the public sphere.  

One of the most prominent proponents of the first of these strands is Nancy 

Fraser (1990), who criticises not only the obvious exclusion of women from the 

bourgeois public sphere but also Habermas’ failure to acknowledge it until his later 

revisions. She does praise Habermas’ work for its ability to distinguish between 

different sectors of the public sphere, mainly state apparatuses, economic markets 

and democratic associations that are essential for democratic theory, and which 

she notes have been flattened in feminist research that simplifies the definition of 

the public sphere by equating it with issues outside the domestic and familial 

arenas (Fraser, 1990: 57). However, Fraser highlights Habermas’ out-dated 

conceptualisation of the bourgeois public sphere, emphasising the need for a 

contemporary re-consideration of its form and functions which goes beyond its 

exclusiveness to a specific bourgeois class characterised by a specific period of 

history in Europe, in order to maintain the arena’s critical function and relevance 

today for institutionalising democracy. Fraser explains that despite the rhetoric of 

publicity and accessibility, Habermas’ account of the bourgeois or liberal public 

sphere was characterised by a number of exclusions, particularly with respect to 

women, as he failed to account for public spaces, beyond the male-dominated 

salons, where women met and engaged in various discussions. She explains that 

these kinds of exclusions draw on out-dated traditional notions which cast 

femininity and publicity as oxymorons and are also linked to exclusions rooted in 

processes of class formation, particularly the emergence of a distinctive culture of 
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civil society characterised by many voluntary and exclusive associations of various 

types – professional, cultural and civic, to name a few (ibid: 59-60). This process 

of creating a distinctive, exclusive bourgeois elite played an influential role in the 

increased presence of sexism which characterised the public sphere, as “new 

gender norms enjoining feminine domesticity and a sharp separation of public and 

private spheres functioned as key signifiers of bourgeois difference from both 

higher and lower social strata. It is a measure of the eventual success of this 

bourgeois project that these norms later became hegemonic, sometimes imposed 

on, sometimes embraced by, broader segments of society” (ibid: 60). 

Fraser also highlights the multiple ways in which women were able to 

access public life despite their exclusion from formal political incorporation. 

Borrowing from the works of different historiographers, Fraser explains that the 

bourgeois public was never the sole public, highlighting the multiplicity of 

competing non-liberal, non-bourgeois counter-publics that women founded, even 

before the 19th century. She identifies four main problematic assumptions in 

Habermas’ account of the bourgeois masculine public sphere; the idea that 

societal equality is not a prerequisite for political democracy and that status 

differentials between people can thus be bracketed; the view that a move towards 

greater democracy means a move towards a single comprehensive public sphere 

rather than multiple competing ones; the restriction of discussions in the public 

sphere to those about the common good and the perception that those which 

involve the discussion of private interests and issues are undesirable; and the 

view that a separation between civil society and state is a prerequisite of a 

functioning democratic public sphere.  

It is the third assumption in particular, namely the restriction of discussions 

in the public sphere to those about the common good and the perception that 

those which involve the discussion of private interests and issues are undesirable, 

that is of particular relevance to this thesis. The emphasis on the ‘common good’ 

as a criterion for what consumes the attention of the public in the public sphere, 

and the undesirability of private issues to enter the public sphere simply reinforces 

its patriarchal nature. This becomes particularly evident when we take into account 

that the notions of the public and private spheres are gendered ones in the sense 

that the public sphere is seen as a ‘male’ domain while the private sphere is 
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regarded as a ‘female’ domain, preventing each of the genders from recognising 

and tackling serious issues that occur in the domain that is supposedly not ‘theirs’. 

It also negates the importance of women as a constituency composing half of any 

society, and denies issues and interests stemming from private lives – be they the 

private lives of men or women – as central to what constitutes the ‘common good’. 

As debates about domestic violence, gender relations, childrearing practices and 

several other issues suggest, private matters are often of direct relevance to the 

‘common good’, and their discussion in the public sphere should therefore be not 

only allowed, but also encouraged.  

However, even though Fraser’s work was doubtlessly critical in identifying 

the gendered nature and the biases engrained in Habermas’ original theory, her 

critique has its limits, and has to be pushed further if it is to be applied in the 

analysis of talk shows. In particular, the key weakness of Fraser’s work lies in the 

fact that she continues to treat the distinction between the private and the public 

as static and self-evident. One of the main contributions of the research project at 

hand, which will become evident in the analysis chapters, consists in highlighting 

the porous, flexible and historically and socially contingent nature of the boundary 

between the public and the private. In line with this, one of the main strands of 

analysis in this thesis focuses on how this boundary between the public and the 

private is constituted and negotiated through actual communicative processes at a 

micro level. Talk shows, as a genre typically aimed at female audiences and 

concerned with ‘private’ matters, provide an excellent focus for such an 

investigation. It is the purpose of the talk shows’ analysis to show how this 

boundary is permeably constituted through editorial decisions of which issues to 

include or exclude as well as interactions between the host(s) and guests. 

Following on from this, the audience analysis part of the project will then examine 

how this boundary is negotiated through audience reception and interpretation. To 

put it differently, what this project seeks to offer is an investigation of the public 

sphere – and the public-private boundary as one of its constitutive elements – as a 

process, rather than as a static object, which has been also recently argued by 

Dajani (2010). As demonstrated in the analysis, the public sphere is best seen as 

a continuous project that encompasses media production, media texts and 

reception, and which occurs through a myriad of conversations and debates 
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occurring in the parliament, on the pages of newspapers, in television studios, as 

well as in the private living rooms. Through this process, the boundaries of what is 

considered public and private are constantly negotiated, confirmed, and 

challenged.    

The second strand of criticism of relevance to this thesis can be found in 

theories that emphasise the cultural dimension of the public sphere. McGuigan 

(2005) extends Habermas’ concept of the literary public sphere to a broader 

cultural public sphere, which captures the importance of considering the 

articulation of both public and personal politics through affective – aesthetic and 

emotional – modes of communication across the different media and popular 

culture (McGuigan, 2005).  He explains that while news, and official state affairs 

were the main topics of cognitive and disinterested deliberations in the political 

public sphere, aesthetic and affective works of art and literature belonged to the 

literary one. McGuigan points to the increasing complexity of the modern world, 

which an 18th century version of a literary public sphere of literature and art alone 

cannot represent. In fact, he explains that the world we live in today is culturally 

more diverse and includes a vast collection of mass popular culture and 

entertainment which we regularly engage with, and through the discourses of 

which we reflect on our lives and imagine the good life. Therefore, it becomes only 

necessary to examine the role of these as part of understanding the larger public 

sphere. 

McGuigan’s account of the cultural public sphere is more applicable to 

changes characteristic of the 20th and 21st centuries, which Habermas was first 

pessimistic about, and then blamed, for the demise of the public sphere. 

Habermas claimed that commercial interests and public relations diluted press 

freedom and open debate, politics became gradually detached from popular 

concerns, and people became consumers who are preoccupied with their 

everyday lives and distracted from issues of concern in the political public sphere. 

In contrast, McGuigan argues that while Habermas might have seen this first as a 

sign of the fall of the public sphere, cultural populists view the meaningful 

practices of mundane existence as more than just signs of isolation and tuning off 

from important matters. He highlights an interesting paradox in Habermas’ 

conceptualisation of the public sphere stating: “Accuracy of information and 
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conditions favourable to dissent and dialogic reason are normative requirements 

of genuine democracy. Nevertheless, a solely cognitive conception of the public 

sphere has serious limitations…[...]... keen popular engagement in something like 

a public sphere more often than not takes a predominantly affective mode, related 

to the immediacy of lifeworld concerns, instead of the cognitive mode normally 

associated with experience of a remote, apparently unfathomable and 

uncontrollable system. The concept of a cultural public sphere may go some way 

to explaining what is going on in this respect” (McGuigan, 2005: 434-435). He 

suggests that rather than looking down on topics such as celebrity lives, scandals, 

and stories of success and failure which consume popular fascination and 

generate widespread passionate disputation as trivial and distracting from more 

important issues, we should acknowledge their importance as signs of deeper 

cultural concerns. McGuigan further elaborates on this stating:  “Affective 

communications help people to think reflexively about their own lifeworld situations 

and how to negotiate their way in and through systems that may seem beyond 

anyone’s control on the terrain of everyday life. The cultural public sphere 

provides vehicles for thought and feeling, for imagination and disputatious 

argument, which are not necessarily of inherent merit but may be of some 

consequence” (McGuigan, 2005: 435).  

Similarly, other scholars such as Gripsrud (1992) and Dahlgren (1995) have 

noted the binary opposition between cognitive and affective communications and 

the neglect that the latter has usually received in social scientific research. 

Gripsrud (1992), in his elaboration on the role of melodrama in the public sphere, 

points to the educational function of movies, soap operas and tabloid journalism, 

in addition to the entertaining one. This educational function is a more emotional 

one that relates to feelings rather than cognitive knowledge, thus highlighting the 

significance which sentiment holds in the public sphere. Dahlgren (1995), on a 

similar note, highlights a weakness in critical theory that is caused by the rift in 

media research between analyses of cognitive communications in relation to the 

public sphere and analyses of affective communications with regard to popular 

culture. He critiques Habermas’ theory and its application in modern days, stating:  

“If Habermas’ theoretical step in conceptualizing the public sphere was 

an immensely valuable step, no one, not even Habermas himself, would 
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argue that we should remain fully within those initial formulations. We must 

see the public sphere partly as an ideal we aim for or a direction charted. It 

always remains (in the best of cases) a political accomplishment, ever in 

need of renewal, and we should avoid clutching to an historically frozen 

model. It is an historically contingent space, negotiated and contested, 

situated at the interface of an array of vectors. It is structured by macro-

societal factors and shaped by the mass media, especially television. 

Yet … it is also socioculturally constructed by the discursive practices of 

civil society” (Dahlgren, 1995: 23).  

Arguably, Dahlgren’s arguments about the unfinished nature of the public 

sphere and about its constant need for renewal can be linked to the earlier point 

about the public sphere as a process. Just as the actual reality of the public 

sphere – which is best conceived, as argued earlier, as a process rather than an 

accomplished state – also the ideal, normative conception of the public sphere is a 

project in need of constant renewal, criticism and change which brings it closer to 

the changing reality of society itself.   

Mouffe (2000) also acknowledges the crucial role played by ‘passions’ in 

the field of politics and the need for considering them in debates about democratic 

theory. She argues that in order to foster the development of democratic 

institutions and democratic citizens, what really matters is the availability of 

democratic forms of individuality and subjectivity rather than an emphasis on 

rationality:  

“By privileging rationality, both the deliberative and the 

aggregate perspectives [of democracy] leave aside a central element, 

which is the crucial role, played by passions and emotions in 

securing allegiance to democratic values. This cannot be ignored 

and it entails envisaging the question of democratic citizenship in a 

very different way. The failure of current democratic theory to tackle 

the question of citizenship is the consequence of their operating with 

a conception of the subject, which sees the individuals as prior to 

society, as bearers of natural rights, and either as utility maximizing 

agents or as rational subjects. In all cases they are abstracted from 
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social and power relations, language, cultural and the whole set of 

practices that make the individuality possible. What is precluded in 

these rationalistic approaches is the very question of what are the 

conditions of existence for democratic subjects.” (Mouffe, 2000: 10). 

 Mouffe (2000) criticises Habermas’ ‘deliberative democracy’ as being 

unable to acknowledge, both the impossibility of achieving an inclusive and 

rational consensus, and the ineradicableness of antagonism. She explains that a 

public sphere constituted by a deliberative approach to democratic theory (such as 

Habermas’) which argues that power can be eliminated and rational consensus 

can be achievable, is “unable to acknowledge the dimension of antagonism that 

the pluralism of values entails and its ineradicable character” (ibid: 13). Instead, 

Mouffe suggests an agonistic model as a solution, at the heart of which is not the 

question of how to arrive at a consensus without exclusion and overcoming the 

“us/them” binary, but how to establish such a relation in a way which is compatible 

with pluralist democracy. She adds that an important difference with the model of 

“deliberative democracy”, is that for “agonistic pluralism”, the prime task of 

democratic politics is not to eliminate passions from the sphere of the public, in 

order to render a rational consensus possible, but to mobilize those passions 

towards democratic designs” (Mouffe, 2000: 16). 

McGuigan’s concept of the cultural public sphere and the arguments by 

Mouffe, Gripsrud and Dahlgren about the importance of accounting for, rather than 

dismissing, passions and emotions in public debate all remind us of the affective 

nature of public culture, which has been substantially forgotten in social scientific 

research on the public sphere. The latter is usually concerned with rational 

cognitive matters, such as political agendas, selection of information and patterns 

of representation and framing of issues, but neglects affective dimensions of 

communications or even sees them as nothing more than distortions. McGuigan, 

Gripsrud, Dahlgren and Mouffe all indicate that no representational form, and 

certainly no one television genre across the whole range of fact and fiction 

programming, can be entirely rational and will always combine cognitive and 

affective elements to varying extents. Following these arguments, a genre such as 

the talk show has the potential to contribute to the public sphere, and one of the 



Page | 64  
 

key aims of this research is precisely to investigate whether and how talk shows, 

particularly Arab ones, may function as vehicles of public debate.  

A third critique of Habermas’ theory of the public sphere can be found in 

Ferree et al.’s (2002) account of different models of democratic theory. Ferree et 

al. provide not so much a criticism of Habermas’ notion of the public sphere but 

rather an attempt to develop a typology of the public sphere that is flexible enough 

to include different understandings of it, of which Habermas’ is just one. The 

different understandings of the public sphere derive from four traditions of 

democratic theory: representative liberal theory, participatory liberal theory, 

discursive theory and constructionist theory. They distinguish between these four 

traditions with reference to four categories: who should be included in the debate, 

what the ideal content of the discursive process is, how ideas should be presented 

and expressed by the speakers, and what relationship between discourse and 

decision-making should result (Ferree et al, 2002). The four traditions place 

different emphasis on each of the four categories, and sometimes overlap with 

similar perspectives on them. A summary of these traditions, taken from Ferree et 

al.’s study, is provided in the table below.  

For example, if we look at the first of these traditions, the representative 

liberal theory, places most emphasis on the first of these categories, who 

participates, and restricts that to elite representatives of society elected for their 

expertise, based on their strength of representation (proportionality). They can 

then argue through detached and civil ways issues of public interest, finally 

reaching a consensus and closure on that issue. The participatory liberal and 

discursive traditions on the other hand both disagree with the representative 

liberal theory on two of these categories: they both value popular inclusion and the 

participation of all members of society over elite inclusion, and the avoidance of 

premature closure which they believe can impose consensus on members of the 

public. They diverge in what they believe really defines both of their traditions; the 

participatory liberal theory places utmost value on the ideal content of the process, 

seeing it as contributing towards the empowerment of people, and accepts a 

range of styles for the way these ideas are presented, whereas the discursive 

theory is mostly concerned about how the process develops, seeing the values of 

dialogue, mutual respect and civility as crucial to the way ideas are presented. As 
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for the last of these traditions, the constructionist theory mainly advocates the 

avoidance of exclusionary closure and the expansion of the political community as 

the desired outcomes for democratic public discourse. It shares similarities with 

both the participatory liberal and discursive theories by arguing for the importance 

of popular inclusion, seeing expertise as a way of maintaining existing relations of 

dominance and subordination. It also places importance on the values of 

empowerment and recognition for the process of debate, yet it sees narrative and 

creativity as crucial for the way people present their ideas.  

Table 3.1  

 

  

 It appears that for the first of these categories, who participates, the 

representative liberal theory stands alone in valuing elite inclusion over popular 

inclusion. With regard to the second of these categories, what sort of process, the 

traditions disagree over the empowerment criterion; the participatory liberal theory 

sees empowerment as an end in itself and the engagement of as many people as 

possible in the debate as the central responsibility of public debate, while the 
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constructionist tradition sees that as inadequate on its own, and the recognition of 

difference and the widening of the range of ideas to be considered by decision 

makers as equally important. Empowerment is less evident in the discursive 

tradition, which values a deliberative process in which power is set aside for the 

purpose of communication, and completely absent in the representative liberal 

tradition. The third category, how ideas are presented, also reveals differences 

between the traditions. Civility and emotional detachment are supported by the 

representative liberal theory, and to a lesser extent by the discursive theory. 

Civility is not highly valued by the other two traditions however as it can be 

conflicting with popular inclusion and empowerment which they value more. 

Dialogue as a criterion of deliberativeness is highly valued by the discursive 

tradition, by the participatory liberal tradition as part of the range of communicative 

styles it accepts, and by the constructionist tradition as long as it does not 

compromise the narratives of personal experiences which can contribute to the 

inclusion of previously excluded groups. The last of these categories, outcomes 

(in the sense of closure of debate), is desired by the representative liberal tradition, 

accepted by the discursive tradition as long as it is reached through deliberative 

methods and dialogue, and undesirable by the participatory liberal tradition which 

fears an imposed closure by the powerful over the less powerful, as well as the 

constructionist tradition that is wary of its ability to suppress diversity.  

Ferree et al.’s typology accommodates, to an extent, what Dahlgren (1995), 

Gripsrud (1992) and Mouffe (2000) have highlighted about the role of passions 

and emotions in the public sphere as well as the irreconcilability in positions. It 

also accounts for the importance of wide popular participation and the 

acknowledgement and recognition of diversity in opinions as Fraser (1990) argues. 

While their typology captures several of the key criticisms which are raised in 

theoretical debates about the public sphere, it still misses out on explaining how 

these are empirically applied in cultural genres and across the vast media and 

popular culture which McGuigan (2005) notes in his account of the cultural public 

sphere. The main focus of the typology and its application has been solely on 

media texts and sources of information used by the media (such as NGOs and 

political parties) as Ferree et al. themselves have done in examining public 

debates about abortion in the United States and Germany (Ferree et al., 2002). 
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However, neither Ferree et al. nor any other researchers using their work have 

sought to use these arguments to examine public debates beyond media texts 

themselves, such as those occurring amongst audiences themselves and 

members of society. As suggested earlier, conversations among audiences 

constitute an important segment of the public sphere – understood as a process 

rather than a finished state – and without including that in the analysis we cannot 

build a fully rounded understanding of how the public sphere is established and 

maintained.    

Splichal (2006) reminds us of the importance of not equating the public 

sphere with the media sphere, and notes that much of the theoretical debate 

about the public sphere following Habermas has become media-centric, often 

reducing the public sphere to what is seen and heard on the media. Habermas’ 

mention of the coffeehouses and clubs in the 18th century can be seen as an 

indication of this, reflecting his wider understanding of the public sphere which 

calls for an investigation of broader communicative exchanges. This distinction 

between the public sphere and the mass media is often collapsed into one in 

empirical research as we can see in Ferree et al.’s accounts. The media cannot be 

representative of the public sphere alone, public debate and opinion formation 

beyond the media are equally important in investigating a mobilised public sphere. 

Failing to recognise the variety of sources that members of the “public(s)” might 

call upon in addition to the general news, as well as their individual interpretations 

of what is seen and heard in the media, provides us with a mistaken and imploded 

image of a public sphere, one in which audiences are either absent or feature as 

passive, gullible recipients or spectators of public debate, rather than active 

participants. I shall return to this point again when discussing my analytical 

approach to talk shows and their relationship with the public sphere, since one of 

the aims of my research was precisely to capture the broader communicative 

exchanges that constitute the public sphere.  

To put it differently, Ferree et al.’s typology is inclusive and helpful, yet it 

lacks a more open approach to where the public debate can take place. It would 

therefore seem appropriate to consider, in addition to the four categories they look 

at, the question of where the public debate can occur. The importance of this fifth 

question reflects the wide range of diverse media texts and programmes on which 



Page | 68  
 

different and equally important debates can potentially take place, such as news 

programmes on one side and fiction and entertainment genres on another.  It can 

also take into account even broader circuits of communication beyond the media 

texts themselves, such as in informal everyday settings of members of the public 

who can extensively enrich and extend the debates beyond what the media texts 

themselves have to offer. One of the aims of this thesis is therefore to explore the 

applicability of Ferree’s et al.’s arguments – in particular, their acknowledgment of 

different models of the public sphere, and the fact that different models emphasise 

different aspects and normative requirements for the public sphere – to the 

popular entertainment genre of the talk show and its potential contribution to the 

public sphere, as well as to audience reception of these shows as an equally 

integral part of the public debate.  

Television talk shows and the public sphere  

The previous discussion on the public sphere, once the concept is revised 

and expanded, can be of great relevance to understanding and critiquing the work 

conducted so far on talk shows in television studies and popular culture studies, 

particularly the latter’s focus on the presence and use of ‘ordinary’ people in such 

shows and in television more generally, and the ways this can be of great 

importance to the role of these shows in the public sphere.  

The ‘common sense’ categorisation of television programmes within 

television studies and popular culture studies, into “news and current affairs, 

drama (series and serials), sitcoms and soaps, documentaries and sport leave 

many types recognizable but ungrouped”, and as a result unsatisfactorily dealt 

with or analysed (Bonner, 2003: 8). These include talk shows, morning shows and 

breakfast shows to name a few. Bonner refers to the latter as ‘ordinary television’, 

which most formal critical work pays little attention, and which are either written 

about when they first appear or are the occasional interest of articles but not 

detailed examination.  

Research on talk shows grew under the influence of feminist studies, 

particularly because of their mostly female presenters, guests, experts and studio 

audiences, as well as their focus on “traditionally feminine matters of social and 

sexual (im)propriety” (ibid: 13). Scholars such as Masciarotte (1991) and 
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Grindstaff (1997) have argued for the importance of these shows as sites of public 

feminine authority or platforms where working-class voices and experiences are 

given space and voice. Yet, while feminism provided strong arguments against 

scholarly disregard for television shows like talk shows on the basis of gender, 

Bonner argues that what is central to these shows, which also happens to deem 

them unworthy of sustained investigation and of serious consideration regarding 

their role within the public sphere, is “their lack of anything special, their very 

triviality, their ordinariness” (Bonner, 2003: 2-3).  

Bonner identifies central aspects that characterise ordinary television such 

as talk shows. These include “direct address of the audience, the incorporation of 

ordinary people into the programme and the mundanity of its concerns” (ibid.). He 

differentiates talk shows from chat shows in the sense that the latter are not so 

clearly demarcated by their feminine appeal or discourses, and the presence of 

ordinary people and their problems. While Bonner himself warns about the 

problems that arise when applying ‘genres’ like these to a variety of constantly 

changing television formats, it can be said that the three specific Arab shows 

analysed in this thesis resonate more with the ‘talk’ rather than the ‘chat’ genre, 

particularly for their focus on women-related issues, their inclusion of feminist 

discourses and their focus on the participation of ordinary members of the public. 

While such shows have been formerly excluded from serious consideration and 

analysis because of such characteristics as Bonner explains, this thesis aims to 

demonstrate that it is because of precisely these features (feminist discourses and 

participation of the ordinary person) that talk shows like the ones analysed here 

can be consequential to the public sphere.  

Turner (2010) similarly focuses on the increasing incorporation of the 

public’s voices and ordinary peoples’ experiences in the media. He notes that the 

increased access of ordinary citizens to the media “has encouraged some to 

argue that we have entered an unprecedented ear of networked information, 

which in turn provides opportunities that are so widespread and various that they 

constitute a form of democratization- an opening up of the media on a scale that 

invites us to think of it as a new form of political enfranchisement” (Turner, 2010: 

1). He argues, with case studies of talk radio from the U.S, Europe and Australia, 

that the nature of this access through the shows and its outcomes can often 
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compromise these possibilities. He elaborates that such shows are marked by 

“divisive, and commercial deployment of that power rather than by its building of 

broad-based consensus” (ibid). While these shows are promoted as egalitarian, 

their content is often devoid of liberal or tolerant discourse and is in fact racially 

motivated in the case of Australian talk radio, while characterised by conservative 

political voices in the case of American talk radio. 

However, Turner’s research of various television shows and the presence 

of ordinary people in them, and his conclusions of what it means for the 

democratic role of such shows, resonate with what Dahlgren warns of – that of 

certain genres like news and current affairs shows being associated with valuable 

contribution to democratisation processes and the public sphere while others 

categorised under the ‘light entertainment’ or ‘infotainment’ genres being 

associated with pure entertainment. This can be seen when he states “as news 

and current affairs on radio is turned over to the populist talk show host, the 

prospects for traditional journalism looks bleak” (ibid: 71). Turner does state that 

talk radio presents the demotic voice of the ordinary citizen. He also explains that 

they can still contribute to it in certain political and social contexts, such as in 

cases he presents from Hong Kong talk radio at the very end of twentieth century 

(ibid: 99). However, in relation to the role of such shows and the inclusion of these 

voices in the public sphere, Turner argues that talk radio’s format or the outcome 

of its shows is not inherently consistent with, or aimed to serve, processes of 

democratisation. Similar to his findings in certain social and political contexts such 

as that of Hong Kong, this thesis will argue and demonstrate evidence for the 

significant role of Arab television talk shows within the social and political context 

of the Middle East and Jordan specifically, particularly for their important role and 

credibility, as perceived by audiences, in their discussions of political events in 

relation to recent Arab spring and their challenging of social and cultural 

boundaries and conventions. 

Research within television studies and popular culture studies has also 

been increasingly interested since the 1980s in the reception of audiences, which 

studies on talk shows have also engaged with including the thesis at hand. These 

have been mainly interested in answering questions like what meanings 

audiences make of what they consume, why certain meanings rather than others 
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are produced by specific audiences, and how processes of meaning-making, 

located in the settings of everyday domestic life, shape our understanding of 

media power and public knowledge (Corner, 1991: 267). The burgeoning focus on 

audience reception has been greatly influenced and motivated by David Morley’s 

seminal work on television audiences and family contexts (Morley, 1980; 1986). 

Morley’s work broke away from the formalism of research that focused heavily on 

textual analysis and engaged with the various variables and complexities of 

meaning-making processes, the latter being re-conceptualised in a more complex 

way as: “intra-textual (requiring analysis of textual structures), inter-textual 

(requiring analysis, among other things, of genres and relations between them) 

but also finally and decisively interpretive (requiring research into the situated 

practice of ‘receptive’ understanding)” (ibid: 270). The main significance of this 

body of work has been highlighting the variations in responses amongst 

audiences and the “interpretive resistance” they engaged in through negotiating 

and disagreeing on their readings of media texts, all of which undermine and 

question previous hypotheses about media power and subordinate audiences 

(ibid.). Yet it has also received some criticisms, firstly relating to various works’ 

increasing focus on micro-processes of viewing relations that replace the larger 

focus on macro-structures of media and society, and secondly to the celebratory 

tone within the popular culture project in particular, which enthusiastically validates 

“the choices of entertainment made by ‘ordinary viewers’ in a way which then 

prompts fundamental questions about the aims both of aesthetic and of social 

inquiry” (ibid: 269). Corner (1991) identifies three key areas that are of great 

importance and difficulty for conducting such research, which are: ‘meaning’, 

‘genre’ and ‘context’. He explains that these have been used differently in two 

different projects within media research: the public knowledge project (concerned 

with news and current affairs programmes as agents of public knowledge and 

power and with viewers as citizens) and the popular culture project (concerned 

with the media as a source of entertainment and with certain social factors such as 

class and gender as signifiers of taste and pleasure (ibid: 268).   

Talk shows are particularly unique for their ability to merge between these 

two projects, or blur the rift that Dahlgren (1997) notes between them, since they 

combine aspects of both news and entertainment. In that sense, talk shows 
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complicate and challenge the traditional association made between certain genres 

like news or current affairs programmes and the public sphere and not other forms 

of popular and ordinary television. The entertainment quality of talk shows, often 

used to denounce these show’s significance for the public sphere, can be crucial 

precisely for that purpose. Dyer (1993) defines entertainment as “a type of 

performance produced for profit, performed before a generalised audience (the 

‘public’) by a trained, paid group who do nothing else but produce performances 

which have the sole (conscious) aim of providing pleasure” (Dyer, 1993 in During, 

1993: 272). While Dyer looks at the very different genre of the musical, his 

explanation of how entertainment forms gain emotional signification, “in relation to 

the complex of meanings in the social-cultural situation in which they are 

produced”, is still useful in understanding ‘ordinary’ television shows and formats 

such as talk shows (ibid: 275). Most importantly, what can be similarly related to 

the talk show format is the fact that entertainment works because “it responds to 

real needs created by Society” (italics in the original text, ibid: 278). Crucial to 

entertainment’s utopian sensibility (embodied in the feelings it triggers) is the need 

to initiate such feelings from the real experience, needs and problems of the 

audiences. The talk show format is one of very few formats, if not the only format, 

where experiences, needs and problems of members of society are featured. This 

important characteristic of talk show’s ‘ordinariness’, in terms of the people they 

host and their experiences, which also defines their entertainment value according 

to Dyer, is one of the main reasons why talk shows are consequential for the 

public sphere, as it satisfies to a considerable extent some of the criteria of the 

public sphere relating to the participation of the public in discussions about issues 

of interest and importance to them.  Furthermore, Dyer explains that musical’s are 

particularly interesting because they show “people making utopia rather than just 

showing them from time to time finding themselves in it” (ibid: 282). This again is 

also relevant to, and important in, the talk show format, since entertainment in that 

case is being actively constructed and negotiated amongst real members of the 

public on the show, as well as amongst audiences at home (as audiences 

reception studies of these shows reveal, which this thesis also demonstrates in 

later chapters).  
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Having reflected on some of the research conducted on television genres 

and shows within popular and cultural studies, the following section will look more 

closely and specifically at some of the research conducted on talk shows and the 

public sphere. The concept of the public sphere has formed a starting point for 

various studies of talk shows and audiences that investigate the extent to which 

the genre offers freedom of voice, freedom from institutional control and a space 

for the formation of public opinion. As we will see, talk shows have often been 

evaluated in a negative light, as a genre that has little potential to contribute to the 

public sphere or can even be detrimental to it. This section will reveal that once 

the above-discussed criticisms of Habermas’ public sphere theory are taken into 

account and a more expansive definition of the public sphere is used, the value of 

talk shows, or at least the legitimacy of considering it as a genre which can 

potentially contribute to important public debates, can be highlighted and the 

criticisms which it receives questioned. 

This section builds on existing examinations of the importance of these 

shows for public debate, and identifies four interlinked ways in which we can think 

of the talk shows’ contribution to the public sphere. Each of these is linked to one 

of the following four questions: Who participates in the debate? What kinds of 

issues are discussed? How are they discussed? And what is the outcome of these 

debates? 

In terms of the first question, who participates in the public debate, 

Carpignano et al. (1990) describe talk shows as the only place where the public 

gains full recognition, in contrast to sit-coms or news and documentary 

programming. They explain that the talk show is different to other types of shows 

in the sense that it brings the public to centre stage by constructing the show 

around it; “the value of a topic is measured on the basis of what kind of 

participation, what kind of arousal it creates…the whole point of the show is the 

invitation, sometime the provocation to become involved in the 

argumentation…the success of the show is in the degree to which it is capable of 

eliciting common sense reactions on the part of the public on TV” (ibid: 48). 

Carpignano et al.’s statement above indicates the unprecedented advantage and 

unique promise of such shows in challenging traditional hierarchies by providing a 

stage for ordinary members of the public to participate and express their views, 
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what they describe as an “exercise in electronic democracy” (ibid).  Wood (2009: 

57) similarly highlights that talk shows involve “real people, talking about real life 

experiences in real time, which gives them a claim to authenticity that assists in 

the talk show’s performance of the championing of the ordinary citizen…the 

reliance on “authentic” personal stories, confessions, arguments, and personal 

testimonies are what have maintained the talk show’s distinctive success”. Shattuc 

(1997) criticises scholars’ nostalgic mourning for the loss of the bourgeois public 

sphere as “deeply intertwined with a kind of politics where clear categories of 

power are maintained: a class, culture, and gender hierarchy based on the 

centrality of the educated white bourgeois male” (Shattuc, 1997: 89). Gamson 

(1998) agrees by pointing to talk shows’ potential in enabling the expression of 

voices that are otherwise excluded from the media. These accounts testify that 

talk shows do have the potential to extend public debate to social groups that 

have traditionally remained marginalised in terms of gender and class. In terms of 

the relevance of these arguments to the four models of the public sphere, this is of 

limited importance to the classic representative liberal model, but it is of great 

importance to the participatory liberal, discursive and constructionist models.  

The second and third questions, regarding the content and form of public 

debate, have been problematic aspects for talk shows and constitute the main 

areas of criticisms. Talk shows have been widely criticised as inconsequential for 

public debate due to their content which is often charged with emotions and often 

consists largely of personal, private and intimate accounts (Carpignano et al., 

1990:46). As a result, talk shows are viewed as the antithesis of anything 

resembling a public sphere that is expected to be objective, rational and civil. 

Shattuc (1997) has addressed these concerns about talk shows and their 

appropriateness to debates about the public sphere. One of the two important 

questions she highlights is of relevance here, namely: “Can the content of the 

shows be defined as ‘political’?” The assessment of that, she states, depends on 

“whose definition of politics one invokes” (Shattuc, 1997: 86). Shattuc highlights 

that the debate about what is considered political has traditionally marginalised 

certain issues and sectors of society, and is reflected in increasingly stereotypical 

perceptions about media genres in the field of research. She explains that the 

discussions of news debates and talk shows are often underpinned by binary 
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oppositions, such as serious versus trivial, objective versus sensationalised and 

biased, and ultimately masculine versus feminine respectively (Shattuc, 1997).  

Shattuc highlights the role of identity politics and feminism since the 1960s, 

in expanding the traditional, narrow and exclusionary definition of politics to 

politicise and incorporate issues that had been previously considered apolitical, 

such as racism, sexism, gender politics and sexuality. Identity politics places 

emphasis on the centrality of understanding the “psychology of repression, or 

social subjectivity, in political activism. That is, political change must begin with a 

labor on how we learn racism, sexism, and classism by challenging previously 

nonpolitical issues, such as lifestyle, sexual relations, and everyday culture.” 

(Shattuc, 1997: 91). The feminist movement which followed on from that exposed 

the patriarchal nature of the public sphere which is characterised by a wide 

division between the masculine and feminine realms: While men are seen to 

participate in the serious and rational realm of public political debate, women are 

confined to the emotional and individual arena of domestic and private life (ibid: 

89-90).  

Shattuc highlights how these divisions have come to shape the oppositions 

between media genres and how an exclusionary definition of what is political 

gradually underpins criticisms of certain genres such as talk shows. As a result, 

these deep-rooted patriarchal definitions of the public and private, and the 

resulting belittlement of women’s labour and issues in the private sphere, lead 

daytime talk shows, which are publicised as women-oriented, to be easily 

dismissed as “non-culture” (Shattuc, 1997: 90). Wood (2009) similarly points out 

that there is a “vilification of television that is associated with the private and 

personal (and thus feminized world) [which] echoes a traditionally gendered 

demarcation of value” (Wood, 2009: 14). She explains that such views “parallel 

the paternalistic conception of the public sphere that privileges the world of 

business, economics, medicine, science and so on, and wants to regulate what is 

deemed appropriate for valuable consumption” (ibid.). Wood traces such debates 

to a history of association between mass culture and femininity that finds its roots 

in nineteenth century Modernism, when derogatory feminine characteristics are 

attributed to mass culture. 
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Moreover, feminists such as Fraser also reveal the way in which concepts 

at the heart of the public sphere, such as citizenry, are conventionally associated 

with men. She states: “As Habermas understands it, the citizen is centrally a 

participant in political debate and public opinion formation. This means that 

citizenship, in his view, depends crucially on the capacities for consent and 

speech, the ability to participate on a par with others in dialogue. But these are 

capacities connected with masculinity in a male-dominated, classical capitalism; 

they are in ways denied women and deemed at odds with femininity” (Fraser, 

1989: 26 in Shattuc, 1997: 92). By calling for the expansion of the definition of 

politics beyond the notions of citizenry and institutional representation – to include 

the personal in the female domain – authors such as Shattuc (1997) and Fraser 

(1990) provide the basis for acknowledging the importance of talk shows as 

spaces which negotiate publicly important issues. However, rather than regarding 

such capacities as gender specific only, it is also important to remember criticisms 

which describe certain skills of debate and rationality attached to the traditional 

conceptualisations of the public sphere as class-specific and class-exclusive as 

well. 

Wood (2009) adds that it is not just the content that triggers talk shows to 

be disregarded but also the form in which this talk takes place. She highlights the 

relationship between the gendering of speech and gender inequality that feminist 

politics has revealed, and the consequences it has for understanding the 

perceived role of talk shows within the public sphere. Borrowing the work of other 

feminists, she explains that when women talk it is often perceived to be about 

trivial topics and described as “gossip and gibberish” (Kramer, 1977: 157 in Wood, 

2009: 15) or “chatter, tattle, gab, rabbit, prattle, nag, whine, bitch” (Elmer, 1994: 

118 in Wood, 2009: 15), whereas men’s talk is perceived as debating, exchanging 

ideas, conducting business or engaging in politics. Wood explain that by stating: 

 “The gendering of practices of talk represents the two separate spheres of 

public and private politics, dividing what is important and inconsequential subject 

matter for discussion and relegating family matters and personal relationships to 

the “irrelevant” private world of women. The devaluation of women’ talk as “gossip” 

assists in containing women’s voices within the private sphere, since their 
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conversations are not deemed serious enough for rational and critical debate 

within the public sphere.” (Wood, 2009: 16). 

This gendering of talk informs and explains many of the popular critiques of 

daytime television and talk shows in particular, which label the shows as 

“simultaneously inconsequential (too private and banal) and dangerous (infecting 

public space)” (ibid: 16). She explains that many of the characteristics of talk 

shows (the recognition and legitimation of multiple voices, the ‘chaotic’ nature of 

talk in comparison to the upheld ‘rational debate’, and the validation of ordinary lay 

experiences) reflect a “traditional realm of cultural distaste – around feminine 

modes of oral communication often characterised as idle chatter and “gossip”” 

(Wood, 2009: 15).   

Carpignano et al. similarly state: “the result of the politicization of the private 

is a transformation in the nature of the political. And the means of expression of 

these new areas of political struggle are quite different from those of formal politics. 

They rely more on the circulation of discursive practices than on formal political 

agendas” (Carpignano et al., 1990: 51). Consequently, the confrontational talk 

show format “becomes an opening for the empowerment of an alternative 

discursive practice. These discourses don’t have to conform to civility nor to the 

dictates of the general interest. They can be expressed for what they are: 

particular, regional, one sided, and for that reason politically alive. Few other 

shows on TV today can make that claim” (ibid: 52). Livingstone and Lunt (1994) 

suggest that talk shows can provide a space for an oppositional public sphere for 

minority groups, protest groups and ordinary people (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994: 

176). In this oppositional public sphere, multiple discourses circulate to reflect 

opposing voices. Shattuc (1997) also adds that they present an “uncomfortable 

public sphere” where groups that are normally deprived of a voice are given a 

powerful platform, and where the common sense knowledge and the authority of 

everyday lived experience is favoured over the knowledge of formally educated 

experts. 

In their analysis of talk shows in relation to the public sphere theory, Lunt 

and Stenner (2005) accept that the departure of talk shows from the typical 

rational nature of public debate does limit these shows in terms of their 
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comparability to traditional public sphere debates, yet they argue that these shows 

still contribute to public participation and expression. They state: “while talk shows 

cannot easily be defended as occasioning autonomous rational critical discussion 

leading to consensus, they do express something important and characteristic 

about public opinion and involvement in civic culture” (ibid: 61). Furthermore, they 

(2005) clarify that regardless of such disputations, the talk show genre can still be 

seen as part of a general trend towards the democratisation of culture, if not 

through offering opportunities for rational and disinterested discussion then by the 

juxtaposition of different people of various statuses and expertise to discuss topics 

of concern and relevance to them. In their analysis of The Jerry Springer Show, 

Lunt & Stenner (2005) demonstrate that: 

 “there is still some mileage in the public sphere debate as a frame 

for analysing talk shows even if we accept that emotional expression and 

conflict are central features of such programmes. The Jerry Springer Show 

is an emotional public sphere that parallels the rational critical public 

sphere in the way that it encourages, manages and reflects upon 

emotional conflict in a public context….we see it as an ironic engagement 

with the idea of rationalizing public discussion and deliberation articulated 

by Habermas” (Lunt & Stenner: 63-64).  

Another argument of relevance to the question of the form of public debates 

has been put forward by Carpignano et al. (1990). They argue that talk shows are 

the only programmes “whose discursive format is conversation rather than 

commentary or debate” (Carpignano et al, 1990 45). They note that “its mode of 

expression is primarily based on orality, conversation is the thread that links the 

different parts together. Its immediacy is in its live-like quality and in the sense of a 

real time progression” (Carpignano et al, 1990: 46). Carpignano et al (1990) also 

argue that spectacle and politics have always been inseparable in the 

communicative form they both deploy, built on the same separation of 

performance and audience, adding that “most importantly, it is on the structural 

separation between performance and audience that the ideological category of the 

public is constructed” (Carpignano et al, 1990: 34). They explain the demise of the 

public sphere which Habermas and others mention, as “the result of a crisis of 

legitimacy of the news as a social institution in its role of dissemination and 
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interpretation of events”, and argue that this crisis is “historically related to the 

development of new social relationships of communication embodied in the 

television medium which have progressively undermined the structural dichotomy 

between performance and audience.” (ibid: 35). Consequently, talk shows embody 

these transformations better than any television genre since they disrupt the 

traditional separation between production and consumption of cultural products as 

well as the distinction between experts and audience laypersons, allowing for a 

“‘contested space’ in which new discursive practices are developed in contrast to 

the traditional modes of political and ideological representation” (ibid: 35).  

With regard to the fourth question, what is the outcome of public debate, 

Carpignano et al. (1990) add that unlike news debates whose purpose is to inform, 

the purpose of a talk show is therapeutic. They explain that “the structure of a talk 

show is not a balance of viewpoints but a serial association of testimonials. The 

orchestration is not dialectical, in the sense that individual interventions are not 

predisposed to follow a logical argumentative line. More often than not they are 

inconsequential. The statements are repetitive, sometimes they assume the aura 

of a ritual. In the end there is no resolution, the show provides no conclusions” 

(ibid: 51). Similarly, Grindstaff (2002) states “at best, talk shows can be considered 

a plebeian rather than a bourgeois public sphere, providing audiences with 

surface exposure to a broad range of topics rather than in-depth understanding of 

specifically sociopolitical issues. Being more therapeutic than cognitive, talk shows 

are less a balance of viewpoints than a serial association of testimonies in which 

issues are rarely resolved” (Grindstaff, 2002: 240).  

However, the lack of immediate decision-making or closure on these shows 

does not necessarily have to be seen as problematic. As suggested by Ferree et 

al.’s (2002) account of the public sphere, derived from multiple democratic theory 

traditions, the public sphere does not necessarily lead to decision-making. Three 

of the models of democratic debate offered by Ferree et al (participatory liberal, 

discursive and constructionist) in fact discourage imposed, premature or 

exclusionary closures to debates. We can argue that while such shows are only 

potentially one site where debates relevant to the public sphere are being 

performed, closure can be potentially detrimental to their importance to the public 

sphere, especially if such closure is premature and leads to marginalisation or 
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exclusion of certain views. As shown in this section, once we adopt a more 

inclusive definition of the public sphere and consider all the criticisms, the content, 

form, and lack of closure on the talk show no longer seem as problematic as they 

did when one evaluates the genre solely through the prism of Habermas’ theory. 

Taking this as a starting point, this thesis will examine the talk shows from a 

broader perspective of the public sphere. However, before turning to that, the next 

section will provide an overview of the existing work on the Arab public sphere.  

The Arab public sphere 

Habermas’ famous conceptualisation of the public sphere and its 

appropriation and critique across various fields of study has inspired similar 

examinations and analyses of the public sphere in other parts of the world. 

Various media scholars have been optimistic about the developments of mass 

communication in the Arab and Muslim majority countries and their potential for an 

emerging public sphere, while various others remain sceptical of that due to 

inherent aspects of the culture, religion and ownership power relations of new 

electronic media.  Several key studies of the Arab public sphere can be identified 

in existing literature, including those written by Eickelman (1999), Lynch (2006), 

Ayish (2008) and Dajani (2010). The following paragraphs will first offer a brief 

description of these scholars’ key ideas before turning to my own assessment in 

light of the aims of the thesis and the broader debates about the public sphere 

reviewed so far. As shall become evident, my own approach to the Arab public 

sphere comes closest to the one developed by Dajani (2010).  

 Eickelman (1999) argues that the growth in multiple means of 

communication has transformed the Arab world, as it enabled among Arab publics 

unprecedented awareness and access to information and knowledge about 

various aspects of their society and ended the monopoly which political officials, 

religious authorities and other authority and elite figures held in the past 

(Eickelman, 1999: 78). He states: “Mass education and mass communication in 

the modern world facilitate an awareness of the new and unconventional. In 

changing the style and scale of possible discourse, they reconfigure the nature of 

religious thought and action, create new forms of public space, and encourage 

debate over meaning”, as well as “foster, albeit inadvertently, a civil society of 
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dissent” (ibid: 79). He gives the Al Jazeera channel and its talk shows as an 

example of a space where live discussions of sensitive issues, such as women’s 

roles in society, can take place uncensored. As a result, a public sphere has 

begun to emerge, at the heart of which are expanded discussions and 

contestations about the language of Islam which are increasingly assuming 

transnational and global dimensions; “The combination of new media and new 

contributors to religious and political debates fosters an awareness on the part of 

all actors of the diverse ways in which Islam and Islamic values can be created. It 

feeds into new senses of a public space that is discursive, performative, and 

participative, and not confined to formal institutions recognized by state 

authorities.” (ibid: 80). He still cautions that the emergence of a civil society and a 

public sphere does not necessarily mean more prospects of democracy; 

“Authoritarian regimes are compatible with an expanding public sphere, although 

an expanded public sphere offers wider avenues for awareness of competing and 

alternate forms of religious and political authority” (Eickelman, 1999: 80). 

Scepticism about the possibility of a public sphere emerging or the 

democratising potential of media in the Arab world is deeply embedded; some 

scholars point to the inherent nature of Islam itself as lacking the distinction 

between the public and private essential to a public sphere, while others point to 

the ‘illiberal nature’ of Arab and Islamic cultures that still suffer from surviving 

tribalism, neopatrimonialism, backwardness and the legacies of Islam. 

Nonetheless, theories of the public sphere have remained central to the analysis 

of Arab and Islamic politics. Lynch (2006) defines the public sphere not in terms of 

specific institutions such as the coffee houses, television or civil society but “in 

terms of active arguments before an audience about issues of shared concern” 

(ibid: 32). He adds that the media are crucial channels for bringing dialogues 

before an audience but do not make a public sphere by themselves, nor do private 

discussions occurring “behind closed doors” constitute a public sphere since they 

lack the critical force of publicness which Kant emphasises. Instead, “what makes 

a public sphere is the existence of routine, ongoing, unscripted arguments before 

an audience about issues relevant to many” (ibid: 32).   

Lynch (2006) focuses on satellite television talk shows, particularly political 

ones on Al Jazeera which he analyses, as strong examples where public 
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discussions befitting of the public sphere manifest. He explains that the ‘new Arab 

public’ emerged as a public sphere through the medium of satellite television, a 

“genuinely unprecedented carrier of public argument” which has enabled a shared 

Arab “collective identity through which speakers and listeners conceive of 

themselves as participating in a single, common political project”, engaging in 

“contentious debates, carried out by and before this self-defined public, oriented 

towards defining these shared interests” (ibid: 32). He also importantly points out 

that the distinctions made between elite and tabloid media 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” (ibid: 34). However, in his analysis of Al-Jazeera’s talk 

shows as platforms where public discussions representative of a public sphere 

can take place, Lynch notes an emerging “Fox-ification” of the channel, “as an 

open, diverse, and free public sphere came to be increasingly dominated by 

hyperpartisan voices and emotional rhetoric” (ibid: 48).  

In addition to the mediated interactions, Lynch also suggests other arenas 

in Arab countries where face-to-face public discussions can take place, although 

the extent to which such congregations would be left uninterrupted is uncertain. 

These include the diwaniya in Kuwait where prominent figures along with ordinary 

citizens gather to hear political arguments, and tribal gatherings in Jordan where 

men similarly gather to discuss political issues, while political salons in the homes 

of prominent personalities achieve a similar function for the elite. Other examples 

include coffeehouses in Egypt, and mosques in most Arab countries that 

represented one of the most important of these protected spaces (ibid: 34-35). 

Satellite television came to decrease the physical distance between Arabs within 

and across Arab states, and increase “the emotional salience of political issues” 

(Salvatore and Eickelman, 2004: 20, in ibid). Lynch highlights the transnational 

nature of this new public sphere enabled by satellite television in which Arab 

viewers view themselves as “part of a single, common, ongoing political 

argument…Local 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 
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political dissidents all cohere to a single narrative of the absence of Arab 

democracy” (ibid: 35).   

Reflecting on the history of state-controlled media in Arab countries 

between 1950s and 1990s, Lynch argues that the Arab public sphere has 

changed from one lacking rational arguments and rife with fierce political rhetoric 

aimed towards mobilising the masses in the 1950s-1960s, channelled and 

monopolised by Egypt’s radio service ‘Voice of the Arabs’, to “a public sphere of 

individuals engaged in open-ended arguments before an imagined (and real) 

audience of Arabs and Muslims spread across the globe” enabled and mediated 

through the satellite television of the late 1990s (ibid: 36-37). He refers to the 

1970s and 1980s in between as the “dismal years” during which Arab media was 

reduced to a “wasteland”, due to the omnipresent state control of the media, the 

relocation of many Arab newspapers abroad as a result of the increased 

censorship and interference, and the dominance of Saudi Arabia over much of the 

Arab press and media (Lynch, 2006: 37-38). Several short-lived liberalisation 

processes during the early 1990s in a number of Arab countries assisted in 

loosening the tight control over the media and expanding public freedoms and 

domestic debate. In Jordan, for example, (after the death of King Hussein and 

succession of his son King Abdullah II) the expansion in newspapers “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 kingdom moved toward an unpopular 

peace treaty with Israel, however, 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 chocking off this nascent public sphere and reclaiming its dominant position in 

public life (Lynch, 2006: 38-39). Similar liberalisation processes occurred in 

Yemen, Kuwait, Lebanon, and even Syria (after the death of president Hafez al-

Assad). This repression of national media and debates in Jordan and elsewhere, 
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argues Lynch, helped to create a market for al Jazeera that moved the political 

debates to a transnational platform.  

Lynch clarifies that it wasn’t the availability of the new media by itself which 

created an Arab public sphere, but rather the political argumentation within it 

which made the difference. Lynch argues that Al-Jazeera brought Arabs and 

Muslims both at home and in Diaspora closer together, broke the states’ 

monopolies over their media, prioritised politics, and initiated a regional public 

discourse which was accessible to a wide variety of people, moving to the centre 

of an emerging public sphere (ibid: 41). He adds that the Arab public sphere is 

“unquestionably a transnational one” but “not necessarily a cosmopolitan public 

sphere (Kohler, 1998). 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” ( ibid: 52). Lynch further describes the 

Arab public sphere as a “weak international public sphere”; consulting the work on 

‘weak publics’ by Fraser (1992) and Nanz and Steffek (2004), he argues that its 

structural position is weak since it remains detached from the state and legitimate 

institutional apparatuses which can translate opinion into policy (ibid: 53-54). He 

explains: 

 “The Arab public sphere can mobilize public outrage, pressure leaders 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” (ibid: 54). The 

media might be a catalyst for change, but it cannot act alone, and even satellite 

television talk shows, which Lynch argues are a platform where free discussions 

could talk place, “can too easily just remain words in the air” (ibid: 54).  

Within this international scene of public sphere which Lynch draws, he 

adopts a description coined by Sunstein (2003) of “enclave deliberation” to 

describe the state of “intense disagreements, with discourse seemingly trending 

toward greater radicalism” of the Arab public sphere and relates it to other 



Page | 85  
 

Western public spheres on this international map (ibid.). An ‘enclave public sphere’ 

maintains certain structural criteria like, first, “members of a deliberating group 

predictably move toward a more extreme point in the direction indicated by the 

members’ predeliberation tendencies”; the latter being greatly affected by 

“whether people consider themselves part of the same social group as the other 

members, a sense of shared identity will heighten the shift”; polarisation is more 

likely to occur when there are societal pressures on speakers to subscribe to a 

certain consensus; and “familiar and long-debated issues do not depolarize easily” 

(quoted from Sunstein, 2003 in Lynch, 2006: 35). Lynch describes the Arab public 

sphere as an enclave public sphere due to the similar structural conditions it bears, 

such as strong social pressures, highly polarised issues, pressures of consensus 

which all lead the Arab public sphere to avoid contentious situations.  

Furthermore Lynch argues that the Arab public sphere has always 

represented an “enclave, a counterpublic largely hidden from the view of dominant 

publics until September 11 and the Iraq war brought it forceful to the attention of 

Americans” (ibid: 52). He adds it has “long identified itself as a subordinate, 

dominated counterpublic, struggling against Western hegemony and tenaciously 

resisting pressure to conform from all sides” (ibid: 56). Dominated and 

unacknowledged by American policymakers until 2001, the Arab public sphere 

“took upon itself the mandate of building Arab identity and political consciousness” 

and produced a “hidden transcript” which is “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” (ibid: 57). These hidden transcripts are different from the public 

transcripts which reflect “the mainstream of acceptable political debate among the 

elite”, in the sense that they take place between the subordinates and reflect 

“different understandings of power relations, moral values and political interests” 

which breed from feelings of “powerlessness combined with radical mistrust of 

official voices” (ibid: 58). Lynch argues that after 2001, these hidden transcripts of 

the Arab public sphere became public transcripts after being heard by American 

and western publics; “there is no question that from September 11, 2001, to the 

present the two public spheres have intersected and interacted in ways which they 

never had before. Surveillance, engagement, monitoring, pressure, and some 
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tentative steps to dialogue directly challenged the Arab public sphere’s enclosed 

nature” (ibid: 60).  

Muhammad Ayish (2008) explores the theory of the public sphere and its 

relevance beyond the European enlightenment history during the 17th and 18th, 

and its applicability nowadays in a more globalised and connected world. Rather 

than think of an Arab transnational public sphere as a weak counterpublic one with 

a hidden transcript until major political events and developments in the 21st 

century reveal it to the more public international and Western-dominated public 

sphere, Ayish (2008) reflects more generally on the state of the public sphere in 

the age of globalisation in the late 20th and 21st century, stating that with the new 

communication technologies and weakening political and geographical boundaries, 

the public sphere has become increasingly transnational (Ayish, 2008: 33-34).  

Ayish suggests instead that a reconsideration of the theory is needed which 

can accommodate two levels of communication: the global transformations in 

communication taking place across the boundaries of countries and continents, as 

well as cultural and political aspirations for democratic politics and debates at the 

national level. He further argues that a “re-conceptualisation of the intellectual and 

philosophical premises underlying classical liberal democratic politics and its 

relevance for non-western cultures” is essential in order to re-consider the concept 

of the public sphere in this way (Ayish, 2008: 34). Ayish also warns of hasty 

conclusions made about the role of media developments in the region since the 

1990s in creating an Arab public sphere, stating that the public sphere in the 

region has not yet materialised. He explains that “we have not yet seen real public 

spheres reflecting genuine indigenous political and media transitions in an Arab 

region that continues to be hostage to political uncertainty, intellectual 

ambivalence, and cultural stagnation” (Ayish, 2008: 46).  

Since the study of the public sphere is the study of the history of democracy 

as Ayish puts it, thinking of a public sphere within a region marked by long-

standing authoritarian regimes, in which the deliberating functions of the public 

sphere might be non-existent, may seem futile. What Ayish proposes instead is 

“an Arab-Islamic theory of politics that draws on moral traditions and contemporary 

political practices, referred to as ‘Islamocracy’ or Islamic democracy...as furnishing 
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the intellectual foundations of the proposed Arab public sphere perspective” (Ayish, 

2008: 46). Unlike Lynch (2006), Ayish believes that “Arab transnational 

broadcasters are helping to shape a new Arab public opinion that will support the 

political status quo, not undermine it, as many western scholars believe”(Ayish, 

2008: 47). He points out four reasons for why scholars have been mistaken in 

their belief in an emerging public sphere:  

“First, the public sphere is embedded in exclusively- Western 

intellectual conceptions viewing the emerging social and political arenas 

as incubators of genuine public opinion. In the Arab World, public opinion 

is normally discounted as a basis for policy making. Second, the public 

sphere is emerging in the region more in response to global political and 

technological developments than to indigenous trends. This would not 

allow for the integration of social or cultural variables that define Arab 

notions of politics and communication. Third, the evolving public sphere 

has shaky economic foundations that are likely to bear negatively on its 

sustainability as an independent arena. Most media in the region survive 

on state subsidiaries or as part of larger business corporate interests. 

Fourth, the emerging public sphere remains hostage to national 

authoritarian and global power politics as well as to fundamentalist 

religious orientations.” (Ayish, 2008: 47-48).  

Others have also pointed out the difficulty in borrowing a term like ‘public 

opinion’ since its function differs in different political structures; while it might 

usually refer to the collective opinion of citizens of a single country about issues of 

public interest to them, in Arab countries “the most important foundations in 

forming ‘public opinion’...continue to be foreign policy and religious identity and 

what most call national dignity” (Saghiyeh, 2004 in Lynch, 2006: 30). The 

representativeness of such a term also becomes problematic; “most of society 

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 the Arab world these sectors remain very small and 

limited.” (ibid: 31).  
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In sum, the consensus view held by scholars on Arab public spheres is that 

they are ‘emerging’, and Arab satellite television is unanimously viewed as one of 

the main catalysts triggering this changing environment. While Lynch warns of 

conflating the public sphere and the media as one, which has led to media-centric 

conceptualisation of the public sphere in the past as discussed in previous 

sections, Lynch appears to commit this mistake himself by often referring 

interchangeably to the Arab public sphere and the media (particularly Al Jazeera) 

as one, such as when he states: “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.” (ibid: 33).  

What both Lynch and Ayish offer are also contemporary conceptualisations 

of the emergence of the public sphere in the 20th century, unlike Habermas who 

provides a lengthy historical account of the changing social and political 

environments across Europe which lead up to the emergence of the public sphere 

in the 18th Century. Such a history most definitely requires a study of its own, 

However, Dajani (2010) offers an interesting glimpse of how elements of a 

‘participatory’ tradition of the public sphere might have existed in ancient Arab 

history depicting similar relations between cultural and political arenas which 

Habermas perceived. She states: 

 “Beyond the annual Souk Ukaz, and on a more regular basis, was the 

Majlis [literally: the place where one sits, meaning: a place for gathering]. 

Throughout the Islamic Caliphates and well into the early history of state 

formation, the Majlis was primarily a site for Shura [consultation], the 

Islamic normative equivalent to discussing issues of public concern that 

are not addressed by the Qur’an or the Sunah [the Prophet Muhammad’s 

sayings or life practices]. Attended by the Caliph or Emir as well as his 

aides, the Majlis was open to and accessible by all citizens regardless of 

rank or class. Although the Majlis was not the vehicle of government, it did 

complement and inform the policies of the state.” (Dajani, 2010: 1).  

Dajani (2008) argues that previous literature has perceived Arab public 

spheres and Arab publics as emerging as a result of a changing media landscape 
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(Zayani, 2008; Fandy, 2007, El-Nawawy and Iskandar, 2002). She identifies two 

‘camps’ in which scholars have written about Arab publics and Arab public 

spheres, and the role and influence of transnational media: the ‘cautious optimists’ 

and the ‘structural pessimists’. She explains: “the “cautious optimists” are 

interested in the ways in which transnational news media in the Arab world are 

bypassing state regulation and providing spaces for the articulation of opposing 

narratives. On the other hand, the “structural sceptics” argue that the margin of 

freedom tolerated on transnational networks has been inconsequential and has 

not been met by tangible reform within Arab states. In addition, structural sceptics 

insist that the lack of structural safeguards that protect public participation, such as 

the freedom to assemble and express oneself, negate the emergence of an Arabic 

public sphere.” (ibid: 4). Dajani (2010) adds that both camps, by examining the 

public sphere solely through the confines or transnational media, “neglected (and 

continue to neglect) to think of the ways in which public spheres are processes of 

engagement, contestation and, at times, deliberation. In so doing, current debates 

on the Arabic public sphere deny the Arab peoples their very “publicness” both 

historically (by insisting that publics are only now emerging or not) as well as 

culturally (by assuming that Arab citizens do not act as a public that challenges 

hierarchies and stratification beyond that ‘dictated’ by the news networks)” (ibid: 5). 

She argues instead that Arab public spheres, and processes of ‘public sphering’ 

which involve citizens’ contestation and negotiation of power, have always existed, 

even if “in weaker forms” (ibid.).  

Accordingly, Dajani (2010) departs from the consensus view that Arab 

public spheres are ‘nascent’ as well as the view that identifies the Arab public 

sphere solely with the ‘creation’ of transnational news networks like Al-Jazeera. 

Instead, she perceives the latter as “sites of mediation, not creation”, and argues, 

similar to Dahlgren (1995), that the “Arabic public sphere needs to be understood 

within a wider framework that accounts for the processes of public contestation 

and negotiation of power, in the form of citizen ‘public sphering’, both political and 

sociocultural” (ibid: 4). She then builds on this processual view of the Arab public 

spheres in her own exploration of news media and interactive theatres in Jordan 

during the parliamentary elections of 2007 (ibid: 2-3). Dajani also criticises 

previous research conducted on Arab public spheres based on a number of 
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reasons. First, she argues that most literature is theoretical and relies on 

references to other (theoretical) studies, while lacking empirical evidence in terms 

of the ways in which public spheres are facilitated by mediated platforms and the 

ways in which they actually manifest. Second, in line with previous work I have 

discussed above such as that by Mouffe (2000) and Ferree et al. (2002), Dajani 

(2010) also states that work on Arab public spheres has been fixated on 

Habermas’ definition of the public sphere, limited to exploring ways in which 

mainstream “official” politics are “rationally” discussed and enabled by 

transnational news channels like Al-Jazeera and others, and does not take into 

account previously discussed critiques of Habermas’ theory, such as those by 

feminist scholars like Nancy Fraser and her work on subaltern counterpublics.  In 

fairness, Lynch (2006) does engage with Fraser’s work and conceptualises the 

Arab public sphere, as discussed above, as a counterpublic one characterised by 

hidden transcripts until international political events bring it to the fore of a larger 

international American-dominated public sphere. Yet, his account remains 

restricted to viewing the Arab public sphere as one sole public bonded by a 

shared identity, which he emphasises is strengthened by transnational media. The 

problem with such views is that they fail to perceive the Arab public spheres as 

“multiple” realms, or accept that “public sphering” can assume different shapes 

and forms. Such an inflexible view fails to see how public sphering could occur 

beyond political arenas in the official sense, into the more cultural and social ones.    

Building on the critiques of Arab public spheres offered by Dajani (2010), 

and consulting the literature critical of Habermas’ theory discussed above, this 

thesis also argues that the transnational Arab media are influential arenas where 

much of public debates characteristic of and vital for functioning public spheres 

are mediated across to larger audiences, yet it is not necessarily where they are 

initiated, nor certainly where they end. Thinking of public spheres as Dahlgren 

does, as constantly adapting to the changing surrounding contexts, mediums and 

political structures, this thesis conceives public spheres as operating at multiple 

levels; as there is no doubt there are public debates which occur at an 

international level, while others operate at a more regional level where the 

strongly-felt and shared Arab identity that Lynch speaks of becomes more salient 

and characteristic of the debate. Yet holding on strongly to the transnational public 
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sphere as Lynch and Ayish do, and emphasising the shared Arab identity or even 

the concept of Islam and Islamocracy as the core shaping the discussions within 

this public sphere, can be problematic as it potentially alienates and ignores 

subaltern counterpublics which exist within this Arab transnational one. For 

example, most all of the literature discussed on Arab public spheres focuses on 

transnational news networks alone, while Dajani (2010) extends this a further step 

by looking at how it is negotiated and performed by members of the general public 

through interactive theatre. However, no other studies of the Arab public spheres 

have empirically explored other public arenas on television, where equally 

important issues in which politics and power are central are often discussed, and 

the ways in which they are negotiated amongst audiences. This is the niche that 

this thesis seeks to fill.  

Conclusion  

To sum up, the empirical part of this thesis tackles the rift Dahlgren 

identifies in media research, between media genres considered ‘serious’ enough 

to trigger analysis of their consequence on political events and structures, and 

genres of television which are considered non-serious and analysed merely in 

terms of entertainment. More specifically, this thesis explores the genre of 

television talk shows, focusing on the more socially-oriented shows broadcast on 

Arab satellite channels. Taking into account the theories of cultural as well as 

emotional public spheres, discussed on preceding pages, the analysis presented 

in the chapters that follow explores the ways in which talk shows engage in 

important public debates by providing arenas for the discussion of issues that are 

more socially or culturally long-term and complex, which do not fit within the 

amnesiac and one-way reporting of news genres on fluctuating short-lived stories 

of mainstream official politics.   

Previous studies have found that many Arabs find that the “attractive 

features of the new media options are that they are interactive and participatory…. 

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 favourite singer 

are popular”  (Katulis, 2004, in Lynch, 2006: 32). Furthermore, previous research 

conducted on television talk shows identifies women as dominating the majority of 
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their audiences, yet we hardly know anything about the actual reception of these 

shows among female audiences. The talk shows that will be analysed in the 

following chapters identify women as their target audience as well as often engage 

with private or social issues that are of particular importance to women. It is 

important to note that these are not the kinds of shows that have attracted the 

attention of Arab media analysts so far – namely, political shows such as those 

broadcast by Al-Jazeera and analysed by Lynch (2006). Rather, these are shows 

that are oriented primarily towards social issues, which discuss sensitive, taboo or 

simply ignored issues that are deemed to be of particular importance to women. 

Indeed, as our focus group analysis suggests, these are precisely the kind of 

shows that female audiences found most interesting – definitely more interesting 

than political talk shows analysed in existing work. This suggests that previous 

analysis conducted on political talk shows and news networks more generally, and 

the analysis of the public sphere that results from them, is problematic in the same 

sense that Habermas’ was, being mostly male-dominant and restrictive to male-

dominant public interests. Therefore, what the next chapters will argue is that such 

talk shows bring to the fore private and social issues which are deeply entrenched 

with power relations and laden with ideological roots characteristic of patriarchal 

societies, and as a result are sensitive and taboo to bring up and challenge, which 

could not have been previously discussed at such a large scale as they are 

enabled on these talk shows.  
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Chapter Four: Methodology   

 

Introduction 

This research project examines Arab satellite television talk shows and 

women’s reception of them in Jordan.  It adopts a dual approach of analysing both 

media content and reception, focusing on the content of well-known Arab talk 

shows, their topics and discussions, and the ways in which they are received and 

interpreted by their audiences. The research project engages with theoretical 

frameworks and empirical data, the latter collected from three specific Arab talk 

shows on private satellite television and women’s discussions of talk shows in 

Jordan. This chapter will outline the methodological framework of the study, 

starting by outlining its key research questions, and then moving on to explain the 

specific methods chosen for collecting the data and identifying the sample, and 

finally the analytical tools adopted for the data analysis.   

Research questions and methodological approach 

As explained in the introduction, the initial research questions for this thesis 

were inspired by the prevalence of talk shows on Arab satellite television channels 

during the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century, their popularity amongst 

audiences, and yet the lack of research that has been conducted on them or their 

audiences. Rather than starting with the analysis of talk shows themselves, the 

research project first began with an interest in audiences’ reception of these 

shows, specifically women, particularly because Arab female audiences have 

generally been understudied in Arab media studies (with the exception of a few 

studies such as that by Abu-Lughod, 2004). The results of audience reception 

research were then used to identify a sample of talk shows suitable for the 

analysis (i.e. talk shows most popular among focus group participants). Jordanian 

women were focused on for the sample of audiences researched for a number of 

reasons; besides reasons of ‘access’ to participants willing to take part in the study, 

it was also thought interesting to explore the reasons for the popularity of such 

shows, produced on pan-Arab satellite channels, to audiences in an Arab country 

that is relatively poor in media production yet where more than 90% of households 

have access to satellite television (New York Times, 2011). The research project 
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therefore began with broad concerns regarding the reception of talk shows 

amongst Arab, specifically Jordanian, women and the meanings they attach to 

such shows. They included the following initial questions: 

• Do Jordanian women watch television talk shows, and why?  

• What do they think about these shows’ topics and discussions? 

• How do they perceive the role of the hosts, guests, and audiences, and the 

interactions that occur on the show? 

• How, where and with whom do they watch these shows?  

• What are the most popular talk shows the participants know of or watch, 

and why?  

The initial research questions were designed to be broad, exploratory and 

not driven by particular theories or preconceived hypothesis, addressing the 

different elements of the talk show (topics, studio-settings, host, guests, and 

interactions) as identified in previous literature, and generating data about the 

ways in which these shows are discussed and thought to be interesting by the 

participants. The purpose of this process was to achieve a ‘bottom-up’ approach 

whereby an initial exploratory investigation of audiences’ own understandings of, 

and interests in, talk shows can then inform the theoretical and methodological 

frameworks adopted for further analysis of the shows.  

Three pilot focus groups were conducted in the summer of 2010 in order to 

generate some initial data that would first test and further refine the questions for 

the consecutive focus groups. The pilot focus groups revealed interesting data 

about the ways in which these shows were perceived to be important and 

influential, triggering interesting discussions and often conflicted debates amongst 

the participants, regarding talk shows’ roles or functions and the disputable 

boundaries that (should or shouldn’t) guard certain private issues from entering 

the shows’ public debates. Ten more focus groups were then conducted in April-

May 2011.  

As a result of the patterns observed after the initial scanning of data, the 

theoretical framework of the study was developed based on theories of the public 

sphere, particularly within the field of media studies, in order to gauge the role of 

these shows in treading these invisible yet powerful boundaries between the 
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private and public spheres. The following represent a summary of the main 

research questions of the analysis: 

• What is the role of talk shows in the Arab public sphere? 

• What is the relationship between the gendered nature of Arab talk 

shows, their female audiences, and the Arab public sphere? 

• What is the nature of the discussions that occur on these shows and 

among audiences in relation to the criteria identified in different models 

of the public sphere? 

Based on these broad questions, more specific questions where developed 

which investigate certain elements of the talk shows and their reception, and 

which are addressed in the data analysis chapters (Chapters 5, 6 and 7). Chapter 

five investigates the content of the talk shows in terms of the themes and topics 

which each of the show engages with, and their relevance to their audiences in 

relation to their participation within the larger public sphere. More specifically, the 

chapter explores the following question: 

• What is the relationship between the content/thematic structure of Arab talk 

shows and the Arab public sphere?  

Chapter six analyses the formal aspects of the shows, focusing on the 

differences between each of the shows in their studio-settings and the ways in 

which the different types of discussions and interactions are to an extent pre-

empted differently through the structural aspects of each of the shows. It asks: 

• What is the relationship between the formal structure of Arab talk shows 

and the Arab public sphere?  

• What kind of interactions and discussions occur on the show, and how are 

they managed? 

Chapter seven summarises the audience research which the thesis initially 

began with and which directed the analysis of the talk shows in the previous two 

chapters. It analyses the ways in which different groups of women perceive the 

roles of these talk shows in the public sphere as they negotiate the boundaries 

between private and public issues through the performance of these shows. As a 

result, the chapter explores, through the women’s discussions of talk shows, sites 
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of deliberation and argumentation beyond the arenas of the transnational media. 

The chapter asks:  

• How is the Arab public sphere constructed through women’s engagements 

with Arab talk shows? 

Chapter eight reflects back on the theoretical frameworks of the public 

sphere which the thesis engages with and the empirical data collected and 

analysed, to conclude more specifically on the role of talk shows in the Arab public 

sphere, and more generally on the structural formation of the latter in the present 

day.   

Data collection and analysis 

This section will take a closer look at the research procedures involved in 

gathering and analysing the data, starting with talk show analysis and then moving 

on to audience reception analysis. For both talk shows analysis and audience 

reception analysis, information is provided about sampling strategies and 

procedures as well as specific methods of data gathering and analysis.  

Talk shows 

The following section will look at the first part of the analysis in this thesis, 

which examines the three specific talk shows. It will explain how these talk shows 

were sampled and what analytical tools were utilised for analysing the content and 

the structural aspects of the shows.  

 Choosing the talk shows  

The choice of talk shows to analyse was based on focus groups 

discussions, as various Arab and non-Arab talk shows were mentioned by 

participants. The most recurrently mentioned talk shows were chosen for analysis. 

Focus group discussions also revealed a number of reasons or criteria influencing 

the participants’ in their choice of talk shows. First, language became apparent as 

a factor to consider in terms of the accessibility of certain talk shows on television, 

with some participants mentioning they prefer not to watch non-Arab talk shows 

due to the language difference. As a result, non-Arab talk shows, such as The 

Oprah Winfrey Show, Dr Phil and The Doctors that are broadcast on Arab satellite 
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television, were not chosen for the analysis of talk shows. Second, the familiarity 

and popularity of certain satellite channels, and frequency with which they are 

watched by participants, also became apparent. Three privately owned satellite 

channels and talk shows broadcast on them were particularly frequently 

mentioned. These were the Saudi-owned Middle East Broadcasting Centre (MBC) 

which broadcasts the talk show Kalam Nawaem (Soft Talk, from 2002-present], 

the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC) which broadcasts Ahmar Bel Khat 

Al Areed (in Bold Red, from 2008-present), and the Lebanese Future TV, which 

broadcasts Sireh Winfatahet (an Open Case, from 1999-2012). These talk shows 

were chosen for the analysis of talk shows for a third reason, as each of these 

seemed to exemplify a different format of talk shows, each focusing on different 

topics, types of discussions and different roles by and interactions between the 

hosts and the guests. The following paragraphs offer a brief overview of each of 

the three shows, with a particular focus on their different formats and structures.  

The LBC’s Sireh Winfatahet (an Open Case) 

Sireh Winfatahet is credited as the longest running and highest rated social 

talk show on Arab satellite television which was broadcast on the Lebanese 

Future TV for thirteen years from November 1999 until July 2012, and which 

gained wide-spread popularity and viewership across the Arab world 

(Zavenonline.info, 2013). The show defines itself as “a driving force for change 

and inspiration for millions of viewers all over the world” and as a marker of a “new 

genre of talk TV” that has reshaped, inspired and outlived other Arab talk shows. 

The show claims to bring around its round table “society face to face with its 

taboos and values” and invite “viewers and guests from all over the Arab world to 

recount their personal stories and express their innermost feelings on live TV” 

through a combination of “edgy, fresh and live interaction” (zavenonline.info, 2013). 

The show has covered various stories over the years, many of which as it 

describes traced changes and events as they developed in Lebanon and the Arab 

world more generally, while others were dedicated to more ‘taboo’ topics.  

The host of the show, Zaven Kouyoumdjian, is a Lebanese host and 

producer of multiple television talk shows: 5/7 (1995-1998), Sireh Winfatahet 

(1999-2012) and recently 3al-Akid (2012-present). Born to Lebanese and 
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Armenian parents in 1970, Zaven obtained a Bachelors degree in Communication 

Arts in 1992, which soon after sparked his long-term career in journalism and 

television. He started in 1992 as a reporter and news anchor (and later news 

correspondent) for the state-run channel Tele Liban, which soon earned him his 

monthly investigative talk show 30/31, launched in 1993. The show was short-

lived but claims to have made news headlines for tackling “some of Post-war 

Lebanon’s biggest issues…. like the dumping of toxic wastes, the Israeli 

kidnapping of Mousafa Aldirani, and the ban of the Lebanese Forces militia” 

(Zavenonline.info, 2013). The reasons for the termination of the show in 2012 

remain unclear and are unexplained on the Host’s main website or other sources 

(Zavenonline.info).  

In 1995, Zaven started another weekly talk show, "5/7", which investigated 

similar political issues and gained him wider recognition and popularity, 

establishing Zaven as “one of Lebanon’s leading war reporters on television” 

(ibid.). The show claims to have “scored the highest audience rate for a single talk 

show episode, ‘El-Fadiha (The Scandal) in 1996”, with 52% of audience share and 

to have remained Tele Liban’s longest running talk show during the 1990s, despite 

criticisms it received as ‘immature’ and ‘sensational’ (ibid.). Yet similar to 30/31, it 

was eventually terminated in 1999, apparently by the government who banned 

Zaven from appearing on Tele Liban’s screen or from publicly commenting on his 

ban for several months, after the show aired an episode on poverty and 

unemployment in Lebanon (ibid.). Shaving his head in protest, Zaven appeared 

months later in a “televised promotion gathering his "stuff" in a box and moving 

from Tele Liban to Future Television” to launch his third talk show Sireh 

Winfatahet (ibid.) on satellite television.  

Sireh Winfatahet appears to follow a similar path to its predecessors in its 

continued interest in current political and national issues and the same edgy style, 

yet distinguishes itself with its new dimension focused on excavating and 

highlighting social taboos. Broadcasting on the satellite channel Future TV, the 

show gathered increasing popularity across the whole Middle East, gathering 

audiences and fans across members of the general public as well as media 

professionals. From 2000 and until 2010, Zaven ascended and remained within 

the top five best talk show hosts in both Lebanon and the Middle East according to 
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surveys by the Lebanese National Council of Audio-Visual Media and the gulf-

based women’s magazine Zahrat al-Khalij, peaking in the latter’s list as the 

number one host in 2004 and 2005 (ibid.; Sakr, 2007: 160). Zaven was recognised 

for “his efforts in creating a pan Arab dialogue on social issues” through the show 

(Zavenonline.info). Sireh Winfatahet also received the best social talk show award 

in the 4th Media Festival in Lebanon as well as the 3rd Arab Youth Media Forum 

organised in Jordan in 2010, reflecting the approval it received from Arab 

audiences.  

In many ways, Sireh Winfatahet has been deemed to bear resemblance to 

the American talk show The Oprah Winfrey Show, particularly for its interest in 

personal human stories as well as the popularity of its host Zaven who had gained 

a celebrity-like status across the whole Arab world (Sakr, 2007: 160). The size of 

his audience across the Middle East is suggested to be around 20 million people. 

Amongst many of its ground-breaking episodes which highlighted human stories 

or tackled social issues, one episode which was well-remembered by Arab 

audiences is that on which he hosted four HIV positive individuals, with their 

identities fully exposed for the first time on Arab television, to appear and speak 

about their lives with AIDS (zavenonline.com, 2013; Sakr, 2007: 160).  

The MBC’s Kalam Nawaem (Soft Talk) 

Kalam Nawaem is a one-hour Arabic talk show that has been broadcast on 

the MBC1 satellite channel since 2002 late on Sunday evenings. Inspired by the 

American talk show The View, it is a female-hosted show presented by four Arab 

women who represent different ages, nationalities, professions and points of views. 

It was originally co-founded and hosted by Saudi Arabian TV presenter and 

businesswoman Muna AbuSulayman, Egyptian newspaper columnist Fawziyeh 

Salameh, TV presenter Rania Barghout, and Palestinian actress Farah Bseiso. 

The hosts have changed over the years, with Muna AbuSulayman being replaced 

in 2007 by the Saudi Arabian fashion designer Heba Gamal, and Rania Bargout 

being replaced by reporter Sameera Madani in 2011. Yet in 2012, both Muna 

AbuSulayman and Rania Bargout returned to host the show again with Fawziyeh 

Salameh and, this time, former CNN reporter Octavia Nasr who replaced Farah 

Bseiso. 
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Kalam Nawaem has described itself in many of its episodes as a show that 

is dedicated to Arab women and Families, as well as a show which tackles social 

taboos and boundaries, and presents issues from women’s perspectives. It is 

described on its page, on the MBC website, as a talk show that “addresses 

various social and familial issues which are of interest to the Arab woman”; one 

which is catered for and focused on “the Arab women and the Arab family”; and 

one which combines boldness in shaking the boundaries of discussions with 

respect for “the traditions of the Arab family” (mbc.net, 2013). In 2011, in an 

episode on women and driving in Saudi Arabia, the host Fawziyeh Salameh 

began the show by addressing the show’s identity and goal as she recounts a 

recent conversation with one of the episode’s guests: “One of the guests of the 

show asked me: what is the purpose of your show Kalam Nawaem? Empowering 

women? [She waves her hand imitating the sneering tone in the guest’s question]. 

I told him no, we launched our show ten years ago under the theme ‘the world in 

the eyes of a woman’. And today we send a simple message specifically to the 

male population in Saudi Arabia: If you just hear me, you will understand me. If 

you just look at me, you will believe in what I say. Our episode today is about 

Saudi women and her situation in terms of work, education, and public life”. 

What is interesting about the show’s self-identification is the explicit 

gendering it portrays, implying a distinction between gendered issues and 

maintaining the public and private boundaries where private issues of the family 

and domestic life are tagged to women’s issues, interests and discussions. Yet, as 

shown later in the analysis of the show, these issues are politicised and made 

public, by revealing personal and private stories and discussing them with expert 

or official guests.  

The LBC’s Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed (In Bold Red) 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is the youngest of the three talk shows, airing for 

the very first time on March 19, 2008. The show usually lasts for one hour, or one 

hour and half, and airs weekly on Wednesdays on the Lebanese satellite channel 

LBCI. The show describes itself as a “weekly rendez-vous for discussing 

controversial social and human issues on LBCI. Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is not 

your classic social talk show. Its revolutionary way of approaching taboos and 
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controversies is based on discussions with people who lived these experiences” 

(lbcgroup.tv, 2013). The weekly show brings together guests from Lebanon and 

the Arab world who share testimonies with Malek Maktabi, the host, who in turn 

highlights solutions with experts from different fields” (lbcgroup.tv, 2013).   

The host, Malek Maktabi, is a well-educated individual whose background 

however is not in journalism or media like the backgrounds of the hosts of the 

other two shows are, but in the field of business. Malek holds a B.A. in Business 

Administration and an M.A. in Diplomatic and International Relations from the 

University of London. Similar to the claims of the previous two shows and their 

hosts, yet describing himself as “different from the typical welcoming anchor”, 

Malek states that his own approach to hosting the show has “blurred traditional 

lines”. He states: “Regardless whether red lines or taboos are set by society or by 

your own persona… I, Malek Maktabi, will boldly juggle these opposing sides” 

(ibid.).  

 Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed differs from the previous two shows in terms of 

the topics it discusses and the way in which they are discussed, therefore shaping 

the role of this show in relation to public debates differently. Sireh Winfatahet 

hosts a variety of expert and lay guests in its studio to discuss various social, 

cultural and political issues on which they either have expertise and considerable 

knowledge or personal stories and experiences respectively, and emphasises the 

participation of the public through various reports including voxpops and 

interviews with various Arab people, as well as phone calls and participation of the 

audience in the studio. Kalam Nawaem on the other hand is slightly different as it 

mostly hosts experts or high-profile guests (activists, celebrities etc.) to discuss 

certain issues, while the public is mostly visible and participating through the 

show’s reports which are similar in nature to those seen on Sireh Winfatahet. 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is very different to those two shows in the sense that it 

mostly hosts ordinary and lay members of the public from different Arab countries. 

In every episode at least five guests are hosted to talk about their own personal 

stories and experiences, and most of the times there is one expert guest who is 

not part of the main show’s discussion but is occasionally invited to participate and 

reflect on what is being said. The show occasionally contains reports yet the 

presence of these features is not as frequent as in the other two shows.  
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Thematic analysis of talk shows 

Thematic analysis as a method has been poorly ‘branded’ and rarely 

acknowledged as an adequate method of analysis despite its widespread use and 

appeal in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 2). Previous research 

viewed “thematizing meanings” as a shared tool or skill used across different 

methods (Holloway and Todres, 2003; Boyatzis, 1998), but not as an adequate 

method in itself. However, Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that thematic analysis 

should be considered as a method stating that “through its theoretical freedom, 

thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research tool, which can 

potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data (ibid: 5). 

Thematic analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organises and describes your data set 

in (rich) detail. However, it often goes further than this, and interprets various 

aspects of the research topic (Boyatzis, 1998)” (ibid: 6). Braun and Clarke (2006) 

identify several reasons for the lack of independence thematic analysis claims 

amongst other methods, pointing to the lack of clarity around the use of the 

method, particularly when it is commonly used in various research projects but not 

identified as a particular or independent method, or when it is claimed to be 

another type of method. Moreover, the lack of clarity around its use and practice is 

due to the lack of detail on how themes and patterns are actively identified and 

selected by the researchers, rather than being previously ‘residing’ within the data 

and passively or naturally ‘emerging’ from it during analysis (Ely, Vinz, Downing & 

Anzul, 1997 and Taylor & Ussher, 2001 in ibid: 7). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that a theme “captures something 

important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some 

level of patterned response or meaning within the data set…Ideally there will be a 

number of instances of the theme across the data set, but more instances do not 

necessarily mean the theme itself is more crucial” and what is more important than 

quantifying a theme is whether or not it captures something important in relation to 

the research question (ibid: 10). There are different ways of representing themes; 

one is to provide a rich overall thematic description which reflects the entire 

content of data set but which comes at the price of depth and complexity in the 

analysis. The second approach is “to provide a more detailed and nuanced 
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account of one particular theme, or group of themes, within the data. This might 

relate to a specific question or area of interest within the data…or to a particular 

‘latent’ theme…across the whole or majority of the data set” (ibid: 11). Accordingly, 

Braun and Clarke match these two approaches by identifying two primary ways of 

proceeding with thematic analysis. An inductive or ‘bottom up’ approach is where 

“themes identified are strongly linked to the data themselves…In this approach, if 

the data have been collected specifically for research (e.g., via interview or focus 

group) the themes identified may bear little relationship to the specific question 

that were asked of the participants. They would also not be driven by the 

researcher’s theoretical interest in the area or topic” (ibid: 12). A theoretical or 

deductive ‘top down’ approach “would tend to be driven by the researcher’s 

theoretical or analytic interest in the area, and is thus more explicitly analyst-driven. 

This form of thematic analysis tends to provide less a rich description of the data 

overall, and more a detailed analysis of some aspect of the data” (ibid).  

In this research project, the three talk shows selected as well as the focus 

groups discussions, on which more further on, were analysed thematically for their 

content (chapters five and seven respectively). In the pilot focus group discussions, 

the contested opinions of participants on the role of talk shows and the boundaries 

of what was acceptable as an issue for discussion were identified as an interesting 

theme to be pursued further in the thematic analysis of talk shows. This theme 

was chosen particularly because it built on research previously conducted on non-

Arab talk shows and explored and further expanded the limited research 

conducted on Arab talk shows and satellite television more generally in 

empowering Arab public spheres. It is at this stage, after conducting the focus 

groups, that the active role of the researcher became more important and 

influenced the selection of themes for further analysis, based on their relevance 

for understanding the role of talk shows in the Arab public sphere. Drawing on 

Braun and Clarke’s distinction between deductive and inductive approaches to 

thematic analysis we could thus argue that focus group analysis resembles more 

closely the inductive bottom-up approach, while the analysis of the selected talk 

shows resonates more closely with the theoretical top-down approach.  

A wide range of episodes from the three talk shows were examined, and 

certain segments were then identified which represented the different ways in 
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which the talk shows were engaging with the (Arab) public sphere in ways which 

resonate with the focus group discussions as well as the literature on the public 

sphere in media studies. These included (1) negotiating and potentially expanding 

the boundaries between the private and the public; (2) engaging with the 

mainstream male-dominated public sphere and its issues on the talk show 

platforms and extending it to more female-dominated audiences; and (3) 

challenging the ‘style’ in which public discussions within a public sphere can take 

place and still be of value, by allowing emotional engagement and charged 

argumentations of issues which challenge the foundations of rational deliberation 

as the basis for meaningful public discussions. The sections that fell into any of 

these categories were the transcribed, translated and analysed in detail to 

examine how exactly the public sphere as a process emerged through them. 

When analysing excerpts that fell into the third category, however, thematic 

analysis did not suffice, and had to be supplemented by formal analysis, on which 

more in the following section.   

Formal analysis of talk shows 

Television is unique in both its form and content, and both can be “usefully 

distinguished conceptually. Forms of television are those attributes which can be 

described as applying to a wide range of programme types, content themes, story 

plots, and narrative structures” (Husten et al, 1981: 32). Many theorists have 

argued that forms of television are important as they lead audiences to experience 

information and content on television in ways that are different from modes of 

representation in other media (McLuhan, 1964; Salomon, 1979, in ibid: 33). In 

their analysis of children’s programming, Husten et al. develop a taxonomy of 

formal features depending on criteria developed from previous research. The 

formal features they examine include: rapid character action, sound effects, and 

visual special effects, dialogue and pace. In a different study analysing reality 

television programmes as examples of a ‘confessional culture’, Aslama & Pantti 

(2006: 168-169) are more interested in formal elements than in content to explore 

the ways in which talk situations, particularly monologues, which they view as “re-

arranged platforms that facilitate different purposes”, can “create the arena for 

simultaneously expressing the emotional and making claims of the authenticity of 

those emotions and, in the end, of the ‘reality’ of the shows”. Aslama & Pantti’s 
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(2006) work explains that it builds on the analysis conducted on television talk 

shows, which they view as the predecessors of reality talk shows. Livingstone and 

Lunt’s (1994) work on television talk shows identify similar talk situations in their 

analysis of talk shows and focus on manifestation of three particular ones on 

these shows: the debate, romance and therapy genres.  

In chapter six, formal features or elements of the three talk shows are 

analysed since each of these shows display different structural aspects that shape 

the identity and content of the shows differently. These elements include the 

shows’ studio-settings, the roles of the hosts, guests and audiences, and the 

discursive tools and rhetorical practices that are called upon in the discussions 

and arguments which take place on the shows. The chapter demonstrates how 

the differences between these shows in terms of these main structural features, 

reflects in the topics and type of discussions that occur on the shows, which 

ultimately positions them differently in relation to their role and performance within 

the Arab public sphere.  

Audience reception  

This section will explain the way the audience reception part of this research 

has been conducted. It will explain how the ‘group interview’ or ‘focus group’ has 

been chosen as the specific ethnographic method to generate the data and the 

reasons for this choice in relation to research questions.  

Focus groups as a method of data collection  

Focus groups were chosen as a method of data collection for different 

reasons. In the very first stages, particularly for the purposes of the pilot study, the 

nature of the focus group as a group activity seemed to provide access to and 

encourage a larger number of participants to take part in the study. Given that 

there is very limited analysis conducted of Arab talk show audiences, the focus 

groups seemed to promise a larger pool of attitudes and opinions of talk show 

audiences, and a chance to understand how these opinions are socially and 

culturally formed, challenged or endorsed through the active interactions and 

discussions of the participants. Various scholars, such as Morley (1980, 1986) and 

Gillespie (1995) for example, have also used focus groups to explore discussions 

about popular television. In contrast to the two main methodological alternatives 
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for researching audience reception, namely individual interviews and a fully-

fledged ethnography encompassing participant observation and interviews, focus 

groups were also more economic in time and allowed to cover a greater diversity 

of social groups.   

Richard Johnson (1997) distinguishes between sociological research and 

cultural studies, explaining that while sociological research is interested in the 

collation of ‘attitudes, opinions, behaviours, etc.’ of ‘populations’, cultural studies is 

interested in the deeper ‘cultural structures and formations’ that shape these 

(Richard Johnson, 1997: 468 in Gray, 2003: 94). This is particularly relevant for 

this study as not only does it attempt to gather opinions and attitudes towards talk 

shows, but also to examine how these are actively and socially constructed and 

expressed. The focus group setting provides a good environment for examining 

such processes, albeit one artificially created by the researcher.  

More generally, focus groups also share the advantages of qualitative 

methods as opposed to quantitative ones. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1993) 

argue with regard to ethnographic interviews within cultural studies, this method is 

more flexible, reflexive, and reactive to the discussion taking place at that time. 

They state: “Ethnographers do not usually decide beforehand the exact questions 

they want to ask, and do not ask each interviewee exactly the same questions, 

though they will usually enter the interviews with a list of issues to be covered” 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1993: 152 in Gray, 2003: 95). Even though 

Hammersley and Atkinson refer to individual ethnographic interviews, their 

arguments here apply to focus group interviews as well. This also relates back to 

how the use of focus groups has been extremely useful since the beginning of the 

research project starting with the pilot study, as it enabled a more exploratory 

approach to a genre and audience that have both not been examined before, 

made room for refining and developing future questions for focus groups, and 

informing the theoretical framework of the research.  

Focus groups are also reflexive in the sense that they can be regarded as 

‘active interviews’ in which participants are actively producing meaning and 

constructing their views, attitudes and opinions, rather than relaying rigid previous 

ones (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). Gray (2003: 96) states that “this approach goes 
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beyond the ‘what’ of the interview – the substantive topic of the research – but it 

goes into the ‘how’ of subjectivity too”, adding that in her own interviews of women 

frameworks of “gender divisions and inherent power relations in domestic life” 

informed the ways in which the women reflected on their lives and expressed their 

identities and experiences. This approach has been particularly relevant in 

thinking about and analysing the development of interactions and opinion 

formation amongst participants, particularly in the analysis stages when 

considering theories of the public sphere and criteria for public debate, as the 

focus groups seemed to provide a space in which such a public debate can be 

recreated and examined, and criteria negotiated. In other words, the focus groups 

demonstrate, through the participants’ talk and discussion of talk shows’ topics 

and debates, the public sphere as a process, once the debate spills over from the 

screen into the everyday lives of audiences.   

Focus groups sampling and structure 

Recruiting for focus groups is both an exciting yet challenging task. Some 

of the many questions a researcher is overwhelmed with are: who should be 

included in a focus group? How should they be identified? How many people 

should participate in one focus group? What does it take for people to commit to 

and attend the focus group? And how many focus groups does the researcher 

need? Conducting focus groups can also be very consuming and underestimated, 

in terms of the time, thought and effort it requires. Other challenges that the 

researcher faces beyond the planning and arranging of the focus groups also 

include the unpredictability of participants themselves, which will often require the 

researcher to recurrently work around their different individual schedules and 

responsibilities, or anticipate and be prepared for with last-minute cancellations to 

ensure the focus group still runs.  

One of the most prominent examples of such unpredictability presented 

itself in focus group E conducted with school bus escorts, for which permission 

was granted to conduct it on school premises. However, due to the busy and 

intermittent schedule of the school bus escorts and noisy environment in which 

they work, it was impossible to run a focus group with a homogenous and specific 

group of women in a permissive environment. After attempting to conduct the 
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focus group as best as possible, it proved to be impossible to transcribe the full 

focus group discussion due to the surrounding noise and interruption (with 

participants having to continuously enter and leave the room to respond to calls 

and schedules). This significantly hindered the focus and continuation of the 

discussion, leading as a result for the focus group discussion to be eventually 

excluded from the analysis.   

In deciding who should be invited to the group interview from the home 

audiences (since contacting audiences who were on the show would be extremely 

complicated if not impossible), the main concern was to identify at first as many 

varied groups of talk show audiences as possible, in order to then examine and 

explore how clear factors, such as age for example, marked the differences 

between the participants in how much and why they watched television talk shows. 

In order to move away from immediate contacts and ensure a varied mix of groups 

was recruited, charity organisations and foundations were also contacted to ask 

for permission and access to interview their staff members and volunteers. As the 

descriptions of each focus groups will reveal below and in the appendix, these 

organisations were all varied; while one was an ethnic minority charity 

organisation, others were for the empowerment or protection of abused women, 

disabled children or young and disadvantaged mothers. They were also located in 

different parts of the city Amman (in more as well as less privileged areas), with 

different groups of staff members (managerial, teaching, volunteering and 

housekeeping staff who reflected different socio-economic and educational 

backgrounds), as well as different homogenous and mixed age groups. Other 

focus groups contained homogenous groups of university students, 

schoolteachers and bus escorts, and mixed groups contained working and non-

working women of various ages and generations.  

These various groups amounted to 10 focus groups with 67 women in total, 

conducted over a two-month data collection period (Despite the fact that group E 

was eventually not included in the analysis as explained above). Out of the 9 

focus groups, 6 focus groups were focused on more closely in the analysis, in 

terms of their particular significance for the theoretical framework of this study 

(these are groups A, C, D, G, H, and J). As the analysis in chapter 7 will 

demonstrate, several transcripts chosen from each of the focus groups provide 
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strong evidence for the important role audiences perceived these shows to play in 

challenging, re-defining or re-enforcing the boundaries of the public sphere in 

relation to gender and cultural politics.  

Regarding the sample of participants after conducting the initial pilot focus 

groups, the approach of sampling chosen for this research was purposive non-

probability sampling which is useful for “selecting information-rich cases for study 

in depth” (Patton, 1990: 169). Purposive techniques of sampling are useful since 

they “focus and, where practical, minimize the sample size, generally in non-

random ways, so as to select only those cases that might best illuminate and test 

the hypothesis of the research team” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003: 280). The 

techniques used were ‘convenience’ and ‘snowball’ sampling (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 2003: 278). Convenience sampling involves “drawing elements from a 

group (usually most appropriately regarded as a subpopulation) that is easily 

accessible by the researcher” (ibid.). Tashakkori and Teddlie warn that sometimes 

this technique is not the best to answer certain research questions as it is based 

on easily accessible and volunteering populations. However, since this study is an 

exploratory one which focuses in its audience research on gendered constructions 

of the role of talk shows in Arab public spheres, particularly women’s experiences 

of talk shows, using convenience sampling to start with in order to establish the 

first groups of women to interview seemed appropriate. Snowball sampling was 

also used after initial connections were made in the first groups in order to expand 

the sample of potential participants. The sampling techniques were purposeful in a 

number of ways as explained below.  

First, the choice to focus particularly on female audiences was made on the 

basis that previous literature on talk shows has identified women to be the main 

targets of talk shows, given the hour of day they are usually broadcast and the 

issues they choose to discuss. However, no study yet has looked at Arab 

women’s reception of television talk shows, despite the presence and popularity of 

these shows on Arab satellite television since the 1990s. Therefore, it was from 

there that an interest grew in exploring the extent to which these talk shows were 

watched by Arab women and the ways in which they related them to their own 

everyday lives and experiences.  
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The second choice of choosing Jordan as a case study and interviewing 

Jordanian women was made for several reasons too. First, as previously 

mentioned, Jordan’s media is mostly government-controlled with only a couple of 

private television channels being privately-owned, and many Jordanians have long 

relied on satellite television for access to different channels and a larger variety of 

programmes, with 90% of households having access to satellite television (New 

York Times, 2011). As a result, satellite television in many ways replaced national 

television, and it was therefore thought interesting to see how, in the case of pan-

Arab television talk shows, Jordanian female audiences engaged with issues 

discussed on these shows at a local level.  

Third, the sampling choice was also a strategic one in the sense that it was 

made on the basis of geographical location and ease of access to participants, as 

choosing to interview women in my home country meant that I would be able to 

access a larger number of women and encourage them to participate with much 

more ease given the time and cost restraints. However, it was felt that the more 

varied the sample is the more interesting the data generated would be. The way in 

which participants were recruited was done through ‘snowball’ sampling, in which 

one person known to the researcher would then indicate other potential 

participants, and so on. This was done through different participants in order to 

expand as much as possible the different circles of women contacted and attempt 

to achieve a variety of different groups in terms of ages, lifestyles, occupation, and 

location. The focus groups consisted of family groups, friendship groups or 

work/occupation groups, while others were a combination of different participants 

contacted through previous participants.   

Conducting focus groups 

As the moderator, it was both challenging yet important to balance between 

two roles: allowing each focus group discussion to proceed and develop naturally 

according to the participants’ contributions about the topic, while at the same time 

ensuring that the main and general questions are covered in each of the focus 

groups to maintain a level of comparability and coherence in the analysis. The role 

of the moderator has been previously noted to be crucial to the way focus group 

discussions are developed; Vaughn et al. (1996) explain that the moderator’s 
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personality, social identity and interpersonal skills, as well as his/her direct 

behaviour and verbal and non-verbal cues expressed will significantly influence 

the interaction amongst group members. Sim (1998) explains that the moderator 

needs to balance between generating an interest in and discussion about the topic 

without leading participants to state or confirm existing expectations or hypotheses. 

He offers a collection of guidelines from the literature on how to moderate a group 

discussion, which include: that the moderator expresses she/he are there to learn 

from the participants (Millward, 1995); that the moderator focuses on ensuring a 

dialogue is maintained amongst group members rather than between group 

members and moderator (Carey, 1994); that the moderator remains involved in 

the group in order to facilitate discussion, but detached enough from the 

discussion so as not to encourage or inhibit it in any specific way (Goldman, 1962); 

and that the moderator’s participation should constitute between 5% to 10% of the 

resulting transcript (Hague, 1993).  

With previous training in how to moderate focus group discussions, as well 

as conducting three pilot focus groups, these techniques were practiced and 

maintained as best as possible while conducting the rest of the focus groups in 

this study. In order to maintain coherency and comparability between the focus 

group discussions, a list of questions was prepared that can be used in all focus 

groups to initiate and guide the discussion back to the main areas when 

necessary. The list began with general warm-up questions about the audiences’ 

television viewing habits to get the participants acquainted with one another, the 

moderator and research topic, and included the questions listed at the beginning 

of this chapter. These inquired if women watched television talk shows and why; 

what types of topics the women thought these shows covered or should cover, 

and what the importance of these is; what they perceived to be the role of these 

shows’ hosts, guests, and audiences; what they thought of the interactions and 

discussions that occurred between different participants on the show; what the 

most popular talk shows that they generally knew of, liked or disliked were and 

why; and when, where, how and with whom they usually watched these talk 

shows.  

As a moderator, the role required remaining patient and passive while 

silently and observingly taking notes, in order to allow the participants to engage 
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actively in discussion with one another without interruption, and to express and 

share potentially sensitive and emotive issues with one another. The role also 

required being more active at certain points when trying to move and encourage 

the discussion from general issues to specific topics by probing further detailed 

information or clarification on participants’ initial statements. As a result of this, the 

focus groups naturally did not proceed in identical fashion despite covering the 

same general points. Other challenging situations which required a more active 

involvement by the moderator included occasional times when the group would 

stray away from the main topic, when certain members drop out of the group 

discussion and into personal chitchat, or when some participants proved to be 

more dominating over the discussion than others. Beyond these normal and 

expected challenges which are handled as described, other more difficult 

challenges can occur due to unexpected factors, such as in the case of focus 

group E where the office space and schedule of the school bus escorts hindered 

the successful development of a focus group discussion as will be elaborated 

below.  

Description of focus groups participants  

The following is a description of each of the focus groups and the way in 

which they are recruited. A summary table of all the focus groups is available 

below, while other more detailed tables of each focus group’s participants and key 

information about them such as age, occupation and marital status is available in 

Appendix 1.  

Table 4.1: A summary of key characteristics of focus groups’ participants  

Focus 
Groups 

Description  

A A group of elderly women between the ages of 50-70, working and volunteer at 
the Ladies Branch of a Charity Association in West Amman while still holding 
other jobs, having retiring, or having no previous work experience.  

B A group of young university students between the ages of 19-24 volunteering at 
a community empowerment organisation in East Amman. 

C A group of women between the ages of 21-60, representing 3 generations of 
women including mothers and daughters, all non-working, unemployed or 
university student. 

D A group of teachers and academic staff between the ages of 27-47, at a private 
school in West Amman.  

E A group of female bus escorts between the ages of 26-42, working at a private 
school in West Amman. 

F A small group of housekeeping and cooking staff between the ages of 39-41, 
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working at religious women’s and disabled children’s organisation.  
G A group of teachers between the ages of 22-40, working at a religious women’s 

and disabled children’s organisation. 
H A group of young university students between the ages of 20-23 in West 

Amman.  
I A group of women working at an organisation for domestically abused women in 

West Amman, aged between 26-48.  
J A group of fitness instructors aged between 23-40, working at a gym in West 

Amman. 
K A group of women between the ages of 47-61, some working while others are 

non-working on retired, living in West Amman.  

  
 

Focus group A:  

Participants in this focus group consisted of committee members for the 

Ladies’ Branch of an ethnic minority’s Charity Association in Jordan. These 

women belong to one of the Non-Arab Muslim ethnic minorities in Jordan which 

migrated to the country in multiple waves at the end of the 19th century and have 

since become well-integrated into the Jordanian society, playing a prominent role 

in the social, economic, cultural and political aspects of life in Jordan. The Ladies 

Branch of this non-profit charity organisation in particular works toward 

empowering and supporting women in Jordan as well as promoting education and 

preserving the minority’s culture. Their work includes encouraging and supporting 

local women’s initiatives at work, donating to the poor, and funding a well-known 

school that has been established by the branch itself in the late 1970s and which 

teaches the ethnic minority’s language and culture in addition to the Jordanian 

government’s national programme. Contact was made through the president of 

the committee and two meetings were arranged after the committee’s weekly 

board meetings. At the focus group, the participants were still sat around the black 

oval-shaped meeting table in their usual seats. This hierarchal seating plan 

seemed to be inherited in the focus group discussion as it was often reflected in 

the order of participation and interaction. 

Focus group B: 

For this focus group, contact was made with another community 

empowerment organisation located in one of the peripheral areas in East Amman. 

The organisation is a renowned community empowerment organisation which 



Page | 114  
 

operates in a specific under-developed and poorly constructed area within the 

peripheries of the capital Amman. It is a private non-governmental and non-profit 

organisation that was started by a group of Jordanian entrepreneurs. The 

organisation is involved in various projects: from encouraging youth empowerment 

through scholarship funds and programmes which focus on cultural, business and 

community service development, to community empowerment through different 

social services, art and women’s empowerment programmes, and finally child 

development through various art and sport programmes as well as building a local 

library. The process of planning the focus group was similar to the first focus group: 

the organisation was visited twice in order to seek permission from administrative 

managers and conduct the focus group. The focus group took place with eight 

young women who volunteered at the organisation, in one of the small office 

rooms at the organisation. The privacy of the focus group was slightly 

compromised by the fact that one of the office workers was present on the day 

and had to remain working at her desk throughout the focus group.  

Focus group C:  

The participants for this focus group provide a heterogeneous mix of 

women in comparison to the first two homogenous work groups. Rather than 

being recruited through organisations and sharing the same working environment, 

the participants for this group provided a mix of ages, generations, occupations 

and lifestyles (married or single). Participants were recruited through a non-

participating family member. The latter invited an ex co-worker who in turn brought 

along her two daughters. The non-participating member also invited a neighbour 

and two distant family relatives. The focus group took place at the house of the 

recruiting member. The atmosphere was less formal than in the previous two work 

settings as well as less familiar between the subgroups. It also took place in a 

private setting in contrast to the public settings of the previous two focus groups. 

Focus group D and E: 

The description for these two focus groups is combined since they were 

recruited through the same organisation. The participants for this focus group 

were all women who worked in one of the well-established private schools in the 

more affluent west Amman, registered as a charitable society with the Ministry of 
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Social Development and chaired by a member of the royal family. As a result, the 

working and educational environment differs quite significantly from other focus 

groups conducted with charitable educations involved in education as well. 

Contact was first made with the school’s vice principal who in turn contacted two 

head of departments (high school and transportation departments) who organised 

two focus groups the next week; one with a group of teachers (D) and another one 

with a group of female bus escorts (E). The first focus group took place in the quiet 

video room of the school library after school hours were over, and maintained a 

mix of teachers, librarians and administrators.  The second focus group took place 

early hours of the morning as it was constrained by the specific, part-time and 

intermittent working hours of the women’s daily bus schedules. The environment 

was constraining too due to the lack of space and privacy, as it took place in the 

seating area which was adjacent and semi-connected (through a thin wall and 

open door) to the head of transportation’s office, and directly facing the noisy bus 

parking area. The focus group was the most problematic out of all, due to the 

continuous noise, the women’s need to continuously drop in and out of the 

discussion, and continuous interruption by late-arriving bus escorts.  

Focus group F and G: 

The description for these two focus groups is combined since they were 

recruited through the same organisation. The participants for both of these focus 

groups were women who worked in a renowned religious women’s charity 

organisation. The organisation is one of two well-known religious organisations in 

Amman in which the majority of the working staff are women, and which is 

involved in and focuses on supporting the welfare of women. It is a public and 

non-profit organisation that is funded by the government, located in one of the 

peripheral areas in East Amman and mostly involved in supporting women who 

live in that particular area. The organisation functions primarily as a school for 

children and young adults with minimal mental disabilities, and is divided into three 

sections: a nursery school, a middle school for young teenagers to learn different 

subjects and various skills (such as handcrafts, gardening and carpentry), and an 

institute which these young teenagers can later join and work in as assistants in 

order to specialise in one of those skills and further develop them. The 

organisation also has a programme that is focused on educating and raising 
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awareness for young mothers in the neighbourhood regarding how to take care of 

their health and their new-borns’ during and after pregnancy. Contact was initially 

made with the director who arranged for two focus groups to take place in the 

following week. The first focus group took place in the nursery’s library with the 

housekeeping and kitchen staff, while the second focus group took place the 

following day in one of the administration offices with teachers and administrative 

staff.    

Focus group H: 

This focus group was conducted with a homogenous ‘friendship’ group 

composed of young female university students between the ages of 20 and 23. 

Contact was made through a non-participating acquaintance who is a common 

friend between the participants. The focus group took place privately at the 

acquaintance’s house and had an informal atmosphere to it. The participants all 

go to the same university, which is the oldest and largest state-supported 

institution of Higher Education in Jordan, and are all acquainted with each other. 

This was both an advantage and disadvantage since it made the environment 

more familiar and comfortable for them to express their opinions on one hand, but 

potentially hindering in the case of contested opinions.  

Focus group I:  

The participants for this focus group all worked in an organisation that 

focuses on providing continuous support and advice to domestically abused 

women. Contact was made after two fruitless meeting with another two 

organisations who were unable to provide participants. Two meetings were 

scheduled for briefing and conducting the focus group. The focus group took place 

in the main meeting room with the manager and the rest of the staff members; 

however, in contrast to the group A, the seating arrangements were random and 

the group interaction seemed more disparate and less hierarchical. 

Focus group J and K:  

Similar to previous groups, the description for groups J and K were 

recruited through the same organisation. The participants were recruited through 

the manager of a local gym in west Amman. The gym, similar to other gyms in 
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Amman, is usually a mixed gym except for two days of the week when the 

morning hours are exclusively for women’s use only. The two groups recruited 

comprised: female fitness instructors who worked on those specific women’s only 

days for one of the focus groups (J), and female members of the gym who used its 

facilities for the second focus group (K). Contact was made with the manager of 

the gym through a non-participating acquaintance who is also a member at the 

gym. Focus group J took place a week later with five gym instructors and took 

place in one of the gym’s offices prior to the start of their shift. The second focus 

group was arranged by the same acquaintance who contacted other gym 

members and organised the focus group privately at her house. 

Focus groups data analysis techniques 

 Berg (2007) explains that “two effective ways remain to analyse 

ethnographic research while preserving the rich textual detail of the data: inductive 

content analysis and ethnographic narrative accounts” (Berg, 2007: 205). Morgan 

(1999) explains that “...a largely ethnographic approach may benefit from a 

systematic tallying of one or two key topics, while a basically quantitative summary 

of the data is improved immensely by including quotes that demonstrate the points 

being made” (Morgan, 1999: 64). However, Berg (2007) explains that a researcher 

must choose between a comprehensive content analysis and lengthy textual 

accounts that reveal themes and patterns observed in the data. The decision was 

made to follow the second approach, i.e. offering lengthy textual accounts with 

excerpts from discussions in which themes and patterns would be observed, as it 

seemed more appropriate given the exploratory aims of the project and its 

research questions. Quantitative content analysis would have been more suitable 

if the study had started in the first place with an aim to quantify certain attitudes, 

behaviours or facts.   

 The first step towards analysing these focus groups was to fully transcribe 

them. Since the focus groups were conducted in Arabic, the transcription was also 

done in Arabic in order to preserve the accounts and descriptions of people in 

their original meaning so that these could be more carefully analysed and 

translated later to English when quoted. The way in which the themes were 

examined once the transcription process was complete was similar to the 
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inductive approach discussed by Brown and Clarke (2006) and introduced earlier. 

The analysis also drew on Morgan’s (1988) suggestion to “begin with a detailed 

examination of one or two groups, developing hypotheses and coding schemes 

that can then be applied to the remainder of the group.” (Morgan, 1988: 64). A 

provisional coding frame or list of themes was then used to read through all of the 

transcripts and to annotate and highlight key findings and quotes accordingly, 

while simultaneously acquiring new codes and sub-categories along the way. Berg 

refers to this as open coding which “allows the researcher to identify and even 

extract themes, topics, or issues in a systematic manner” (Berg, 2007: 205). 

Through this process, the material and phrases from the transcripts were sorted 

according to these categories and patterns, commonalities, disparities or 

relationships were then be deducted and examined.  

 Furthermore, since the focus groups varied in terms of their composition, 

the analysis also involved a comparative approach that evaluated the extent to 

which role- or status-based means of selection and differences between 

participants produce varying results. For instance, one of the questions asked at 

this point was whether the age of participants and the composition of focus groups 

with regard to age affected the nature of discussion. Berg (2007: 306) suggests 

that the results of such analysis can then be considered in relation to previous 

research and theories in order to finally be able to make a small set of 

generalizations about the data. A rough draft of the detailed findings was compiled 

after which verbatim quotes which demonstrate these findings were chosen, again 

following procedures suggested in literature (Rausch in Krueger, 1998: 95).  
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Chapter Five: Arab Talk Shows and the Public Sphere I: Expanding 
Participation, Challenging Boundaries and Enabling Debate through 
Emotions 

 

Introduction  

As previously discussed in chapter two, Arab talk shows provided a new 

genre of television programmes which discussed an increasingly wider range of 

topics and promised live heated debates that would break deep-rooted cultural 

taboos (Sakr, 2007: 156-157). Talk shows functioned differently on different Arabic 

channels, complementing news coverage on main all-news channels like Al-

Jazeera, while substituting news reporting on other channels that had inadequate 

resources to run newsgathering operations. Considering the hundreds of channels 

available on Arab satellite television with numerous talk shows, and the frequent 

mention of talk shows in Arab media literature, talk shows have received very little 

analysis so far (with the exception of Lynch, 2006; Matar, 2007; and Swank, 2007 

previously discussed). Discussions about these talk shows have often taken place 

in relation to their role within a whole new changed satellite media landscape, in 

shattering state control over public debates and expanding these to a 

transnational level that escapes national boundaries and control. Opinions vary 

between optimists who view satellite television as democratising and encouraging 

a new emerging public order (Eickelman, 2001; Lynch, 2006) and sceptics who 

argue that even if satellite television opens up debates and challenges taboos, 

these cannot be translated into action without democratic political institutions and 

infrastructures on the ground (Kraidy, 2002). In fact, without the latter, satellite 

television may even reinforce the status quo (Ayish, 2008).  

The thesis previously argued that the analysis of talk shows has often been 

shaped by traditional notions of the public sphere as first conceptualised by 

Habermas (1989), leading to the conclusions that talk shows do not meet the 

requirements of public sphere debates despite what they offer of alternative 

discursive spaces for marginalised groups. The thesis also highlighted the 

criticisms of different scholars of the criteria of the public sphere and the notions 

on which it stands, such as ‘politics’, ‘citizenry’ and ‘rationality’ which are narrowly 
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defined and based on gender and class exclusions. The thesis argues that the 

analysis of Arab talk shows in particular has so far focused almost exclusively on 

political talk shows and their engagement with mainstream news and issues. 

However, considering Sakr’s statement that talk shows are now rampant on Arab 

satellite channels and no longer constrained to all-news channels, there remain a 

lot of talk shows to be researched on non-news channels. Moreover, considering 

the gendered nature of talk shows and the gendered nature of the public sphere, 

the analysis of talk shows needs to be engaged with the previously discussed 

criticisms of the original theory of the public sphere and suggestions of different 

models of democratic debate.  

This chapter analyses the role of Arab talk shows in the Arab public sphere 

by examining three popular talk shows broadcast on Arab satellite television 

channels: Sireh Winfatahet on the Lebanese Future TV, Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed 

on the Lebanese LBC and Kalam Nawaem on Saudi Arabia’s MBC. It explores the 

content of the talk shows in order to address the following question: What is the 

role of talk shows in the Arab public sphere? What is the relationship between the 

gendered nature of Arab talk shows, their female audiences, and the Arab public 

sphere? What is the relationship between the content/thematic structure of Arab 

talk shows and the Arab public sphere?  

The chapter discusses three main relationships that these shows exhibit in 

relation to the public sphere. The first relationship entails the way these shows can 

be evaluated for their relevance and role in relation to Habermas’ theory of the 

public sphere and similar conceptualisations under the discursive tradition (as 

previously discussed in the literature through the work of Ferree et al., 2002). In 

other words, the talk show’s content is analysed in terms of the ways in which it 

taps into current affairs and political issues and events that are high-ranking on 

news agendas and engage in existing public discussions about them, enabling a 

‘chaired’ style rational debate amongst various guests which can be comparable 

to the type of public sphere debates that are promoted by Habermas and other 

discursive theorists. The chapter argues that by tapping into the pool of public 

debates which are current at the time, talk shows not only provide access to these 

issues and debates to talk show audiences, an audience which is predominantly 

composed of women, but they also extend and maximize these audiences’ 
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participation and engagement with these public debates. The second relationship 

between Arab talk shows and the public sphere, is the way these shows expand 

the boundaries of public debates by addressing issues that have not been 

previously addressed due to being considered taboo, unmasking and potentially 

challenging some of the deeply-rooted cultural, religious or political reasoning and 

implications for them. Unlike the rational stance of the previous relationship, the 

talk show’s stance in this second relationship towards such issues is often a moral 

one, recognising and evaluating the need to address such issues more publicly. 

This has been very briefly touched upon in the past by Arab scholars, yet without 

theoretical justification as this thesis has attempted to achieve by engaging with 

feminist and cultural criticisms of the public sphere discussed in previous chapters 

(Fraser: 1990, Mouffe: 2000; Ferree et al., 2002). In this sense, the talk shows’ 

discussion of private or taboo issues can be less of a deterioration of the Arab talk 

show format (Schleifer, 2001) and more of a process emphasising the political 

importance of these issues which is wrapped up in their very controversial nature 

that stems from deeply-rooted power relations. The final relationship which the talk 

shows display in relation to the public sphere is in the contested style of 

discussions on the shows which is manifest in displays of emotions, inter-personal 

conflicts and impassioned or heated debates. This is explored in relation to the 

potential value of emotional expressions in opening up public debates by 

increasing the visibility and highlighting the implications of these issues. 

These three different types of relations with the public sphere can be 

observed across all three shows, Sireh Winfatahet, Kalam Nawaem and Ahmar 

Bel Khat Al Areed. However, we find that each one of the shows is particularly 

prominent for exhibiting a particular type of these relationships. As a result, the 

chapter’s structure will be divided into three sections, in which each of the three 

noted relationships between talk shows and the public sphere will be explored and 

particularly matched with one of the three shows that is most applicable to and 

representative of it. The first section looks at the first of these relationships, the 

ability for talk shows to extend participation and interest in existing debates about 

current affair issues to a different audience, by looking more closely at Sireh 

Winfatahet which over the years has often taken an investigative and journalistic 

approach to its episodes and issues, exploring and covering live various events 



Page | 122  
 

that take place in Lebanon and the rest of the Middle East. The second section 

looks at the second of these relationships, talk shows’ interest in expanding public 

discussions to social issues which are usually personal and private yet have a 

political significance and impact (particularly gender-related issues) by looking 

specifically at the show Kalam Nawaem which is hosted by women who address 

the show to Arab women and families and highlight first hand actual narrations of 

experiences by various Arab people. The last section will look at the third of these 

relations, the contested and sensationalised style of discussions on the shows 

which manifest in displays of emotion and inter-personal conflicts, by looking at 

the particular case of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed as an emotional public space 

where emotional engagements as a way of disclosing issues is as important as 

the discussion of the issues themselves. It is important to note again that none of 

these relationships and links between talk shows and theories of the public sphere 

exist exclusively and perfectly in their designated shows, but rather appear more 

prominently in particular ways. Several episodes and discussions provide 

exceptions and overlaps between the shows in terms of their relationships with the 

public sphere, reminding us once again of the hybrid nature of this genre of shows.  

Talk shows’ role in extending participation within already existing debates  

Out of the three shows analysed, Sireh Winfatahet provides several 

particularly good examples of talk shows’ ability to extend public participation in 

existing debates, in addition to the show being well-known for its episodes which 

address social taboos and challenge existing boundaries of public debate (which I 

discuss in the next section in relation to Kalam Nawaem). Sireh Winfatahet is 

credited as the longest running and highest rated social talk show on Arab satellite 

television, which was broadcast on the Lebanese Future TV for thirteen years from 

November 1999 until July 2012, gaining wide-spread popularity and viewership 

across the Arab world (Zavenonline.info, 2013). The show has covered various 

stories over the years, many of which as it describes traced changes and events 

as they developed in Lebanon and the Arab world more generally, while others 

were dedicated to more ‘taboo’ topics.  

As previously mentioned in the methodology chapter, the host of the show, 

Zaven Kouyoumdjian, is a Lebanese host and producer of multiple television talk 
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shows: 5/7 (1995-1998), Sireh Winfatahet (1999-2012) and recently 3al-Akid 

(2012-present). Zaven’s journalistic background in news reporting and 

investigative political talk shows (30/31 and 5/7) in many ways inspire Sireh 

Winfatahet and inform the way in which Sireh Winfatahet contributes to the public 

sphere as argued in this section. This continuation between the shows is 

symbolised and confirmed in the televised political statement Zaven makes with 

shaving his head and moving from Tele Liban to Future TV to launch Sireh 

Winfatahet (ibid.). The show gathered increasing popularity across the whole 

Middle East, gathering audiences and fans across members of the general public 

as well as media professionals. The size of its audience is estimated at twenty 

million people and the show remained top-ranking according to many surveys and 

recognitions at media festivals and forums as chapter four has described.  

This section looks at how the show frequently engaged with various current 

affairs and political issues that ranked high on national and regional news. The 

talk show’s keenness in engaging with current affairs becomes crucial to 

understanding the role of such shows in the public sphere. It demonstrates how 

talk shows remain relevant to Habermasian conceptualisations of the public 

sphere by engaging with issues that are also traditionally recognised as part of 

public sphere debates, and expanding the reception of and engagement with 

these issues beyond all-news channels’ audiences by catering them to the new 

female-dominated audiences of talk shows.  

One particularly well-known example of that is the show’s ‘Power of Life’ 

campaign, initiated in 2005 through a series of episodes “to help Lebanese society 

‘regain its faith’ after the Hariri assassination” (Zavenonline.com, 2013; Sakr, 2007: 

160). Several other examples become apparent when examining the last four 

seasons of the show from 2009 and until 2012. In 2009, the show dedicated two 

episodes to the Lebanese Parliament elections a week before and after they took 

place, an episode on the presence and influence of Israeli Mossad security 

services in Lebanon, and an episode with the Mayor of Beirut. In the first episode 

on the elections for example, aired on 1st June 2009, Zaven explains that the 

episode will “evaluate the different candidates’ campaigns”, “analyse the political 

speech”, “discuss the scrutiny of civil society to the elections” and “how every 

citizen can become an observant citizen (Zavenonline.com). Zaven invites the 
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audiences at home to engage with the discussion by phoning in, and invites 

guests on the show such as Dima Dabbous-Sensenig, assistant professor of 

communication and director of the Institute for Women’s Studies in the Arab World 

(IWSAW) at the Lebanese American University, and Dr. Gilbert Doumit, General 

Coordinator for the Lebanese Parliamentary Elections Monitoring Operation. The 

episode also includes vox-pops which contain varying commentaries by Lebanese 

men and women on the election slogans. In the second episode after the elections, 

aired on 8th June 2009, Zaven hosts the same guests again to reflect back on how 

the elections took place and on the results, as well as a large group of young men 

and women who volunteered to be part of the election’s monitoring operation.  

In 2010, the show dedicated again episodes to various national as well as 

regional events, including the anniversaries of the assassination of the Lebanese 

prime minister Rafic Al-Hariri, the 1976 Lebanese civil war, the electricity crisis in 

Lebanon, corruption in the annual leaving exams in Lebanon and a following 

episode with the Lebanese minister of education, the events of the Freedom 

Flotilla during the 2008-2009 Gaza war, and the crash of the Ethiopian aeroplane 

in Lebanon which was broadcast only hours after the tragic incident took place. In 

February 2011, the show was quick to host an episode dedicated to the protests in 

Tunisia, Egypt and Sudan known as the ‘Arab Spring’ (which will be examined in 

more detail below) as well as several other episodes with similar news-worthy 

issues such as the anniversary of Rafic Al-Hariri’s assassination (an episode is 

aired every year since his assassination in 2005) and the anniversary of the Cedar 

Revolution sparked by the Prime Minister’s assassination seven years ago. In 

January 2012, the final year of the show, Zaven cancelled a planned episode 

named “together for natural beauty” a day before the episode was planned to air in 

order to cover and follow up the tragic events of the collapsed residential building 

in the Achrafieh region in Lebanon which occurred that same day, thus prioritizing 

a current and live unravelling of events over a pre-prepared episode on a less 

pressing topic. In February of the same year, Zaven looked back on the on-going 

events of the ‘Arab Spring’ in another episode, reflecting on the role of 

communication technologies within Arab media in the aftermath of the protests. 

Furthermore in June 2012, a month before the termination of the show, Zaven 

hosted an episode in memory of the famous Lebanese journalist Ghassan Tueni 
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who headed An-Nahar newspaper, one of the Arab world’s renowned newspapers, 

and who was imprisoned in the 1940s for his objection to censorship. The 

episode’s tribute to his memory invoked questions like: “is the Lebanese media in 

danger and who protects the Lebanese journalists from the crisis threatening 

Lebanon’s major media corporations?” with guests such as the Lebanese 

Information minister, a Member of Parliament and a senior journalist.  

To sum up, a total of 18 episodes broadcast over the course of four years 

dealt with current affairs issues and political developments, hence contributing to 

mainstream public debates. What these episodes demonstrate is the show’s 

keenness to follow up continuously with the developments of major events (such 

as the Arab revolutions) and provide a live coverage of events as and when they 

happen (as his cancelation of episodes for the sake of covering live national 

issues demonstrated). Such episodes also appear in the two other shows, 

particularly Kalam Nawaem and to a much lesser extent Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed. 

However, they are not as prominent, and certainly not conducted in the same 

manner as they are on Sireh Winfatahet. Instead, these two talk shows are 

explored later in the chapter in terms of their different roles in engaging with 

various issues in public ways.   

Looking closely at Sireh Winfatahet’s episode broadcast on 7th February 

2011 and titled ‘Tunisia, Egypt, Sudan: What’s happening?’ provides an 

interesting example of the shows’ engagement with political events in the region. 

The episode follows up on the political developments in the three countries and 

asks questions about the consequences of these successive waves of protests 

across the Middle East and North Africa region, and the role of the internet and 

social media in harnessing political engagement and action. The episode begins 

with a national concern, with two minutes of footage of Lebanese people stopped 

on the street and asked for their brief opinions on the divisions taking place in 

Sudan, to which most answered by reflecting on the political situation, factions and 

divisions in Lebanon itself. The episode then continues with another short video of 

a Lebanese man’s ‘cry for help’ against drug abuse and addiction amongst 

Lebanese youth, asking through the show for more attention and measures from 

the government to be taken in order to prevent the spread of drugs amongst 

young people. These vox pops or exemplars with members of the general public 
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that are often used, as well as the calls made to the show, are important to 

consider in terms of the role they play in the shows’ discussions and the meanings 

they have for Sireh Winfatahet’s role in expanding participation in public debates 

to new audiences. Jones (2010) reflects on their importance in his study that 

traces the stylistic and content changes in the nature of political talk programming 

on U.S television in the mid-1990s, from a particular format dominated by expert 

voices to more varied formats which utilized different communication strategies 

and content to include non-expert voices and the participation of viewers at home. 

He states that the move to ‘the people’s voice’ “created new temporal and spatial 

relationships” which encouraged viewers to “extend their participation in the 

programme prior to, during, and after a particular show’s airing by joining in 

discussions via chat rooms, bulletin boards, e-mail, and voice mail” (Jones, 2010: 

19). They also “challenged the normative conceptions of who gets to speak and 

what will be spoken about… insisting that the audience was not only to be spoken 

to but also to be spoken with” (ibid: 25). The main changes that these vox pops 

brought to the American political talk shows that Jones examines, which we can 

argue achieve similar results with Sireh Winfatahet, are crucial to the latter’s role 

in extending participation in public debates beyond the specific audiences of Arab 

political programmes and news. They emphasize that politics is beyond what was 

traditionally known of it in terms of official affairs, but rather what audiences made 

of it in their daily lives and experiences, and that talk shows were the venues 

“where citizens could express themselves, connect to power and to each other, 

and create political change” (ibid: 26). Jones still questions the claimed political 

empowerment of these practices, but Daschmann’s (2000) study of elections polls 

and vox pops highlights their powerful influence in journalistic practices. He states 

stating that despite their unrepresentative and subjective nature, they are powerful 

in triggering emotional reactions, can be more graphic, easier to understand and 

represent than statistics, and are of a lively and entertaining nature. Referring 

back to social cognition studies in which vox pops were proved to be more 

powerful than statistical figures, general statements, or official information in 

having effects on the formation of opinions and judgments, Daschmann argues 

that vox pops are more effective means of representing public opinion on certain 

issues to the audiences and the general public (Daschmann, 2000; 162). In that 

sense, Sireh Winfatahet’s use of vox pops can engage its audiences back home 
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with the opinions and concerns of members of the general public across the 

region in more effective ways, by providing a platform that allows these opinions to 

be juxtaposed together so audience members can critically assess and engage 

with them.   

After introducing the topic and showing the report, the episode returns to 

the four main guests on the show’s centre stage: journalist and researcher in 

media studies Dr. Yaqzan Al-Taqi, lecturer in media studies, digital strategist and 

founder & CEO at Think Media Labs Ayman Itani, IT manager at An-Nahar 

newspaper Wadih Tueni, and director of communications at the Carnegie Middle 

East Centre in Beirut Nadim Hasbani. The four guests discuss with Zaven the 

influence of new media technologies on the protests, with Zaven posing the 

question of whether the revolutions can be named ‘Facebook’ revolutions, and the 

guests providing opinions on the differences between the revolutions and role of 

media technologies within them. The discussion continues with Zaven making a 

Skype call with the Tunisian Journalist Hajar Ajroudi, who provides a more 

detailed account of the story of Mohamed Bouazizi – the Tunisian street vendor 

who set himself on fire in protest to the confiscation, humiliation and harassment 

he reported to have received by a police officer – which is claimed to have 

sparked the beginnings of the Tunisian revolution. Zaven then moves from that 

call to speak to the Lebanese filmmaker Assad Fouladkar in the studio (seated in 

a lounge-like setting separate to the round-table on which the other four guests 

are seated) who tells his own personal experience of waiting many hours at 

Egypt’s airport as chaos begins to take over. The episode then moves back to the 

issue of Sudan’s referendum raised at the beginning of the show, to show a 

footage of a group of Sudanese men, living in Lebanon, discussing their opinions 

about the referendum. Afterwards, the show returns again to the four guests who 

discuss with each other and with Zaven the role of media technologies in the 

revolutions. The sequence of the episode’s unravelling possibly demonstrates the 

importance of keeping the show interesting to audiences and breaking up the 

discussion between the studio guests into chunks. Yet what it also demonstrates 

is the linkage which the show makes between the events of different countries, 

raising the possibility of triggering national debates of the political situation in 

Lebanon, as similarities are drawn between Lebanon’s sectarian divisions and 
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Sudan’s independence referendum. During the episode, Zaven takes a few calls 

from home audiences, whereas the audience in the studio does not actively 

contribute questions. 

What is interesting about the content and style of discussion with the four 

guests is that it seems to be a more extended and elaborated version of brief 

interviews and discussions which take place on news coverage of the protests, 

and more similar to political talk shows on all-news channels than any other social-

oriented talk show and certainly other episodes from the show itself which cover 

human interest stories and social issues. The discussion taking place between the 

four expert guests has similarities with more mainstream news coverage and 

political talk shows, as it is characterised by an informed, rational and analytical 

style. Its importance lies in the fact that this discussion of political developments is 

hosted on a show which is associated more closely with social-oriented talk shows 

than political ones, and one which, as mentioned above, enjoys a large audience 

base which is predominantly female rather than male. In that sense, the show is 

able to extend this debate to new audiences who are different from those of 

mainstream news and current affairs programmes. In other words, this particular 

episode on the ‘Arab Spring’ clearly engages with a major mainstream political 

issue, which otherwise occupies considerable space and airtime in news coverage 

and analysis, and re-introduces it to a larger Arab audience which can be 

described as predominantly female, thus extending these public debates and 

participation or engagement with them beyond news audiences.  

The discussions in the studio of this mainstream and public political issue 

are framed at both national and regional levels, as portrayed at the beginning of 

the episode with vox pops from the population in Lebanon reflecting on the issue 

from a national perspective, and the broader discussion of the Arab Spring events 

in different Arab countries occurring between the guests in the studio. In that 

sense, the show is participating in the public debate about these events in the 

same way as they have been seen to be regularly reported in the news. What is 

also interesting about the episode which further emphasizes the shows’ efforts in 

framing these political events and debates at a larger geo-political level, is the 

report shown later in the episode of an interview conducted with a group of 

Sudanese men living in Lebanon to ask them of their opinions and feelings 
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regarding the 2011 Sudanese independence referendum, another example of 

political changes in the MENA region which the episode covers. What this also 

demonstrates is another evidence of the show’s engagement with current and live 

political events in the news, as the episode aired the same day on which the 

referendum results were announced. The following extract portrays the discussion 

that took place between the group of Sudanese men in the episode: 

Extract 5.1 

(A group of Sudanese men are first seen singing along to a national Sudanese 

song, after which the following discussion ensues…) 

P1  Sudan is certainly a Muslim Arab African state, there is no disconnection between 

all these things, no disconnection. If you ask me are you African? of course I am 

African and I am proud of it. If you ask me are you an Arab? Of course I am an 

Arab. If you ask me are you Muslim? I am Muslim, so Sudan, a Sudanese, 

combines all of these together. [scene is cut]. There are foreign hands which lead 

to the unfortunate rip between the northern and southern sides, and as a 

Sudanese I am very very sad, and until this moment cannot believe that there is 

now something called North Sudan and South Sudan [Another man nods in 

agreement to his side]. Our whole lives we were together, we studied in the same 

schools, went to the same universities, worked in the same…worked for the same 

benefits, we as Sudanese eat from the same plate.  

---- 

Interviewer how do you feel about seeing on the map one day that there is… 

P2 [interrupts and completes the interviewer’s sentence] another country. There is 

another Sudan, under a different name and I personally am forbidden from it 

unless I have a passport or a national ID card. This is a very deep issue if one 

thinks about it, it’s a very difficult issue. I personally… it is out of our hands.  

P3 of course there is a political intervention from western countries, such as America, 

to split Sudan into two halves, and in turn they want to go into Sudan with all their 

might to exploit all the resources that are available in Sudan. 

---- 

P4 Actually, how did the government allow for the referendum to happen regarding 

the split between the north and south? Sudan has lived through wars for a long 

long time; I am one of those people who many years ago was in some of these 

wars. I’ve been in the south, in many areas in the south, and I lived and saw what 

the war was like. So the Referendum was [unclear, 57:40]  

P5 I believe the people’s goal was not the separation, the issue was to stop the 

bloodshed which occurred in one of the longest wars in Africa, and the people 

were convinced and persuaded completely that as long we were all Sudanese and 

together, surely there won’t be a problem between us. 
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 ---- 

(The discussion ends with another shot of the group of men singing to the same 

song) 

 

The extract demonstrates the show’s attempt to engage in mainstream 

debates of national and regional interest about the geo-political changes and 

events occurring in the MENA region. It also demonstrates again the use of 

voxpops on the show and their value in expanding participation in mainstream 

debates, this time by extending the participation in the debate to members of 

minority groups whom are underrepresented in Lebanon, in this case some voices 

from the Sudanese community. The status of this group of Sudanese men in 

Lebanon is left unclear on the show; we are not sure whether they are immigrant 

workers, refugees or asylum seekers. However, Lebanon is well known to be one 

of the Arab countries which receives continuous flows of immigrant workers from 

Arab and non-Arab countries such Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Ethiopia, as well as 

refugees and asylum seekers including Palestinians, which are the largest group, 

Kurds, Iraqis and Sudanese, with the Sudanese population being the smallest out 

of all workers and refugees (Dorai & Clochard, 2006; Tabar, 2010; Murphy, 2006). 

It can therefore be surmised that as the smallest groups of ethnic minorities in 

Lebanon, they would be largely underrepresented and forgotten in mainstream 

media, a reality which this show can potentially help change by featuring their 

experiences. Moreover, Lebanon has increasingly attracted attention from Human 

Rights Watch as well as regional news for racial discrimination, violence, 

exploitation and poor services which refugees face in the country (Sakka, 2012; 

Slemrod, 2012; Malik, 2010; Human Rights Watch, 2013). As a result, the shows’ 

decision to include some voices of Sudanese refugees in Lebanon could be seen 

as one of rare steps to acknowledging their presence as part of the Lebanese 

communities, and the importance of their voices as members of the public. Thirdly, 

their voices regarding the Sudanese Independence Referendum on the show is 

important when considering the reporting of the same events within Sudan itself. 

The fact that the show is broadcast transnationally and is therefore not bound by 

the political pressures exerted by Sudanese authorities on Sudanese Local media 

is important when considering whether such views would have been censored or 

restricted in Sudanese media. However, that remains unknown, and possibly 

unlikely as their views appear to be favourable of a united Sudan and are 
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uncritical of the northern government of Sudan who were criticized at the time of 

censoring opposition voices and harassing local and international media in their 

coverage of the referendum and interviewing of opposition leaders and activists 

(ifex, 2011).   

However, the segment in which they are shown is also problematic in 

several ways, particularly in relation to the studio’s discussion: it is brief and 

isolated from the studio’s discussion as the issue of the Sudanese Referendum is 

dropped once the footage ends and the camera returns to the studio guests. It 

would have been also interesting if the episode had actually included their 

opinions on matters related to their presence in Lebanon, such as their legal 

status or social integration. Thirdly, the connection between the Arab Spring, 

Lebanon’s political situation and Yemen’s Referendum that seemed to be implied 

at the beginning of the episode, remains hanging as the referendum is not 

discussed afterwards on the show. Yet their inclusion in the episode remains an 

effort that the show exerts in representing minorities in Lebanon. In fact, that 

wouldn’t be the first time that Zaven focuses on minorities on the show. Other 

episodes of Sireh Winfatahet have also shed light and raised the issues of ethnic 

minorities living in Lebanon and other countries in the Arab world. In January 2010 

for example, an episode was dedicated to the Armenian minority in Lebanon, 

celebrating their traditions, customs and efforts taken to preserve their Armenian 

culture in Lebanon. Additionally, in the same years, another episode is dedicated 

to ethnic minorities and titled “Minorities in the Arab World”. 

There is also continuity in the shows’ interest in mainstream current affairs, 

particularly major regional ones such as the Arab Spring, as well as Major national 

ones in Lebanon such as Al-Hariri’s assassination. Six months after the previous 

episode on the Arab spring, Zaven hosted another episode on 27th July 2011 titled 

‘Al Tahrir Square in Beirut’. The episode discussed the reasons for the failure of 

the protests in Lebanon against sectarianism, inspired by the demonstrations in 

Tunisia and Egypt, to gather a similar momentum, survive and trigger change. 

Zaven hosts Dr. Antoine Messarra, Professor at the Lebanese University, who 

provides an analytical perspective on the reasons for the failure of these protests 

a month after they had taken off, shedding light on the nature of the political 

system in Lebanon and the lack of addressing problems within that properly in the 
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protests. A year later in February 2012, Zaven hosted a third episode on the Arab 

Spring titled “Arab Spring & Communication”, which looked again at the role of 

media technologies in the protests. The episode hosts Ramsay Najjar, author of 

the book ‘In the Middle East of it All: Views, Previews and Reviews’ and founder of 

Strategic Communication Consultancy (S2C), the Jordanian writer, blogger and 

web developer Fadi Zaghmout, and a member of the general public Nader 

Houweila, hosted on the show before as an avid internet user and blogger who 

Zaven hosted in 2002 in an episode on ‘Internet Addiction’. The episode provides 

an interesting mix of guests who reflect on the role of media technologies more 

generally.  

Such episodes that engage with mainstream political issues and debates 

can also be seen to appear on Kalam Nawaem and Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed. For 

example, on 28th November 2012, Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed aired an episode 

titled “Agree to disagree”, which hosted a varied group of Lebanese women who 

supported different political parties in Lebanon and exchanged opinions in a 

heated and conflicted debate. However, these episodes do not feature as 

prominently and as frequently as in the case of Sireh Winfatahet, which remains 

out of the three shows the most prominent in engaging with mainstream debates 

and issues as discussed.  

Talk shows’ role in expanding the boundaries of the public sphere  

The previous section discussed the ways in which talk shows and their role 

in the public sphere can still be assessed in relation to the criteria of dominant 

conceptualisations of the public sphere such as Habermas’. It demonstrated that 

talk shows like Sireh Winfatahet engaged with mainstream debates of current 

affairs and events that are also being reported on more officially recognised 

platforms of the public sphere, like the news. It also argued that these shows 

extended participation in mainstream public debates to a wider audience, 

specifically to talk shows’ predominantly female audience. This section explores 

the second of the proposed relationships between talk shows and the public 

sphere; how talk shows potentially expand the boundaries of public debates, by 

introducing issues that are usually considered controversial and taboo, or ones 

which are long-term cultural issues that are simply socially accepted or taken for 
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granted, and engaging in discussions about them that make them more public and 

grapple with some of the discourses and values that are central to these issues.  

As already mentioned, Zaven’s Sireh Winfatahet is an example of a show 

which proudly describes its role in breaking cultural boundaries by tackling taboo 

issues. For instance, in 2009 Zaven hosted episodes on ‘domestic violence’, ‘sex 

tapes and pornography’, and ‘prostitution’ in Arab countries.  While domestic 

violence is a publicly recognized issue and addressed by many international and 

local NGOs (and in that sense not necessarily as taboo as other topics), it remains 

a difficult issue to discuss publicly or challenge due to the stigma, feelings of 

shame and blame and internalised responsibility that characterise it, not to 

mention the failure of judicial systems to adequately condemn it. A study on 

domestic violence in Jordan by Al-Nsour (2009) states that “violence against 

women is not yet considered a major public health problem in many countries of 

the region” and provides facts such as 69% of Jordanian women justify wife-

beating, and that its life-time prevalence can exceed 40% among women in the 

Middle East, with the majority of women justifying it for a number of reasons 

(Ahmed and Elmardi, 2005; Ghazizadeh, 2005; El- Zanaty et al., 1996; Haj-Yahia 

and Edleson, 1994 in Al-Nsour, 2009). Facts such as these suggest domestic 

violence remains inadequately recognized as a serious issue that is in need of 

addressing. In this sense, the show is capable of expanding the debate about this 

issue and others like the examples mentioned above. In a separate matter in 

2009, the Lebanese court issued a 10-day sentence and fine of ten million 

Lebanese liras against Zaven for a lawsuit filed in 2004 over a live episode titled 

"HIV patients speak out” in which four people who tested positive spoke publicly 

about their lives, with their identities fully exposed, for the first time on Arab 

satellite television (Sakr, 2007: 160). The show claims that the unexpected prison 

sentence generated a wave of criticism in the Lebanese media (Zavenonline.Info, 

2013). In March 2010, Zaven also aired an episode on ‘sex addiction’ in which he 

hosted two male and female specialists to discuss the health issue and respond to 

calls from members of the public. In May of the same year, the show also 

broadcast an episode on ‘sex shops’ and the consequences of their first presence 

in the Arab world, which created controversy and attracted criticisms and 

controversy on the show through call-ins. The episode hosted the Bahraini 
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businesswoman Khadijah Ahmed Mohammed who opened the first shop in the 

region, which led to her being temporarily imprisoned and attracted a lawsuit 

against her. The episode also hosts Dr. Sandrine Atallah, a clinical sexologist and 

medical hypnotherapist, and receives calls from the audiences who vary and clash 

in their personal opinions over the matter. Other episodes of the same nature by 

the show include one that was broadcast in 2012 and titled ‘Breach of Public 

Morality + Virginity tests’.  

However, such engagement with ‘taboo’ topics is even more prominent in 

another talk show I examine here, Kalam Nawaem [Soft Talk], which is celebrated 

by the hosts and other guests of the show and TV hosts as “well-known for its 

audacity or boldness in addressing issues” (mbc.net, 2013). As mentioned in the 

methodology chapter, the show describes itself as a talk show that “addresses 

various social and familial issues which are of interest to the Arab woman”, and 

one which does so by balancing between boldness in shaking the boundaries of 

discussions and respect for “the traditions of the Arab family” (mbc.net, 2013). 

What is interesting about the show’s self-identification is the explicit gendering it 

portrays, implying a distinction between gendered issues and maintaining the 

public and private boundaries where private issues of the family and domestic life 

are tagged to women’s issues, interests and discussions. However, as examples 

from the show’s discussion will demonstrate, Kalam Nawaem seems to 

considerably reveal an underlying feminist discourse that is constantly negotiating 

where and why these boundaries lie where they traditionally do. What the section 

will portray is in fact the ways in which these issues are politicised and made 

public on the show, by revealing personal and private stories and discussing them 

with expert or official guests.  

Kalam Nawaem is a one-hour Arabic talk show that has been broadcast on 

the MBC1 satellite channel since 2002 late on Sunday evenings. Inspired by the 

American talk show The View, It is a female-hosted show presented by four Arab 

women who represent different ages, nationalities, professions and points of views. 

It was originally co-founded and hosted by Saudi Arabian TV presenter and 

businesswoman Muna AbuSulayman, Egyptian newspaper columnist Fawziyeh 

Salameh, TV presenter Rania Barghout, and Palestinian actress Farah Bseiso. 

The hosts have changed over the years, with Muna AbuSulayman being replaced 



Page | 135  
 

in 2007 by the Saudi Arabian fashion designer Heba Gamal, and Rania Barghout 

being replaced by reporter Sameera Madani in 2011. Yet in 2012, both Muna 

AbuSulayman and Rania Barghout returned to host the show again with Fawziyeh 

Salameh and, this time, former CNN reporter Octavia Nasr who replaced Farah 

Bseiso.  

The analysis that follows will portray the emancipatory potential of public 

discourse on the show to break unrecognized silences. Building on arguments 

developed in the review of literature on the public sphere, the analysis will reveal 

the way in which the shows’ focus on women-related issues - particularly sensitive, 

controversial and private ones- through story-telling and narratives of experiences 

from women, exposes the very problematic nature of these issues being labelled 

as ‘private’ and challenges the ways in which they are traditionally understood and 

contextualized. The show provides a space where these issues can be publicly 

discussed by a number of voices, including those with first-hand experiences of 

them. Ferree et al. (2002) clarify the importance of this when they state “Changing 

who speaks about rape, sexual harassment, battering, prostitution, or reproductive 

rights also changes what is spoken about” (Ferree et al, 2002: 308). Theories of 

democratic debate belonging to the constructionist model see “the political as 

spilling across the artificial boundary between public and private. Families, cultural 

activities, even lifestyles, are political in the sense of having power relations 

woven through them. The constructionist approach to popular inclusion, by 

challenging the separation of public and private, stresses how ordinary people are 

actually engaging in politics in diverse arenas of their lives…. the constructionist 

tradition wants the media to step out of its routines for dealing with the powerful 

and actively seek out other perspectives at the grassroots.” (Ferree et al, 2002: 

310). Accordingly, this section will reveal how the show Kalam Nawaem is eroding 

the boundaries between the private and public in terms of current issues affecting 

the lives of ordinary members of the public, in the variety of issues it seeks to 

explore and the discussions that occur on its stage. 

In 2011, for example, in an episode on women and driving in Saudi Arabia, 

the host Fawziyeh Salameh begins the show by reiterating the show’s focus and 

goal to tackle social issues and taboos and shed light on women’s issues in 

particular, which characterises the image of the show as previously mentioned in 



Page | 136  
 

the initial description of Kalam Nawaem in the methodology chapter. She recounts 

a recent conversation with one of the episode’s guests, explaining: “One of the 

guests of the show asked me: what is the purpose of your show Kalam Nawaem? 

Empowering women? [She waves her hand imitating the sneering tone in the 

guest’s question]. I told him no, we launched our show ten years ago under the 

theme ‘the world in the eyes of a woman’. And today we send a simple message 

specifically to the male population in Saudi Arabia: If you just hear me, you will 

understand me. If you just look at me, you will believe in what I say. Our episode 

today is about Saudi women and her situation in terms of work, education, and 

public life”.  

The episode continues with a short report marking the increase in women’s 

education since the late 1970s due to incentives from the government and royal 

family, followed by a discussion in the studio with the sociologist Dr. Fawziyeh Abu 

Khaled. Another episode broadcast in 2011 discusses the abuse and exploitation 

of foreign workers in the Middle East, particularly female domestic workers from 

Ethiopian, Nepalese, Sri Lankan, Indonesian, and the Philippines origins, and the 

deeply rooted issues connected to that such as racism, which are usually rarely 

addressed. It is perhaps not a coincidence that the episode is broadcast after a 

series of abuse cases were reported by Amnesty International (2012), Human 

Rights Watch (2004; 2011), and international media (Guardian, 2012) in relation to 

countries such as Kuwait, Lebanon, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, which lead 

embassies to temporarily stop sending workers from their countries to the Middle 

East.  

Another episode looks at divorce in Saudi Arabia and the rights and duties 

of women and men after divorce, particularly in the cases where children are 

involved. The episode hosts the Saudi woman, Haifaa Khaled, who initiated an 

awareness campaign that gained considerable popularity and controversy. It also 

provides a report of an interview conducted with another Saudi woman who 

narrates a similar tragic personal experience of early marriage, abuse and 

consequent divorce, and highlights the difficulties the Saudi woman faces in 

fighting for her rights, the power a husband can have over the process of divorce, 

his abandonment of his duties towards his children, and the lack of support 

provided by the government for women in such situations.  
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In another one of its previous episodes in 2009, the show Kalam Nawaem 

began with a discussion on the campaign carried by the Egyptian activist, medical 

doctor writer Dr. Nawaal El Saadawi to allow children born out of marriage and 

abandoned by their fathers to take their mother’s family names in order to be able 

to get a birth certificate. The host Farah Bseiso introduced the topic and provided 

a report of views on the issue collected from the general public on various Arab 

streets, of which most answers rejected the proposal. The discussion that followed 

between the hosts was an interesting one providing clashing opinions on the issue, 

of which the following is an extract: 

Extract 5.2 

Farah […] the show’s cameras asked the Arab street about its opinion on naming a child 

after their mother’s family name and not their fathers. 

(Report of views collected on Arab streets) 

Farah I am with those who oppose and I am one of them because I don’t see any reason 

to have such a law, but I will say that the Egyptian Consultative Council tentatively 

approved, so not in any definitive way. And I would like to say that Dr. Nawal with 

all my respect to her has called for many important things, amongst of which 

increase the minimum age for a woman to be married to 18 years at least, obtain 

medical tests before marriage and criminalizing female genital mutilation.  I am 

with her one million per cent with all these issues and I truly wish that there would 

be laws approved for all of that, but I am completely against naming a child after 

his mother’s family name 

Rania  [interrupts] why! What’s you reason? 

Farah because there is no reason to, you will be married and you have a husband 

Rania what if you didn’t have a husband? Here they are talking about cases where. 

Farah [smiles] why? Why wouldn’t you be married?  

Rania there are cases where…so you think whether or not they approved of such a law 

there won’t be any Zina1? There is Zina! Why would people want to say there is no 

Zina, there is Zina. 

  […] 

Farah  there is no need  

Rania  no they should be named after their mothers  

Heba  they are named after an ‘unknown person’  

Farah yes they are named after an ‘unknown person’, you are this way encouraging  

Rania  no no I am not encouraging anything 

                                            
1	  Zina	  is	  a	  term	  introduced	  by	  Islam,	  which	  refers	  to	  adultery	  and	  sexual	  misconduct.	  In	  its	  very	  early	  use	  at	  
the	  beginning	  of	  Islam,	  it	  was	  used	  to	  outlaw	  previous	  types	  of	  marriages	  and	  accepted	  practices	  (Ahmed,	  
1986).	  
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Farah  you open a door 

Rania I am not opening any doors the door is already open in the first place! The door is 

already open in the first place, we shouldn’t bury our heads and keep saying its 

not open, the door is open. We can give a right to children who are called ‘loqataa’, 

we are giving them the right to live a decent life! 

 […] 

Fawziyeh …in the eyes of our god the mother who carries and gives birth to her child, at the 

end, the naming is after the mother. Now, there is nothing which encourages Zina, 

but nowadays there is no excuse whatsoever for a man to steal from a woman her 

honour and run, there is DNA, so any man who commits this crime should be 

forced to name his child after him. 

 […] 

Farah   Laws were placed to discipline people, to teach them, and to organize them 

Rania and to help people   

Farah otherwise things will be completely loose 

Rania  and to help people 

Farah and illegitimate children and legitimate ones would be one! 

Rania and…to help people.  

 

This extract clearly reveals the contested issue of Arab children born out of 

wedlock, which stems from the strongly held cultural values influenced and 

shaped by Islam. In Islam, sexual relationships out of wedlock are considered as 

one of the biggest sins and are difficult, if not impossible to publicly acknowledge, 

debate, or isolate from a religious context particularly in relation to less 

conservative views of them. As a result, those who engage in such relationships 

out of wedlock are denounced by society, and consequences fall much more 

heavily on women than men. In some cases, which are not very common yet still 

present especially in conservative communities, such relationships could result in 

what is known as honour crimes, which often end up in either the tragic murder of 

the woman in a bid to restore the family honour or in her leaving the family and 

seeking asylum at certain organisations responsible for such care. Sadly in some 

cases too, merely the defamation of a woman’s honour and reputation, even if not 

proven, can result in similar results. Leila Ahmed (1986), one of the Arab scholars 

who examine the changing gender relationships and role of women in Arab 

societies by tracing them along the history of Islam, emphasises the centrality of 

women’s bodies in values such as honour and traditions. To this day, in most, if 

not all, Arab and Muslim countries, children born out of wedlock are stigmatized 
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and excluded from society as they are regarded as a reminder of that sinful 

relationship and slandered family honour, in most cases leaving these children 

placed for adoption.  

As a result, Dr. Nawal’s initiative to pass a law that acknowledges the rights 

of such children, or at least to enable a child to take up their mother’s family name, 

is clearly not an accepted public opinion. This can be seen in the clear opposition 

to her suggestions and denial of the reality of such situations, which the host 

Farah demonstrates when she states “there is no reason to, you will be married 

and you will have a husband”. Dr. Nawal’s initiative as a result clearly challenges 

deeply-ingrained and accepted notions and provokes counter-arguments which 

can be seen in Rania’s more liberal and progressive approach to the matter, 

acknowledging the mere human rights of such children and the need to embrace 

them into the culture and society by providing them with equal rights as simple, as 

a family name. What can therefore be said of the show’s discussion of this issue is 

that it makes conservative arguments visible and therefore open for challenge. 

This is also visible at the very beginning in the vox pops, in which the majority of 

the men and women, with the exception of one, are Egyptian and whom are all 

interestingly against Dr. Nawal’s initiative. The vox pops here highlights the 

strength of opposition that such initiatives and liberal perspectives towards this 

issue receive. Finally, what can be seen in the extract is the importance of the 

religious context to such debates, which makes them all the more controversial 

and taboo to discuss for fear of breaching such boundaries. This can be seen 

when Rania asks Farah “what if you don’t have a husband?” to which Farah 

simply replies by acknowledging the acceptability of such a reality asking in return 

“why wouldn’t you be married?”.  

These religious values and discourses at the centre of this issue are seen 

to be further challenged and endorsed, and ultimately shaping the discussion. 

Rania challenges that religious values and discourses should be so crucial to the 

discussion, and denies the feared connections and relationships between granting 

children certain rights and the endorsements of sexual misconduct (Zina), 

attempting to detach the religious discourse from the public national issue of 

granting children citizenship and equal rights, particularly when she states “so you 
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think whether or not they approved of such a law there won’t be any Zina2?” and 

again when she emphasizes that the ‘door’ to sexual misconduct is ‘already open’, 

arguing for the isolation of religious discourses from issues relating to human 

rights and citizenship. While Farah resorts to religious discourses to reject Dr. 

Nawal’s views, Fawziyeh reverts to the same religious discourses to make a case 

for granting children their mother’s surnames, suggesting that it is after all what 

religious textbooks say of the way in which humans are returned to, and called by, 

God. Fawziyeh also brings to the discussion a more secular and scientific 

perspective, suggesting DNA tests as a solution for identifying and pinning down 

the male for equal responsibility, rather than reverting to old and inherited cultural 

notions of ‘honour’, which are wrongly claimed to be justified by religion and which 

only incriminate the woman (whereas Islam indicts both).  

It can be therefore suggested that the show plays an important role in 

expanding public discussions to include issues which are not only controversial 

but also accepted by the majority of the public, due to the strong religious 

connotations and, as a result, social implications they hold, considering that 

religion is one of the main discourses shaping private and public life. It does so by 

addressing precisely that contentiousness, by exposing those religious 

interpretations to the issue and challenging the basis on which they are made, as 

well as attempting to isolate them from the religious discourse by identifying the 

national dilemma of how then to account for and integrate these children as part of 

the population. Yet, it must be pointed out that, although the episode opens up a 

sensitive topic for discussion, it remains within the same ideological (religious) 

parameters and religion remains a key framing discourse to the discussion despite 

being challenged. While some of the hosts are willing to challenge the dominant 

status of religion, others are not willing to cross that far.  In that way the show is 

making the discussion of this issue public by reverting to discourses of public life, 

and as a result actively participating in the public sphere.  

The next example from Kalam Nawaem is different to the previous example 

on children born out of wedlock in terms of the role that the show plays in 

expanding boundaries of public discussions. In an episode broadcast on 14th 
                                            
2	  Zina	  is	  a	  term	  introduced	  by	  Islam,	  which	  refers	  to	  adultery	  and	  sexual	  misconduct.	  In	  its	  very	  early	  use	  at	  
the	  beginning	  of	  Islam,	  it	  was	  used	  to	  outlaw	  previous	  types	  of	  marriages	  and	  accepted	  practices	  (Ahmed,	  
1986).	  
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October 2012, the show discussed the important and issue of female genital 

mutilation (FGM) or female circumcision that is still practiced in many countries 

across the world. According to Amnesty International, FGM is still practiced in 28 

African countries as well as Yemen, Iraq, Malaysia, and Indonesia and amongst 

certain ethnic groups in South America and other countries worldwide3. The 

episode began as always with one of the hosts, Rania Barghout, introducing the 

episode with a brief topic, news, or question from herself or the audience. In the 

case of this episode, it began with a brief entertaining report about decorating 

one’s own personal space, a task which the host Rania undertakes and which the 

hosts light-heartedly discuss. This is followed by another report of several current 

news stories that spark a heated commentary afterwards between the hosts 

regarding one of the news items on organ donation. The discussion is soon 

concluded by the host Octavia Nasr with a commercial break, after which the four 

hosts return to the studio with their first guest to discuss the main issue of FGM. 

This discussion first differs from the previous example of episode, in the sense 

that while that discussion on children born out of wedlock was a contested one 

between the hosts and reflected more clearly the extent to which such opposing 

views exist amongst the public, in this case the hosts can be seen below in the 

extract to collectively agree on the cruelty and gravity of FGM.   

The discussion then begins with one of the show’s guests, the model and 

actress Waris Dirie, originally from Somalia and also author and human rights 

activist who campaigns against FGM, narrating her own personal story of having 

experienced FGM at the age of three. The discussion quickly grows more heated 

and interrupted, as the clear emotional engagement from the guest in particular is 

quickly made known. The discussion begins as follows:  

Extract 5.3 

Octavia [addresses Waris Dirie] well let me ask you this, female genital mutilation or 

circumcision? Big difference. 

Waris well yea big difference. Female genital mutilation is exactly what it is. 

Circumcision well you know it’s when the boy’s foreskin is cut, that is a big 

huge difference, it’s the day and night. What, is it a crime? Well I think for my 

belief it’s for cleanliness and health, for the boys, this is okay for me I think. 

Rania yes, what does it mean for a girl? […] 

                                            
3	  http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2012/nov/27/un-‐ban-‐female-‐genital-‐mutilation	  
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Waris well let me say this, the story is long im sure we don’t have time for that. As a 

little child, I was born and grew up in Somalian desert with my camels and 

goats and sheep and what else, and if a woman, if a little girl is mutilated, what 

does this mutilation mean? There’s a couple of different, 3 or 4 different types, 

which none of them should never ever exist! The worst and the biggest one is 

where they absolutely just wipe it out and sew the lips together, and leave 

absolutely a pin or match-like hole and umm, it is… 

[…] 

Waris there is no anaesthetic, there’s no doctor, there’s no hospital, there’s nothing! 

it’s an old lady with an old dirty knife and needles and scissors, even rocks 

anything that is sharp enough is being used and its very dangerous. 

[…] 

Fawziyeh But I want to ask you this, how did your life, how was your life affected by the 

mutilation of your genital organs? […] it didn’t stop you from having a life 

Waris but listen, there is hundreds, millions of women, they say a 160 million, but 

every year for the last 50 years it’s the same number and it cannot be! [clearly 

getting more distressed and angry] 

 […] 

Octavia some people don’t even report it because they don’t see it as a crime, they 

don’t feel like they have to tell you 

Waris no, this is a terrible taboo, a crime, undercover, and it’s very difficult for some 

women 

Fawziyeh [interrupts] that’s why im asking you to explain to us how it affects you 

because anybody who is looking at you, beautiful woman, successful, you 

have children 

Waris  well it destructed my life! 

Fawziyeh how? 

Waris it destructed my life! I feel I was violated, every right of mine! And everything I 

had to go through as a woman was a fight! And it just doesn’t make sense. 

 

In this discussion above, guest Waris Dirie reveals briefly private details of 

her own personal story and experience with FGM, and the physical and 

psychological scars and pains it had left her to remember and cope with for most 

of her life. The unhygienic process is described by the guest in terms of its 

different types, its physical consequences in mutilation as well as its primitive tools 

and unqualified perpetrators. The first person perspective provided by Waris 

stems from her own experiences and thus provides a more powerful voice about 

this issue. Several underlying and important points are also raised by the 

discussion which open up the debate: the differences in circumcision between 
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both genders, debates around it and the reasons underlying both processes; 

notions of femininity which seem to be at the core of the issue; as well as issues of 

gender inequality and women’s rights. In terms of the first issue addressed in host 

Octavia’s question towards Waris regarding the ‘big difference’ between female 

genital mutilation and circumcision, the question and its discussion is directly 

relevant to wider medical and human rights debates and aimed at differentiating 

between the religious and medical reasons for male circumcision (which is also 

still considered controversial) and the historical and culturally induced tradition of 

female genital mutilation which has no religious or medical reasons and leads to 

severe mutilation that disrupts bodily functions unlike the former. The question and 

discussion is brief yet it is very important as it immediately establishes the 

difference between both in terms of reasons and consequences which is further 

elaborated and better pictured with the rest of the episode’s discussion, serving as 

a counterargument for any suggestions of both processes being equal or the 

same. Furthermore, host Fawziyeh’s probing questions regarding the effects of the 

process on her life despite the model’s ability to move on with her life in terms of 

having a career and a family beyond the actual physical complications, as well as 

Waris’ impassioned response about the mental and psychological remnants of the 

physical pain and scars is an equally important argument against any beliefs that 

such acts are easy to get past and therefore possibly legitimate, even protective, 

in the early years of a girl’s life when starting a family is not relevant yet. This part 

of the discussion leads on to the third important issue raised in this discussion 

which is gender equality and the mileage left for women to cross in this issue: from 

their rights over their own bodies, to their equal rights to the same psychological 

and emotional wellbeing a man is entitled generally, and within relationships 

specifically. What this one example of many other similar discussions that take 

place on the show in relation to women’s rights and gender equality demonstrate 

is the strong underlying feminist sentiments that characterise the shows and its 

overall focus. The discussion provides a strong example where an issue relating 

to women’s rights is not only being negotiated and contested by a group of women, 

and in that way made significantly public and open for discussion, but it is also 

being strongly contested and rejected by a group of women representative of 

various ages, nationalities, as well as views and beliefs (as seen in the previous 

example) who are of considerable influence and popularity across the region.   
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While the issue of FGM may not be completely unknown to audiences, the 

knowledge of it certainly differs across the Middle East and African countries, 

particularly between countries where it is common amongst 70% of the population 

such as in Mauritania for example, or even more than 90% in Somalia, and others 

where it is far less common or even absent (BBC, 2012; Guardian, 2012. 

Therefore, by addressing such issues and its processes, how and where it takes 

place, reasons for it as well as physical and psychological consequences to 

victims of it (As Waris continues on to describe even more devastating 

consequences to female bodily functions which she experienced and which many 

others experience worse such as sterility and even death) the show expands to 

the audiences the range of discussions they would otherwise engage with, 

particularly in relation to issues that are relevant and specific to Arab and Muslim 

women such as this one. The previous discussion is followed with another 

segment where Waris is joined by a second guest from Mauritania, activist 

Makfoula bin Ahmida, who is another victim of FGM. In the following extract the 

hosts have a discussion with Makfoula, which makes visible again the powerful 

and central role of religion and religious authorities in gender-related debates that 

transcends the public and private spheres. We see Makfoula explaining at the 

beginning the constant search for those who support FGM for arguments within 

Islam that encourage it, while Makfoula and the two hosts Fawziyeh and Rania 

refer back to religion, in the Quran and religious Fatwas, for arguments which 

denounce it. The discussion thus reveals how appeals to traditional religion 

authority and texts can be used to expand the public sphere, rather than close it 

down. The following is the discussion that took place amongst the hosts and 

Makfoula in Arabic:  

Extract 5.4 

 Fawziyeh  [quotes the Quran] When the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime she 

was slain. These are the words of the Holy Quran. But, after 1432 years, the 

tradition of infanticide continues on in different ways, and its ugliest face is FGM, 

which is still practiced in 28 countries in Africa and some countries of the Middle 

East. Mauritania, females in Mauritania, are amongst the majority of females 

subjected to this brutality, in the name of religion, with the knowledge that FGM is 

a tradition which has preceded all religions, preceded Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam.  Despite of that, and in the name of religion, this brutality is practiced on 

females. Let us watch this report and chat afterwards.  
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[report on FGM in Mauritania] 

Fawziyeh […] We are also joined by Makfoula bin Ahmida from Mauritania, who is also a 

women’s rights activist […] You have experienced FGM in your childhood, and I 

would like you to tell us with honesty how much your life has been affected by it.  

Makfoula  Okay, Assalamu Alaikom. I will talk to you about something I was too young to be 

conscious of, but with my personal experience and from being in touch with other 

women, I was able to understand what was originally meant by FGM, what are the 

consequences that it leads to, and why it is practiced on girls and why they are 

subjected to it in particular. In our Eastern societies, the woman is at the centre, 

the whole issue is connected to sexual intercourse. They tell you in our societies, 

we must not leave the woman susceptible to her sexual desires, so they start with 

grooming her fingernails as a child by pulling out the tip of (unclear). I was 

subjected to that when I was too young and was not conscious of it. And I am like 

many of my generation from the 70s and 80s we all experienced it. The 

percentage of FGM in Mauritania is around 88% in the rural areas and in the city 

around 65% so it is still widespread as a tradition. A lot of people connect it to 

religion in Mauritania and they look for a thousand excuses for it in religion to 

confirm it…. 

Rania  (interrupts) despite the presence of some Fatwa4 that prohibited it. 

Makfoula yes there is a Fatwa that was issued in 2010 for that right. Anything that affects 

society needs to be articulated or dressed in religious attire, so that people can 

accept it.  

Fawziyeh but there is in Islam Iqamat al-hadd5 in very exceptional and rare cases. But here 

they are imposing al-hadd on females before any crime is committed! They tell you 

so she is not ‘susceptible to her sexual desires’, even though she hasn’t done 

anything yet, but no they tell you let’s erase her before she does anything! 

Makfoula it is a case of prior confiscation a right for a woman, weakening her, eradicating 

her psychological well-being and her willingness towards any future relationships 

which through the latter she can enjoy her full rights in her full body, she can enjoy 

her right in a marital and intimate relationship that is fulfilling for her and her 

husband. They are assaulting her rights! 

 

The extract reveals again the religious discourses and importance of official 

religious statements in resolving such issues. Fawziyeh first presents an argument 

denouncing FGM from a religious point of view, stating that the practice has been 

reported for thousands of years and therefore precedes all religions. Rania, on the 

other hand, mentions the religious fatwa that has been declared in the recent 
                                            
4	  A	  Fatwa	  is	  an	  authoritative	  religious	  decree	  of	  Islamic	  law	  
5	  Iqamat al-hadd means Imposing legal penalties against committing an act prohibited by 
god.	  
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years to denounce FGM, while Fawziyyeh returns to talk about religious legal 

penalties that are imposed on those who engage in sexual misconducts. The 

extract also reveals in Makfoulah’s statements at the beginning the historical 

Islamic interpretations of perceptions of women and sexuality, and the complexity 

of that beyond religious interpretations themselves and into the culture itself, as 

suggested in the failure of the fatwas to abandon the practice completely or more 

considerably as well as Makfoula’s last statement of the equal rights of women in 

their private married lives which is something that Islamic texts have emphasized.  

Additionally, the extract is also an example of an issue that has various 

levels of presence and controversy across the MENA region. Interestingly, the 

episode was also broadcast a few weeks after renewed discussions by the UN on 

the issue, after the UN approved of a resolution that calls for a global ban against 

FGM and urges countries to criminalize the act and its offenders (amnesty.org, 

2012). In this way, the show Kalam Nawaem functions similarly to Sireh 

Winfatahet to some degree, by engaging audiences with current or recent public 

debates regarding this issue which are taking place at a national and regional 

level. Yet one thing to note is the cultural specificity of this issue in relation to 

others discussed previously in the chapter, since FGM is not widely practiced in 

Arab countries, but mainly African ones. Therefore, it is important to consider that 

since the show is broadcast on a transnational channel, the debating of this issue 

will have different resonance in public debates in the various countries depending 

on their national and local context. For example, public debates about FGM will 

differ between countries like Jordan, Lebanon and Syria on the one hand, where 

FGM is rare to non-existent, in comparison to Sudan and Egypt. Percentages of 

FGM in countries vary between 80 to 97% in Sudan and Egypt (UNICEF, 2005); 

Egypt has been reported to have the highest FGM rates of more than 90% by the 

2008 Egypt Demographic and Health Survey (EDHS, 2008), and 89% of those 

between 15-49 in Sudan (Landinfo, 2008). In Somalia it is estimated between 80 

and 98% of all women (Landinfo, 2008). FGM is also suspected in other Arab 

countries but to a much lesser and incomparable extent, such as United Arab 

Emirates, Oman and Yemen but there is no reliable data (UNICEF, 2005; UNFPA, 

2013). Therefore the effect of such discussions on talk shows will have a different 

effect in those countries; it might not be so controversial in Jordan, Lebanon or 
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Syria, but it will be controversial and challenging in Sudan, Somalia and Egypt, 

and will therefore have greater impact on public debates in those countries. 

Moreover, what is also interesting about this discussion is again the sharing of 

actual and first hand experiences, details of the different processes in which FGM 

takes place, the unhygienic conditions, at what ages, by whom and the emotional 

and psychological distress it inflicts on victims. Again these first hand experiences 

are important, particularly when two female guests are vocal about their own 

bodies, something which as discussed previously is taboo particularly because 

women’s bodies are usually ideologically, and sometimes physically, bound to the 

private domains. It is in that sense too that these talk shows are pushing public 

boundaries by making public the ways in which women’s bodies are inscribed with 

cultural values.  

Talk shows’ role in enabling public debates by encouraging emotional 
engagements and conflicts on Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is the youngest of the three talk shows, airing for 

the very first time on March 19, 2008. The show is usually one hour, or one hour 

and half, long and airs weekly on Wednesdays on the Lebanese satellite channel 

LBCI. The show describes itself as a “weekly rendez-vous for discussing 

controversial social and human issues on LBCI. Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is not 

your classic social talk show. Its revolutionary way of approaching taboos and 

controversies is based on discussions with people who lived these experiences” 

(lbcgroup.tv, 2013). The weekly show brings together guests from Lebanon and 

the Arab world who share testimonies with Malek Maktabi, the host, who in turn 

highlights solutions with experts from different fields” (lbcgroup, 2013).   

The host, Malek Maktabi, is well educated but whose background is not in 

journalism or media like the hosts of the other two shows are, but in the different 

field of business. Malek holds a B.A in Business Administration and an M.A in 

Diplomatic and International Relations from the University of London. Similar to 

the claims of the previous two shows and their hosts, yet describing himself as 

“different from the typical welcoming anchor”, Malek states that his own approach 

to hosting the show has “blurred traditional lines”. He states: “Regardless whether 
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red lines or taboos are set by society or by your own persona… I, Malek Maktabi, 

will boldly juggle these opposing sides” (ibid.).  

 Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed differs from the previous two shows in terms of 

the topics it discusses and the way in which they are discussed, therefore shaping 

the role of this show in relation to public debates differently. Sireh Winfatahet 

hosts a variety of expert and lay guests in its studio to discuss various social, 

cultural and political issues on which they either have expertise and considerable 

knowledge or personal stories and experiences respectively, and emphasizes the 

participation of the public through various reports including voxpops and 

interviews with various Arab people, as well as phone calls and participation of the 

audience in the studio. Kalam Nawaem on the other hand is slightly different as it 

mostly hosts on the show experts or high-profile guests (activists, celebrities, 

journalists, etc.) to discuss certain issues, while the public is mostly visible and 

participating through the shows' reports which are similar in nature to Sireh 

Winfatahet. Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is very different to those two shows in the 

sense that it mostly hosts ordinary and lay members of the public from different 

Arab countries. In every episode a group of at least five guests are hosted to talk 

about their own personal stories and experiences, and most of the times there is 

one expert guest who is not part of the main show’s discussion but is occasionally 

invited to participate and reflect on what is being said. The show occasionally 

contains reports yet the presence of these features is not as frequent as in the 

other two shows.  

As a result, the role of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed in relation to public 

debates differs from the rest of the shows. Whereas Sireh Winfatahet has been 

highlighted in terms of its potential for extending participation in the public sphere 

by bringing mainstream public issues and debates to a different and mostly female 

audience, Kalam Nawaem has been discussed in terms of its potential for 

expanding the boundaries of public debates by introducing new or neglected 

issues and exposing the dominant discourses at their core. Ahmar Bel Khat Al 

Areed does not situate itself often as tackling mainstream public debates like Sireh 

Winfatahet does in terms of politics as we saw with the Arab Spring and episode 

examples of political developments in Lebanon and the region, but often 

discusses issues such as health, accidents, relationships, and attempts to confront 
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controversial and taboo issues like Kalam Nawaem. For example, on one hand 

the show has broadcast in 2011 and 2012 episodes on ‘civil marriage’, ‘road 

massacres’, ‘breast cancer’, ‘underage marriage’, ‘child trafficking’, ‘children 

soldiers’ and ‘violence against women’, whereas on the other hand it had 

attempted to challenge boundaries over private issues such as ‘sexuality’ and 

‘racism’. Yet what the show also emphasizes through many of its episodes is its 

focus on the shock value to issues such as episodes on ‘marriage between 

siblings’ and ‘family murders’, or those which are entertaining and surprising such 

as  ‘elderlies who keep on dancing’ or whose ‘dreams do come true’ in looking for 

love or overcoming their fears. The show differs Sireh Winfatahet and Kalam 

Nawaem in the sense that while it might combine certain aspects of both in terms 

of its focus on broader public issues as well as more social gender-related issues, 

it focuses on and exposes inter-personal and private relationships by providing a 

platform on which members of the public directly share, reveal or argue these 

private and personal issues. Furthermore, while the show occasionally claims to 

tackle and expose serious issues as the previous two shows do so differently, 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed focuses and privileges more than the other two shows 

the personal and emotional narrations and exposés. On other occasions, it does 

not claim to do anything more than to entertain the audiences in humorous chats 

between the hosts, guests and audiences.      

Unlike the other two shows, personal and private narratives and emotional 

disclosures are encouraged or animated by the show’s own production of the 

episode. For example, on several episodes of the show, certain issues were 

simulated again on stage for a more visual emphasis on the issue. In one episode 

discussing young children’s continued fascination with cartoon characters into 

their late teenage life, the show hosts teenagers on the show to talk about this 

while dressed in their favourite character’s costume. More recently in January 

2013, the episode titled “and they keep on dancing” which hosted middle-aged 

and elderly men and women who at their age continued to regularly dance. They 

told their stories briefly before moving to the stage centre where they would 

perform a dance to the music that the show would play for them. The episode 

ends with the guests joining a group of children to dance to ‘Gangnam Style’ 

music. In another episode looking at the more serious issue of underage marriage, 
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the show invites young married teenagers to talk about the issue while dressed in 

their bride and groom outfits. The emphasis of the show is clearly on spectacle, 

and stands out in comparison to Sireh Winfatahet and Kalam Nawaem, in the way 

in which it exhibits private issues and activities through personal exhibitions by the 

guests which triggers an emotional engagement by the audiences. Talk shows 

have for long been ridiculed and taken less seriously specifically for such 

disclosures, describing them as strained attempts to create entertainment and 

attract attention, and in many cases potentially harmful for those who disclose so 

much of their private lives publicly and to the seriousness of the issue they 

examine. These features of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed have previously deemed 

and categorized similar shows as ‘freakshows’ (Dovey, 2000; Gamson, 1998). As 

a result, shows like Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed have been regarded to display the 

weakest relevance and contribution to public debates and the public sphere. They 

have been seen as fragile social situations that threaten the critical discussion and 

balance of views.  

 Yet beyond these performed aspects of the show (which will be discussed 

in the next chapter) the public’s participation on the show, through debates, 

quarrels and emotional expressions, are important for revealing and challenging 

various notions, values and gender relations, which are at the centre of gender-

related and social issues discussed previously. This was seen in Kalam Nawaem 

between the hosts and their guests and in representations of the public in vox 

pops. While vox pops and exemplars in reports of Kalam Nawaem as well as 

Sireh Winfatahet have already been discussed above for their values in 

representing public opinion, what is often criticized of these practices is that they 

are isolated and subjective instances that are unrepresentative and can possibly 

lead to biases in representation.  What is different about Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed 

is that we often see issues being discussed from two opposite points of views, 

which opens up for scrutiny many of the premises of those debates.  

For example in an episode broadcast on 5 December 2012, titled ‘Mother 

and Son in Law’ two groups are represented on stage at the beginning of the 

show: two young men in their 20s sitting on one side of the stage, opposite to two 

older men who appear to be in their 30s and 40s. The two young men share 

similar experiences of strained relationships with their mothers in law leading to 
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their divorce, and are therefore expressive of strong negative emotions towards 

the role of mothers in law and their interference in a marriage, whereas the slightly 

older men share more positive experiences with their mothers in laws and their 

involvement in family life. A heated debate soon takes place between the two 

groups of men over the role of women, particularly mothers in laws, in the 

marriage of their daughters and their influence over the daughter’s role within the 

marriage itself. The discussion is very interesting as it encourages men to 

participate in the discussion over perceptions of women’s roles and rights in the 

private sphere and therefore makes visible strongly held beliefs and traditional 

Middle Eastern male perceptions of women’s roles. In this way, concerns about 

talk show’s role in the public sphere and contribution to public debates being 

potentially limited or one-sided due to their dominantly female-focused issues and 

predominantly female audiences (which makes males who in patriarchal societies 

hold more power in making decisions and changes) can be challenged and 

dispelled as we see the show clearly engaging men in issues which are of concern 

to women. The following extract demonstrates the men passionately arguing 

about the issue: 

Extract 5.5 

Host: [addressing one of the younger guests] Ali, he [the other younger guest, also 

called Ali] is saying that his mother-in-law used to complain to him that her 

daughter needs money to buy many things. How did your mother-in-law know 

such things when she used to visit you both at your house? 

Ali 2 In the first place she is meant to be a visiting guest. She is not a member of the 

house, she is visiting, she is a guest. And she is a guest not at her daughter’s 

house, at her son-in-law’s house.  

Host  and her daughter’s house! 

Ali 2  at the end its her son-in-law’s house 

  […] 

Ali 2  at the end its her son-in-law’s house 

  [...] 

Host [interrupts Ali 2 and addressing one of the older guests on the opposite side] okay 

Mohammed, good evening Mohammed. [audience applauds] Mohammed when 

your mother-in-law visits you at your house, do you face the same problems that 

Ali spoke about? 

Mohammed no when the parents visit we are blessed by their visit 

Host  meaning? 

Mohammed meaning all the happiness 
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Ali 1  you’re lucky! 

Host [interrupts] when your mother-in-law visits and criticizes you about something in 

the house, how do you react? 

Mohammed look every mother-in-law at the end of the day is a mother. There are criticisms, no 

matter what they are I can’t take it in arrogance and say you have no right to 

intervene, you have no right to say. Surely there will be an action and a reaction to 

that 

Ali 2 but everything is within its limits! 

Mohammed [interrupts] excuse me, excuse me, a moment please. When there is an 

intervention in one way regarding anything, I can receive it with an open heart, I 

can say as you wish, and then I go back to my partner  

[…] 

Host so eventually it’s the man’s fault when dealing with a woman older in age? 

Mohammed look, the source of problems between a man and the mother-in-law, and remove 

that word and use mother, at the end of the day “…we have created for you two 

mothers and two daughters” a man can put boundaries to those around him in a 

diplomatic way, in a smart way […] 

 

The extract reveals the varying male perspectives towards women’s roles in 

family lives, particularly mother in laws but also hints more generally at wives’ 

roles too. The second participant Ali [2] describes the bad relationship between 

him and his mother-in-law that had reached to the extent of verbal insults and 

describes what from his perspective seems to be continuous interference by her in 

the marriage. Yet his statement “she is a guest not at her daughter’s house, at her 

son-in-law’s house….at the end of the day its her son-in-law’s house” reveals 

traditional and conservative patriarchal notions which exert male-dominance, 

power and control over the private domains of family life and reject women’s equal 

status in the relationship. His statement is telling of the nature of this dominance 

that is often essentially a financial or economic one, where a man is responsible 

for the financial responsibilities and which as a result grants him most of the power. 

Consequently, the statement also reveals the absence of the wife’s power in the 

private domain in this case. The show therefore makes these values and traditions 

visible and subject to challenge, which is exactly what the host does. The extract 

also reveals more progressive male perspectives of women’s roles and 

relationships between men and women in Mohammed’s comments, who portrays 

not only tolerance and acceptability of women’s role in discussions about family 

life and decisions, but also a more equal status between both genders, referring to 
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his wife as a ‘partner’. Finally, the extract also reveals the presence of religious 

texts with which Mohammed verifies his position by reciting “and we have created 

for you two mothers and two daughters”.  

The discussion is followed by the expert’s reflection, Dr. Mary Mirei, a 

clinical psychologist and social worker, after which the host announces the arrival 

of guests who are mothers-in-law. In that way the show dramatizes and paves the 

way for the conflicts to follow. The same procedure as the men’s discussion is 

repeated with the women’s, where two women who hold strong views and support 

for their active role and participation in their daughters’ marriages are seated on 

one side of the stage, while another two women who hold opposing views 

regarding their intervention in their daughter’s life are seated on the opposite side. 

The previous participating men are moved to the audience seats but continue to 

participate in the discussion. A male audience member requests permission to 

speak from the host and is very passionate against the perspectives of the first 

group of women, leading the host to move him to the centre of the stage to 

participate in the discussion (seated next to the second group of women who 

share his views). The host makes it clear that the man should not speak until he is 

asked by the host to do so (this is discussed in the next chapter in relation to the 

role of the host in maintain order within the debate). The discussion ensues as the 

host alternates between the different women and the rest of the male participants 

who provide conflicting opinions and often end up in a heated debate, which soon 

needs to be controlled by the host.  

Unlike Sireh Winfatahet and Kalam Nawaem, Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed 

demonstrates similar debates and conflicts, on which more than one view is 

represented and challenged, in numerous other episodes. For example, an 

episode broadcast on October 2012 titled ‘the decision is hers’ showcases similar 

discussions, where men and women are hosted on different sides of the stage and 

engage in discussions about the role of women in family life and decision making. 

The discussions similarly grow more heated between the two groups requiring the 

control and intervention of the host. These examples reveal the show’s focus on 

highlighting gendered relationships through Lebanese and other Arab examples, 

and provoke discussions about them that unsettle dominant discourses within 

them. This is important for the role of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed in public debates, 
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as they might choose initially uncontroversial and everyday issues yet proceed to 

reveal their underlying problematic natures, particularly gender-related ones that 

are at the core of various other more controversial issues.  

The show is also seen to clearly seek and engage emotional engagement 

in other ways in relation to different and more tragic issues. For example, on 

January 16th 2013, the host Malek Maktabi hosted an episode named “don’t be 

silent”, which discussed various stories and experiences of sexual harassment 

which Lebanese women are subjected to on a daily basis, whether at work, in 

public areas such as streets and public transportation, universities and even their 

own homes. The episode hosted four young women who each gave several 

examples of harassment they have experienced multiple times, from verbal 

passing ones to more physical and threatening ones. The participants narrate their 

stories to each other and to the host, with silences, anger, and sometimes even 

laughter, animating their descriptions and painting a clearer picture of their horror, 

frustration and unfortunately even acceptance of this on-going daily issue. Their 

narrations are interwoven again, as with other episodes, by reflections on the 

issue of harassments from the expert guest Ghida Anani, Founder & Director of 

ABAAD Resource Centre for Gender Equality.  

The discussion of the episode and the issue of sexual harassment 

becomes more serious in the second half of the episode as a fifth guest from 

Ramallah in the Palestinian territories, Suzanne, is introduced to talk about the 

story of her family which she has been silent about for more than fourteen years 

(she is first seated amongst the audiences and then moved to the centre of the 

stage with the rest of the women). Suzanne tells the story of the tragic and 

unforgettable day for her as well as the small neighbourhood in which she lived, 

when she witnessed her father raping her sister. The tragic story ended with the 

accidental death of her sister as she ran away from home and the death of the 

father by the uncle on the same day. She struggles to tell the story as she 

becomes clearly distressed, holding back the tears and falling into long silences 

throughout her narration as she tries to gather her emotions. She eventually 

breaks down into tears when a picture of her sister is shown on the big screen in 

the studio. Another expert guest is then introduced, Dr. Alyne Assaf, a certified 

psychotherapist and lecturer at the Lebanese University and University of 
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Balamand in Lebanon, who provides her expertise and reflection. The following is 

an extract from the discussion with Suzanne in which her emotional distress 

becomes clear: 

Extract 5.6 

Host From harassment to another type of assault to more crimes, Suzanne good 

evening Suzanne. 

Suzanne Good evening. 

Host  Suzanne what crime are you here to tell us about today? 

Suzanne […]The story is a personal story of mine, it is about my sister. 

Host  what happened with your sister? 

Suzanne the mentally sick man was my father [5 seconds of silence]. my sister was 14 

years old when my dad raped her [20 seconds of silence as Suzanne is unable to 

continue and closes her eyes and looks down, Malek waits patiently before he 

intervenes].  

Host   where is your sister, the victim, today? 

Suzanne  she passed away [silence] 

Host  and where is the perpetrator, your dad, today? 

Suzanne  he passed away 

 […] 

Suzanne [narrating the story of witnessing the crime] I started screaming I don’t know at 

whom exactly, at whom exactly I don’t know, but I started screaming [tries to hold 

back the tears]. My uncle came down because of my screaming, and I felt my dad 

was about to do something to me so I would stay quiet, but I couldn’t stay quiet, I 

couldn’t! I pulled the girl and she opened the door and ran away [holds back the 

tears]. […] In that day two crimes happened [silence], really 14th October 2007 in 

the Beera area in Ramallah [silence], until this day most of the people living there 

remember this incident. I wanted to leave I had to go see what happened to my 

sister, and by chance there was a car that was driving down the street fast, it was 

early in the morning, around 6am or something, she hit the pavement, an 

ambulance, blood everywhere, my uncle brought his gun, went after my dad, killed 

him [looking down as she remembers]. What is this, what is this, what is this! too 

much has happened (holds her head down again and is silent). Too much has 

happened [silence], really too much. As much as I say [silence], the description is 

not the same as being in that same place when it happened. Im saying what 

happened, as if it was today, as if it was now, as if I want to get up now and see 

what has happened! To the extent where I had to seek therapy about it! Really 

[holding back her tears again]. 
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The extract reveals the emotionally charged narration of these memories 

that can be seen in the long silences, expressions of shock and disbelief, tears, 

and trauma. Suzanne explains at one point that she wanted to come on the show 

after years of silence and struggle with the issue to spread awareness about this 

to other girls and to let them know that these things do happen. In that sense, 

despite criticisms that talk shows receive about such disclosures, the show in this 

case enables members of the public to express publicly difficult and private issues 

and struggles, and from Suzanne’s perspective empower them. The emotions that 

can be clearly seen in Suzanne’s statements cannot be detached from the 

narration due to the entanglement of her personal experience with the issue, but 

instead of considering that such expressions weakening her statements or the 

discussion of the issue in a critical manner, we can argue instead that these 

disclosures are rather empowering, as they encourage her to participate further, 

as well as leave a stronger influence on others in the studio who listen in silence, 

thus granting Suzanne more space and time to participate. Therefore, emotional 

confessions and the display of emotions demands public attention and places it in 

a privileged discursive space. 

Conclusion  

This chapter analysed three talk shows, Sireh Winfatahet, Kalam Nawaem, 

and Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, in relation to three types of relationship between 

talk shows and the public sphere. The three shows combine all of these three 

types of relations, but each one of these relations can be seen particularly 

prominently in each of the shows as has been demonstrated with examples in 

each of the three sections of this chapter which analyse the shows differently. Yet 

what has become clear across the three shows is the presence and influence of 

emotional expressions and personal testimonies with the issues being discussed 

is often a target of criticism for these shows and serves as a pretext for denying 

the contribution talk shows can make to public debate. The following chapter looks 

at the different structures and settings for these shows which play an important 

role in the ways in which discussions are framed differently on each of the shows, 

and how personal, private and often emotionally-charged accounts are 

incorporated within the discussions and their influence on the quality of the 

discussions for public debates. 
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Chapter Six:  Arab Talk Shows and the Public Sphere II: Show Structures, 
Studio Settings, Types of Dialogue and Rhetorical Tools  

 

Introduction 

As discussed in detail in the public sphere chapter, talk shows have been 

considered by different scholars as a place where private issues are politicised, 

and the means of expression of these issues are different to those of formal 

politics. In that sense, talk shows empower alternative discursive practices that do 

not need to conform to notions of civility or rationality that characterise formal 

politics. Livingstone & Lunt (1994) state that talk shows represent an oppositional 

public sphere for minority groups, protest groups and other marginalised groups, 

where multiple discourses are circulated and practiced to reflect opposing voices. 

Similarly, Caprignano et al. (1990) argue that talk shows offer a ‘contested space’ 

in which these new alternative discourses are developed and practiced. Yet while 

talk shows are celebrated for empowering alternative discourses in that way, 

scholars have often conceded that the departure of talk shows from the typical 

rational nature of public debate does limit these shows in terms of their 

comparability to traditional public sphere debates. 

This chapter examines the three talk shows by focusing on several main 

aspects which characterize their different formats, in order to evaluate whether or 

not these different formats can contribute to public debates, and if so, in what 

ways. The aspects that will be examined constitute key elements of any talk show 

format, each of which performs a different function and purpose for the show. The 

chapter will deconstruct and analyse the differences between these elements 

across the three shows, and the ways in which each of them shapes the 

discussion in a particular way. These elements include (1) the shows’ structures 

and studio-settings, and (2) the types of dialogue and rhetorical tools. In terms of 

the structures and studio-settings, the chapter will demonstrate how these function 

differently in each of the shows to legitimize or justify the topics and discussions 

that follow, by creating certain environments that are appropriate to them. In 

relation to the analysis of these structures and settings, the chapter will also 

examine the roles of different speakers or participants on the show, focusing on 
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who is included and who is excluded, and on (hierarchical) relationships between 

them. With regard to types of dialogue and rhetorical tools, these will be (similarly 

as show structures and studio settings) examined in terms of their value for 

opening up or closing down debates.  

Show structure and studio setting 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed explores in every one-hour episode a particular 

social issue or problem. The show usually begins with a long shot view of the 

dimly lit stage, which is then lit up as the host enters from backstage accompanied 

by the theme music of the show. The audiences and guests, who can now be 

seen seated in rows around the stage and at its centre, applaud. The host Malek 

Maktabi, an educated and well-dressed LSE graduate, walks to the centre of the 

stage towards the camera and stops with his back to the majority of the studio 

audience to introduce to the viewing audiences at home the episode’s topic of 

discussion. He is seen typically holding a notepad and a pen on which he 

occasionally leaves notes throughout the discussions, and from which he reads to 

the camera for every episode the opening and closing statements, as well as 

several bridging pieces before and after commercial breaks. These statements are 

read in the more formal and official ‘Modern Standard Arabic’ or literary Arabic 

(more commonly used for written documents and in formal and public occasions 

such as lectures or broadcasts) rather than the more commonly and daily used 

spoken varieties of the language in which the rest of the discussion on the show 

occurs.  

What is interesting about the show’s structure so far is that it begins to 

reveal a certain level of ‘performativity’ on the show, as certain parts of it are 

previously rehearsed or planned, and as a result performed again on the show, 

the first of these being the host’s pre-written statements. These statements and 

the formal literary language deployed for them are in a way evocative of official 

public statements and as a result acquire a sense of authority, expertise and 

command that affirms the host’s central role to the show.  Moreover, the formal 

literary Arabic’s public credibility spills over onto the show to provide it with a 

similar sense of respect and integrity.  
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The setting of the studio is arranged in a circular theatre set-up. At the 

centre of the stage are two semi-circles opposite to each other where the lay 

guests of the show are seated on red seats. The semi-circles are separated in the 

middle by a red footbridge that only the host occupies, and it is there where the 

host stands for most of the episode except for the times he approaches guests 

more closely. The colour red is the dominant colour of the centre of the stage in 

particular, and is also emphasized in the name of the show [in Bold Red], 

highlighting the controversial nature of discussions which take place on the show, 

alluding to the red lines or boundaries that are about to be broken on the show, as 

well as the heated level to which the discussions could escalate. At the far end of 

each semi-circle next to the audience seats is a chair, one of which is usually 

reserved for and occupied by the expert while the second occasionally serves as a 

waiting area for a guest who is introduced later in the episode, before he/she is 

moved to the semi-circles to join the rest of the guests, or by a participating 

member of the audience. In episodes where there are two groups of guests with 

opposing views represented, they seem to be teamed up and seated on opposite 

sides of the semi-circles. The rest of the studio audience is seated in higher rows 

circulating both sides of the semi-circles and looking in on the events. As a result, 

the seating arrangement seems to prepare for the confrontational debates and 

arguments that take place at the centre of the stage, which the host moderates 

and controls, the experts reflect on from ‘outside’ that circle, and which the 

audience quietly watches (with the exception of their occasional participation, 

applause, or laughter). The figures below provide images of the studio setting 

provided by the show’s official Facebook page. Figure 5.1 shows the usual 

structure and studio-setting of the show, with the guests seated on each side of 

the circle, the host moderating in the middle, and an expert seated at the back (top 

left) next to the audiences looking in on the discussions. 
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Figure 6.1: Long shot of studio-setting  Figure 6.2: close up of studio-setting and  
in Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed   interaction between host and participants 
 

       
(Both images are posted on the show’s official Facebook page at 
http://www.facebook.com/AhmarBelKhatAlAreed/photos_stream on February 6th, 2013) 

In most episodes, the usual group of guests are lay members of the public 

who are directly involved with the issue being discussed, whether as 

representatives, victims, advocates or opponents. In addition to these guests there 

are also one or two expert guests who are usually present; these are usually 

psychologists, but are also sometimes NGO workers, social workers, lawyers or 

others whose specialized knowledge can provide appropriate comment and 

counsel for making sense of the issue or problem at hand. Also present are 

audience members who sit in rows silently listening except for the occasional 

laughs, applause or participation in the discussion when prompted by the host. 

Most speakers are usually identified with a visual label on the screen; lay guests 

are usually labelled with just their names (and sometimes their ages), whereas 

expert guests are labelled by their name and professional title. 

After introducing the episode’s issue offstage as described above, the host 

introduces the guests of the episode according to their relation to the issue or 

problem/conflict at hand. Malek usually starts with addressing the lay guests 

seated on one side of the circle (e.g. underage married teenagers, sons-in-law or 

mothers-in-law, victims of sexual harassments, etc.) who in turn briefly introduce 

themselves and their stories, experiences or opinions and perspectives about an 

issue. The host then moves on to the second group of guests sitting on the 

opposite side who are usually either opponents of the first group in their views and 

opinions, or they are more representatives/victims who relate to the same 

experiences or views in uncontested issues. A gender dimension can occasionally 

be observed in this seating arrangement, with men and women sitting on different 
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sides of the stage. The experts are usually the last to be introduced in that order, 

often appearing half way through the episode after guests have spoken when 

asked by the host to comment on the discussion. The experts do not speak until 

the host addresses them, and neither the experts nor the guests address each 

other directly or engage in discussion without a cue from the intermediary host. 

Most of the times the audience is a quiet listening one, except for their occasional 

applause or laughter to something that is said, or when members of the audiences 

are invited to take part in the discussion by the host. The show usually ends with 

the host seeking a final commentary from the expert guest again. This is then 

briefly reiterated by the host himself in an ‘ethical summary’ of the episode’s 

debate, in which he often takes a strong moral position on the issue at hand and 

offers, when possible, a solution or consensus.  

Again, this particular way in which the discussion unfolds on most episodes 

of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed reminds us again of their rehearsed aspects to an 

extent. On one hand, this is important to acknowledge when considering the role 

of talk shows in public debates about various serious issues, since they are after 

all media productions of an entertainment genre eventually addressing the 

audiences as consumers. These stage-managed and choreographed aspects no 

doubt cast doubts over a constructive role for talk shows in such a way by 

questioning the genuineness of the discourse on the shows, and are certainly not 

the first time they have done so given previous rumours and revelations about 

certain talk shows hosting ‘fake’ guests (as once proclaimed about the Egyptian 

Hala Show). The shows’ structure also appears to be conducive to a heated 

debate between the participants, particularly when groups of conflicting views are 

represented, which can be usually perceived as damaging to the quality of the 

debate. Moreover, the contribution of the expert, while it is delayed and less 

frequent than the guests’ own discussions of their experiences and opinions, 

which in that sense makes the debate appear more ‘participatory’, it is often 

uninterrupted for several minutes and has the unquestioned permission to impose 

meaning and conclusions on the guests’ discussion. As a result, the show seems 

to still privilege certain voices over others, as the guests’ stories, experiences and 

realities they share are eventually still decided and served back to the audience by 

elite members.   
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Yet on the other hand, one could argue the show’s structure can also be 

seen as an attempt to create an ordered and controlled public environment in 

which different ordinary members of the public are given a voice and space to 

argue out their different opinions, values and perspectives without restrictions (to a 

certain extent) publicly rather than in their usual private ways amongst family or 

friends. Moreover, it can be said that the ‘rehearsed’ aspects of the show, such as 

the host’s ultimate orchestration of the episode by imposing a structure on the 

order, length and alternation between the guest and expert participations on the 

show, and his control and resumption of heated debates, are ways of ensuring 

that the discussion of the issue maintains a certain order and sequence. 

Additionally, it can also be differently said of the expert’s participation, that their 

distanced and expert knowledge used to reflect on the discussion is a way of 

making collective and impartial sense of the individualised experiences and 

opinions of guests, one which could move the discussion from that personal to 

public level of interest that is considered as essential to public debates in public 

sphere theories. For example, in the episode titled “speak up” (analysed in the 

previous chapter), which hosts women to talk about their experiences of 

harassment, the expert guest reflects more broadly on the specific examples of 

sexual harassment being given by the participating women on the show from her 

own experience of working 12 years with abused women at the ABAAD centre. 

She reflects on the widespread prevalence of these instances across a range of 

women of different ages and continues to inform the women and audiences of 

laws and policies that can help protect and empower women in similar situations.   

The second of these shows, Kalam Nawaem varies considerably to Ahmar 

Bel Khat Al Areed in terms of its structure and studio setting. Ahmar Bel Khat Al 

Areed as discussed above begins with the host’s entrance to the studio and his 

direct and formal addressing of the audiences with a pre-prepared and written 

introduction announcing the show’s topic which is soon after delved into. Kalam 

Nawaem, on the other hand, adopts a more informal and warm approach, usually 

beginning with a long-shot view of the stage where one or two of the hosts can be 

seen casually sitting around a table on stage, surrounded by home-like furniture, 

quietly chatting and laughing with one another, while the other two hosts walk out 

from backstage to shake hands with some of the audience members sitting in the 
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front rows and join the table as the audience applauds and the theme music is 

played. The episode then begins with one of the hosts briefly and casually 

welcoming the audiences both in the studio and at home, before telling the other 

hosts about an interesting piece of news or story she had recently come across, or 

an experience that had happened to her recently. A short, usually friendly and 

light-hearted conversation then ensues between the hosts as they comment on it 

and exchange opinions. The conversation is usually brought to a close by the 

hosts who move on to address the audience more directly again and introduce the 

first issue that the show will discuss. In that sense, unlike Ahmar Bel Khat Al 

Areed, the show claims to invite the audiences into the production process before 

it is complete, and further merges the boundaries between that process and the 

actual episode by allowing the audience in on the ‘chitchat’ between the hosts 

which presumably usually occurs backstage when they meet before the episode. 

This structure of the show so far is an important one as it begins to reveal how the 

discursive environment is constructed differently on this show in comparison to the 

previous one, and how it reflects other mergers of boundaries, between the private 

and public spheres, in the studio-setting of the show and consequently the 

discussions.  

This first part between the hosts is then usually followed up with a short 

pre-taped report, often containing exemplars or what is known as vox pops 

representing various opinions collected from members of the public on different 

Arab streets, or more in-depth interviews on the issue. After the report, the camera 

returns to the hosts in the studio who in turn discuss the issue amongst 

themselves and provide their different perspectives and opinions on it. Each 

episode usually covers several issues or topics for discussion that are usually 

separated by commercial breaks. In a pattern similar to the one described above, 

each issue is introduced by one of the hosts, followed up with a report and once 

again a discussion in the studio amongst the hosts and special guests hosted in 

the studio. The issues discussed on every episode are varied and sometimes 

unrelated, with social issues juxtaposed with cultural and entertainment ones. For 

example, an episode can discuss the issue of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia 

through pre-taped interviews with Saudi women who have experienced injustice 

and in-studio interviews with experts like lawyers or NGO workers, before it moves 
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on to another segment hosting celebrity Turkish actors and singers for a light-

hearted chat and performance. The episodes usually end with a final segment that 

reads and responds to a letter from an audience member, which the host 

Fawziyeh Salameh reads and first responds to, given her previous related work 

with the well-known Arab women’s magazine Sayyidaty (My Woman) in which she 

used to respond to reader’s questions about health, marriage and relationship-

related issues. The rest of the hosts also provide their short varying opinions 

before the episode is concluded. Meanwhile, audience members inside the studio 

are almost always non-participating in the discussions, ‘hearers’ rather than 

‘speakers’, only witnessing the events in the studio, and applauding or laughing 

when appropriate.  

The show is different to Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed in the fact that it does not 

host many members of the general public on the stage to discuss the issue 

amongst themselves, but rather features them in reports, and chooses instead to 

host in the studio a couple of special guests who are usually experts, activists or 

celebrities of a higher profile. As a result, the discussions of important and 

controversial social issues in the studio do not delve into the personal and private 

experiences of members of the public as much as Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed does; 

instead personal narratives and stories of members of the general public are 

highlighted and emphasized in the reports and pre-conducted interviews through 

vox-pops and interviews, which are considered influential in triggering emotional 

reactions and being remembered by audiences (in comparison to statistical 

information for example) as Daschmann (2000) demonstrates. The studio’s 

discussion becomes a more reflective and analytical one between the hosts and 

their special expert guests. It can therefore be said that in comparison to Ahmar 

Bel Khat Al Areed, Kalam Nawaem appears to be one where “experts debate 

among themselves for the benefit of the public or provide information and advice 

in response to audience questions” as Livingstone & Lunt have similarly 

concluded of other shows (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994: 38).  

The studio setting has changed several times over the years, yet it has 

always maintained a similar identity to it; a theatre-like setting where the 

audiences sit in rows facing a stage. Whereas the audience section is plain and 

identical to a theatre with rows of stalls for the audiences to sit on, the stage or 
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studio setting is generously and warmly decorated. A long shot of the studio can 

reveal how the studio setting is designed to look like an open house, one that is 

modern yet homely, casual and unpretentious. The stage has several layers to it; 

the backstage is one-step higher than the front-stage as both contain different 

parts of the shows’ identity and events, and seem to resemble different sections of 

the home. The backstage is uneventful except for the part when hosts and guests 

walk in, which they do by walking through a door similar to any house door. Next 

to the door on each side is a swing and staircase leading to an implied garden and 

second floor respectively. The three props are supported by several detached 

walls at the far back of the studio giving the home-setting a more robust structure, 

with trees and plants appearing everywhere behind the walls, symbolizing the 

outer public areas of the garden. In addition to these main structures are the 

different props which decorate the rest of the backstage such as plants, flowers, 

shelves, books, candles, art pieces or painting, as well as different lamps and 

lights. Stepping down to the front stage are two seating areas on each side of the 

stage also resembling different parts of the house. One seating area is more 

casual and plain where the hosts sit and discuss issues alone on small couches 

surrounding a large round table which supports their coffee mugs and papers, and 

the second is a more formal lounge, sitting-room or salon with bigger couches and 

a smaller table, where the hosts welcome their special guests. The following 

figures demonstrate different shots taken of the different studios over the years: 

Figure 6.3 Mid shot of Kalam Nawaem‘s  Figure 6.4 Mid shot of a second Kalam  
studio-setting Nawaem  studio setting 
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Figure 6.5 Mid shot of a third different  
Kalam Nawaem studio setting 

 

This warm and private home-like studio setting overrides the structured and 

formal procedure of the show, making the show seem more like a ‘gathering’ of 

friends at one’s homes than anything else which is artificially produced.  This is 

communicated and implied in many small nuances. It is apparent in the gesture of 

the hosts and guests walking into the studio through a door as if entering one’s 

home rather than a studio and the fact that they do so at different times emulating 

the natural process in which this occurs in real life. It is also apparent in the 

‘chitchats’ or jokes between the hosts that intersect the discussions as they joke, 

laugh, argue, challenge and sometimes empathize with each other. The 

relationship and interaction between the hosts is an interesting one as it seems to 

reflect a friendship rather than a working relationship, given the amount of 

information and memories they know, share and tease each other with on the 

show which often breaks them into laughs. Thirdly, it is also apparent in the 

informal and unassuming relationship reflected in all that between the show and 

the audiences as the latter are witnesses to all of it and are extended the friendly 

invitation into this home and gathering.  Yet despite the fact that the shows’ 

homely set up and spontaneously appearing discussions are in fact previously 

planned to a certain extent, one of the functions and advantages of the show’s 

intentional structure is its ability to provide an appropriate and familiar (yet public) 

space for private issues of a wider social and political importance, implications and 

causes to be discussed. Not only does the public set-up of the show reproduce 

the private one of the home, but it also extracts along with that the experiences, 

stories and issues hidden within the private sphere, and justifying it by simulating 

that same familiar and appropriate environment which can accept and legitimize 

their discussions. As a result, the show becomes an appropriate place where 
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discussions of these private issues can become public, which appears to have 

been successful given the show’s long history and popularity.  

However, what is interesting and should be noted about the show’s settings 

is that they can be described as resembling what is known about the kind of 

salons and settings in which Habermas’ public sphere manifested. In one sense, 

they can be criticised for being similarly class-specific, as the studio certainly 

adopts more or less a middle-class home-like setting. Yet, in another sense, unlike 

Habermas’ male dominated public sphere, the discussions are also initiated and 

conducted by women and focus in most cases on women-related issues that 

occur in various environments and societies of Arab countries, beyond class-

specificity.  That is not to deny of course that deep-rooted patriarchal notions and 

values do not leak into and shape the discussions, or that the discussions of 

issues which might affect many people beyond class are nonetheless being 

mainly exclusive to the discussions of middle-class women and guests, nor is it to 

argue from what would be a media-centric perspective that the discussions on the 

shows on one scale can be compared and contrasted to the public sphere as a 

whole.  What we can argue instead is that the show is only one public platform 

amongst many that is not male-dominated, on which women are largely 

represented as they convene to make many of their voices and opinions heard 

regarding various social and political issues. In that sense, despite the limitation 

that exist as noted above, the show remains successful unlike other platforms to 

negotiate the boundaries of what is publicly acceptable or not by bringing issues to 

the attention of audiences on a public media platform which receives more than 20 

million viewers.  

 Looking at the third of these shows, Sireh Winfatahet seems to combine 

certain features of both Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed and Kalam Nawaem in its own 

unique format. The show usually begins with the host Zaven Kouyoumdjian 

walking out from backstage and into the studio while the audience applauds. The 

well-dressed and educated host with a journalistic background walks on stage 

towards the studio audience, yet addresses the camera and introduces the topic(s) 

as well as the guests of the episode ‘offstage’ to home audiences. So far, it bears 

much resemblance to Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed. The topics are usually 

interrelated when there are more than one to be discussed, and the choice of 
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guests hosted on the show reflect and match these topics accordingly in their 

‘expertise’ or ‘experiences’.  The guests include a variety of lay and expert 

members of the public including government officials, university lecturers, 

researchers, NGO workers, think tank researchers, lawyers, students, parents, 

children, celebrities, victims and many others. In addition to the variety of expert 

guests hosted which often reflect the journalistic slant to the issues discussed, as 

well as the gender-specific issues which focus on women as well as men’s issues, 

the show also focuses on youth in terms of some events highlighted and in terms 

of the audiences hosted in the studio. The guests are usually seated around the 

table on stage before the show begins and introduced soon after the host walks in, 

while others are sometimes introduced later in the show depending on the 

sequence of issues discussed.   

After introducing the episode, the host then moves on to introduce the first 

issue more specifically while continuing to address audiences offstage through 

different cameras, followed by one or more report exploring the issue through 

news footage, interviews conducted with expert, official or lay members of the 

public involved in it, and short ‘vox-pop‘ interviews with members of the general 

public on the streets. The cameras then return back to the studio where the host 

comments on the reports and takes a seat with his guests around the table, 

discussing with them the issues in the order in which they are introduced. He is 

usually sat in the middle, with guests seated on each side of him, and manages 

the flow of discussion between them. The rest of the episode follows a similar 

pattern where issues are introduced, followed by one or more reports and a 

discussion in the studio between the host and his guests. The host also frequently 

accepts calls from home audiences and responds to them with the expert guests. 

These calls are often received from members of the general public in relation to 

the issue being discussed, to complain or to narrate their own experience to the 

show. The host often facilitates between the callers and the guests who answer or 

advice the callers in relation to their concerns. In most episodes, the discussions 

take place around the table with the special guests, and the studio audience is 

occasionally asked to participate. In other episodes which follow, the guests are 

less ‘expert’ ones and more ordinary members of the studio audience who share 
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and discuss amongst each their stories, experiences or opinions and perspectives 

relating to the issue.  

The studio is oval-shaped and takes on a theatre-like setting, where 

audiences are seated in rows facing the stage where the host and the guests 

engage in discussions. The stage is characterized by a simple, professional and 

modern look to it and is painted with two colours; white and blue. It carries two 

elevated circular platforms on each side of it; on the left hand platform is a large 

round white table with high stool-like black leather chairs on which the host and 

guests carry their discussions, while the right hand platform is bare, functioning as 

a podium from which the host introduces the topics, reports and addresses the 

audiences. To the right hand side is also a smaller and informal seating 

arrangement with more casual furniture or couches, situated at the far right of the 

stage. In the background and running along the wall is a long white footbridge 

from which the host walks out at the beginning and steps down to the stage. 

Behind it is a wall with a blue architectural design. When compared to other talk 

shows, the show’s studio-setting resembles a formal and serious ‘newsroom’ like 

atmosphere, which seems to project onto the show and its discussion a sense of 

professionalism, neutrality and credibility. As discussed above in relation to the 

other two talk shows, Sireh Winfatahet’s newsroom-like setting is in a way a 

reflection of the debates that the show aspires to conduct. It reflects the host’s 

journalistic history and experience, and often shapes and impacts the debates 

performed on the show as can be seen by the presence and contributions of many 

experts from various fields and the discussions they engage in which are often 

current affair ones as discussed in the previous chapter. It can also be argued that 

it extends this professional and serious setting onto the other discussions which 

involve more private and social related issues, and in that way can potentially be 

expanding the boundaries of public debate by implying the need to incorporate 

such discussions in the public domain along with more traditionally political ones. 

The following figures demonstrate the show’s studio setting: 
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Figure. 6.6 Long shot of Sireh Winfatahet’s     Figure 6.7 Mid shot of Sireh  
studio-setting        Winfatahet’s roundtable  
    

        

 

Types of dialogue and rhetorical tools 

The different studio-settings and structure of discussions on the show imply 

different aims and functions, which can influence and shape the nature of the 

discussions in terms of the structure of arguments (Toulmin, 1958), and the social 

context in which they occur (Walton, 1989). Walton identifies five different kinds of 

dialogues: the quarrel, debate, critical discussion, inquiry and negotiation 

(Livingstone & Lunt, 1994: 135).  These different types of dialogue appear in all 

three talk shows to varying degrees. The debate form is characterized by “an 

audience of judges who give a verdict, a set of procedures concerning who can 

speak, for how long and in what order, and the establishment of two sides to the 

issue. The goal of participating is to impress the judges with the relative superiority 

of one’s arguments compared to one’s opponents’ within the constraints of the 

agreed procedures” (ibid: 135). This form of dialogue is reflected in the studio 

setting of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, where two opposing groups or individuals with 

different opinions and perspectives over a similar issue are seated on opposite 

sides of the stage facing each other and encouraged to narrate their stories, 

experiences and perspective regarding the topic of the episode. The guests 

generally speak in predictable ways; by being introduced in order depending on 

their roles within the debate, by responding to cues from the host regarding when 

to speak, and by generally answering to his questions or comments when spoken 
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to. They play a ‘protagonist’ role being “Active, participating, conversing, debating 

as part of a ‘public rite of hospitality’” (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994: 38).  

 Lunt & Stenner explain that the host’s introduction and the ordered 

appearances of the guests combined with the host’s chairing of the debate 

between the guests, and the occasional comments and questions taken up from 

the studio audience as well as the host’s final summary or concluding comment 

follow the traditional ordering of a debate, except for the omission of the vote at 

the end of the debate (Walton, 1989 in Lunt & Stenner, 2005: 67). Interestingly, 

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed’s website casts a short poll with several answers prior to 

the broadcasting of each episode asking home audiences to vote on the question 

posed on the issue of the week.  

The host also acts as the judge who manages turn taking as well as time 

through interruptions and clarifications and explores at two opposing sides of an 

issue. Throughout the episode, he maintains a central position in the middle of the 

studio while questioning and addressing the different participant, rarely crossing to 

the audience rows or approaching the expert guests more closely. He allocates 

turns, questions and interrupts the different participants to allow them to 

participate in time before the episode is concluded. In that sense, his role is similar 

to that of the chair of a debate by framing the questions of the debate, allocating 

turns and managing the order of the speakers and providing summaries and 

reflections every now and then, all from his domain at the centre of the stage to 

which the studio-setting and all its members look and refer back to. However, the 

judge in this case is often biased towards an ethical stand on the issue, as can be 

seen in episodes on underage marriage and sexual harassment for example. The 

discussions can become heated, and can sometimes turn into a quarrel, 

characterized by Walton as personal attacks lacking in strategy between 

participants. These are sometimes elicited and encouraged by the host, especially 

when one guest says something that is challenging or disrespectful to another 

opposing guest, to which the host responds with an “ouff!”, highlighting the 

comment as offensive in case it was missed, and attempting to excite the other 

guest to react to it.  
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This is particularly clear in an episode broadcast on 10th October 2012 titled 

‘the decision is hers’. In this episode, the host Malek Maktabi hosts a group of 

men and women (sitting on opposite sides of the stage) to discuss marital 

relationships and problems, particularly the different roles of men and women in 

the relationships, and the extent to which the latter can be involved in important 

decision-making processes. The episode begins with the host walking out to the 

studio as usual and introducing the topic of discussion in a playful way that is 

intended and expected to stir some controversy, particularly with the male guests 

of the show. His introduction addresses men in general, stating that “from now on 

she will no longer accept to be subjugated by you, from now on she will decide the 

rules and make all the decisions. From now on she is able to reverse the roles…”.  

Whether or not his introduction is constructive to the debate is arguable, as he 

clearly situates men and women on opposite sides of the spectrum already and 

soon after sparks some passionate views from the guests. In the following extract, 

we see the host carrying out his role as a judge in balancing between the 

participation of guests from two opposing groups, where different contrasting 

opinions are represented and given a verdict through the host’s continuous 

comments and questioning as well as through the expert’s reflection and the 

host’s summary at the end. 

Figure 6.1 

 

Host: Adnan when I said in the introduction that she decides the rules and makes all t

  he decisions. Did that irritate you? 

Adnan:  yes naturally 

Host: why did it irritate you? 

Adnan: it irritated me because how can she be a woman of decisions?  

Host: a partnership between both 

  ---------- 

Adnan: no he comes first 

Hosts: he comes first 

Adnan yes of course 

Host:  [interrupts] I’ll come back to you Adnan. Aboud good evening, you were also 

irritated by the introduction. 

Aboud: yes  

Host: why? Why were you annoyed? 



Page | 173  
 

Aboud: because there is something not right about it, she is a woman of decisions in 

certain things not when you are there  

Host:  [interrupts] Aboud today you are divorced twice 

----- 

Host:  in what did she [ex-wife] intervene did you say? 

Aboud that this is not good, this is good, you should go with this, what do you want with 

that, so she would intervene in your personal affairs  

 ………. 

Host: do you agree with what he is saying Faris? 

Faris the woman is a woman inside the house, and the man is a man. The woman has 

certain duties and the man has certain duties. But for the woman to provoke the 

man, as soon as the woman leaves the house for her first trip she becomes loose 

she’s gone. Especially if she has daughters, they will soon follow after her 

Host: that’s it there! 

  [Noise from the audience as they react in response to what Faris said] 

 --------- 

Faris  to the supermarket she is forbidden to go  

  [Commotion from the audience again] 

Host: very nice  

Faris to go to the church alone is forbidden 

Host: ouff! 

Faris of course!  

………  

Host  are you hearing the reactions from the audiences? Without me saying anything 

[laughs] 

……… 

Faris in her house she has everything, her money, her children, whatever she wants. 

But for her to go here and there 

Host  [interrupts] to go here and there, fine. [Shifts to the other side to address a female 

guest] Nazira good evening. You heard the reactions of the audience to what Faris 

said. Nazira today you are separated I won’t go into details of your personal life of 

course, what is your first comment to what he said? 

Nazira my first comment is two things I would like to say the decisions are for the woman 

nowadays, and she decides mutually with her husband in agreement. She is 

everything at home, she is the bridge of that home.  

Faris the bridge of the home inside, out the home there is nothing for her 

Nazira please, outside the house whether she is going to the church or mosque, she goes 

out and comes back the same person. But you, if you don’t have confidence in 

yourself then you have no confidence in your wife.      

[Audience begins cheering and clapping loudly] 
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The discussion then quickly escalates between Faris and Nazira, which 

soon requires the host to intervene and curb. In that extract, the host’s role as a 

judge can be seen in different ways. As previously mentioned, the host proceeds 

in the usual manner in order to maintain the normal procedure, introducing the first 

set of guests, in this case the men, and moving back and forth between them to 

ask them about their opinions and perspectives on the issue to which they answer 

back passionately and with conviction. The host questions and interrupts as 

required in order to maintain the order and length of time which the guests receive 

before proceeding to the next group with the opposing views, in this case the 

women, beginning with Nazira. Second, the host also passes certain verdicts and 

judgments on what the participants are saying, as can be seen when he opposes 

the views of the men by emphasizing more than once the ‘partnership’ between 

spouses, in his surprised comments such as “ouff!” highlighting the shock and 

disbelief at what is being said, and his occasional laughter. The host also acts as 

judge in his continuous questioning and reaffirmation of what the participants are 

saying, such as his repetition of “he comes first” at the beginning and “to go to the 

church is forbidden” later, in order to verify the statements and excavate the key 

points to the debate as marked by his later comment “that’s it there” which reveals 

the satisfaction the host receives from reaching the most controversial and 

shocking statements and facts by the participants. To sum up, the host questions 

and interrupts and shifts between the different participants to establish the debate, 

after which he temporarily steps back to let the participants engage in a heated 

debate over the key controversial issues on which they oppose each other. His 

role in those ways continues throughout the whole episode, as he becomes 

increasingly vocal in his verdicts and judgments, challenging and rejecting the 

men’s views regarding women’s roles and rights in the relationship and 

championing women’s equal rights in education and work.  

Discussions on Sireh Winfatahet on the other hand often resemble more 

what Walton identifies as an inquiry, which often with the presence of guests in the 

studio becomes a critical discussion. An inquiry is “characterized by the 

accumulation of facts and statements of evidence so as to draw conclusions. 

Participants are obliged to cite only facts in a neutral and cooperative fashion for 

the mutual discovery of conclusive knowledge” (ibid.). On the show, the host often 
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conducts a public inquiry into an issue with reports, interviews and facts, and with 

the help of lay and expert guests, in order to reach a consensual conclusion and 

demand responsibility for it. The discussion can be described as critical discussion, 

which Walton explains as an intellectual ideal where a group of people argue from 

different but not necessarily opposed perspectives. This can be seen for example 

in the case of Sireh Winfatahet’s episode on 16th January 2012 which investigated 

the events of a collapsed building in Lebanon which lead to many casualties and 

fatalities, exploring the reasons and accountability for it. The episode followed the 

live events of the collapsed building which took place a day before the episode 

aired. It hosted several guests whose expert knowledge in their fields was sought 

to discuss the reasons of the incident and measures needed to avoid it and 

address those responsible for it. The guests included the ex-secretary general of 

the High Relief Committee Yehya Raad, the UNDP consultant Dr. Fadi Hamdan, 

ex-committee member of the Order of Engineers and Architects and author of 

public safety in buildings and facilities Dr. Lutfallah el Hajj, and the head of the 

committee to defend landlords' rights for houses leased before the 1992 law 

George Rebahieh.  

Extract 6.2 

Host:  Starting with you Dr. Lutfallah, there has been a lot of surprise today regarding 

the way in which the building collapsed, as if it never existed. All of it just 

collapsed. As an engineer, how do you see this and what does it mean? 

Dr. Lutfallah I visited the building this afternoon. The building was in a bad condition before it 

collapsed. To evade the sturdiness of the building is legally possible, and 

architecturally possible. There isn’t anything impossible architecturally, 

everything is possible. On the ground today, the building has collapsed. There 

are neighbouring buildings that we still can’t detect now whether they were the 

reason, or one of the reasons that led to the collapse of the building. There are 

factors within the building itself, with no doubt. When we see it collapse, it 

collapses like sand. Its situation was very bad, and there are other factors too of 

course  

Host  [interrupts] like what? 

Dr. Lutfallah today there is a notice in the public safety decree about neighbouring or 

adjacent building. It is possible for the infrastructure for those building to cause 

a weakness in the sturdiness of these buildings. To grant a license is an extra 

and optional task, it is not a principal task. The current public safety decree 

which has been published in the newspaper and which there is an obligation to 

implement, deals with new buildings from one side, and deals with other lasting 
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buildings, which are specified, in the decree. These are lasting buildings, which 

are specified by the decree, or sensitive ones in a more general term. The 

decree addresses these, in terms of their restoration, but 80% of these 

buildings as Dr. Hamad said this afternoon, the decree does not address them 

in a clear and direct way. The extent to which the public sector can intervene in 

these buildings needs to be specified by the minister of works.  

 

The discussion continues with Dr. Lutfallah explaining the possible reasons 

for the way in which the building collapsed, such as previous restoration work 

performed on the building which is not in line with original infrastructure, as well as 

the poor quality of materials used in building it. The discussion then moves on to 

the other guests who provide their own interpretation on the reasons for the 

collapse as well as other factors shaping the way in which buildings are being 

constructed, such as the public safety decree, licenses, role of the Order of 

Engineers and architects, and relationships between landlords and tenants. In that 

sense, the show is seen to open a public inquiry investigating the specific case 

and reflecting on larger and more long-term political, legal as well as social issues 

which have played a role in this disaster and continue to influence the public 

safety in buildings. The discussion develops by the initiative and direction of the 

host who sits between the guests on the round table and addresses the guests in 

turn. The guests speak uninterrupted in turns, and provide their different expertise 

and knowledge, which they agree on by referring back to each other rather than 

opposing each other. The episode is concluded with the host seeking from each of 

the guests to provide reflections, actions or lessons learnt from the disaster by 

both government and members of the public. In the following extract we see the 

ex-secretary general of the High Relief Committee and Dr. Hamdan answering 

with consensual advice:  

Extract 6.3 

Yehya the first thing is humanitarian, and is what the government has already done 

which is to provide some financial help for the families of those who died and 

temporary accommodation. This is from a social point of view […]. As from a 

more essential point of view, we need to separate about two things. First are all 

the very old old buildings, and new buildings that are not built to the needed 

architectural specifications. Not just that, let’s talk about the damaging reasons 

which precede such things, which we talked about and that is the random 
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drilling. When he [pointing to one of the guests] talked about this he’s right, 

there were several stories where building collapsed because of the random 

drilling. The random drilling needs monitoring, buildings need extra support the 

more drilling occurs around it. This goes back to the very first thing I said that 

as long as there is a weakness or fading in supervision, from all agencies, from 

the municipality and also the citizen, he is responsible. The citizen has to move 

towards the idea that the more renovation I make, the more I am protecting it 

[…]. 

Host yes, yes. Dr. Fadi what is the most important lesson that can be learned from 

this? 

Dr. Fadi we need a new make-up for the assessment of dangers, which should identify 

who is gaining from certain dangers and who is getting harmed. It must also be 

built on, or identify, how we can decrease these dangers, the priorities for 

decreasing these, to what extent can we decrease them and be confident that 

they are safer? And this all needs to be centred on a discussion that involves all 

Lebanese organisations. 

[…] 

Host Dr. Lutfallah, what is the last thing you would like to say? To the people who are 

possibly worried about their lives in houses they aren’t confident of their safety? 

Dr. Lutfallah first of all, I wish that the cabinet would authorize and as soon as possible the 

public safety decree in its final form, and order its initiation and enforcement. 

This is the first thing, for the Minister of Works in particular and the cabinet. As 

for subvention programmes for people, there must be a fund for that which 

needs to be set up in a particular way. We looked into this issue at the Order of 

Engineers and Architects with the Works Committee, there are reinsurance 

companies in the West which did studies in relation to this issue for Jordan, we 

wish that these companies would do similar studies for Lebanon, and that they 

actually get implemented so that there can be some funds. Because 

reconstruction and the subventions we want to provide for the people needs 

funds, and the way to develop such funds is not easy, particularly in Lebanon.  

But such funds need to be supported in some way so that we can help people 

in an effective way. 

 

As can be seen, the concluding remarks by each of the guests provide 

suggestions and possible actions that can be taken to avoid such disasters in the 

future. What is interesting about this critical discussion is that it resembles the 

ideal of the public sphere as conceptualized by Habermas, where lay and expert 

members of the public use arguments and experience to ‘establish 

reasonableness’. In this case, the collapse of an old building in Lebanon, which 



Page | 178  
 

became breaking news, a public interest issue which influences many people 

living in the same conditions, and a national one which concerns many people, 

officials and lay members alike, was picked up and discussed on the show. In that 

sense, it reaffirms what was discussed in chapter four in terms of the show’s role 

in expanding participation in public issues to new audiences. The issue was first 

represented in reports with some vox-pops of people who have lost family 

members in the disaster, after which the discussion took place in the studio 

amongst experts. In that sense, the discussion resembles that of discursive 

theories of the public sphere to an extent, in which both lay and expert members 

of the public who can be seen to represent different groups of civil society are 

included in the discussion, yet in considerably varying degrees (as members of 

the general public are absent from the studio discussion). The issue is concluded 

with action points that the government should act on, which resembles in a way 

the consensus often hoped for in discursive traditions of the public sphere.     

However, in this episode as well as many others of Sireh Winfatahet, in 

reports which contain exemplars or vox-pops as well as in some discussions on 

the show where members of the public are invited to talk about certain 

experiences, the show is not devoid of personal accounts and experiences 

charged with emotional expressions. These as previously demonstrated are not 

acknowledged in many theories of the public sphere, nor are they acknowledged 

in Walton’s (1989) five different kinds of dialogues identified above, except maybe 

in an implied negative sense in the ‘quarrel’ type. The vast spectrum of emotional 

expressions, particularly more positive ones such as empathy for example, are 

unacknowledged for what could be their constructive influence in highlighting 

aspects of public debates that are missing and forgotten in what has been already 

identified of public debates and types of discussions.  As a result, the importance 

of talk shows in the public sphere, beyond expanding participation in public 

debates as well as adhering to certain acknowledges techniques of discussions 

such as ‘debate’ and ‘inquires’, is their additional value of bringing to the table 

certain emotional expressions and experiences which are reminders of the 

importance of these issues in the first place, the gravity and seriousness of 

incorporating them in public debate, and the contribution they have in highlighting 

that these issues are in fact of ‘public interest’ which is central to the public sphere.    
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In addition to its interest in broader cultural issues, Kalam Nawaem also 

conducts inquiries into various social issues relating to the everyday lives of Arab 

families and specifically women as the show describes itself. The four hosts 

conduct inquiries into women’s custody issues for example, by accumulating facts 

and statements of evidence previously through interviews with members of the 

public who have experienced the issue first hand, as well as public official and 

members of civil society who can shed more knowledge and expertise on the 

issue. The evidence is portrayed in the episode to the audiences and discussed 

by the hosts, as they provide differing perspectives, often reaching a consensus or 

a conclusion. Due to the strong presence of the four hosts and the influence of 

their perspective on the discussion of the issue, the discussions can sometimes be 

described with what Walton calls a ‘negotiation dialogue’. The main goal of the 

latter is described to be self-interest, with negotiators often “[aiming] for settlement 

as close to their ideal resolution as possible while confronting an opponent who is 

also an interested party and who desires a different outcome. The argument is 

adversarial, characterized by compromises gained by trading costs and benefits 

through bargaining” (ibid:  136). However, the negotiations on the shows cannot 

be described as exclusively adversarial; in competing sometimes to make their 

opinion heard more loudly and convincingly, different perspectives over an issue 

resurface with both liberal and conservative ones being pitted against each other 

by the different hosts. The negotiations are not always compromised with a single 

settlement but are often left without a conclusion, leaving the several perspectives 

and options discussed, with their weaknesses and strengths as revealed in their 

discussion, open for the audience to decide.  

 In addition to the different types of dialogues characterizing the discussions 

occurring between hosts and guests on these shows, there are also several 

rhetorical devices identified by Leith and Myerson (1989) that animate the role of 

hosts and guests in how they address issues and perform their social roles on the 

show. They identify four such tools within discussions that allow meaning to 

emerge: lecturing, preaching, political oratory and story-telling (ibid: 138). Relevant 

to our shows in particular are lecturing, preaching and story-telling as will be 

discussed below.  
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In Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, a lot of talk occurs on the shows that is mostly 

facilitated and controlled by the host, except when the discussions occasionally 

become heated between different groups of guests. The host first addresses his 

introductions and bridging pieces “offstage” and directly through the camera to the 

home audience “thus sanctioning their ‘looking in on’ the action” (Lunt & Stenner, 

2005: 66). His introductions and bridging pieces are written in formal eloquent 

Arabic that aim to emphasize, dramatize and reflect on, with descriptive words, 

similes and metaphors, the intensity of the issue or conflict at hand. The language 

is different to the commonly-used informal Arabic in which the rest of the 

discussions between host and guests proceed. The bridges appear abruptly in the 

context of the episode, especially when they interrupt the discussions, highlighting 

the constructed nature of the show concealed by the natural appeal of 

conversations occurring on it. In relation to the different forms of devices identified 

by Leith and Myerson (1989), these small segments by the host resemble what 

they have identified as ‘lecturing’ when they state: “the lecture represents ‘an 

emblem of the power relations underpinning the formal education system: the 

lecturer who is paid to “know” things and transmit them to an ignorant audience’ 

(ibid: 11 in Livingstone & Lunt, 1994: 138). Livingstone & Lunt add: “the power 

inequalities in social roles between lecturer and student are encoded in the 

physical setting. The language of the lecturer is scripted in advance, propositional 

in nature, declarative in presentation. Pragmatically, the lecturer gives new and 

relevant information, often intended to attack folk theories. The lecturer is thus in 

dialogue with imaginary expert and lay voices,” (ibid.). This is correspondingly 

reflected in the host’s domain on the footbridge at the centre of the semi-circles, 

the scripted language of his introductions and bridges, and the commanding 

manner in which he addresses them offstage to implied home audiences. In 

addition to lecturing, the host can also be seen using a variety of elicitation 

techniques to facilitate the guests’ contributions as well as methods to contest 

their accounts and argument. One noticeable technique which he often uses are 

the moments of silence which he allows between his guests’ answers and his next 

question, which highlights the seriousness of the answers and discussion 

unravelling. The silences often function in different ways, either as a challenge to 

the answer provided by the guest, or as respect for a difficult confession that has 

been made. 
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Conclusion 

The chapter has analysed the studio-setting, structure of debates and types 

of discussion for each of the three talk shows, and analysed how these stage-

managed aspects support the different roles of these shows discussed in chapter 

five. Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed studio-settings in terms of the oppositional seating 

arrangements of the guests, the central location of the host at the middle, and the 

surrounding audiences are shown to be conducive to the confrontational debates 

and impassioned interactions that take place on the show, which are managed 

and controlled by the host. Kalam Nawaem’s home-like studio-setting appears to 

reproduce and provide an appropriate and familiar (yet public) space for private 

issues of a wider social and political importance to be discussed. Yet Kalam 

Nawaem’s studio-setting and participants is also noted to resemble the kind of 

salons and settings in which Habermas’ public sphere manifested, in the sense 

that they can be similarly class-specific, as the studio –settings reflect more or less 

a middle-class home-like setting. Yet they remain different and inclusive in the 

sense that, unlike traditional debates, the discussions on the show are initiated 

and conducted by women, and focus in most cases on women-related issues that 

occur across class in various environments and societies of Arab countries. The 

third show, Sireh Wenfatahit studio-setting resembles a more serious, professional 

and neutral newsroom-like setting, which also reflects the nature of the topics and 

discussions that occur on the show and propel a sense of professionalism, 

neutrality and credibility. The chapter also analysed different types of interactions 

that occur on the show in terms of the formal aspects of each of the shows 

analysed earlier in the chapter, such as the ‘debate’ and ‘inquiry’ form as identified 

by Walton (1989), and the use of rhetorical tools such as preaching, lecturing and 

storytelling.  
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Chapter Seven: Audience’s Negotiations of Talk Show Debates and their 
Role within the Public Sphere.  

 

Introduction  

Lewis (1991) argues that ‘if we are concerned with the meaning and 

significance of popular culture in contemporary society, with how cultural forms 

work ideologically or politically, then we need to understand cultural products or 

(“texts”) as they are understood by audiences’ (Lewis, 1991:47, italics in original, 

in Van Zoonen, 1994: 105). Moreover, van Zoonen (1994: 106) emphasizes that 

female audience members are not passive individuals completely immersed in the 

media, incapable of and prevented from recognizing ideological workings of 

patriarchal and capitalist hegemony. By drawing on feminist contributions to the 

theory of the public sphere, as well as McGuigan’s elaboration of the cultural 

public sphere - all discussed in detail in Chapter 3 – this chapter investigates 

audiences’ experiences of watching television talk shows by examining empirical 

data collected from focus groups conducted with different groups of women in 

Jordan. The purpose of the chapter is to explore the ways in which focus group 

participants consume these shows and infuse them with meanings, particularly in 

relation to triggering debates about issues of importance to them. It explores the 

relationship between talk shows and the public sphere, arguing that these shows 

can have an important role in the public domain, depending on how we conceive 

of the role of popular media for democracy.  

The chapter will aim to investigate specific issues of relevance to the 

audiences that are raised in the literature review on the public sphere theory. More 

specifically, this chapter builds on the conclusions developed through the analysis 

of talk show programmes – in particular, the acknowledgement of their role in 

expanding participation in public debate, challenging the boundaries of publicly 

acceptable debate, and encouraging involvement through emotional engagement 

– and seeks to investigate the implications of these conclusions for the functioning 

of the public sphere among talk show audiences. Do talk shows indeed encourage 

female audiences to engage with mainstream public debates? How do talk show 

audiences respond to the contestation of the boundaries of the private and the 
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public on talk shows? Does the emotionally charged debate in these programmes 

encourage them to become involved in the debate themselves? Or, to put it 

differently – and to recall some of the theoretical arguments developed in Chapter 

3 – what happens to the public sphere as a process once the debate spills over 

from the screen into the everyday lives of audiences?  

The chapter is divided into four sections that look at different ways talk 

shows are relevant to the public sphere in the focus group discussions. The first 

looks at the potential for talk shows to provide platforms that extend and enhance 

participation within the public sphere. The second section looks at the way talk 

shows can also introduce new issues to the public sphere previously 

unacknowledged, particularly those which the women in the focus groups describe 

as important for women generally, and Arab women in particular. The third section 

explores the way the boundaries between the private and public are negotiated 

and reinstated by the participants as they discuss and decide which topics are 

appropriate for public discussion and which are not. Finally, the fourth section 

elaborates on these discussions by exploring the importance of family contexts of 

viewing in relation to audiences’ reception of these shows and the 

appropriateness of certain discussions on them to the context in which they are 

received.  

Talk shows as instruments encouraging extended audience participation in 
the (Arab) public sphere   

This section explores one way in which the women in the focus groups 

expressed their reception and use of talk shows, in relation to the meanings they 

hold for their broader participation in a public sphere. The following extracts from 

focus group A will reveal how for these women, talk shows can be seen to provide 

extended platforms of a Habermasian public sphere where issues can be further 

taken up and investigated in a number of ways. This focus group combines 

women who share similar life experiences; they are all over 50 years old and have 

had many years of work experience, marriage and family life. They have all 

engaged in social, political and charitable activities organized through their charity 

organisation, and they all identify strongly with their ethnic roots and culture as 

demonstrated by their affiliation and work at the association. The discussion 

begins with participants generally describing their television viewing habits such 
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as what they usually watch and at what times, with talk shows like The Oprah 

Winfrey Show and the Doctors, and news programmes being mentioned first. 

Participants also mention other television genres such as television series and 

soap operas and briefly disagree on which of these they watch (one participant 

answers that she doesn’t watch television series, another declares that she enjoys 

action series which involve crime investigation, to which a third humorously 

answers “that means you are not sexy”). They all agree however, that their interest 

in the news and consumption of it has increased since the protests known as the 

‘Arab Spring’ began in early 2011 (four months before this focus group took place). 

They mention Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya as the two main news channels they 

watch to get all the information on the events, with varying preferences for each 

one, while other national channels like the Jordanian, Syrian and Lebanese news 

channels are described as sources they would occasionally visit. The extent to 

which they watch the news varies amongst them, with A3 explaining that the 

developing events ‘necessitates’ that she watches the news and keeps up with it 

as much as possible, whereas A5 explains that she only flips to news channels 

every now and then for a summary. The participants are then asked about talk 

shows in particular and whether they watched social-oriented ones, to which the 

following answer and discussion in extract 1 ensues. The extract shows the 

participants contrasting the state-controlled Jordanian news channel with pan-

Arab news channels like Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya: 

Extract 7.1 

 A4 it depends on the events, now we all watch political programmes because of 

the events we’re going through 

 M  do you feel that the political shows reflect what is going on then? 

--  Yes of course 

A1 But not all of them. For example the minister of interior affairs came out and 

spoke a few days ago about Khaled Shaheen, they think the people are 

stupid! People know all the details and how he left the country. As an official 

front he [the minister] was talking about how Shaheen had medical records 

from doctors and etcetera, that he basically left the country legally for… 

A7  yea for treatment 

A1  so the Jordanian political shows are not very convincing 

A2  mmm 

A3  exactly 

A1  so that’s why we flip to other ones, for example… 
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A3  MBC? LBC? 

A2  yes Al-Jazeera 

A1 yes yes we mostly watch these, for politics I mean, but for social 

programmes we move to Jordan channel sometimes 

A3 you can consider that Arab people now have an awareness and knowledge 

more than the governments can imagine 

A1  mm… 

A3 because no matter what they say, no matter what they say, they can’t 

overshadow the awareness that young people now have  

A7  because there are now different sources of information 

A3 because there is now valuable information, there is Facebook, there is the 

Internet, there are newspapers. Even though the government newspapers 

are controlled they can’t write the truth, but there are other fronts where you 

can understand what’s right from wrong. And so I think it’s like what A1 has 

said, for the government to say this, this and that as breaking news, that is 

not acceptable. It’s not acceptable for any Arab person! 

A1  exactly  

  

In this extract, the participants are clearly questioning the credibility of 

official news circulated by the government on the main Jordanian news channel 

‘Al-Urduniyya’ (the Jordanian), and criticizing the lack of transparency which 

characterises it. The participants are referring to the scandal surrounding one of 

Jordan’s influential businessmen who, after being accused of corruption and 

imprisoned, was released soon after under medical reasons. The scandal came 

amid months of protests and a series of corruption cases in Jordan, as well as the 

broader regional events of the so-called Arab Spring, triggering further the 

protesters’ contempt of the ruling government at the time. A1 is critical of 

Jordanian news and its lack of credibility or transparency, describing it as 

‘unconvincing’ and even suggesting that it is patronizing to the audiences’ 

mindfulness to the real nature of events.  It is for this reason, she explains, that 

people prefer to switch over to channels like Al-Jazeera (to which participants A2, 

A3 and A7 agree as well). Her statement seems to reflect a sense of disparity felt 

between ‘the people’ and the government, which is further emphasized in A3’s 

following statements about an empowered ‘Arab people’ whose awareness from 

different sources of information, enables them to critically evaluate, resist and 

even reject when necessary news circulated by the government. This relationship 

between members of the public and the state, and the ability of the former to 
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actively and critically engage with and influence the latter’s performance and 

representativeness, is crucial in the Habermasian sense of a public sphere and 

discursive models of democracy more generally. What the extract reveals is the 

instrumental role which pan-Arab news channels like Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya 

play in opening up public debate over relevant and current political issues, both 

local and regional ones, and allowing audiences such as the women in this focus 

group, to access information about these issues and events, and engage in 

discussions about them. This discussion is immediately followed by another one in 

which talk shows’ role and ability for opening up debates is also highlighted, 

especially in relation to similar political issues, as participants provide a more 

positive account of these shows’ roles in comparison to the news sources they 

discuss earlier.  

Extract 7.2 

M okay, I noticed we have been talking about the political events that have taken 

place over the past few months, how can we relate these to our discussion about 

talk shows? Are there any talk shows which discuss these issues too?  

A1 yes, there is Abeer Al Zaben in Sittoun Daqeeqa (60 Minutes), I always enjoy 

watching her. She hosts officials or people who are directly involved in the issues 

she is investigating, two or three people, and she looks into the issues with them 

A3 in a bold way 

A1  in a bold way yes, and she is good too, so I find this show quite nice 

A2 on Jordanian television 

A3 it comes on every Friday  

M Are there any other shows like this? 

A2 sometimes when you are watching the main news bulletin, according to the event 

that is taking place they host some people and have a discussion with them, so 

you watch these according to your interest in that issue. Nowadays its generally 

news stations that host people like politicians or experts. 

A4 there is a show, Yahdouth Al Yawm (Events of the day) at 11am, they talk about 

what problems there are in Jordan and things like that. 

A2 but this, it isn’t a talk show no? 

A3 no it is not 

A4  it is! 

A1  in Amman? 

A4 yes in Amman 

A3 it’s a call in show like Mohammed Al Wakeel’s….it takes complaints.  

A2 they deliver complaints to officials, it’s a nice show!  
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In this previous extract, two Jordanian talk shows Sittoun Daqeeqa and 

Yahdouth Al Yawm are mentioned and highlighted for two reasons: the first, for its 

ability to cater for extended discussions about current political issues and events 

and inquiring further into them with official members of society who can be held 

accountable for them; and the second for its provision of a space where problems 

and issues can be mobilized upwards from the grassroots to government officials. 

A3 also mentions a third Jordanian talk show hosted by Salim Sharif which she 

enjoyed watching due to the broad range of issues it discussed including political, 

social and religious ones, as well the wide range of people across various classes 

and professions it hosts. This extract reveals that talk shows, even Jordanian ones 

in this case, enjoy a higher status among audiences than Jordanian news, since 

they encourage participation in public debate and make the debate more inclusive 

in a number of ways listed by the participants: by including a variety of voices 

including those from the audience, by catering for a wider variety of issues that are 

of interest to the audiences, and presenting those in a bold manner which can 

challenge and hold elite members of society accountable to them. Moreover, in 

the light of the transformative regional events of the Arab Spring and their 

connection with and implications on political events within Jordan, the participants 

seem to express a lack of trust in local news programmes and an appreciation 

instead for the role of local talk shows in opening up national political events for 

inquiry and discussion and holding elites more accountable. In that sense, talk 

shows demonstrate a political significance in providing unique platforms for 

questioning and challenging power and authority and responding to as well as 

satisfying the public’s needs to query and challenge dominant discourses. 

By communicating one way for watching and appreciating talk shows and the 

variety of topics and guests they hosted, through criticisms of local news 

circulated by the government, the importance of talk shows in relation to the public 

sphere begins to emerge. The women’s mention of lack of transparency in official 

news broadcast on the government-controlled Jordanian channels and their 

admiration for talk shows as dialogic platforms where this news can potentially be 

further explored, and a range of other issues discussed and people’s voices heard, 

suggests that talk shows enhance and encourage greater participation in a 

Habermasian public sphere by providing extended platforms to those issues 
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acknowledged and debated in the latter. It is also here that McGuigan’s (2005) 

proposal of a cultural public sphere becomes significant as the talk shows provide 

a space for keen popular engagement in issues and concerns “related to the 

immediacy of lifeworld concerns” characterised by an affective mode of 

communication “instead of the cognitive mode normally associated with 

experience of a remote, apparently unfathomable and uncontrollable system” 

(McGuigan, 2005: 434-435). In this sense, talk shows play a crucial mediatory role 

between a Habermasian public sphere and a cultural one in their keenness to 

engage with political and social issues relevant to the former and their more varied 

and affective styles of engagement characterising the latter.   

 In this previous extract, another element of the participants’ experiences of 

watching these shows which emerges is the pleasure and entertainment the 

women get from watching these talk shows. A1 explains that she ‘enjoys’ watching 

60 minutes, for example, highlighting again the affective nature of the experience 

and its importance in addition to the use-value perceived in them. The tendency to 

describe talk shows in terms of their entertainment value, such as enjoyable and 

entertaining, or in some fewer cases as boring or irrelevant, was present across 

different focus groups. The entertainment factor was mostly salient and discussed 

in the focus group conducted with the youngest group of participants, in focus 

group H. In this focus group, participants mentioned they enjoyed watching talk 

shows like The Oprah Winfrey Show, Kalam Nawaem and the Doctors from time 

to time, and tended to generally evaluate the popularity of these shows according 

to their entertaining level. For example, H3 expresses that she used to enjoy 

watching the The Oprah Winfrey Show, but soon after started finding it ‘repetitive’ 

and ‘boring’. A third participant, H6, mentions a show she likes watching called 

Hadeeth al-Balad (the talk of the town) because it discusses current events and 

also hosts celebrities like singers, “combining between two important things in our 

lives” as she describes it. This entertainment was provided to them in the 

‘scandalous’ revelations and stories on the shows about celebrities and ordinary 

people. The following extract is an example of such a discussion: 

Extract 7.3 

H3 here the shows that become successful are ones that involve scandals, like 

that one that is broadcast in Ramadan. 

H4 Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed  
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H3 yes, they would bring an artist and embarrass him with questions, and people 

get entertained by his humiliation, this is what attracts people 

H4 they bring scandals  

H5 they have a curiosity about these things 

H4 there was a show on Jaras TV, im not sure if it’s a talk show but I think it was 

because there were people who kept phoning in, and they would pick 

someone in particular and they would keep talking about them and reveal 

things about them which are weird to say on television at the time, everyone 

used to watch it. It’s a channel that barely anyone knows but I think after 

everyone started watching it, then it stopped or I don’t know what happened.  

M do you remember the name of the show? 

H4 no  

 

In focus group G, when asked why the participants enjoyed watching talk 

shows, participant G3 answers: “they are entertaining, and every forbidden fruit is 

sweet. The things they bring I definitely don’t speak about it with my family, things 

you get introduced to which would never cross your mind, so I like watching these 

kind of things”. G2 adds to that stating: “that’s right, on the Doctors for example 

they give you advice that is really good about things you would have never known”. 

The importance of this entertainment factor here stems from the ability of these 

talk shows to provide more readily available information and discussions about 

issues that these young women would otherwise find harder to locate and more 

difficult to engage in with others without such a trigger. This relates back to what 

Dyer (1993) notes to be the most defining and important aspect of entertainment; 

its ability to respond to society’s needs and problems. Entertainment’s importance 

here in terms of the emotional engagement it triggers for audiences as a result of 

catering for certain needs in exciting and unprecedented ways, is also key as it 

can be argued that it provides ways of easing the transition of certain issues from 

the private into the public domains (and as a result expanding the boundaries of 

public discussion) in ways that are more approachable to younger audiences than 

perhaps deliberative ones. Finally, it can also be deduced that there is an 

underlying powerful political impact that this entertainment contains, as there is a 

sense of independence and rebellion that is subtly expressed in participant G3’s 

statement. The entertainment value here is transformed into a political one as a 

result of the role of these shows in catering these unprecedented discussions that 
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are popularly entertaining, which can facilitate the process by which certain 

political ideas can be entertained.  

Talk shows as prompts for challenging and expanding the boundaries of the 
(Arab) public sphere among audiences  

This section looks at other examples of women’s discussions of talk shows, 

and the different consequences of these shows for the public sphere beyond 

extended platforms only. Whereas the previous section looked at talk shows’ role 

in engaging audiences and members of society with issues and debates already 

consuming public debate from which they are usually excluded, this section looks 

at the potential of talk shows for expanding public sphere debates to bring to light 

issues which have been ignored and unacknowledged. The following examples 

from the participants’ discussions will demonstrate the significant role that women 

place upon these shows, particularly in terms of their ability to challenge cultural 

boundaries and taboos. They reveal an emergent feminist critique, similar to those 

visible in the show’s discussions as examined in chapter 5, within women’s use 

and reception of the shows, as they passionately negotiate and contest cultural 

conventions, boundaries and taboos.  

The following extracts 4 and 5 from focus group C, are two examples of how 

talk shows can expand public debate by bringing to the fore, and introducing, 

social and political issues that are of particular relevance and importance to 

women. Focus group C combines a varied group of women; it included 7 women 

in total of different ages and generations, all of whom are at different stages of 

their lives. For example, 4 of the participants are married and have children (C1, 

C2, C3 and C6), their ages ranging between 30 and 58 years old. The rest of the 

three participants (C4, C5 and C7) are young single women whose ages range 

between 21 and 26 years old, two of whom are students (C4 and C7), while A5 is 

currently unemployed. The focus group combines a mother and her two daughters 

(C6, C4 and C5 respectively), relatives (C1 is the mother-in-law of C2), friends (C3 

is C6’s friend) and neighbours (C7 is the neighbour of my relative where the focus 

group took place). 

 What is interesting in their conversation are the direct links they make 

between the shows’ discussion of issues or problems that are important to them 
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and the consequences these have on women’s participation and inclusion within 

the public sphere. In the following extract, C6 talks about the Arab talk show 

Kalam Nawaem6 : 

Extract 7.4 

M  Now we were talking about the MBC itself, then we began talking about its 

programmes and we then moved on to talking a bit about serials. But now 

let’s go back again to talk shows. Do you watch any particular talk shows, 

like social related ones to start with, because I know there are also political 

ones too but… 

C6 [interrupts] I feel that Kalam Nawaem is a nice programme which deals with 

a lot of issues. Like yesterday I switched to it by chance and they were 

talking about the husband and wife and their financial issues, like basically 

who will be controlling the finances, and there was an enriched debate 

about it. One woman said as soon as I get married I will ask my husband 

what is your salary and I will tell him what my salary is so we can put them 

together. Some people were with that, some were against it saying that this 

is the privacy of the man and that it is acceptable for the man to spend on 

his house his wife and things like that, but how much he has the wife has no 

say in. So it seems to me that this is a crucial social issue especially for 

today’s generation, it seems to me that when a girl who works wants to get 

married, the first issue immediately becomes who will spend on the house7, 

you see? So this topic really caught my attention and I sat down listening 

and they really said some very interesting things.  

 

C6, who is a 48 year old and mother of five living in Amman, begins 

explaining why she enjoys watching the talk show Kalam Nawaem. In this specific 

example, the importance of the show for her lies in the fact that it publicly brings to 

light an important issue regarding marital relationships, particularly the roles of the 

husband and wife in decision-making processes. What is interesting to C6 about 

the show are the contrasting societal opinions that are hosted on the show about 

the role of the man and the woman within the family, where more liberal and 

progressive opinions about gender roles and equality are pitted against more 

conservative ones which emphasize boundaries and restrictions between the 

spouses. C6 explains that the discussion of these issues is particularly important 

                                            
6	  Which is adapted from the format of the American talk show The View.	  
7	  Akin	  to	  the	  English	  phrase	  “put	  the	  food	  on	  the	  table”.	  
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for younger working females who are now earning their own salaries and by that 

increasingly assuming more independence and control over their lives, their roles 

within family and decision-making. This example portrays the important role which 

talk shows play for their audiences as a space for challenging established social 

relations and public opinion about it, which is rarely discussed or recognized on 

other mediated platforms like the news. The conversation is continued with C1 

elaborating on the importance she finds in these shows as well: 

Extract 7.5 

C1 they broadcast shows for example about raising awareness for the working 

woman because she is bringing a salary and she is being exploited. The 

man comes and says “yes you and me” then he takes her salary or most of 

it and spends it on the house and then when the time comes for savings he 

saves alone, and a lot of women lose their income. So there must be 

awareness shows for the working woman and the Middle Eastern woman so 

she does not get exploited financially.  

C6 yes exactly. 

C1 and a lot of women need to warn their daughters that “you [addressing the 

daughter] are leaving to your own home and you and your husband are one 

but only when he sees you as one too, it is not for him to save up and make 

you spend and then say I’m the man, no”. Even when one doesn’t work you 

must still be one. 

C6 exactly, so this is it, the topic that is discussed is what attracts one’s 

attention to sit down. So this topic is very…like most divorce cases happen 

due to financial issues, most problems happen because of that, some 

people can’t continue together.  

C1 there are no guarantees, there are no guarantees. 

C6 exactly, so this is why I would like for one to watch talk shows, you feel that 

the ideas that are proposed… 

C4 and you see different points of view from more than one person, not just one 

person who keeps talking no, there is a group of people sitting and they 

bring people who went through things you know, they talk about their 

stories.  

       (Focus group C, pages 7-8) 

 

Here, financial situations and a woman’s work and income are brought up 

again, where the women are negotiating the importance and centrality of it to 

power relations between a husband and wife and the equality it can potentially 

bring. The participants see this issue as a problematic one where some women 
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are still disadvantaged by it, and they regard talk shows as a place where such 

issues can be addressed. C6’s last statement clearly points out the direct 

relationship perceived between talk shows and the ability to raise awareness 

about gender inequality and similar issues. The beneficiaries of this awareness 

and knowledge are both young females and their mothers who, as C1 and C6 

explain, can become more aware and informed about these problems from the 

talk show discussions and able to discuss it together. As a result, these shows are 

significant for their female audiences for their ability to acknowledge issues that 

are important to women in particular which would otherwise be left unrecognized, 

raise awareness about them and potentially open up channels of communication 

within families about it. C1 and C6 seem to imply that such discussions can even 

open up discussions amongst women, particularly mothers and their daughters 

and prompt or encourage them when they might be otherwise difficult to start.  

The previous example also briefly identifies the relevance of talk shows to 

Arab women in particular. C3 identifies the victim of these power relations as the 

‘Middle Eastern woman’; her description reveals a sense of a shared cultural 

experience which spans across a region characterized to an extent by similar and 

shared histories, religion and political events. This sense of a shared experience 

across ‘Arab Middle Eastern women’ appears again in extract 6 below. C3 

elaborates on C4’s comment above about the value of hearing other people’s 

experiences, by emphasizing the similarity in problems and struggles women face 

across the Middle Eastern region and, again, the importance of these shows as 

platforms for sharing these experiences and possible solutions for them: 

Extract 7.6 

C3 another thing is that any talk show that deals with any issue, for example in 

any satellite channel whether it was Lebanon or Dubai or Jordan or Egypt or 

anywhere, most of the problems are the same, meaning they are specific to 

the Arab middle eastern woman, whether she was in Jordan or Saudi Arabia 

or Kuwait or Lebanon or Syria or anywhere. And it also has to do with your 

environment, how you can deal with it and apply solutions in it. Now for 

example in Lebanon they might give you a lot of solutions which are suitable 

for the Lebanese woman, but that does not mean that the Jordanian woman 

cannot also apply those solutions whether it was social or political or women 

or child-related, like the marriage of a Lebanese [woman] to a foreigner and 

the marriage of a Jordanian [woman] to a foreigner. Now both of these 
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women cannot give their husbands nor their children the Jordanian 

nationality, and this is one of the biggest social problems that different 

leaders are working on, some are with some are against it, so any problem 

that is proposed on any satellite channel applies to all Arabs.  

C6 yes it is possible for a problem to be debated like she said, and they can 

then see the different dimensions to it, the officials when they keep track of 

these issues they know how important it is and how much it affects families. 

Like for example the nationality issue; as for me, my daughter is married to a 

non-Jordanian and she tells me “god forbid something happens how will I 

bring my children here, a husband can claim for his children, you see? So 

how will she protect herself and her children? So this nationality issue is 

very important.  

 

The example given here is again one of gender inequality, where a woman 

who is married to a man from a different country (Arab or non-Arab) cannot then 

pass on her own nationality to her children. This is a problem that is present in 

many Arab countries including Jordan. This is highlighted with C6’s own 

knowledge of this problem through her daughter’s experience, who is married to a 

non-Jordanian man and whose rights to her children are compromised by this law, 

similarly as the right of many other Arab women in the same situation, especially 

in cases where marriage might end in divorce. C3’s statement above thus 

demonstrates a sense of a shared Arab female identity, linked to shared interests 

and struggles across a whole region. As this example suggests, talk shows can 

contribute to the public recognition of such shared problems, and provide a space 

where also solutions or advice can be proposed and shared.  

What these examples first demonstrate is the ability of talk shows to bring to 

light issues that are left unchallenged and accepted at face value. In these 

extracts the women are reflecting on and evaluating, through their own 

experiences sometimes, issues and problems that they perceive as shared among 

Arab women. For them, these shows are creating (or consolidating) an awareness 

of gender inequality and the state of women’s rights in Arab countries, and 

contributing to filling in this void in information about these issues.  In this sense, 

these shows become of particular relevance and importance to Arab women, 

providing channels of communication and information between them that 

strengthen and maximize this sense of a shared experience expressed in the 
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participants’ discussions above. These ties of shared experience are established 

at different levels between different generations of women; at a personal and 

social level between members of the family or friends, as well as at a regional one 

between Arab women from different countries. The shows appear to function as a 

prompt that encourages Arab women to convene virtually, learn and share about 

each other’s experiences, contributing to what might be possibly described as a 

transnational ‘imagined community’ of Arab women – imagined in a similar way as 

a nation, according to Benedict Anderson (1983) – as well as a transnational Arab 

female public sphere. 

Through encouraging such a transnational Arab female public sphere and 

community talk shows arguably make a significant contribution to the public 

sphere; they expand participation in the public sphere by encouraging the active 

involvement, interest and contribution of women to issues that are of interest and 

crucial importance to them, as well as expand the scope of issues acknowledged 

and recognized publicly. By raising the public profile of private and personal 

issues related to family life and highlighting their political importance for the power 

relations and hierarchies they sustain, as well as highlighting and problematizing 

the masculine notion of citizenry which Fraser talks about (raised in the example 

above about women’s rights as citizens to give their nationality to their children), 

these shows encourage and contribute to re-thinking and re-defining Habermas’ 

notion of the ‘common good’ and what it constitutes, to become more inclusive of 

women. Fraser’s notion of the oppositional public sphere is valuable here for 

thinking about the shows in terms of the boundaries they are pushing in their 

debates, and for the network of women they are helping knit.  

Focus group participants also valued talk shows for their ability to address 

and discuss issues that are often seen as controversial or taboo. This is yet 

another way (in addition to introducing issues relevant to women as extracts 4, 5 

and 6 have demonstrated) in which talk shows can contribute to expanding the 

boundaries of the public sphere among audiences. This can be seen in the 

following extract from a different focus group composed of schoolteachers. As 

evident from the extract, participants discuss the importance of talk shows in terms 

of bringing people’s attentions to important issues that often deemed controversial 

and taboo. The discussion develops into a critique of these shows’ ability to make 
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a difference for women, with one participant, D2, asking: “do these shows, 

particularly the producers and hosts who are of a certain degree of knowledge and 

awareness, lead the discussions of such issues knowledgeably and responsibly to 

send a message across to our society towards a more positive goal for women 

and their good? And to change the superior patriarchal perspective in Arab 

societies?”. The question posed by this participant again indicates the awareness 

and active reception that participants engage in while watching these shows and 

thinking about the consequences of their public discussions, and the potential they 

perceive for these shows to function as vehicles for women to participate in the 

traditional official public sphere. The following discussion ensues as the rest of the 

participants discuss back: 

Extract 7.7 

D1 yes of course they try yes 

D3 yes there are some shows 

D5 there are some attempts 

D2 im just asking 

D7 I’ll tell you, to be honest I used to watch these shows in the past, now at this 

time I can’t remember their names for you, but truly there were shows that I 

felt attracted me and which showed some interesting and varied topics, like 

women’s beauty on one side, her home, her relation with her husband 

D1 her children 

D7 everything  

D2 no I am saying other than these traditional topics, sadly there are 

stereotypical topics that are attached to women; beauty, kitchen, fashion, 

perfumes, make up. What I mean is cultural topics, literary topics, political 

topics, that will treat women more as a human being, the woman as a 

human being not as an object. There is for example on MBC4, in the 

morning, Good Morning Arabs? I think there is a show like that? 

D7 MBC1 

D2 sometimes, excuse me MBC1, when I am on holiday my sister tells me to 

watch it, so sometime I would, and they would propose daring topics like 

honour crimes and virginity, and society’s take on it in the Arab countries, 

and when will we ever get rid of it 

D5 and they still do, they still do 

D2 so what I mean is they are proposing taboo topics for debate, these 

forbidden ones, so that they raise awareness. So as a result these are the 

topics that we need, especially the treatment of women as human beings, 

the woman not as a body not as an object, the woman as a human being 
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who has a role.   

        (Focus group D, pages 9-

10) 

 

In this focus group, talk shows are again discussed in relation to their 

coverage of controversial issues, as participants recall shows that discuss issues 

such as honour crimes, rape, incest and similar others. In this focus group in 

particular, participant D2 raises many questions about the shows’ ability to change 

gendered hegemonic relationships and male-dominance. When D7 attempts to 

counter this argument by mentioning shows she finds interesting and addressed to 

women, and which engage with topics such beauty and health, D2 is quick to 

reject these as ‘stereotypical’ and purely consumption-driven, opting instead for 

the discussion of taboo issues on these shows. This example reveals two different 

ways in which these shows can be perceived as addressing female issues; for D2, 

talk shows can potentially serve transformative functions, allowing women to 

engage in more serious discussions about women’s rights and problems, politics 

and cultural and literary debates as she mention in the focus groups as well. In 

this sense, D2 emphasizes the need for these shows to engage women in the 

public debates that are already in place by addressing serious problems they face 

and engaging them in official politics in order to transform stereotypes about 

gendered roles and re-claim women’s role within the traditional public sphere.  

Talk shows and the reinstatement of public sphere boundaries among 
audiences 
 
 Each of the previous sections argued that talk shows can encourage 

extended participation within the public sphere, or prompt the process of 

challenging the boundaries of the public sphere among audiences. This section on 

the other hand demonstrates that the boundaries of the public sphere can prove 

difficult to challenge and that in some cases, opening up a taboo on a talk show 

may end up provoking a negative reaction among audiences, and initiate a 

reassertion of existing public sphere boundaries. In the following extract from 

focus group J, the participants’ discuss and evaluate what issues they think can or 

should be publicly explored on talk shows, and which issues should remain off-

limits: 
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Extract 7.8 

J3 you can talk about politics, politics you can talk about, the environment you can 

talk about, you can talk about…you can talk about a lot…but here a woman can’t 

speak, that’s what I feel. In the shows where there is a man and a woman, the man 

always dominates and is much stronger, that’s what I feel here with Arabs, a 

woman can’t say anything, the man is the person who can speak. 

J5 I feel that this was the case a long time ago, now things have changed 

J3 they talk, they do, but she can’t talk about a private experience which she 

went through and which for example involves her family or relatives or 

anyone else 

J5 mmm (agreeing) 

J3 they can’t talk about these things here, rarely would you find people who can 

talk about these things, even if it was a talk show, a social one for 

example…for a woman to come and talk about her issue or problem or what 

happened with her… 

J1 on non-Arab talk shows for example.. 

J3  yes it’s okay  

J1 let’s say Oprah for example, when she comes to deal with a particular 

problem, she brings the man and she brings the woman, and says for 

example you did this this and that and you did this this and that. Now we 

don’t have the courage in our talk shows to bring men, or for example a dad 

who physically assaulted his daughter and bring her too, and ask how did 

you do this and what are your feelings towards this. 

J4 he will hit her [the host] and his daughter and the producer and the director 

and he’ll just leave (laughs sarcastically) 

J1 they won’t even dare, they won’t even dare produce such a show, the 

mentality here.. 

J3 that’s right that’s right even in newspapers you find they use symbols for 

names 

J4 on Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed the woman would appear in a room with her 

face covered 

J5 yea they cover her face and change her voice too 

  

 In this example, the participants are discussing amongst each other and 

acknowledging that there are limits to issues that can be addressed on Arab 

television talk shows. They identify a continuum of issues that are prohibited from 

discussion; at one end of this continuum are issues such as the environment and 

politics, although even the latter becomes more controversial the higher up in 

status political figures involved in the discussion become. At the other end of the 
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continuum are all women’s experiences of any intimate or sexual activity, or even 

assault (this has also been mentioned in the literature review where television 

hosts also agree that talk about sex, politics, and religion are considered the main 

taboos). This is evident when J3 mentions unequal gendered power relations 

between male and female hosts, to which J5 initially answers with disagreement, 

arguing that this has changed over the years. However, when J3 provides more 

specific examples of public talk about private experiences such as assault or rape, 

both J5 and the rest of the participants seem to agree on the difficulty of making 

these issues public. What this discussion amongst the participants importantly 

reveals, about the relationship and participation between men and women on the 

shows, are the powerful gendered boundaries still perceived to be in place even 

within interactions on the shows (where women are embarrassed, ashamed or 

fearful of exposing certain information in front of their male counterparts) which 

resist and hinder the shows’ abilities to extend participation and expand the scope 

of issues discussed. While these boundaries are hard to completely eradicate on 

the shows even with the talk show format’s self-proclaimed power in doing just 

that, the participants suggest the ways in which some of these shows like Ahmar 

Bel Khat El Areed in particular have managed to push and challenge these 

boundaries by using techniques to make sure the issues are still discussed, such 

as protecting the identities of participants.  

These examples of issues relating to the centrality of the woman and her 

chastity to the family and the cultural importance of the latter’s honour and 

reputation are important when considering the role of these talk shows in the 

public sphere particularly for their influence over the inclusion and participation of 

women. This issue is one of the most sensitive and controversial issues in Arab 

countries, including Jordan, which not only hinder debates about it, but in some 

cases can even lead to crimes known as ‘honour crimes’. In Jordan, awareness 

campaigns have attempted to target the issue and generate discussion about it, 

such as the No Honor in Crime campaign that began in 2009 to give more 

attention to the issue by monitoring how it is reported in the media and followed up 

by law. The participants’ discussions reveal their awareness of the difficulty of 

discussing such issues publicly, and J4’s statement points to the physical threats 

and dangers that can be anticipated as a result of crossing these boundaries and 
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talking about these issues. J3 also points out the dangers for a woman to publicly 

speak about a sensitive issue on television when she states: “the society you live 

in plays a role…here for a woman to go on television and talk about a sensitive 

issue for example, they will tell her come here and they will kill her, yes! (laughs 

sarcastically) these things happen! There are things which they can’t delve into, 

but there [in the West] you have the idea of a debate, and people talking about 

their problems is not a problem, here the society we live in plays a role”. The 

participants also compare Arab and non-Arab talk shows and cultural values more 

generally, and the effect that has on public debates, and seem to yearn for shows 

similar to American ones like The Oprah Winfrey show where such discussions 

are possible. The participants suggest alternative techniques in which these 

issues can be discussed on these shows in ways that are more suited to the 

cultural values, such as making the guests who are hosted on these shows 

anonymous.  

As seen in extract 7.8, participants suggest that there are limits to issues that 

can be addressed on Arab talk shows, and they seem to agree on where these 

limits should lie. In the following extract, however, we see the participants 

themselves disagreeing over where the limits of the Arab public sphere should lie, 

as they argue over whether or not it is  ‘appropriate’ for certain topics to cross over 

from the private sphere into the public one: 

Extract 7.9 

C3 So this was one of the best talk shows in Cairo, they have all the problems 

in the world and no one has the courage to talk about it, this woman had the 

courage to do so and she talked about Night girls and the next day, it was 

said that they don’t have night girls at all and Egypt doesn’t have any 

problems, and as a consequence the show was stopped. And there is also 

Zaven which is Sireh Winfatahet so anything that the Arab citizen can’t talk 

about in any setting 

C4 He talked about it 

C3 He talked about it, and would discuss it at any level, whether it is social, 

moral, sex-related anything...here when it comes to sex there is a red line 

C1 We change the story, we change the topic 

C6 like rape, the issue of rape 

C3 Yea they change and they forget 

C6 Like it was often discussed the issue of girls being raped by members of 

their family, by her brother, by her dad, issues that are there but the idea of 
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actually discussing it so that whoever experienced this issues can come out 

about it, which is better than carrying that anxiety on their hearts, they can 

come out and talk, express themselves about their situation so they make 

audiences aware that with anything that happens to you it is best to come 

out and let it out 

C1 There are things that are not easy to let out because it is an affront... 

C6 But that shouldn’t be! 

C1 It is an affront to public decency 

C6 No no! There shouldn’t be things... 

C4 There isn’t anything that is an affront... 

[….] 

C6 But there has to be awareness 

C7 Yea there are times she should know, she should know 

C6 Yea! 

C7 That something like this could happen, or she will remain quiet about it 

C1 Yea she should know it from private awareness from parents not on a public 

show like this which focuses on it as if it is a problem... 

C6 But there is a possibility that if it wasn’t seen on a public show like this you 

won’t know 

C7 Not to know or... 

C6 So the idea is that when it is tackled... 

C1 No mothers know, awareness comes from home 

C6 But who will have the courage to come and talk, sometimes a mother does 

not have the courage to talk unless the topic is brought up, like there are 

topics my daughters come and ask me about which I personally wouldn’t 

think of opening the subject with them, but when they heard from their 

friends or when they saw it on TV and they didn’t have background 

knowledge on it the best thing to do is to come and tell me, so I need to be 

encouraged in a diplomatic way, in a respectful way to explain it to them. 

 

At the beginning of the extract, the participants agree on the fact that certain, 

more controversial, issues are more frowned upon for public discussion than 

others, with the sexual crimes committed against women given as an example. 

The boundaries regarding such discussions are apparent in the statements by C3 

who states that “here when it comes to sex there is a red line”, and C1 “we change 

the story, we change the topic”. The argument ensues after C6 presents a more 

liberal opinion of eliminating the boundaries of what is spoken about publicly, and 

seems to imply a cathartic function for talk shows where a person can share and 

‘let out’ their unfortunate experiences to other people, find comfort in other 
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people’s similar experiences or help to promote awareness for others, particularly 

young women. C1 disagrees about the public nature of these discussions and talk 

shows being the ‘appropriate’ platforms for them, reflecting a more conservative 

view which regards the public acknowledgment of these issues an ‘affront to 

public decency’. The last part of the extract in which participants are negotiating 

the potential awareness these discussions can provide for young women, reveals 

the sensitivity and resistance which surrounds public debate about these issues, 

when C1 states “yes she should know it from private awareness from parents not 

on a public show like this”. C6, on the other hand, emphasizes in turn (as 

discussed before in the first extract) the potential these shows have for opening up 

intergenerational lines of communication between mothers and daughters, 

explaining that without these shows and the opportunities they create for opening 

up such discussions between family members, people would shy away from them.  

This example clarifies that the boundaries between the private and public 

domains of people’s lives are not fixed or unanimously agreed upon by everyone, 

and reveals the contrast in opinions about the public disclosure of issues like 

these on television. As such, this extract offers a perfect example of a public 

sphere as a never-ending process, a process that, as argued in the discussion of 

theories of the public sphere, extends from television programmes themselves into 

audience reception. Treating the public sphere as a static object limited to media 

production and the media texts would fail to acknowledge these processes. It is 

only by treating the public sphere as a process and examining how it is constituted 

and reconstituted in audience reception that we can fully appreciate how the 

public sphere functions as a part of everyday life.  

What is also interesting about this extract is the dominance of the mothers in 

the group over the conversation, as the younger participants remain quiet, 

listening, with a few occasional brief statements of endorsement. It is the older 

married women of the group who argue and negotiate the discussion of taboo 

issues on talk shows and the consequences of these for younger women like their 

daughters. This unequal position of the two generations in the discussion reminds 

us of the power relationships at work in every real-life public debate. Even though 

talk shows may act as instruments of inclusion (in terms of expanding public 

debate to female segments of the population which tend to remain on its margins) 
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this does not mean that they can overcome all obstacles to exclusion. In this case, 

we see how the power relationships between female members of the audience 

themselves end up excluding or at least marginalizing some segments of this 

audience. I shall return to these issues in the last section of this chapter, where I 

discuss family contexts of viewing.     

 Whereas the previous two examples focused on negotiating ad reinstating 

the boundaries of the public sphere with regard to the ‘content’ on these shows, 

the next two extracts demonstrate the reinstatement of boundaries of the Arab 

public sphere in relation the ‘format’ of these shows and the style in which debates 

take place. One striking common discussion that took place across the majority of 

focus groups was participants’ disapproval of a particular show, Lahthet Al 

Haqeeqa (The Moment of Truth). The women criticized the type of questions and 

the style in which they were asked on these shows, emphasizing the need to see 

the discussions about taboo issues as constructive, respectful, educational and 

raising awareness; criteria which they did not associate with this type of show. In 

the following discussion, the women of focus group D discuss Lahthet Al-Haqeeqa 

and the nature of questions discussions taking place on the show. It reveals how 

this show, and the daring private inquisitions and personal disclosures sought on it, 

are met with rejection by the participants: 

Extract 7.10 

D3 there is a talk show which I was very upset to see produced in Arabic 

D6 yea I know which one you are talking about 

D3 which is... 

D6 the Moment of Truth 

D3 yes Moment of Truth 

D5 yes Lahthaat Al Haqeeqa [Arabic translation to the Moment of Truth] 

D3 this has recently began 

D4 very controversial one that one 

D3 I was very annoyed, we are bringing whatever foreign shows, we are 

bringing them here 

D7 yes without any thinking 

D3 without thinking 

D1 and it does not suit us 

D3 it harms families  

D5 that’s right yes 

D3 it reveals people’s problems 
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D5 yes yes 

D3 harmful 

D6 many problems happen as a result of it 

D4 it will cause big problems  

D6 it will yes yes  

D2 our society cannot bear it  

 

The participants strongly reject the show for the dangers they perceive in it, 

particularly due to its incompatibility with the conservative cultural context of the 

region as the participants describe. This discussion about the show and its 

irreconcilable nature with the cultural norms and the Arab ‘mentality’ as described 

by one participant, is reverberated across the different focus groups and between 

the women of all ages, even the younger ones. Participants do express that they 

enjoy watching the original American version of the show, revealing that it only 

becomes problematic when adopted on Arab television. What this perhaps also 

suggests in addition to the participants’ rejection of this particular show’s format is 

the cultural specificity of the ‘entertainment’ value of a show, and what acceptable 

entertainment is in relation to Arab talk shows. For example, younger participants 

from focus group G expressed a level of pleasure in watching talk shows that 

provided them with avenues to learn and digitally converse with the show’s guests 

on issues they could not speak about or initiate with parents or members of the 

same community. In that case, the entertainment value or pleasure participants 

received from these shows had an underlying political and rebellious one that 

paved the way for these younger participants to enter and engage with the public 

sphere.  However, in relation to the show Lahthaat al Haqeeqa described here by 

group D, on which guests are grilled for information that is akin to gossip or 

scandal about their private lives, the entertainment value of this show is 

immediately rejected once the show is translated and applied to the Arab cultural 

context.  

This is more prominent in Group D’s discussion when the topic is revisited 

again by the participants towards the end. Participant D2 advocates Lahthaat al 

Haqeeqa and its format for the potentially transformative function it could have, 

which is met with fierce rejection by the rest of the participants:  

Extract 7.11 
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D7 topics like these I don’t have a problem with, like obesity and other 

educational things, I don’t find I problem with, but this Lahthat Al Haqeeqa 

one [the Moment of Truth] 

D5 yea 

D7 like this does not suit our society, it does not suit our region, to sit down a 

man in front of his mother in law while the host asks him questions and 

wants to reveal things, it creates a lot of problems 

D6 our society cannot bear such things 

D7 we are not the kind of people who accepts criticism especially on television 

in front of all people, you see? How can he find out something about his 

wife, or find out something about her brother? It’s very hard on us to take, 

we still haven’t reached that level of openness in our relationships with each 

other, I feel that this is the problem.  

D2 but is it not possible that these shows, which propose topics that are 

atypical, can possibly assist in a positive change in our society for the 

future? 

D6 it might increase the problems much more too 

D2  yes okay but there is nothing without a price, there is nothing without a 

price, these revolutions when it liberates populations there are things that 

must fall. But I say if the goal of these shows, I have looked at it sometimes 

at some scenes, if the goal of these shows is to reach sincerity in 

relationships and transparency, then so be it, let it create problems and 

destroy 10 houses and a hundred house and a thousand house now in the 

hopes of reconstructing life.  

(strong rejection from participants as they talk over each other rejecting the 

statement, discussion becomes very difficult to hear) 

D6 no this does not work     

 

In both of these extracts, the women emphasise the problematic nature of 

the format of this particular show, in contrast to the rest of the talk shows 

discussed earlier by the participants. The participants perceive it as having a more 

confrontational and gossip-like element to it, delving into the personal private lives 

of people and their relationships. The participants highlight the dangers this type 

of show imposes, as it seems to challenge family ties, relationships and values 

such as respect, as D7 portrays in her second statement in which she expresses 

disapproval towards sitting ‘a man in front of his mother-in-law’. The participants 

seem to differentiate between other shows’ discussions of private issues that can 

be privately occurring at a social and national level, such as violence and issues of 

gender inequality, and those which delve into the private lives of people with the 
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aim towards revealing scandalous stories. Participant D2, on the other hand, 

disagrees with the rest of the participants’ rejection of this show, arguing that such 

confrontational formats can still have a potential for valuable long-term 

consequences such as transparency in communication within family life and 

between men and women, and the gradual breaking down of patriarchal 

infrastructures, drawing similarities between the influences these shows have and 

those of the ‘Arab spring’ protests on hardened and corrupt political structures. 

What the discussion then portrays is women’s active and critical negotiation of 

how public debates should take place and the criteria which maintain successful 

and constructive public debates. As with extracts discussed earlier, these 

examples also provide telling instances of the public sphere as a never-ending 

process.  

Talk shows, family viewing and public decency  

Focus group discussions are of course not a direct reflection of actual 

everyday processes of audience reception that occur in private living rooms or 

kitchens. Nonetheless, the participants of focus groups examined here often 

discussed issues related to everyday contexts of viewing, and through that offered 

some valuable insights into these processes, which I shall briefly examine in the 

following paragraphs. 

Family contexts and relationships between different members of the family 

proved to be central to the experience of watching talk shows and certain topics 

discussed on them. In focus group G for example, the participants recount 

instances when their ability to watch a talk show was hindered by the presence of 

other members of the family, such as children, or husbands or brothers. In the 

following conversation, the participants explain the difficulty of watching some talk 

shows in the presence of other family members: 

Extract 7.12 

G2 and there are talk shows which are difficult to watch with the family 

G4 sensitive topics 

G3 when they raise sensitive topics 

G2 like raising sensitive topics... it’s hard to watch when you are with your 

brothers, when your young kids are watching, it’s hard.  

M like which shows? 
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G2 Doctors sometimes raise difficult topics and they show pictures sometimes 

on Doctors 

G4 yes  

G3 and Oprah 

G4 there is a show that comes on the MBC, The Green Apple, once they 

brought a topic that is very daring, about sex education and how there must 

be sex education. At the beginning it started talking about it gradually, but 

then they were becoming more daring with the talk and the topics, and they 

also got parents to talk about stories, other than that they also showed some 

pictures. So you find that you feel uncomfortable watching while there are 

children around you, so you find that sometimes you want to watch but you 

can’t.  

 

In this example, age in relation to young children was one factor influencing 

the participant’s ability to watch talk shows. Participants provide a specific 

example of health-oriented talk shows such as the American talk show The 

Doctors and the Arabic talk show similar to it The Green Apple and express their 

inability and unease in watching these shows with their young children when for 

example topics relating to ‘sex education’ are presented. In different focus groups, 

age or generational differences were also described as influential when watching 

these shows, yet described in a more positive way. In focus group C for example, 

C6 saw these shows as a chance for enhancing and opening up channels of the 

communication between them and their daughters. 

While gender in the last example from group C is portrayed positively, it 

becomes a more prominent and critical factor when it comes to the men in the 

families, as women feel the presence of men hinders their ability to watch these 

shows. The discussion continues with Participant G3 describing her own 

experience of watching these shows, stating: “Rarely do you see people who 

watch political talk shows, as for shows which have scandals about celebrities or 

issues relating to sexual offences I think a lot of people watch these like Ahmar 

Bel Khat Al Areed which was very daring. I’m sure everyone used to watch it, but 

not in a group setting surely, when my brothers used to come I would definitely 

change the channel but I like watching them for sure”. Participant G1 explains that 

it is because of cultural traditions and customs, and what is frequently referred to 
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as ‘thaqafet al aiib’ (translation: culture of shame) that some issues are deemed 

unacceptable to discuss.    

Gender again appears to be critical in focus group J, in relation to the 

positive potential it can create for enabling communication between women in the 

family yet negatively when it comes to opening up channels of communication with 

the men in the family. The difference in opinions is demonstrated in the following 

extract:  

Extract 7.13 

J5  Kalam Nawaem is daring, its daring. Sometimes there are shows, if you 

excuse me, you might be able to watch with your sister, but you and you 

brothers there’s no way you can sit down and watch them. 

J1 but it is nice it has a variety, like Oprah it is varied not always about specific 

issues 

J3 but they also bring daring issues. Let’s say for example I was sitting down at 

the TV and they brought  on a sensitive topic which is rarely discussed, it is 

not every topic that you can…really, even though they might be saying 

something useful or it’s the first time you hear it 

J1  or you would like to hear it 

J3  but you can’t because it’s a very daring topic, so this all plays a role, it all 

depends on the society you live in 

 

M so what’s the purpose do you think of proposing such issues if its going to 

break such boundaries? 

J3 because they are topics that not everyone talks in, is it possible for you and 

your mum to sit down and talk about these issues? No it is not possible, 

rarely can you.. 

J4 now it is possible for a mother while she is sitting down to think why have I 

never talked to my daughter about this issue, so she watched and decided 

yes I can talk about this issue with my daughter, or the daughter can go and 

as her mother 

J3 impossible, rarely would you find a girl who thinks oh let me go ask about this 

issue! 

 

This previous example demonstrates more clearly the significant role of 

gender in the way different audiences perceive the role and influence of these 

shows to be. Similar to group C earlier, participants in group J also point out to the 

potential of these shows in opening up discussions amongst mothers and 
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daughters that would otherwise be difficult to have (due to feelings of 

embarrassment), as can be seen at the end of the transcript in the discussion 

between J3 and J4. However, it is clear that the participants don’t perceive the 

same opportunities when it comes to the men in their families. The participants 

express that their viewing and discussions of the talk shows and their topics could 

not be extended or replicated easily in their interaction with the men in their 

families (of course these relationships and interactions, as the participants express, 

vary from one family and environment to another). 

This exclusion or difficulty in engaging men with these show’s discussions 

and topics might initially appear as damaging, defeating or contradictory to the 

participants’ previous opinions about the important role and consequence these 

shows can have for public debates, and this thesis’ overarching argument 

regarding talk shows’ potential for re-defining the public sphere in relation to 

gender and cultural politics. However, women’s engagement with the shows and 

with one another, even to the exclusion of men, is still very important and valuable 

(if not more valuable for its exclusivity) especially when considering the potential 

for such engagements in providing women with ways to make sense of their own 

experiences first, and empowering them to convene and share together 

information and experiences as a network of women. Such practices are 

extremely important as they can ultimately help further build women’s 

competencies in their participation within the public sphere.   

Furthermore, the participants’ negotiations of the boundaries between the 

public and private domains in relation to topics discussed on talk shows 

occasionally took place as part of general discussions on television shows and 

content, and the public portrayal of private issues. These debates also often 

touched on the contexts of viewing and family relations. In focus group C for 

example, participants unanimously agree that one of the channels they enjoy 

watching is the Saudi-owned private channel MBC. Participant C3, aged 52, an 

artist and a mother of three, explains that the channel: 

Extract 7.14 

C3 “…respects itself, everything is censored which means it does not offend 

public decency. You can be sitting, you and your dad, you and your brother, 

you and your brother in law, you and someone, and all of a sudden you find 
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it has turned into a sex movie. So this is the thing, so those people all stay 

away from it and they return to the MBC channels because they respect 

themselves, this is the biggest thing.”.  

 

The participants’ reference to ‘it’ refers to other non-Arab channels on 

Showtime which are not censored, as she compares them to the MBC channels. 

Her statement is an interesting one as it clearly shows an adaptation of a certain 

standard and boundary which defines public decency. The participant’s use of 

‘public’, and agreement to a level of censorship which does not ‘offend’ it, clarifies 

an awareness on the participant’s behalf of an opposite to that ‘public’; a ‘private’ 

to which all that is censored belongs. What is also interesting is, again, the 

underlying reference to the consequences of crossing these boundaries in relation 

to gendered relations within family contexts; when such boundaries are crossed 

and issues deemed inappropriate cross over from the private sphere into the 

public one on television for example, they create tensions between both genders, 

as the participant hints at feelings of embarrassment she experiences when sitting 

next to other male members of her family. Participant C3 adds that it can also be 

an embarrassment when watching television in front of her children, thus 

translating a feeling of concern regarding the effect of loosening boundaries 

between the private and the public on children’s reception of television. Here age 

and gender crop up again as influential factors in participants’ reception of other 

television genres too. This is unanimously agreed on by the rest of the mothers in 

the focus group who nod in agreement, with participant C2 voicing her own 

experience of watching television with her children and the concerns she has for 

her children’s ability to switch to any movie channel that follows children’s 

channels by mistake.  

What is interesting about the previous example and the discussion it 

triggers is the type of concern that is felt with regard to certain issues crossing 

over from the private realm into the public one by the group of mothers. Their 

discussion here quickly develops into one about harmful content on television and 

concerns for young people’s reception of it. However, one of the younger 

participants, C7, a 23 year old university student, disagrees with what participant 

C3 states about the MBC “respecting themselves”, arguing that “they don’t really”, 

which sparks a debate about the channel’s role in negotiating the boundaries for 
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the public portrayal of private issues for their audiences. C7 speaks out about the 

contradictions in what is shown and censored on television, highlighting Turkish 

serials as an area where this becomes problematic. The following is how the 

discussion ensues: 

Extract 7.15 

C7 what you say is right because they are children, but still the other day my 

mum and I were in the same conversation, basically that they cut out the 

scene for example, and they cut out half the conversation, which is fine. But 

now because they cut out the scene, does that mean they cut out the filth 

that was already there? and the issue itself you know what that issue is, 

because you did not physically see it you feel that okay it is censored so I 

did not see anything.  

C3 no but it makes a difference you see, it makes a difference 

C7 it makes a difference to the extent of the scene itself, I'm not saying it 

doesn’t 

C3 yes yes, okay now we are saying you are watching a movie not a 

programme for example. You are watching a film, and it’s a nice good film 

and all that, whether its social issues, action issues, whatever. No matter 

what, for them to advertise their movies there must be some.. (unclear, try to 

go back and listen to it). 

C7 yes there are movies like this yes 

C3 so that’s it 

C7 okay that’s right, where did that stuff come from when it’s not related I agree. 

But for example like Al ‘Ishq Al Mamnou’, where the whole story is wrong, 

but they cut out the kiss because we are polite or something but the whole 

story is based on someone having a relationship with his uncle’s wife.. 

C6+4 yes no no (agreeing) 

C3 all this Turkish shows are wrong in the first place, no no I am one of those 

people who do not watch Turkish at all. 

C7 all of them are the same thing, and we don’t know what was said because 

they cut out the kiss, I told her now they are becoming all honourable and 

whatever, after they have broadcast the whole serial.  

C2 yes no no  

C5 but something is better than nothing 

C4 exactly 

C2 by the way the same serial is broadcast on Melody Drama and they don’t 

hide anything, but with shows like these if you don’t like the story in the first 

place then you don’t have to watch it, or at the end it all comes down to the 

audience and what they want to receive, they put a million thing and you 
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choose.  

C3 you choose  

 

 In this example, C7 is disagreeing with the decision some channels like 

MBC make, such as cutting out a scene of a movie or series which involves a kiss, 

highlighting the disruption it causes to the audiences in the storyline. She also 

argues that it is a contradiction on behalf of the channel to censor a scene like that, 

when the movie or serial that they have agreed to broadcast and the audience has 

agreed to watch, contains stories, issues and values that are not influenced by 

Arab culture. The example reveals how C7 tries to negotiate in front of C3 (who is 

older than C7 and who expressed her rejection of watching these shows) between 

the pleasures she experiences from watching these shows that are considered 

illicit (also expressed earlier by young participants about talk shows) and cultural 

values that problematise such pleasures. 

Group dynamics and age-related power relations are again influential here 

as C7 gradually retreats from expressing pleasure in watching these shows in the 

face of criticism from the older participants, C3 and C2. For instance, C3 states 

that “all these Turkish shows are wrong in the first place, no no I am one of those 

people who do not watch Turkish at all.” Whereas C2 ends the discussion with a 

slightly challenging argument addressed at C7, stating that another channel 

Melody Drama shows the full series without any censorship, and that “with shows 

like these if you don’t like the story in the first place then you don’t have to watch 

it”, to which C3 agrees. As with the example discussed in the previous section of 

this chapter, what we encounter here is an example of power relations (tied to age) 

that have the effect of excluding or at least marginalising one opinion over others.   

Conclusion 

This chapter has set out to explore the participants’ discussions of 

television talk shows and the meanings and functions they identify them with, as 

an attempt to understand the roles which these shows play for engaging female 

audiences in the public sphere. What these discussions have revealed are the 

different ways these shows can be vehicles for extending participation in the Arab 

public sphere, and their potential for expanding the boundaries of it in some ways, 

as well as reinstating them when it comes to certain issues, contexts and formats. 
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The focus groups revealed the way these shows are appreciated for their abilities 

in opening up the debates over current political matters and affairs and extending 

participation to members of the public where their voices can be heard, as well as 

introducing and recognising issues that are relevant to women, particularly ones 

relating to gender inequality, women’s rights etc. The discussions examined in this 

chapter revealed how talk shows are seen by the participants to encourage 

participation of various members of the public and expand the notion of the 

‘common good’ by politicising important social issues that are traditionally privately 

experienced and hence often left ignored.  

The chapter also looked at the processes in which the boundaries between 

the public and private were contested among the women in the focus groups. As 

revealed by the analysis, the debates about the boundaries between the public 

and the private were prompted not only by the content of shows (e.g. by shows 

discussing rape), but also by the format of such shows (e.g. by the style of 

questioning etc.). These discussions revealed the active and critical engagements 

of participants in relation to talk shows, and demonstrated that the negotiation of 

the boundaries between the public and the private indeed extends from the 

television programmes themselves into the sphere of audience reception. To put it 

differently, the analysis presented in this chapter confirmed the benefits of 

approaching the public sphere as a never-ending process rather than a static 

object, and the benefits of a multi-method analysis of the public sphere that 

encompasses both media and audience reception.   

The chapter also examined the family contexts in which these shows are 

watched, highlighting two main factors, age and gender, which determine 

accessibility to and engagement with the debates on these shows, as well as their 

influence on the role of these shows within the public sphere from an audience 

perspective. For the older participants within the focus groups, mostly mothers, the 

discussion of controversial issues on talk shows was appreciated as it was seen 

as a way of building communication bridges with younger members of the family, 

particularly daughters, and opening up debates about these issues which would 

normally be shied away from. Interestingly, however, in the focus group 

discussions, the younger participants acquired a more passive role of listening in 

front of the older participants who then assumed control over the discussion. 
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Some young participants even clearly identified that their consumption of these 

shows, specifically in relation to some issues discussed on them, was not an issue 

of discussion with their families. Gender emerged as also important in determining 

access to these shows, particularly for younger unmarried participants, who found 

it difficult to admit their interest in talk shows in front of older, married participants.  

These relationships of age and gender, and the power relations inscribed 

within them, as well as the sanctity of family relationships, also point to the cultural 

specificity of Arab public debates and public spheres more generally. This was 

revealed in frequent comparisons made by the participants between Arab and 

non-Arab talk shows, with participants negotiating the advantages and 

disadvantages of both, and what was considered needed or inappropriate for 

translating from the latter to the former. These included reflections by the 

participants on political issues such as the state of democracy, civil liberty and 

freedom of speech between Arab countries and non-Arab ones; cultural issues 

such as norms, values and morals and shared ‘mentalities’ of the region; as well 

as social issues such as performances of gendered roles and identities. These 

discussions thus revealed a sense of a gendered regional identity shared by Arab 

women. Not only did these talk shows provide channels of information and 

communication at a global level, enabling audiences to reflect on their lives in 

relation to women across regional and international boundaries, but they also 

enabled them to engage in discussions about the similarities and differences 

between cultures as well as reflect and negotiate these shared experiences, 

identities, role and struggles amongst Arab women. What spans across the 

examples from the discussions then is this empowered sense of a constituency of 

Arab women who, through their reception of talk shows, take a more proactive role 

in assessing the state of public debate and renegotiating its limits and boundaries 

for their own benefits and interest.   
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Chapter Eight: Concluding thoughts  

The purpose of this thesis was to examine Arab talk shows in relation to 

theories of the public sphere, in order to investigate and assess their role and 

value for public debate in the Arab world. To this end, the thesis engaged with 

scholarly discussions about the public sphere, including discussions about its 

definition, scope and scale, its limits and its participants, as well as the criteria that 

make a discussion public. Based on a critical review of this body of work, as well 

as of existing discussions about Arab media and the Arab public sphere, the 

thesis developed research questions that were then addressed by means of an 

analysis of talk shows themselves and their reception. This concluding chapter 

offers a synthesis of key arguments and conclusions reached throughout the 

thesis, as well as a reflection on remaining open questions and possible venues 

for future research.   

Chapter two on Arab media landscape demonstrated through the literature 

reviewed that Arab satellite television generally, and talk shows specifically, came 

to be initially viewed as promising platforms on which established cultural and 

social values, especially with regard to gender, were highlighted and challenged. 

However, most Arab talk shows have remained largely understudied, with the 

exception of some academic research (Lynch, 2006; Matar, 2007; Swank, 2007). 

Opinions about talk shows were divided, between scholars who were optimistic 

about the potential of satellite television and talk shows to achieve a more 

democratic end, and others who viewed talk shows as degenerating from those 

focused strictly on news and current affair issues to those focused on social and 

cultural issues (Schleifer, 2001). On both sides, discussions of talk shows mostly 

focused on public affairs talk shows broadcasted on all-news channels, as part of 

larger analysis of pan-Arab all-news channels like Al-Jazeera, and their ability to 

weaken state control. With the exception of the work by Swank (2007) and Matar 

(2007), most analysis of Arab media does not explore popular talk shows 

broadcast on non-news channels. The chapter argues that this reflects a narrow 

view that defines and limits public opinion in relation to news programmes and 

their representation of the public. Considering that some of the Arab talk shows 

dismissed as sensationalist or inadequate are those that are particularly popular 

among Arab women, the thesis has argued that an analysis of these shows’ 
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content and reception is necessary in order to re-evaluate their role and value for 

public debates. The thesis took this argument as key to its aim of examining how 

talk shows can be important platforms for their audiences, on which public 

discussions of social and political issues can take place, and as such become 

influential sites of communication and mediation within the Arab public sphere. 

The thesis argues that narrow and dismissive attitudes like these are based 

on a restricted notion of what constitutes public debate and fails to acknowledge 

the potential of alternative platforms of communication and discussion, such as 

(but not limited to) talk shows, for the quality of public life and democratic debates. 

The thesis moves to explore this argument in chapter three by examining the 

literature on public spheres by Habermas (1989), Fraser (1990), Mouffe (2000), 

Ferree et al (2002), and others. Habermas’ first conceptualisation of the public 

sphere, which remains largely influential, envisages the public sphere to be a 

discursive space in which the public body of citizens critically assess state 

authority, without the latter’s interference, and reaches a public opinion that 

scrutinises and influences the policies of the state and the development of society. 

Central to achieving this public sphere is the nature of its process which relies on 

the active, rational and critical discourse of the public body. The chapter reviewed 

the work of other scholars which engaged with Habermas’ theory and criticised it 

in a number of ways. Fraser (1990) argued that his theory is formed on a number 

of exclusions based on gender, class and private/public distinctions which are 

characteristic of male-dominated bourgeois elite. Fraser (1990) also criticised 

Habermas’ version of a single harmonious public sphere pointing out various other 

marginalised publics which were at conflict with one another, and argued that 

Habermas’ bourgeois public sphere resembled a process of political domination 

which was based on achieving consent. Dahlgren (1995) questioned the 

applicability of Habermas’ theory, constructed at times of small-scale press and 

societies, to today’s larger societies that are connected through continuously 

transforming mass media.  

McGuigan (2005) expanded Habermas’ concept of the literary public 

sphere into a broader cultural public sphere, which emphasises the importance of 

the articulation of public and personal politics through affective modes of 

communication across the media and popular culture, which people regularly and 



Page | 217  
 

critically engage with as they reflect on their lives. He argued that keen popular 

engagement usually stems from the immediacy and urgency of real life concerns 

and as a result naturally assumes an affective mode, unlike the cognitive mode 

which is usually acquired by remoteness from the issues discussed, experience 

and practice. Mouffe’s (2000) work was also consulted, which emphasised the role 

of ‘passions’ in the field of politics and the ineradicable antagonism which comes 

with the pluralism of values that people hold, which Habermas’ theory does not 

account for. Mouffe (2000) argues for allowing different pluralist democratic forms 

of individuality and subjectivity in expression (which might be triggered by 

passions), instead of being fixated on rationality and consensus, and mobilising 

these passions towards democratic goals. Ferree et al. (2002) typology of the 

public sphere was also discussed, which derives from four traditions of democratic 

theory; representative liberal theory, participatory liberal theory, discursive theory 

and constructionist theory. Ferree et al. distinguish between these four traditions 

with reference to four useful categories: who should be included in the debate, 

what the ideal content of the discursive process is, how ideas should be presented 

and expressed by the speakers, and what relationship between discourse and 

decision-making should result (Ferree et al, 2002). These were highlighted in 

terms of their broad and flexible approach towards conceptualising the public 

sphere in contemporary times, which is more suitable to understanding the 

different ways in which debates on mediated platforms can be considered 

meaningful and contributory to the public sphere.      

These various critiques of the public sphere as well as different models of 

democratic debates subject to criticism the narrow and dismissive attitudes of 

what constitutes various notions such as ‘politics’, ‘citizenry’ and as result, ‘public 

interest’ and public debates discussed earlier, and provide a stronger case for 

exploring the potential of alternative platforms and discursive styles for democratic 

communication and participation. This furnished the theoretical grounds and 

support for examining the talk show genre and evaluating its role in the public 

sphere. However, neither Ferree et al. (2002) nor any other researcher using their 

work have sought to use these arguments to examine public debates beyond 

media texts themselves, such as those occurring amongst audiences themselves 

and members of society. The thesis set out to address this gap by arguing that 
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conversations among audiences constitute an important segment of the public 

sphere. 

The thesis moved on to reflect on the literature available on talk shows in 

terms of the four useful categories suggested by Ferree et al (2002) in deciphering 

the dimensions of democratic debates, as this has not been addressed in this way 

by previous academic work which has engaged little with theories of the public 

sphere (with the exception of Livingstone & Lunt, 1994; Lunt & Stenner, 2005). In 

terms of participation, previous analysis points out that talk shows are the only 

place where the public gains full recognition, in contrast to sit-coms, news and 

documentary programming (Carpignano et al., 19990). Shattuc (1997) views talk 

shows as offering a rare public forum for the marginalised, particularly working 

class women. In terms of content and form of debate, Shattuc (1997) also argued 

that the talks show culture (particularly American) was grounded in feminist 

identity politics and in a way popularised them. The feminist movements of the 

1970s and the work of feminist scholars since highlighted the patriarchal nature of 

the public sphere which subscribes masculinity to the public realm while femininity 

to the private one, and challenges the traditional and narrow definition of politics 

which marginalised certain segments of society and issues of importance to them. 

Shattuc (1997) and others highlight how these divisions have come to shape the 

oppositions between media genres, and how an exclusionary definition of what is 

political gradually underpin criticisms of certain genres such as talk shows. 

Caprignano et al. (1990) argue that the transformation in the nature of the political 

also changes the means of expression for these new areas of political struggle. 

Consequently, talk shows became a space for the empowerment of alternative 

discourses and discursive practices. Lunt & Stenner (2005) argue that talk shows 

still contribute to public participation and can be seen as part of a general trend 

towards the democratisation of culture by juxtaposing people of different statuses 

and expertise, yet they accept that the departure of talk shows from the typical 

rational public debate limits their comparability to traditional public sphere 

debates. Carpignano et al (1990) point out, in favour of the emotional expressions 

on talk shows, that spectacle and politics have always been comparable in the 

communicative form they display which is based on a separation between 

performance and audience.  They argue that the demise of the public sphere in 
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the mass-mediated present is related to the development of new communicative 

forms embodied in television which have undermined the separation between 

performance and audience. Instead, they offer a ‘contested space’ in which new 

discursive practices evolve and old traditional modes of representation and 

discussion that are laden with hierarchical power relations are challenged and 

replaced. As for the fourth question, the outcome of talk show debates, the 

majority of analyses on talk shows agree that debates often remain hanging and 

unresolved, proving once again the difficulty of reconciling talk show debates with 

public sphere debates. While this might have been initially viewed as weakening 

the legitimacy of talk show debates for the public sphere, Ferree et al.’s (2002) 

typology revealed that some traditions of democratic theory (participatory liberal, 

discursive and constructionist) discourage premature and exclusionary closures to 

debates. In this sense, the thesis argued that these shows are only one site where 

debates relevant to the public sphere are being performed. Therefore, closure can 

be potentially detrimental to their importance to the public sphere, especially if 

such closure is premature and leads to marginalisation or exclusion of certain 

views. Taking that into consideration, the thesis regards the public sphere as a 

constantly evolving ‘process’ as others have viewed it in the past (Dahlgren, `995; 

Dajani, 2010), and regards the platforms of these shows and the discussions 

which emerge amongst audiences as only two platforms where processes of 

‘public sphering’ are taking place.  

 The thesis also reviewed the literature on the Arab public sphere, the 

majority of which agrees that the Arab public sphere exists in a transnational state, 

yet disagrees at the extent to which it is actually emerging with the growing of 

mass media in the last two decades, the actual role of the latter in challenging or 

reinforcing the status quo, as well as the needed foundations of this public sphere. 

Eickelman (1999) argued that the growth in multiple means of communication has 

enabled Arab publics an unprecedented awareness and access to information, 

and ended the monopoly of political officials, religious authorities and other 

authority and elite figures (Eickelman, 1999: 78). Satellite television channels like 

Al-Jazeera and its talk shows, are heralded as an example of a space where live 

discussions of taboo issues related to religion, gender and politics, have been 

broken. Similarly, Lynch (2006) defined the public spheres not solely in terms of 
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specific institutions such as coffeehouses, civil society or the media, but in terms 

of routine, continuous and organic discussions before an audience and about 

issues relevant to many. He explained that the ‘new Arab public’ emerged as a 

public sphere through the medium of satellite television, a “genuinely 

unprecedented carrier of public argument” which has enabled a shared Arab 

“collective identity through which speakers and listeners conceive of themselves 

as participating in a single, common political project”, engaging in “contentious 

debates, carried out by and before this self-defined public, oriented towards 

defining these shared interests” (ibid: 32). In addition to mediated interactions, 

Lynch also suggested other arenas in Arab countries where face-to-face public 

interactions took place. Lynch similarly rejoices in the role of satellite channels 

after liberalisation processes of the 1990s in different Arab countries failed to 

survive for long periods of time, leading to a political clampdown on public venues 

of debate and closing down of national public debates. As a result, satellite 

television was able to move debate to a transnational level beyond the control of 

the state. Lynch therefore viewed the Arab public sphere as a transnational one, in 

which Arab people viewed themselves as part of a single, common and on-going 

political struggle. He further described it as a “weak international public sphere” 

since its transnational nature remains detached from the state and legitimate 

institutional apparatuses which can translate opinion into policy. Ayish (2008), on 

the other hand, is sceptical about the ability of transnational Arab media in 

creating a new public sphere and of conceptualisations of Arab public sphere 

based on Habermasian and other Western definitions of the public sphere. He 

argues that transnational broadcasters are in fact supporting the political status 

quo rather than undermine it due to the lack of political foundations that would 

enable a public sphere to emerge. The research project takes off and develops its 

theoretical grounds from this various literature on the role of western talk shows in 

in relation to a Habermasian public sphere, the broader literature on the theory of 

public sphere, as well as growing literature on the Arab public sphere, in order to 

examine the broader value and consequences of Arab talk shows and their 

audience reception within the Arab public sphere.  

A key issue that surfaced from the literature on both the public sphere and 

talk shows is their gendered nature. Classic conceptualisations of the public 
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sphere have been criticised for being gendered and for conceiving the public 

sphere in ways that excluded women, and the same could be argued for 

conceptualisations of Arab public spheres which have failed to address the gender 

issue altogether (Except for Matar’s (2007) study on Heya TV). Yet the majority of 

talk shows are explicitly aimed at female audiences, and their gendered nature is 

also considered central to the understanding of their potential contribution to the 

public sphere. As a result, the role of gender featured prominently in this thesis, 

and the examination of the gendered nature of the public sphere and talk shows 

was inevitably a central feature of the analysis.  

The thesis analysed three talk shows which were popular at the time of 

conducting this thesis, particularly amongst women. These are Ahmar Bel Khat Al 

Areed [in Bold Red], Kalam Nawaem [Soft Talk], and Sireh Winfatahet [an Open 

Case]. Chapter five analysed the role of Arab talk shows in the Arab public sphere, 

and examined the content of the talk shows in order to address the following inter-

related research questions:  

• What is the role of talk shows in the Arab public sphere?  

• What is the relationship between the gendered nature of Arab talk 

shows, their female audiences, and the Arab public sphere?  

• What is the relationship between the content/thematic structure of Arab 

talk shows and the Arab public sphere?  

The chapter proposed three main roles which these shows can fulfil in 

relation to the public sphere. The first of these is extending participation in existing 

public debates by bringing these debates to the attention of female audiences (i.e. 

audiences of talk shows). This function was most clearly apparent in the way Sireh 

Winfatahet, in particular, explored current affairs issues that are high-ranking on 

news agendas and engaged in existing public discussions about them. The 

chapter looked at how the journalistic identity of the show was inherited from the 

host’s previous shows, and maintained in the way it frequently engaged with 

various current affairs and political issues that ranked high on national and 

regional news. The talk show’s keenness in engaging with current affairs becomes 

crucial to understanding the role of such shows in the public sphere. It 

demonstrates how talk shows remain relevant to Habermasian conceptualisations 
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of the public sphere by engaging with issues that are also traditionally recognised 

as part of public sphere debates, and expanding the reception of and engagement 

with these issues beyond all-news channels’ audiences by catering them to the 

new female-dominated audiences of talk shows. Examples of the way in which the 

show achieved that included hosting expert guests such as journalists, 

researchers, and government officials, seating them round a table and engaging in 

discussions that are comparable to those on all-news channels’ talk shows. The 

show engaged the audience by featuring vox pops or exemplars with members of 

the general public and through accepting calls made to the show. The importance 

of the show lies in the fact that these discussions of political developments are 

being hosted on a show which is associated more closely with social-oriented talk 

shows than political ones, and one which, as mentioned above, enjoys a large 

audience base which is predominantly female rather than male.   

The second type of contribution that Arab talk shows can make to the Arab 

public sphere lies in the expansion of its boundaries, namely in the fact that these 

shows often address issues that are left neglected in mainstream public debates 

because they are considered taboo. This was discussed in relation to the second 

of these shows, Kalam Nawaem, which is well-known for its audacity in 

addressing culturally taboo issues. Unlike the rational stance of the previous talk 

show’s discussions, the talk show’s stance in this second relationship towards 

such issues is often a moral one, based on a need to recognise the importance of 

addressing and correcting these issues publicly. Instead of perceiving these shows 

as a deterioration of the talk show format which have little consequence to the 

public sphere, the chapter argues that the talk shows’ discussion of private or 

taboo issues politicises them and makes their very controversial nature prone to 

challenge and negotiation. The chapter discusses how the show focuses on 

women-related issues through story-telling and narratives of experiences from 

women, and studio debates between hosts and usually expert guests. The 

examples analysed expose the discourses that shape the discussion and makes 

these issues hard to debate, particularly religious discourses. The analysis reveals 

how the show engages with issues that are of serious concern (as reported by 

international humanitarian organisation for example) but which are missing from 

public debates at both the national and regional levels, due to being related to the 
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private sphere or being considered taboo, which under-prioritises them in the 

mainstream public debates. What the show achieves then is opening up and 

expanding these issues to the very public medium of television and to a 

transnational audience estimated at millions. It also makes visible the discourses 

that are central and usually impenetrable such as religion, and advocates opinions 

that are deeply contested. Finally, the transcripts reveal an underlying feminist 

discourse that runs through the shows’ discussions and becomes apparent in the 

hosts’ and guests’ querying of cultural conventions, negotiation of private and 

public boundaries, and challenging of certain taboos and opening them up for 

public debate. 

The third type of role that talk shows can fulfil in relation to the Arab public 

sphere is depicted through Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed which is very different to the 

previous two shows in the sense that it focuses on and exposes inter-personal 

relationships and gender-related exchanges that often shape the private and 

familial domains, by hosting members of the public to directly share, reveal or 

argue their perspectives on these issues. While the show occasionally claims to 

tackle and expose serious issues as the previous two shows do so, Ahmar Bel 

Khat Al Areed focuses more closely on and privileges the personal and emotional 

narrations and exposés of participants. On other occasions, it does not claim to do 

anything more than to entertain the audiences in humorous chats between the 

hosts, guests and audiences. These features of Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed have 

previously deemed and categorised similar shows as ‘freakshows’ (Dovey, 2000; 

Gamson, 1998), and argue that they display the weakest relevance and 

contribution to public debates and the public sphere.  

Yet the public’s participation on the show through heated exchanges for 

example, can also be important as they reveal the dominant patriarchal discourses 

at the heart of various social norms and values, and enables through these heated 

exchanges for these to be contested and challenged. In one sense, they mark the 

initial stages of public sphereing processes where marginalised voices are 

challenging the dominant values and norms. The show’s focus on gender-related 

issues and interactions not only allows women to challenge these notions with 

other women but also men on the show, and enables men to participate and 

engage in the issues that are of importance to women. The chapter also reveals 
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how emotional expressions are sometimes part and parcel of the narration of 

important and traumatic private experiences which need to be publicly discussed 

and dealt with, and as a result cannot be detached from the narrations. It argues 

that such disclosures are rather empowering as they can potentially have a larger 

impact in highlighting the severity of such issues, and demands these issues 

legitimacy and public attention, such as in the cases of domestic violence and 

abuse (which the story of Suzanne highlighted in the chapter).  

Chapter six examines more closely the formal structures of the three talk 

shows analysed, such as the shows’ studio-settings and structures as well as 

types of debates and rhetorical tools used in the discussions, in order to address 

the following research questions: 

• What is the relationship between the formal structure of Arab talk shows 

and the Arab public sphere?  

• What kind of interactions and discussions occur on the show, and how are 

they managed? 

The chapter takes into consideration the rehearsed aspects of the shows 

on the production level, and the challenges these impose on the genuineness of 

the discussions in relation to the public sphere, yet suggests that some of these 

different stage-managed and rehearsed aspects can still support the different 

roles of these shows in relation to the public sphere discussed in chapter six (in 

extending participation to new audiences, expanding the topics discussed and 

enabling alternative discourses such as emotional expressions).   

Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed is examined in terms of how the seating 

arrangements are conducive to the confrontational debates and impassioned 

interactions that often take place on the show between members of the general 

public; the central role of the public as the participating guests; the occasional 

reflections on their stories or heated debates by an expert; and, ultimately, the role 

of the host in supervising, controlling, and ultimately summarising (and often, 

ethically reflecting) on the content of the episode. The show’s structure and order 

of events, as well as the host’s authority over the show, are resembled to other 

traditional debates of the public sphere in the attempt to create an ordered public 

environment in which different ordinary members of the public are given a voice 
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and space to argue out, express and share their different perspectives and values, 

publicly rather than privately. 

The second of these shows, Kalam Nawaem, is analysed in terms of its 

less formal studio-setting and structure, in terms of the more blurred boundaries 

between the production process and the episode itself, and how that constructs 

the discursive environment differently. Unlike Ahmar Bel Khat Al Areed, Kalam 

Nawaem, invites the audiences into the production process before it is complete, 

which is demonstrated at several points of the show such as, for example, the 

casual entrance of some of the hosts to the studio while the rest of them are 

already seated around the table and consumed in talk, and in their following 

‘chitchat’ or ‘catching up’ at the table which the audiences are allowed in on. 

Furthermore, the show emphasises the narratives and stories of members of the 

public as well as opinions collected off the Arab street, focusing regularly on 

women’s issues, and showing them frequently through pre-taped reports, 

interviews and vox-pops. The show’s home-like studio-setting is analysed in terms 

of its ability to reproduce and provide an appropriate and familiar (yet public) 

space for private issues of a wider social and political importance, and extracting 

and justifying along with that the experiences, stories and issues hidden within the 

private sphere. However, Kalam Nawaem is also noted to resemble the kind of 

salons and settings in which Habermas’ public sphere manifested. In one sense, 

the show can be criticised to be similarly class-specific, as the studio certainly 

adopts more or less a middle-class home-like setting. Yet, on the other hand, 

unlike Habermas’ male dominated public sphere, the discussions are also initiated 

and conducted by women and focus in most cases on women-related issues that 

occur in various environments and societies of Arab countries, beyond class-

specificity.   

 The third show, Sireh Wenfatahit is also analysed in relation to the other 

two talk shows in terms of its more serious and neutral newsroom-like setting, 

which reflects the nature of the topics and discussions that occur on the show and 

the host’s journalistic history and experience, as well as projects onto the show 

and its discussions a sense of professionalism, neutrality and credibility. Guests 

on the show include a variety of lay and expert members of the public, including 

but not limited to government officials, university lecturers, NGO workers, think 
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tank researchers, lawyers, students, bloggers, activists and many more. The show 

also accepts calls from the audience to participate in the discussion, and often 

invites members of the audience in the studio to participate as well. The show 

engages with a variety of different issues, most notably current affairs and political 

developments (which have been analysed in chapter five), sometimes men and 

women’s health, controversial issues, and has also dedicated several episodes to 

Lebanese youth and their activities, events and political participation. The studio-

setting is characterised by a round table where the host Zaven is usually sat in the 

middle, with guests seated on each of his side as he manages the flow of 

discussion between them.  

Chapter seven investigated the specific issues of relevance to audiences in 

relation to talk shows and the Arab public sphere by addressing the research 

question posed earlier: How is the Arab public sphere constructed through 

women’s engagements with Arab talk shows? it answered the questions by  

examining four different ways in which talk shows were relevant to the women in 

relation to the public sphere. 

The first looks at the potential for talk shows to provide extended platforms 

of a Habermasian public sphere where participation can be enhanced and issues 

can be further taken up and investigated in a number of ways. Participants 

discussed talk shows’ role and ability for opening up debates in local and regional 

political issues, which are usually reported in controlled and censored ways on 

national television. While participants criticised national news, they regarded 

Jordanian talk shows more highly as they encouraged participation in public 

debate and made the debate more inclusive in a number of ways, such as: 

including a variety of voices; including voices from the audience; catering for a 

wider variety of issues that are of interest to the audiences; and presenting those 

in a bold manner which can hold elite members of society accountable to them. 

The participants’ discussions demonstrate that talk shows enhance and 

encourage greater participation in a Habermasian public sphere by providing 

extended platforms to those issues acknowledged and debated in the latter, and 

provide a space for keen popular engagement in issues and concerns related to 

the everyday concerns of the public in alternative discursive ways. In that sense, 

talk shows play a crucial mediatory role between a Habermasian public sphere 
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and a cultural one as conceptualised by McGuigan (2005), in their keenness to 

engage with political and social issues relevant to the former and their more varied 

and affective styles of engagement characterising the latter. Younger participants 

also highlighted the ‘entertainment’ part of watching these shows, highlighting the 

affective nature of the experience and its importance in addition to the use-value 

perceived in the shows. Participants expressed reasons why some shows were 

more entertaining than others in a number of ways, most notably the way in which 

these shows discussed ‘forbidden’ or ‘taboo’ issues that these participants could 

not talk about with their parents for example, but they could hear more about on 

these shows. Entertainment in this shape is also political and empowering and, as 

a result, key for public sphere processes as it provides a way of engaging with 

these issues and for the latter to make a transition from the private sphere into the 

public one.   

The second way in which the participants discussed the roles of talk shows 

was in the way they introduced new issues to the public sphere which have been 

previously unacknowledged, particularly those participants viewed as important for 

women generally, and Arab women in particular. Married participants, for example, 

expressed the importance of talk shows for discussing issues relating to marital 

relationships, particularly gender inequality when it comes to the roles of the 

husband and wife in decision-making processes. They also expressed the 

importance of such discussions on talk shows for younger working women, like 

their daughters, in terms of raising their awareness, addressing these issues and 

highlighting women’s experiences of them before they embark on their own. The 

participants’ discussions portray the important role which talk shows play for their 

audiences as a space for challenging established social relations and public 

opinion about it, which is rarely discussed or recognised on other mediated 

platforms like the news. In this sense, participants also suggested that talk shows 

can also potentially open up discussions amongst women, particularly mothers 

and their daughters, and prompt or encourage them when they might be otherwise 

difficult to start. Finally, participants also emphasised the importance of talk shows 

to the Arab Middle Eastern women in particular, as these shows highlight the 

similarity in problems and struggles women face across the Middle Eastern region, 

and reveal a sense of a shared cultural experience that spans across a region. In 
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that way, the shows appear to function as a prompt that encourages Arab women 

to convene virtually, learn and share about each other’s experiences, contributing 

to what might be possibly described as a transnational ‘imagined community’ of 

Arab women (as Benedict Anderson (1983) similarly imagined of the nation) as 

well as a transnational Arab female public sphere. By encouraging such a 

transnational Arab female public sphere, talk shows arguably make a significant 

contribution to the public sphere by expanding the participation, active 

involvement, interest and contribution of women to issues that are of interest and 

crucial importance to them, as well as expand the scope of issues acknowledged 

and recognised publicly. By raising the public profile of private and personal 

issues related to family life and highlighting their political importance for the power 

relations and hierarchies they sustain, these shows encourage and contribute to 

re-thinking and re-defining Habermas’ notion of the ‘common good’ and what it 

constitutes, to become more inclusive of women. What these different ways in 

which the participants perceive these shows to be important for Arab women once 

again prove is the underlying yet prominent feminist discourse and critique that not 

only runs in the shows’ discussions but is also felt and expressed amongst their 

audiences too. This feminist discourse provides evidence of the development of a 

more questioning and challenging attitude in the face of traditional gender 

inequalities in the Middle East, which is not only given significant public 

recognition on these talk shows’ platforms but is also deeply felt amongst 

audiences themselves. 

The third section demonstrates that the boundaries of the public sphere can 

be difficult to challenge and in some cases can be reinstated if the discussion of a 

controversial issues triggers negative reactions amongst audiences. Participants 

express different, and in some cases, contested views of the extent to which 

private issues should make their way to the public debate. Some participants are 

sympathetic to the importance of discussing such issues but are more aware of 

the serious consequences that might follow those who share them, while other 

participants are completely opposed to these discussions and consider them an 

“affront to public decency”. The diverging views of participants indicate that the 

boundaries between the private and public domains of people’s lives are not fixed 

or unanimously agreed upon by everyone but are rather contested. Their 
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negotiations also demonstrate the nature of the public sphere as a never-ending 

process that is constituted and reconstituted beyond media texts within audience 

reception itself. A second way in which participants negotiated the reinstatement 

of boundaries of the Arab public sphere was in relation to the ‘format’ of these 

shows and the style in which debates take place. One particular show Lahthet Al 

Haqeeqa (The Moment of Truth) seemed to be unanimously disapproved by the 

participants in terms of its daring private inquisitions and personal disclosures. In 

that way, participants criticised the type of questions and the style in which they 

were asked on these shows, emphasising the need to see the discussions about 

taboo issues as constructive, respectful, educational and raising awareness; 

criteria which they did not associate with this type of show.  

Finally, the fourth section elaborates on these discussions by exploring the 

importance of family contexts of viewing in relation to audiences’ reception of 

these shows and the appropriateness of certain discussions on them to the 

context in which they are received. Some of the participants, for example, 

recounted instances when their ability to watch a talk show was hindered by the 

presence of other members of the family, such as children, husbands or brothers. 

Age differences appeared as one factor influencing the participant’s ability to 

watch talk shows; whereas in some cases they prevented participants from 

watching the shows with their mothers or daughters due to the sensitive nature of 

the issues being discussed, at other times as mentioned above they opened up 

channels of communication specifically between mothers and daughters in relation 

to issues relation to gender inequality and relationships. Gender was another 

factor mentioned by participants who felt often could not watch certain talk shows 

in front of their fathers or brothers. The participants’ earlier statements and 

decisions over what is appropriate or not for public debate are also influenced by 

the context in which they are viewed, and it is these family contexts which make 

certain issues and shows controversial due to what one participants referred to as 

‘thaqafet al aiib’ (culture of shame) in which some issues are deemed 

unacceptable to discuss. Age and generational factors also influenced the group 

discussions of the participants themselves; it was the older married women of the 

group who argue and negotiate the discussion of taboo issues on talk shows and 

the consequences of these for younger women like their daughters. This unequal 
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position of the two generations in the discussion reflect the power relationships at 

work in every real-life public debate and are telling of these shows’ roles in relation 

to the public sphere; even though talk shows may act as instruments of inclusion 

(in terms of expanding public debate to female segments of the population which 

tend to remain on its margins) this does not mean that they can always overcome 

all obstacles to exclusion. In this case, we see how the power relationships 

between female members of the audience themselves end up excluding or at least 

marginalising some segments of this audience.  

 The previous sections have summarised the research questions, theoretical 

frameworks and findings of the thesis. The analysis has attempted to examine the 

role of talk shows in relation to the public sphere by addressing most of the criteria 

of the public sphere such as the scope of issues discussed, ways of participation, 

and styles of discussions and debates. Perhaps what is still left to address is the 

last of this criteria, and that is the issue of the outcome of these talk shows’ 

debates and their potential impact on mainstream public debates. Arab talk shows 

may indeed play a role in expanding participation and challenging the boundaries 

of the public sphere, yet do they also manage to ‘feed-back’ into mainstream 

debates and even affect the process of policy-making? Indeed, scholars like 

Kraidy (2002) and Ayish (2008) have noted the limitations of satellite television’s 

transnational debates to impose real-life policy changes at a national level. In that 

sense it is unrealistic to expect discussions on talk shows to inflict such changes 

on policies. However, does this really diminish their value for the public sphere? 

As highlighted in the theoretical chapter of this thesis, some traditions of 

democratic theory have in fact cautioned against premature closure or debate or 

attempts to force a consensus, as these may end up excluding or marginalising 

certain views and groups. In line with these arguments, we could argue that Arab 

talk shows are valuable for the Arab public sphere despite – and perhaps even 

because of – their ‘failure’ to ensure consensus and ‘feed-back’ into the 

mainstream policy process. Women’s engagement with public issues through 

these shows, even though they are occurring in private spaces, is very important 

and valuable especially when considering the potential for such engagements in 

providing women with a way to make sense of their own experiences, as well as 

with an opportunity to build their competencies and practice participation in the 
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public sphere. Given the considerable presence of women in at least some of the 

initial Arab Spring protests, the importance of these opportunities should not be 

overlooked.    

 Looking at the case of Jordan in particular which this thesis focuses on, 

chapter one has already briefly reflected on the changing status of women in 

Jordan. Since King Abdullah II’s ascension to the throne in 1999, the status of 

women has undergone a historic transition in many ways. For example, women 

enjoy equal rights with respect to many things such as health care, education, 

political participation and employment. Yet they remain denied equal nationality 

and citizenship rights with men and still face gender-based discrimination in 

Jordan’s family laws, government pensions and social security benefits. Many of 

these issues have been discussed and mentioned repeatedly on Arab talk shows 

since the 1990s. Yet debates at national level in Jordan are beginning to 

increasingly take place by activists, bloggers and also occasionally reported in 

national newspapers. In fact, only recently were women allowed to acquire 

passports for themselves and their children without male a male guardian’s 

approval (al-monitor, 2012). In addition to that, a huge step has been achieved 

when the Jordanian government very recently announced that it intends on 

granting children of Jordanian women married to foreigners “civil rights that would 

enable them to enjoy the same services as citizens, but not full citizenship” 

(Jordantimes.com, 2013). I do not intend to conclude here that such trends of 

increased vocalisation of these issues at a national level are directly and 

exclusively the result of Arab talk shows’ discussions as that is certainly not the 

case. Years of effort by activists and female politicians in Jordan have certainly 

given precedence for the discussion of these issues and their efforts, as well as 

those of others across the region, have led to these issues being discussed on 

talk shows like Kalam Nawaem. However, given these talk shows’ large popularity 

estimated at least 20 million viewers for Kalam Nawaem in particular and the 

growing discussion over the years of such issues at the national level, it is not 

farfetched to believe there could be a relationship between such recent 

achievements on the national front and these shows’ role in addressing these 

issues. It is possible that by addressing the issues, these talk shows have 

increased the visibility of efforts being made by a small number of politicians and 
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activists, raised awareness of the importance of such issues amongst a larger 

number of audience members which challenges the assumption that some of 

these issues are exclusively private and should not be discussed in public, which 

ultimately plays a role in challenging official laws on the matter, and ultimately 

advancing such reforms.  

In drawing the thesis to a close, it is useful to stop and think about the 

contributions and limitations of this research project in terms of what it tells us 

about Arab talk shows and their audiences, as well as reflect back on the way it 

has been conducted, and consider potential avenues for future research.  

In relation to the limitations of this project, there are several issues which 

can be taken into consideration if the project was to be repeated or continued. 

First, in relation to the first part of the analysis, which examines the three specific 

talk shows, a larger number of talk shows and sample of their episodes would 

have definitely benefited the thesis. It would have provided a larger amount of talk 

show content, more varied types of studio-settings and formats, and diverse 

examples of studio interaction. This would have no doubt enabled me to 

consolidate the findings of this thesis in terms of the different roles of talk shows in 

the public sphere, and would perhaps even enable me to note some further types 

of functions. Second, a similar limitation lies in relation to the second part of the 

analysis which examines women’s reception of talk shows in Jordan. The focus 

groups were conducted with various groups of women in Amman of different ages 

and occupations, and in a way reflect a varied sample of different women with 

different experiences and opinions on the matter. However, conducting more 

focus groups beyond the peripheries of Amman would have been also desirable 

as it could have provided a much broader sample of participants and perhaps 

wide-ranging discussions. More importantly, however, it would have been more 

productive if I was able to conduct individual interviews with some of the focus 

group participants at a later stage. This would enable me to follow up on issues 

that had emerged from the focus group discussions. However, in relation to this 

limitation, the nature and time scale of the research project – given the time spent 

recruiting, organising and transcribing focus groups – required me to focus on a 

more modest and accessible sample of talk shows and participants.  
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Reflecting back on methodological choices beyond the sampling process 

discussed above, there are of course alternative ways in which the data could 

have been conducted which also have advantages. For example, participant 

observation was considered in the first year as a potentially different method of 

collecting the data. Nevertheless, even though it would have been an interesting 

method to employ as it would have triggered a whole different kind of equally 

valuable data to analyse – such as the dynamics between family members and 

the role of age, gender and position within the family in defining authority and 

control over what is watched or what is said – it did not seem appropriate for the 

research questions which this project was interested in from the start. Since the 

audience research within this thesis was more interested in women’s experiences 

of watching talk shows and their perspectives and discussions over the shows’ 

functions, participant observation did not seem like the appropriate method to yield 

such data, and would have instead diluted the focus of the research questions 

within the mix of other data mentioned above which it is more suited to provide. 

The method also carried some disadvantages which I felt would compromise the 

participants’ level of comfort and participation (even though it could be argued that 

these are faced with any method and can be overcome after the start of the 

session), such as the awareness of the participants that they are being observed 

for their private family relations and dynamics. It also seemed more challenging to 

find a time when all or most family members were present which was also 

appropriate for them, and it seemed to assume that talk shows in specific are 

watched as part of a family activity which is not necessarily the case.  In that 

sense, focus groups seemed like a more appropriate and flexible approach in 

terms of choosing a time, space and a group of participants more directly related. 

It was also more engaging, interactive and reflective between the researcher and 

the participants, allowing more directly related data for the research questions. It 

enabled room for discussion, elaboration, consensus and disagreement amongst 

participants, where a discussion about talk shows can become not only a larger 

discussion about the role of these shows in public life, but also one about 

constructing and expressing self-identities and gendered identities, which would 

need a separate thesis to explore. One way in which the focus groups could have 

been conducted slightly differently, which would have also engaged some 

participant observation and added a more specific dimension to the participants’ 
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discussions, is getting the participants to watch a segment of a talk show at the 

beginning of the focus group which they can then discuss along with the rest of 

the questions.  

One further issue, which I would not consider a limitation but more as 

further motivation to pursue the research on the role of talk shows in the Arab 

public sphere, is conducting audience research with Arab men as well. Focusing 

on women participants only was a deliberate choice and an important one given 

the gendered nature of the talk shows, as it explored and highlighted women’s 

experiences of watching these shows and their perceptions on the value of their 

content and debate. However, adding male perspectives would speak at a more 

general level about talk shows’ reception.  At a more general level, it would 

provide more information about talk shows’ audiences, and add a comparative 

level by charting the differences or similarities in terms of the talk shows men and 

women watched and in their perspectives of these shows’ topics, hosts, 

discussions and functions. At the more detailed level of theory and analysis, men’s 

discussions of these talk shows (As well as perhaps mixed groups of men and 

women discussing talk shows) would potentially provide empirical evidence of how 

different formats of talk shows are negotiated in terms of their value and role in the 

public sphere in gender-specific ways. Not only would it provide evidence in light 

of previous literature on the gendered nature of talk shows and the public sphere, 

which has been the key focus of this thesis, but the spontaneous and organic 

nature of the discussions between men and women might even shed new light on 

the nuances of these processes and enable them to be revealed, confronted, and 

negotiated.  

 There are of course various other dimensions to how research on Arab talk 

shows can be pursued. For example, by focusing on the different way in which 

these talk shows function in the Arab public sphere according to the theoretical 

frameworks, this thesis is aware that there is tremendous effort in planning, 

preparing and producing these shows which all feeds into the show at various 

levels, from the themes of the studio-settings, to the issues focused on, and down 

to the way in which the discussion is run (which has been examined in chapter 

seven). However, there is much more to be said about the production processes 

that go on behind the scenes and the larger ideological values and aims of the 
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channels, and how these are filtered down to the shows themselves. 

Consequently, an analysis of the political economy of these channels and shows 

would be very valuable and enriching in evaluating how these larger structural 

forces shape the boundaries within which these shows themselves operate, and 

the extent to which they create tensions, and perhaps still limit, the function of 

these shows in the public sphere.   
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Appendix A: Summary of all focus groups 

 

Focus Group Date conducted Length in No. of 
participants 

    

A 19.04.2011	   00.50.40	   7	  
B 20.04.2011	   00.37.30	   8	  
C 25.04.2011	   00.56.06	   7	  
D 26.04.2011	   00.45.11	   7	  
E 27.04.2011	   00.30.02	   7	  
F 27.04.2011	   00.45.40	   3	  
G 28.04.2011	   00.48.27	   4	  
H 01.05.2011	   01.10.57	   6	  
I 02.05.2011	   00.49.09	   8	  
J 02.05.2011	   00.34.05	   5	  
K 03.05.2011	   00.42.04	   5	  

 	   	   	  

Total           11 	   07.28.31	   67	  

 

Focus group A  

Participant  Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 70 Divorced	  	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   No	  	  
2 56 Married	  	   6	   No	  	  
3 ---  Widow	   1	   No	  	  
4 60 Married	  	   4	   No	  	  
5 60 Married	  	   4	   Yes	  	  
6 50 Married	  	   6	   No	  	  
7 56 Divorced	   2	   Yes	  	  	  
  	   	   	  

Notes:	  not	  clear	  whether	  ‘family	  responsibility’	  is	  applicable	  here	  as	  we	  can	  assume	  from	  the	  ages	  of	  some	  
of	  these	  participants	  that	  their	  children	  are	  adults	  and	  have	  moved	  out.	  	  

	  
Focus group B 
	  
Participant  Age Status  No. of 

family 
members 

Job 

     

1 19 Single	  	   8	   Student	  	  
2 24 Single	   -‐-‐-‐	   Student	  
3 22 Single	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   Student*	  
4 19 Single	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   Student	  	  
5 24 Single	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   Intern	  	  	  
6 23 Single	  	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   volunteer	  	  
7 21 Single	  	  	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   Student	  	  	  
8 22 Single	  	   6	   Student	  	  
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Focus group C 
	  
Particip
ant  

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 51 Married	   5	   Artist	  	  
2 30 Married	   4	   Housewife	  
3 23 Single	   7	   Student	  	  
4 48 Married	   7	   Housewife	  
5 21 Single	  	   7	   Student	  
6 26 Single	  	   7	   Unemployed	  	  
7 --- Married	  	  	  	   6	   Housewife	  	  	  
  	   	   	  

	  
Focus group D 
	  
Participan
t  

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 37 Married	   4	   Teacher	  
2 40 Married	  	   4	   Teacher	  
3 27 Single	  	   4	   Teacher	  	  
4 36 Married	  	   4	   Librarian	  	  
5 47 Married	  	   4	   Teacher	  
6 46 Married	  	   3	   Administrator*	  
7 34 Single	  	  	  	   4	   Consultant*	  	  
  	   	   	  

	  
Focus group E 
	  

Participan
t 

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 38 Single	  	   8	  	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

2 42 Single	   2	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

3 33 Single	  	   8	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

4 26 Single	  	   5	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

5 28 Single	  	   12	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

6 39 Single	   2	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

7 34 Single	   2	   School	  bus	  
escort	  

  	   	   	  

	  
	  

 
Focus group F 
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Participan
t  

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 39 Married	  	   2	   Cleaner	  
2 39 Married	  	   7	   Cook	  assistant	  
3 41 Married	  	   8	   Trainer	  	  
  	   	   	  

	  
	  

Focus group G 
	  

Participan
t 

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 22 Single	  	   10	   Teacher	  
2 22 Single	  	   8	   Teacher	  
3 40 Married	  	   6	   Teacher	  
4 27 Divorced	   3	   Teacher	  
  	   	   	  

	  
Focus group H 
	  

Participant  Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 21 Single	   5	   Student	  	  
2 21 Single	  	   6	   Student	  	  
3 20  Single	  	   5	   Student	  	  
4 23 Single	  	   5	   Unemployed*	  
5 21 Single	  	   6	   Student	  	  
6 21 Single	  	   5	   Student	  
  	   	   	  

	  
Focus group I 
	  

Participant Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 45 Married	  	   7	   Support	  
services	  officer	  

2 26 Single	  	   4	   Finance	  &	  
projects	  officer	  

3 36 Married	  	   7	   Administrative	  
officer	  

4 40 Married	  	   5	   Volunteer	  
5 32 Married	   2	   Lawyer	  
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6 30 Married	  	   -‐-‐-‐	   Personnel	  
officer	  

7 29 Single	  	   7	   Librarian	  	  
8 48 Married	  	   6	   Human	  

relations	  
specialist	  	  

  	   	   	  

	  
Focus group J 
	  

Participan
t  

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 40 Married	  	   6	   Fitness	  trainer	  
2 25 Single	  	   7	   Fitness	  trainer	  
3 24 single	   6	   Fitness	  trainer	  	  
4 26 Single	  	   7	   Fitness	  trainer	  	  
5 23 single	   7	   Fitness	  trainer	  	  
  	   	   	  

 
Focus group K 
	  

Participan
t  

Age Status  No. of 
family 
members 

Job 

     

1 52 Married	  	   5	   Housewife	  
2 61 Widow	   1	   Housewife	  
3 47 Married	  	   4	   Pharmacist	  	  
4 52 Married	  	   2	   Housewife	  
5 57 Single	  	   1	   Retired	  
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

 

 

A study of social-oriented talk shows on Arab television and their 
relationship to women in Jordan 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

Loughborough University                            Researcher: Dana Nassif 
Loughborough                                                                     email address:d.nassif@lboro.ac.uk  
Leicestershire, LE11 3TU                                             Supervisors: Liesbet van Zoonen                    
United Kingdom                                                             email address: e.a.van-zoonen@lboro.ac.uk 

Supervisor: Sabina Mihelj                                       
                                                                                                  email address: s.mihelj@lboro.ac.uk                                      
                                                                                                       

                                                                                                               

Dear participants, 

First of all, I would like to thank you for taking the time to participate in this focus 
group, your contribution is very important and helpful for my research, and for that I am 
very grateful.  

The topic of the discussion today is ‘social-oriented talk shows on Arab television. 
These shows have been quick to attract audiences across the Middle East since they first 
appeared during the 1990s, and have even caused a commotion numerous times due to 
the sensitive topics they discuss. However, they remain inadequately researched in 
comparison to other television programmes, especially in the Middle East region. 

Bearing that in mind, the purpose of this focus group is to discuss the concept of 
the television talk show, what you know about them, and what your perspectives, opinions 
and attitudes are towards them, in an informal environment. It is an open discussion 
which aims towards allowing you to discuss freely what you find most interesting about 
these shows. However, there are a few main questions which I will be asking you, but 
there are no right or wrong answers to these, only different perspectives you share and 
these are all equally important to me, both the positive and negative. Please give your 
honest perspectives and opinions, do not worry about what you are expected to say, and 
please give each other time to speak without interruption.  

In order for me not to forget any points you make, and for me to be able to write it 
out accurately, I will be video recording this discussion in addition to using the voice 
recorder. However, these will only be seen by the researcher and your identity will be kept 
completely confidential and anonymous. Only a written transcript of the discussion will be 
shared with others and used for the purpose of data analysis and any quotations used will 
be kept anonymous. Once the research has been completed, the video recording of the 
focus group sessions will be destroyed.    
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This focus group will last around one hour. I would really like to hear everyone’s 
opinion about the various issues we will explore. Please do not hesitate to suggest any 
issues and aspects to the discussion we might have missed and which you think is 
important. 

After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have about 
it, I will ask you to complete an Informed Consent Form. However, if at any time during or 
after the sessions you wish to withdraw from the study please contact me to let me know 
and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for doing so. 

You are welcome to ask me any question you have about the research or the 
focus group session directly after its completion, or you can contact me through email 
should you have any further questions or concerns later on. 

  

Thank you, 

           Dana  

 


