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Introductory Chapter

1.1 Choice of Topic

Online media are used and recognized in most parts of the developed and developing
countries of the world. It is agreed that it is essential to make use of the Internet to keep up
with contemporary times. Therefore, it is only natural that online access has also been
available in the Gulf countries for more than a decade. Of course, different branches of use
have expanded and there seems to be space for all sorts of applications and purposes in the
online sphere. Within the last decade, a field of online literary production has opened up in
various Gulf countries. But other forms of media use can also be found, such as political or
religious activism and all sorts of commercial fields. Studying the development and
tendencies shows the increasing importance of cultural production in the region online and
away from the screen. Online literature as a research field is a natural choice when looking

at current developments in Arab culture.

Online literature is distributed all over the Arabic-speaking world. A variety of
factors have contributed to its popularity. During the last decade, online literary production
increased massively. In the Arabic-speaking countries of the Persian Gulf, the phenomenon

started spreading in the mid-2000s.

Over time, the distribution of online literary texts became more popular in many
countries and also more acknowledged by a broader audience, as well as by academia. This
is due to the progress made in Internet access and Internet literacy. On the one hand,
cultural production has flourished. On the other hand, researchers become more familiar
with the medium and this form of distribution has become more popular. With the increase
in online access, more people have the chance to make literary works accessible. Through

this opportunity, an expanding number of users have desired to write for and share content



on an online platform. Additionally, writers who first wrote in print started to distribute
their works online and, vice versa, some of those who began by blogging went into print.
As Internet access spread in the Arab world, literary texts found their way online in a
variety of forms, such as forums and blogs. Examining online literature gives insights into

contemporary cultural production in the Gulf.

Upcoming Chapters

It is important to clarify that this thesis is a first attempt to present an emerging cultural
phenomenon. It is intended to carefully suggests a first contextualisation of a new form of
literary presentation. Hence, literary texts are not only examined through literary and

aesthetical norms but also within their surroundings in the online sphere.

To understand the significance of online literature in the Gulf it needs to be
discussed against the background of the increased importance of the internet as well as

against developments in print.

The Introduction will therefore present perspectives on online literature and serve
as a gate to grasp concepts and ideas related to the field and medium. An overview of
online access and the start of literary production in the Gulf will serve as a basis for
understanding the following chapters. The reasons for choosing the subject of research will
be evaluated. The research question and hypothesis will be outlined. Terms such as blog,
forum and e-publishing house will be defined. Additionally, the value and quality of online
literature will be discussed. Also, the Gulf as a research field will be introduced with its
distinct cultural and traditional aspects that influence contemporary text production. New
perspectives on the examination of online literature will help to understand the process of

presenting the cultural phenomenon from a variety of viewpoints.

The thesis is divided into four interconnected parts. Each part highlights one distinct
aspect of online literature from the region. Three chapters embed literary examples: Visual
Setup, Features of Narration and Language (Chapter One) Participatory Culture (Chapter
Two) and Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes (Chapter Three). The chapter dealing with
Constraints and Challenges of Online Distribution (Chapter Four) is more theoretical and
will include less original source text. There are many more aspects of online literature from

the region that can be examined. The particular aspects that I analyse were chosen because



they are striking when dealing with the subject, highlighting three fields that are relevant
for a media analysis as well as for an analysis of text. Visual Setup, Features of Narration
and Language (Chapter One) is a separate chapter because it deals with the literary text
itself, describing language and narration as well as aesthetics in expression; digitalisation;
and the influence the medium has on the composition of literary texts posted online in the
Gulf. Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) is an important feature of online interaction and
online cultural production. This subject is selected for an examination of literary text
because it highlights the distinct functions and benefits of online participation. This
includes circulation and redistribution of text, Web 2.0 studies, interactivity, communication
and authorship. Many of these sub-subjects are inherent to online media and differ from
earlier distribution of literary products. Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes (Chapter
Three) is chosen as an aspect of examination because reading literature distributed online
suggests an analysis of self- representation, because characters often situate themselves in
their cultural contexts. It would be possible to analyse a variety of other perspectives when
dealing with literary texts from the region, opening up a deeper debate on the “virtual
space", analysing online literature from a post-colonial perspective, or even from a
perspective of the beginnings of hypertext literature and poetics. Several perspectives on
literary production online are not included in this research. These include perspectives on
the representation of religion, approaches to historical perspectives or broader discussions
on Orientalism or post-colonialism. This work eschews discussion of cyber theory, like
Espen J. Aarseth’s "Ludogy".! Nor is code discussed. These perspectives on text are
neglected for a variety of reasons, but mainly because they did not seem natural elements to
study when analysing the text of the original sources. All of the aforementioned
perspectives on online literature are valuable in themselves and might be worth applying to

various kinds of online literature from other parts of the Arabic-speaking world.

The following explains the choice of subject by discussing the increasing importance of the
Internet, a presentation of Internet statistics in the Middle East and a general view of the

Gulf as a research field.

1 Espen J. Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature, Baltimore 1997.
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1.2 Why Research Online Literature?

A vast variety of literary texts are distributed online. In the Gulf, written and oral poetry
and short stories can be found on blogs, forums, and other media. Additionally, poems are
spread by micro-blogging applications such as Tumblr or Twitter.” There is a smaller
selection of online novels on blogs and at e-publishing houses. This is worth attention in
itself, since the focus in this research is on short stories and short literary texts published on
blogs, in forums and at the e-publishing house Nashiri.> My focus lies on the three major
sources, blogs, forums and e-publishing, because they are the forms most frequently used
by online writers from the region and have a longer tradition. Literary products written
during the last five to seven years are representative and offer a vast research field that
makes it possible to grasp which topics are commonly chosen by authors and what formats
are used to place literary texts. These three forms of publication can be seen as established
ways of sharing literary works with readers. This means writers have found a way to make
use of them and know how to present their works and make them accessible to be read by
others. Readers who adjust to the medium are skilled enough to naturally interact with
writers and subscribe to preferred blogs. My selected platforms of online distribution can
therefore be seen as well-established forms of sharing literary works online. The selection
of texts to be analysed in the following is usually not distributed on Facebook, Twitter or
Tumblr. I chose not to examine works distributed on Facebook, Twitter or Tumblr because
they are so new that it might be difficult to find common categories for them yet. Also,
literary texts published on these micro-blogging platforms are even more abstract in their
composition than the already short literary texts in my selection of online platforms. It is
beneficial to study these literary forms, because the aspect of sharing and re-posting is even
stronger in them than it is on blogs, forums and e-publishing. My choice of sources is

explained later in this chapter.

The history of online distribution in the field as manifested in most popular works,
underscores the novelty of this cultural phenomenon. Blog novels were first published in
Egypt in the mid-2000s; as their popularity grew, some blog novels were also printed. The
first novel that was originally distributed online and later published in print was Ghada

‘Abd al-‘Al’a ‘Ayza ’atgawwiz (I Want to Get Married). As a blog, it was already very

2 Micro-blogging is a continuation of regular blogging. Twitter is limited to 140 characters. Tumblr is a
micro-blogging platform mostly used to post pictures, quotes, audio files and videos. In both platforms
redistribution of content is encouraged.

3 Terms will be defined later in this chapter.



popular and gained a lot of attention. Literary production online drew more attention in the
Gulf region in 2006. “Banat al-Riyad” (Girls of Riyadh) by Raja’ ‘Abdallah al-Sani‘ was

published that year; it resembled online literature but was originally written for print.

The Gulf region is an ideal place to research online literature because of its
relatively high level of education and its quick development of cultural and economic
infrastructure. Online literature and other cultural production are on the rise. In contrast to
printed literary works, production and distribution online moves rapidly, both in the sense
of the speed of publishing and in the number of published texts. The young population, in
particular, participates in and enjoys the available opportunities.* A major benefit of online
cultural production is that it provides a space for free, unrestricted distribution. There is
room for experimenting; even inexperienced writers, but also other artists, have the chance
to try out what effect a particular work has on an audience. Hence, feedback may affect the

development of such production.

In the Arab countries, censorship influences every kind of publishing, including the
various kinds of literary production online. All the Gulf states have relatively strict
censorship on cultural goods. All Gulf countries are ruled by autocratic leaders and their
families, which makes censorship easier to implement.®> Online media offer opportunities to
step out of this censored area and make works accessible that otherwise might not have
found their way to an audience. Distinct aspects of Information Communication
Technology (henceforth: ICT) use and the challenges of censorship are discussed in a
separate chapter (Chapter Four). The ever-increasing volume of literary text distribution in
the Gulf countries, its distinctive features and the relative absence of censorship make

online literature are an interesting field of study.

4 This becomes apparent when dealing with writers in the field and analysing information provided on blogs
and profile pages in forums.

5 Much has been written on political aspects of the Gulf countries. See, among others, Christopher
Davidson, Power and Politics in the Persian Gulf Monarchies 2011; Jill Crystal, Oil and Politics in the
Gulf: Rulers and Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar 1995.



1.3 Increasing Importance of Online Media

Internet use is increasingly important. From the mid-1990s on, private households all over
the world have had access to the Internet. Nowadays, many essential processes of everyday
life in Europe, American and Asian countries are carried out online. This includes
information gathering, various forms of communication and even shopping. In the Arab
world, the quality and availability of online access for average people varies from country
to country. Richer countries and countries with a higher average educational level also have
a higher Internet penetration rate. Since the 2000s, research interest in Internet use in the
Arab world has increased. As can be seen in the works of Douglas A. Boyd (1999), Henner
Kirchner (2001), Deborah Wheeler (2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008) Naomi Sakr
(2004, 2007), Jabbar Audah Al-Obaidi (2007), Rasha A. Abdulla (2007), and many others.

1.4 Internet access in Arabic speaking countries

A brief history of Internet access in the Gulf region provides some background on online
literary production there. Internet access did not develop synchronously all over the world.
Countries allowed Internet access at different times, including in the Gulf region. In the
mid-1990s, a community wider than just governmental and financial spaces in the Gulf
began to gain access to the Internet. The first country to enable its people to go online was
Kuwait in 1995.° A couple of years later most of the other Gulf states also allowed their
citizens to go online.” User statistics differ, depending on the institutions that gather them;
the official figures at http://www.internetworldstats.com/ are commonly used in academic
research. User statistics in Iraq are not presented here.? According to this source, the highest
number of Internet users is in Bahrain with 88%, followed by the UAE with 75.9%, Qatar
with 51.8% and Oman with 41.7 % in the mid-range, while lower user numbers are found

in Kuwait with 39.4%, and Saudi Arabia with 38.1%.°

6 Deborah L. Wheeler, The Internet in The Middle East: Global Expectations And Local Imaginations In
Kuwait, New York 2005.

7 Grey E. Burkhart, Seymour E. Goodman: The Internet Gains Acceptance in the Persian Gulf. Commun.
ACM 41(3), 1998, pp. 19-25.

8 Iraq is not included in the researched sources and also has a special position because of the destruction of
infrastructure in the Iraq War that started in 2003.

9 "Middle East Internet Usage & Population Statistics" http://www.Internetworldstats.com/stats5.htm,
January 2011, last accessed December 29, 2011.



Statistics on Internet penetration in Gulf countries present a challenge. In the
countries of the Gulf which have large numbers of expatriate workers it is impossible to
differentiate whether the local or the expatriate population is going online. As an extreme
example, the population in the Emirate of Dubai consisted of almost 90% foreigners in
2011." Online access in Internet cafés does not influence the analysis of statistics in the
Gulf region as much as in other Arabic-speaking countries; relative wealth means that
people tend to go online in private settings. Nevertheless, younger users often access the
Internet at universities.

The number of expatriates in the Gulf countries varies. The two states with the
highest percentage of foreigners are Qatar and the UAE (about 80%). In the UAE, the
proportions vary from emirate to emirate." Kuwait’s foreign population, too, is high: 68%."
Bahrain has a population of a little over one million, of which 37% are foreigners." Oman
and Saudi Arabia have similar percentages of foreigners, about 25%.'* Oman has policies
promoting citizen employment in preference to expatriate employment, given equal
qualifications, in order to reduce dependencies among citizens." Other Gulf countries, for
example Saudi Arabia, also foster hiring locals.'

The huge volume of expatriate labour influences not only Internet user statistics, but also
society as a whole. Globalisation is mirrored in the sheer diversity of nationalities visible in

everyday life; this includes culture, shopping and foodstuffs."”

It is interesting to compare the level of Internet access in less-wealthy Arabic-
speaking countries, which have fewer expatriates, with that in the richer Gulf countries that
have more expatriates.'® The lowest numbers of people accessing the Internet is in Libya,

with 4.55%, which may be due to political circumstances. Syria is relatively low with

10 David Rosenberg, "UAE’s expat population surges to reach almost 90 percent", Arab News, April 3rd
2011, http://arabnews.com/middleeast/article342321.ece, last accessed December 29, 2011.

11 Qatar: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5437.htm, last accessed January 2, 2012.
UAE:http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5444.htm, last accessed January 2, 2012.

12 Kuwait: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35876.htm, last accessed January 2, 2012.

13 Bahrain: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/26414.htm, last accessed January 2, 2012.

14 Oman:http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35834.htm. last accessed January 2, 2012.

Saudi Arabia: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/3584.htm, last accessed January 2, 2012.

15 Information on “Omanization” is provided by Ashley DeFlumere on her website on the subject.
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/~deflu20a/classweb/omanization/omanization.html, last accessed November
29, 2011 and on oman.net http://www.omanet.om/english/misc/omanise.asp, last accessed November 29,
2011.

16 Saudi Princess Ameerah gave an interview on Bloomberg TV on this subject, September 23, 2011
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxVJ9PnikI8, last accessed November 29, 2011.

17 More on the influence of globalisation in Gulf countries in connection to language and literature is found
in the chapter Visual Setup, Features of Narration and Language (Chapter One) as well as in the chapter
Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes (Chapter Three).

18 http://www.Internetworldstats.com October 2011.
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19.8%. In Egypt, 24% of the people go online, in Jordan 26.8%, Lebanon follows with
29%, Tunisia's Internet users are about 33.9% of the population and Morocco has an
Internet penetration of 41.3%. The greatest number of Internet users is measured in the
Palestinian territories with 53%. Percentages of Internet penetration are often difficult to
interpret. Various factors affect online access statistics. It is impossible to determine how
many users are online in Internet cafés or on shared devices. Going online at Internet cafés
is especially common in countries where people cannot afford private Internet access at
home. Additionally, more than one person in a family may use a single private computer.
Universities also offer Internet access to their members, which may influence the statistics.
Often politics play a role whether, when and how Internet access is provided in a country.
This is connected not only to online censorship and censorship in general, but also to the
level of education provided in a country. Helen Milner states that access to free information
can threaten autocratic regimes." To avoid this threat, restrictions are made. User numbers
therefore cannot be estimated by counting households with Internet access.

Fewer people use the Internet in Arabic-speaking countries without oil resources
than in the Gulf countries.*® Education levels and illiteracy percentages are a factor in this.
Additionally, some governing systems restrict online access. Restrictions online and offline
are an important factor in online literary production in the Arab countries and especially in
the Gulf.*

Despite these reservations it seems safe to say that the number of Internet users in
Gulf countries is relatively high. Even if the above caveats leave the figures uncertain,

comparing Gulf statistics with those of other countries reveals tendencies of Internet use.

19 Helen V. Milner, The Digital Divide: The Role of Political Institutions in Technology Diffusion,
Comparative Political Studies 39, no. 2, 2006, pp. 176-199, p. 184.

20 Except of Libya which is due to political circumstances.

21 More on restrictions in the region can be found in: Bruce Etling, John Kelly, Robert Faris, and John
Palfrey:Mapping the Arabic Blogosphere: Politics, Culture, and Dissent (2009)
http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/publications/2009/Mapping_the_Arabic_Blogosphere, last accessed
December 29, 2011.



1.5 The Gulf as a Research Field

Aside from online access, social and political surroundings also affect cultural production.
Since Gulf countries show cultural similarities it made sense to look at the Gulf as a
research field of its own. Online literature should be analysed embedded in a cultural
setting in order to understand discourses in a local background. During the last 40 years,
growing wealth resulting from the discovery of oil has led to rapid development in
business, tourism and construction in the Gulf.”* The Gulf developed differently than other
Arab countries in the last century, initially being a rather poor region and suddenly
becoming wealthy. North Africa and countries such as Lebanon were colonized, resulting in
exploitation but also in the provision of educational institutions and academic exchange
with European countries; by contrast, colonial influence was minor in the Gulf. Colonial
forces were present but did not (or to a much more limited extent, at least) provide the
region with hospitals, educational institutions, roads or railway systems. With wealth
increasing, the role of expatriates, including those from Europe and North America, also
increased. But in contrast to other Arab countries, these workers and consultants are hired
by and ruled by local institutions to build up infrastructure of all kinds. Paralleling
economic growth, the cultural sector has also grown during the last ten years, as manifested
in the many art fairs, book fairs, art exhibitions, poetry TV shows and poetry houses (which
resemble literature houses in Europe) and also architectural heritage sites and museums.” A
steady investment in culture has enriched the cultural scene, and the local and expatriate
community benefits from this. The production not only of visual arts, but also of literature
is on the rise. The governments support the on-going cultural development financially and

encourage it by awarding prizes to extraordinary artists and ideas.**

The increase of literature is also new because until the 1960s the educational
level in all of the Gulf countries was relatively low and it took some years before education

spread.”

22 Volker Perthes, Geheime Gdrten: Die neue arabische Welt (2009); Roni Zirinski, Ad Hoc Arabism:
Advertising, Culture, and Technology in Saudi Arabia (2005).

23 Art Dubai started in 2007, Abu Dhabi Art in 2009, Sharjah Book Fair since 1982, Sharjah Biennial since
1993, Museum of Islamic Art in Doha since 2008, Mathaf Doha since 2011, Bahrain National Museum
since 1988, and much more.

24 The International Prize for Arabic Fiction, Abu Dhabi, Abraaj Capital Art Prize, Arab Creativity Award,
etc.

25 For more insights on the development of the Gulf countries Mohammed al-Fahim's From Rags to Riches.
A story of Abu Dhabi (1995) can be consulted. Here, not only the development of Abu Dhabi but also the
rest of the Gulf countries is narrated by an eyewitness.



Since the 1960s, the Gulf countries have developed rapidly. Roads and highways
were constructed to provide safe and fast connections between cities through the desert.
Hospitals, schools and universities were established. One important improvement was the
increasing supply of water produced by desalination plants. As soon as basic needs were
met, investment turned to new fields such as tourism and the cultural sector. As an example

this can be seen in recent developments in the UAE.*

Once basic education was ensured, more people had the privilege of expressing
themselves in written words. With the Gulf’s long tradition in poetry and storytelling, it was

just a question of time before literary texts were produced for the Internet.

2. Research Question and Challenges

A context for a further perception of online literature in the Gulf was set through
introducing the research field. Following, an outline of the research question as well as

research challenges will deepen insights on upcoming perspectives.

Online literary texts display recurring themes that are picked up by a variety of
writers. Several literary texts deal with common subjects, either as a main focus or
disguised in other aspects of stories. Selecting texts and analysing the secondary literature
raises the question of how globalisation and change in society are incorporated in online
literature. The rapid change in infrastructure and wealth inspires texts that deal with a
tension between preserving the cultural heritage and embracing the global economy. Online
literature raises questions of literary style, language and motifs. Is online literature in the
Gulf unique? Is it different from online or digital literature written in other parts of the
world? Does it differ from print literature? And if so, what aspects contribute to this? From
the point of view of media studies, what are the benefits, for writers of online literature in
the Gulf as compared to other regions, of distribution in online media? How influential is
censorship there? What is the function of participatory culture in the region under

discussion?”” How does participatory culture influence online literary production in our

26 Joan C. Henderson , "Tourism in Dubai: Overcoming Barriers to Destination Development", in
International Journal of Tourism Research 8, 2006, pp. 87-99.

27 Participatory culture is the opposite of consumerist culture. It is made from people for people and can
involve an interactive process.
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case? How much more freedom does this medium offer? How significant is the audience? It
is essential to deal with these questions to explore the position of online literature in a
broader picture of cultural production and in a more detailed framework of the literary

canon.

This thesis also aims to locate these literary products within the context of literary
studies and to find a place for a new kind of literary production either inside or outside
already established categories. Are these works a continuation of a literary tradition, or are
they a new and unconnected phenomenon that does not fit earlier perspectives and
categories?

Blogging and posting stories in forums is not only a new and convenient form of
distribution, but can also be seen as an additional form of communication. It is a form of
communication through cultural production: writings are distributed in order to receive
feedback. This can be seen as a social expression that is part of a cultural process.

A number of problems appear when dealing with online literature from the
region. The biggest challenge is the extensive number of sources that have to be skimmed
to select what might be called “representative". Steadily increasing amounts of material of
all qualities have to be read. A further challenge here is the storage and archiving of the
sources, keeping in mind that online media are easy to change and edit. Another problem in
analysing online distributions is its unsustainable availability. This can either mean that
users remove their literary works or that a blog host or forum host is either taken down by
external forces or decides to cease distribution. Additionally, governmental restrictions can
shut down websites. Also, writers sometimes change privacy settings, turning a public blog

into a private one that can be accessed only with the author’s permission.

For a researcher who is not from the region, another challenge is the use of
colloquial language. The majority of literary texts published in forums are written in the
various dialects of the Gulf. These dialects not only differ from Modern Standard Arabic
(henceforth: MSA) and other Arabic dialects, they also include a fair number of words
derived from Hindi, Urdu and Persian.”® The influence of foreign languages is more
apparent in forums than in blog posts. In addition, these texts often do not conform to
grammatical and orthographic standards. Unlike forums, texts written on blogs are mostly
in MSA, though sometimes coloured with dialect. Below, I will describe how these

challenges have been met in the present study.

28 More on this in Chapter One.
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The selection of sources will be explained later in this chapter. The instability of text was
dealt with by taking screen shots and saving websites on an external medium to prevent a
loss of research material. As a researcher who is not from the region and whose knowledge
of dialect is limited, I had to consult locals who helped me extract the meaning of colloquial

language as well as to spot foreign influence in language.

The current research seeks to understand the contemporary Middle East from the
perspectives of individualization, politics and democratization processes. This thesis is a
study of literature and not a study of current political or philosophical blogs and can
therefore only present findings appearing in literary texts. Literary texts are not a
documentation of contemporary events in a form that could substitute for academic
research or newspaper articles. Still, they can involve readers in discussions of general
interests and discourses that are part of society. Individualization might be a phenomenon
that can be represented in online literature. This might be embodied in self-representation as
well as in interaction with an audience. Politics are rather a minor aspect of literary texts
from the Gulf. Instead of addressing politics in literary texts, bloggers prefer to post a plain
essay with their views on current events. Usually, it is obvious what kind of text is meant to
have literary characteristics and what kind is provided to debate politics. The same is true
for works posted in forums. Forums generally pre-structure a strict division between
political debates and literature by providing different categories of discussion in several
sub-pages. Other researchers have discussed democratization and its influence by online

media, so this is not the subject of my research.*

Even though this examination of online literature from the Gulf does not
examine democratization or politics in general, it picks up other aspects of research on the
contemporary Middle East, for example the description of the representation of identity in
the portrayal of heroes (Chapter Three), often connected to the field of global influence vs.
heritage, as well as the process of individualization. Global influences are also part of the
description of language use when it comes to the distinctiveness of online language and

dialect.®

Another aspect that is connected to politics is the subject of censorship, which is
treated in a separate chapter (Chapter Two) that deals with governmental restrictions on
print and online media. Part of this chapter deals with the significance of this research for a

greater resear ch community.

29 cf. Kirchner (2001), Baker (2002), Kahn and Kellner (2004), Milner (2006), Albabtain (2008).
30 More on this in Chapter One.
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First, however, an overview of current research related to the thesis will be
summed up, methods will be introduced and an outline of upcoming chapters will be

presented.

2.1 Overview of Current Research

It is essential to place this research project within the framework of current and on-going
research on the field. So far, research on electronic, digital and online literature has been
conducted in research fields outside the Gulf. Kathleen Fitzpatrick, who researches media
with an interest in digital textuality, published the article “The Pleasure of the Blog” (2009),
which deals with literariness of blogs.?" She states that not only the voyeuristic aspects of
reading a blog, but also the interaction with the writer provide pleasure to the reader. Being
part of the content production leads readers to return to blogs. She also outlines the problem
of distinguishing between fiction and nonfiction in blogs, a problem that she notes also
occurred when the novel began to emerge as a literary genre in Europe. In her view, in
blogs the personal is political. She would also include "blog diaries" in this field. These
findings are interesting because they underline my own view that online literature from the
Gulf touches on societal discourses, even when it is not explicitly political (for details, see
chapter three). Also, she sees that the structure of blogs resembles the “picaresque and the
epistolary novel".*> My research also compares contemporary online literature to earlier
printed novels (Chapter One). She agrees with Himmer that part of the pleasure of reading
blogs is their ambiguity between fiction and nonfiction. Fitzpatrick presents the idea of a
collective in intersubjective authorship that is also initiated through links. The chapter
Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) addresses the perspective of communication and

linking.

Academics from the region and other parts of the world have intensely researched
political blogs and forums in the Middle East. The Berkman Center for Internet and Society
edited “Mapping the Arab Blogosphere" (2009), analysing 35,000 active blogs in Arabic in

terms of the subject of discussion, the blogs’ links and other aspects.® Albrecht Hofheinz

31 Kathleen Fitzpatrick, "The Pleasure of the Blog: The Early Novel, the Serial, and the Narrative Archive"
2007, machines.pomona.edu/dossier/files/2009/10/fitzpatrick-blegtalk.pdf, last accessed January 27, 2012.

32 Ibid,, p. 174.

33 Bruce Etling, John Kelly, Robert Faris, and John Palfrey, Mapping the Arabic Blogosphere: Politics,
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distributed two articles on the use of the Internet in Arab countries — "The Internet in the
Arab World: Playground for Political Liberalization" (2005) and "Arab Internet Use:
Popular Trends and Public Impact" (2007) — that highlight the relevance of both for
understanding the position of online media in the early 2000s.** My research draws
substantially on his research on censoring forces in Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Some research has been conducted on digital or electronic literature created in
Europe and North America, for example Loss Pequefio Glazier’s "Digital Poetics" (2001).*
He states that the increase in the use of technology and media created a place for the
distribution and writing of literature. His main focus is on hypertext, visual or kinetic text
and programmed media. He examines the avant-garde of electronic literatures. My focus
lies elsewhere, mostly on popular distributed texts. However, parts of his research help
contextualize my findings, for example, his idea that digital media are contributing to a
redefinition of writing itself and his finding that digital practices are truly international.
These international practices are defined as a series of national practices that "constitute an
international web of interests".*® One of his valuable thoughts on digital literature is that the
writer can be seen as a maker, as he is the "typesetter, graphic artist, and director of the
work".”” T will draw on his research in the chapter Visual Setup, Features of Narration and
Language (Chapter One) as well as in the chapter Participatory Culture (Chapter Two).
Peter Gendolla edited a collection of articles dealing with Internet literature, The Aesthetics
of Net Literature (2007).*® This collection of articles on net literature discusses several
perspectives on aesthetics. The article “Playing with Signs" by Peter Gendolla and Jérgen
Schéfer is especially valuable for understanding antithetical theory on net literature,
because it evaluates an open process in communication between author and reader and
discusses a change of media conditions and the specific resulting aesthetics that differ from
those of traditional media. Roberto Simanowski’s Interfictions (2002) defines digital
literature as an artistic form of expression that needs digital media as an existential basis

because it is characterized by at least one of the following distinct features: interactivity,

Culture, and Dissent (2009).
http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/publications/2009/Mapping_the_Arabic_Blogosphere, last accessed
December 29, 2011.

34 Albrecht Hofheinz, "Arab Internet Use: Popular Trends and Public Impact", in Naomi Sakr (ed.), Arab
Media and Political Renewal: Community, Legitimacy and Public Life, London 2007, pp. 56-79; "The
Internet in the Arab World: Playground for Political Liberalization", in Internationale Politik und
Gesellschaft 3/2005, pp. 79- 96.

35 Loss Pequeno Glazier, Digital poetics, Tuscaloosa 2002.

36 Ibid., p. 152.

37 Ibid., p. 29.

38 Peter Gendolla and Jorgen Schéfer, The Aesthetics of Net Literature: Writing, Reading and Playing in
Programmable Media, Bielefeld 2007.
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intermediality or orchestration.” This definition is essential for my research, for he is one of
the few researchers who give a clear and short definition of what electronic literature
actually is.

All of these works deal with a different kind of electronic literature that is very
unlike online literature from the Gulf: they deal with an art form that displays a more
technical and aesthetical representation of literary text. Most of the results of this research,
valuable as they may be in themselves, are however difficult to apply to my findings on my
sources, because their composition and layout are different and they incorporate multi-
medial applications very differently. As one of the few analyses of Arabic online literature,
the Arab magazine for literature "Fusil: Journal of Literary Criticism" can be named as it

partially dealt with the issue.*

Until now, researchers have not dealt with the phenomenon of online literature in
the Gulf region. Most research in this geographical area has focused on political online
participation, but even here the Gulf has not played as important a role for European and
American academia as Egypt and Lebanon have.

My research is influenced by David Gauntlett, the British media theorist who shaped
the term "Web 2.0 studies" and who also researched participatory culture and cultural
production. He makes it clear that new research methods should be applied when dealing
with creative online production because of the blurring or overlapping between audience
and producers.*!

A chapter of the present investigation deals with the portrayal of "heroes" in online
literature. The chapter deals with perspectives on gender and the influence of globalisation,
but it is also essential to study distinctive features of identity representation on the net. Two
researchers who have studied this phenomenon are Susanna Paasonen and Sherry Turkle.
Susanna Paasonen is a researcher in media studies and the author of Figures of Fantasy
(2005), which dealt with gender and identity online.** Are her findings also applicable to the
Gulf? Sherry Turkle, a researcher in the social studies of science and technology, discusses
people assuming different personalities online in her Life on Screen, published in 1997.%
Although this is a very early work on the topic and includes an analysis of identity

representations in Multi-User Dungeon's (henceforth: MUD). It is difficult to apply the

39 Roberto Simanowski, Interfictions, Frankfurt am Main 2002.

40 2011 g sl 79 saxl (Jguas) (oIl xadl ale

41 http://theory.org.uk/, last accessed December 29, 2011.
42 Susanna Paasonen, Figures of Fantasy, New York 2005.
43 Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, New York 1997.
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concept of multiple identities to online literary forums and blogs from Gulf countries

because there is not enough reliable material to build research on.

The field of Internet use in the Middle East has been researched for almost a decade.
One of the most important monographs on the subject was produced by Deborah Wheeler,
who pioneered Internet studies in the Arab world. She sees the Internet as an agent of
change in the region and emphasizes that context and local identity still matter. Global
expectations and local imaginations play a role when comparing Arab Internet cultures. Her
work The Internet in the Middle East (2005) provides an early ethnography on the field of
Internet use in the Arab World.* A main focus in her monograph is on Kuwait, making her
research even more relevant for my thesis. She examines how the Internet influences public
discourses, thereby presenting the meaning of the medium for society. Her research tries to
grasp the Internet's effect on individual freedom, democratization processes and the
economy. The chapter "Women, Gender, and the Internet in Kuwait" is especially valuable
in examining gender representation in online literary text.

Research on the digital divide* has been conducted by many researchers, such as
Helen Milner in The Digital Divide (2006).*® Milner's work focuses on the diffusion of
technology and the impact of politics. For her analysis, she uses data from 190 countries
from 1991-2001, which was a very early time for Internet adoption in the Arab world.
Things have changed with the development and spread of online media use in the area and
also with the recent developments of several revolutions in 2011. Still, some of her ideas
are still inspirational inspiring? Milner suggests that Internet adoption is driven by political
factors because states and authoritarian governments condition the ways society uses the
Internet. She also points out that more democratic countries have “more hosts per

"4’ which can also be seen in the Gulf because the ISPs are state-run.“*® Johanne

inhabitant
Kuebler's paper "Overcoming the Digital Divide" (2011) also deals with this subject and

focuses on the Middle East. Her paper deals with what its title says, using political

44 Deborah L. Wheeler, The Internet In The Middle East: Global Expectations And Local Imaginations In
Kuwait, New York 2005.

45 The digital dived describes the gap between social classes or countries which have different possibilities to
go online, either because of a lack of knowledge or a lack of hardware and other possibilities.

46 Helen V. Milner, "The Digital Divide: The Role of Political Institutions in Technology Diffusion",
Comparative Political Studies 39, no. 2, 2006, pp. 176-199.

47 Ibid., p. 192.

48 An Internet Service Provide is the institution that provides Internet to people. This can be privately owned
or state owned.

49 Johanne Kuebler, "Overcoming the Digital Divide: The Internet and Political Mobilization in Egypt and
Tunisia", in CyberOrient, Vol. 5, Iss. 1, 2011. http://www.cyberorient.net/article.do?articleld=6212, last
accessed December 29, 2011.
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mobilization in Tunisia and Egypt as its example. Kuebler sees print media as a bridge that
connects online activists with the general public sphere. In the Gulf, too, some authors of
online literature publish works in print, either in newspapers or in books.

It is difficult to measure the actual age range, gender and nationality of Internet
users in Gulf Cooperation Council (henceforth: GCC) countries. The digital divide in GCC
countries is rather between the younger and the older generation than between rich and poor
— at least when it comes to the local population, which is usually a minority, as described
earlier. Warschauer and Grimes make clear that “privileged groups” are the main
participants in online media.” In the Gulf, locals usually belong to these groups and have
the hardware and knowledge required to go online. In her 2004 article, Wheeler states that
in Saudi Arabia most female Internet users belong to the elite.”* As the use of Internet has
spread since the distribution of her article, the number of users has also increased.
Hofheinz, too, states that the number of young and female users is rising and reflected in

the traffic of several portals.>

One of the aspects this study also is interested in is the literariness of shorts text
published in forums and blogs. It is therefore essential to look at recent developments in
contemporary Arabic literature, which have been researched, among others, by scholars
such as Sabry Hafez, Stephan Guth, Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch and Christian
Junge. For the Gulf region in particular, Gail Ramsay is one of the active researchers on
literary production. Many other pieces of research also contribute to the analysis of
contemporary Arabic literature and will be relevant as a background against which to read
online literature. It is interesting to see the degree to which studies on printed literature are

applicable to online distributions.

Stephan Guth analyses changes in contemporary Arabic literature and discusses
"countering modernity" and "reviving literary heritage" as aspects of culture and identity in
post-1980s literature. He observes a “'return’ to 'traditional, pre-(post) modernist modes of

writing critical realism”.>® A similar "return" seems to be happening also in the stories

50 Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent Semiotics of
Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 27, no. 1, 2007, pp.1-23, p. 15.

51 Deborah Wheeler, "Blessings and Curses: Women and the Internet Revolution in the Arab World", in
Naomi Sakr (ed.), Women and Media in the Middle East: Power through Self-Expression 2004, pp.138-
161, p. 155.

52 Albrecht Hofheinz, "Arab Internet Use: Popular Trends and Public Impact", in Naomi Sakr (ed.), Arab
Media and Political Renewal: Community, Legitimacy and Public Life, London 2007, pp. 56-79; "The
Internet in the Arab World: Playground for Political Liberalization", in Internationale Politik und
Gesellschaft 3/2005, pp. 79- 96, p. 70.

53 Roger Allen quoted Stephan Guth's talk at the EURAMAL conference 2008 in Uppsala, Sweden, in
"Fiction and Publics: The Emergence of the “Arabic Best-Seller”", in Viewpoints Special Edition. The
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analysed here, which seem, at least partially, to employ the style and writing techniques of
critical realism. Reviving literary heritage is apparent all over the Gulf, for example in the

support for traditional poetry on TV shows and at other poetry events.>

Angelika Neuwirth, a researcher on contemporary Arabic literature (and Quranic
studies), is one of the editors of Arabic Literature. Postmodern Perspectives.” Her research
on contemporary literature deals with ideas of “memory and identity” and “collective
memory”; this is also valuable because identity representation in the form of the heroes’
portrayal is a recurrent aspect in short stories published online in the Gulf. Individual
identity can be seen in contrast to collective ideals, as will be presented in the chapter Who
are the Actors? Portray of Heroes (Chapter Three).

Gail Ramsay, a researcher on Arabic literature, is one of the few who has also
conducted research on blogs. One of her research foci is on short stories (in print) from the
UAE and Oman. Another emphasis in her studies is on globalisation in the Gulf and the
“post-structural concepts of cultural representation”.”® She also takes up the subject of
globalisation, an aspect of great value in the examination of short stories and short literary
texts from the region.

Andreas Pflitsch, a researcher on contemporary Arabic literature, examines the
opposition between cultural heritage and Western modernity, emphasising that a Western
perception of Arabic literature is often “oriented on exotic allures” and also “disregards its
diversity and quality”.”” This perspective on literary text might be interesting to adopt when
applying “Western" research methods to sources from the Gulf. I do not regard online
literature from the Gulf as more exotic than online literature from any other region. Still, I
apply European methods of literary analysis to text that is set in and written in Gulf

countries. There is a lack of analysis of online literature from the region because the field of

State of the Arts in the Middle East, Washington.
www.mei.edu/Portals/0/Publications/state-arts-middle-east.pdf, last accessed January 2, 2012.
Additional discussion on that matter can be found in: Stephan Guth and Gail Ramsay (eds.), From New
Values to New Aesthetics, vol. II: Postmodernism and Thereafter, Wiesbaden 2011.

54 TV shows such as "Prince of Poets" or "Poet of a Million" from Abu Dhabi might serve as an example.

55 Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch, and Barbara Winckler (eds.), Arabic Literature: Postmodern
Perspectives, London 2010. Translated from the original German version: Arabische Literatur,
postmodern, Miinchen 2004.

56 Gail Ramsay, "Global Heroes and Local Characters in Short Stories from the United Arab Emirates and
the Sultanate of Oman", in Paul Starkey, Boutros Hallag & Stefan Wild (eds.), Middle Eastern Literatures,
Vol. 9 (Number 2) August 2006, pp. 211-216.

Gail, Ramsay, "Globalisation and Cross-Cultural Writing in the United Arab Emirates and Oman", in
Gunilla Lindberg-Wada, Stefan Helgesson, Margareta Petersson, Anders Pettersson (eds.), Literature and
Literary History in Global Contexts: A Comparative Project, Vol. 4, Berlin, New York 2006, pp. 241-277.

57 Andreas Pflitsch, "The End of Illusions: On Arab Postmodernism", in Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas
Pflitsch, and Barbara Winckler (eds.), Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives, London 2010, pp. 25-
40, p. 36.
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study is relatively new. It is important to keep the debate on Orientalism initiated by
Edward Said in mind when dealing with texts from the Arab world, as preconceptions
should not be applied to the sources. Attention should be paid to the individuality of the
literary texts published in online forums and on blogs.

Christian Junge researches literature of the 1990s in Egypt, which is interesting to
compare with contemporary literature online because both deal with self-reference in
narration and choice of language.® Junge works on a stylistically completely different kind
of texts, but his analysis of self-reference and narration is interesting because both are

crucial and apparent in online literature from the Gulf.

Common to all these scholars is their emphasis on the dichotomy between heritage

or memory and global influence, as well as on self-presentation or identity presentation.

2.2 Approaches to Method and Theory

The following section describes method and theories that are adopted to outline the
distinctions of online literature in the Gulf. As I am working on a new field that is not well
researched yet, I decided to use an assortment of theoretical approaches to the matter. My
choice of methods derives from my research question about the distinctive aspects that

recur in my sources.

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) helps analyse the settings of literary texts. CDA
is interdisciplinary and examines language as a social practice. Even if it is more often used
for analysing political discourse, I will apply aspects of it to literary texts. CDA is vital
because it draws on the analysis of separate discourses that form a public reflection on a
single subject. I use the term “discourse” as defined in Critical Discourse Analysis: a form
of language use in writing and speech that is seen as a “social practice" and shows social

identities.” This method is needed to analyse selected discourses in a variety of stories.

58 Christian Junge, "I Write, Therefore I Am. Metafiction as Self-Assertion in Mustafa Dhikri’s “Much Ado
About a Gothic Labyrinth”", in Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch, and Barbara Winckler (eds.), Arabic
Literature: Postmodern Perspectives, London 2010, pp. 444-460.

59 CDA sees discourse — language use in speech and writing — as a form of “social practice”. Describing
discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship between a particular discursive event and the
situation(s), institution(s) and social structure(s) that frame it: The discursive event is shaped by them, but
it also shapes them. That is, discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially conditioned — it
constitutes situations, objects of knowledge and the social identities of and relationships between people
and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps to sustain and reproduce the social
status quo and in the sense that it contributes to transforming that status quo. Since discourse is so socially
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The chapter Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) draws on a different
methodological approach because, here, forums and blogs are analysed by identifying their
function for readers and writers. In this chapter I will draw on the findings of Louis Leung’s
article “User-generated content on the Internet: an examination of gratifications, civic
engagement and psychological empowerment” (2009) because they help to identify the
process of interaction and communication.”” David Gauntlett’s findings in "Participation
Culture, Creativity, and Social Change"” (2008) are also vitally relevant.®’ Another valuable
article on the subject is Carolyn Guertin’ “Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay:
New Narratives in a Postnarrative World” (2008).%

The chapter Visual Setup, Features of Narration and Language (Chapter One)
analyses a variety of perspectives on text. The chapter is important for the whole of the
thesis because it reflects stylistic and aesthetic distinctions that are apparent in literary text
from the region. Gerard Genette, a French literary theorist, provides a methodological
approach to the actual literary source texts. He coined terms that are relevant for the
analysis of narration. His method is suitable for examining the voice of the narrator as well
as narrative moods in my sources. Distance and perspective are also two important aspects
of literary texts published online in the Gulf. Aesthetics is the focus of "Digital Poetry: A
Look at Generative, Visual, and Interconnected Possibilities in its First Four Decades"

(2008), by Christopher Funkhouser.*

The chapter Constraints and Challenges of Online Distribution (Chapter Four) is
discussed against the background of views on the Internet as a public sphere. This is
necessary since I analyse censorship as well as the redistribution of text. Both are social

functions that influence the dynamics of literary stories that are posted on blogs and in

consequential, it gives rise to important issues of power. Discursive practices may have major ideological
effects — that is, they can help produce and reproduce unequal power relations between (for instance)
social classes, women and men and ethnic/cultural majorities and minorities through the ways they
represent things and position people (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997: 258).

60 Louis Leung, "User-generated content on the Internet: an examination of gratifications, civic engagement
and psychological empowerment", in New Media & Society, London 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p. 1328 f.

61 David Gauntlett, Participation Culture, Creativity, and Social Change, November 29, 2008,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNqgXbI1_o8&feature=related, last accessed November 11, 2011.

62 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a Postnarrative
World", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary Studies, Oxford
2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012.

63 Christopher Funkhouser, "Digital Poetry: A Look at Generative, Visual, and Interconnected Possibilities in
its First Four Decades", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary
Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-11&toc.depth=1&toc.id=ss1-5-
11&brand=9781405148641_brand, last accessed January 27, 2012.
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forums. Inspiring findings on this subject can be found in James Bohman's “Expanding
dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere and prospects for transnational democracy"
(2004).%* Also important for this chapter are the findings in H. Kirchner’s article “Internet in

the Arab World: A Step Towards 'Information Society?" (2001).%

2.3 Proceedings

As mentioned earlier in this Introduction, the thesis is divided into four chapters and one
introductory and concluding chapter. All chapters are linked by a variety of perspectives
(media studies, literary studies etc.). To present the findings in a form suitable for print, the
chapters are in a sequence. However, the chapters can be read independently, aside from the
hierarchy forced on the thesis by its paper embodiment. Four chapters deal with aspects of

online literature and try to illuminate distinctive features.

The chapter on Visual Setup, Features of Narration and Language (Chapter One)
looks at/deals with questions of layout and the use of multi-media elements. The setup of
online short stories and other literary blog texts will also be examined. Later, the style of
writing and narration will be examined. To highlight distinctive features of language use, an
investigation of linguistic aspects in online literary texts and an analysis of the purpose and

function of dialogues and monologues will be conducted.

The second chapter, which deals with Participatory Culture (Chapter Two), includes
views on the following aspects of cultural production: first, an introduction to Web 2.0 is
essential to highlight the function of user-generated text and the benefits of online writing
with Web 2.0. This serves as a basis to understand the role of authors in online literature,
which can be seen in connection with the public and private dynamics in the online sphere.
Later, the vital role of the audience will be discussed. Connected to the audience is the
interactive process of reposting and remixing on the Internet, which underlines the
interpersonal experience that happens and is dependent on elements of time and space on

the net. Additionally, interactivity can be expressed through links, which can also serve as a

64 James Bohman, "Expanding dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere and prospects for transnational
democracy", in John Michael Roberts and Nick Crossley (eds.), After Habermas: New Perspectives on the
Public Sphere, Oxford 2004, pp. 131-155, p. 138.

65 H. Kirchner, “Internet in the Arab World: A Step Towards ‘Information Society’?”, in Kai Hafez (ed.),
Mass Media, Politics and Society, Hampton 2001.
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form of communication.

The third chapter (Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes) deals with perspectives
on gender identity, globalization and individualization processes. The protagonist’s struggle
over identity can be expressed as a critique of social norms in online literary text from the
region.

The fourth chapter (Constraints and Challenges of Online Distribution) will attempt
to identify challenges to online writing, such as the impact of online media on political
conditions, as well as the influence of authoritarian regimes on literary texts. These texts are
strongly influenced by Internet censorship and global and local influence on ICT use.
Anonymised distribution will be discussed as a tool that may be beneficial for online
writing.

To fully grasp the consequences of online literature and the influence it has on
society and vice versa, it needs to be approached from a wide spectrum of viewpoints.
Accordingly, texts have to be analysed and examined critically. All the chapters are
connected to each other. Participatory culture (Chapter Two) influences visual setup,
features of narration and language (Chapter One). Another connecting factor is the
disorganized, non-hierarchical sphere that shapes both processes. This is not a completely
anarchistic sphere, but is much less controlled and organized than other, earlier media.
Users can interact with less restriction from social conventions and power structures. The
audience is part of the analysis of Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) because the
audience takes an interactive part in online literary production and communicates with
writers in various ways, as will be elaborated in the relevant chapter. A common element
can also be seen in the process of individualization, opinion making, issues of privacy and
publicness and self-regulation. The chapter Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes
(Chapter Three) is also linked to Constraints and Challenges of Online Distribution
(Chapter Four) because both address the topics of global influences and freedom of speech.
As mentioned earlier in the summary of each chapter, globalisation plays an important role
in identity representation as well as in the net’s influence on political changes, in addition to
providing a space for discussion that is more open than communication in the space away
from the screen. These aspects are also shared with the chapter Visual Setup, Features of
Narration and Language (Chapter One). This is due to the impact that restrictions on
writing have on the literary text itself, and also to the actual plot of the text and to the same

extant the setup as it is impacted by global perspectives.
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3. Significance and Relevance

After presenting an overview of current research and applied methods and an outline of
upcoming chapters, it is worth showing the thesis’ significance. It evaluates a new
phenomenon that has not been previously examined. It is a contribution to the analysis of
contemporary Arab media, as well as a different representation of Arabic literature and
thereby fills a gap in current research. In the introduction to her book “Electronic Literature
(2008) N. Kathrine Hayles asks: “Is electronic literature literature at all?" and whether it
will open publication to everyone, something that may “result in a flood of worthless
drivel". She continues to ask if this type of literature is inferior to printed literature and
which cultural and social changes are bound to this new field.*® On the other hand, in her
introduction to Arabic Literature. Postmodern Perspectives, Angelika Neuwirth states that
“literary voices can also be seen in other forms or art such as ‘cinematic projection’” and
“should finally be recognized”.®” In the same sense, it is probably time to recognize Arabic
literary online production as a new manifestation of literary text.

This research is relevant for many fields because it combines several perspectives
on online literature. A number of results of the thesis will be relevant in the context of
literary studies, other aspects of it might will inform media studies. For Arabic literary
studies, this research is vital since it examines and shows distinct aspects of a completely
new form of distribution. For media studies, an examination of Arabic literature is of value
because studies of Arab media have so far usually focussed on other fields, such as politics
or gender. The study of online and digital literature, on the other hand, has been mostly
Eurocentric, dealing solely with texts from Europe and in part North America. Digital
literature from Arabic countries — unlike Japanese and Chinese online literary text — has not
been the subject of in depth research yet.

Who could benefit of this research? Its interdisciplinary approaches put it between
literary studies and media studies and make it interesting for both fields. Since its
protagonists are situated in Arabic-speaking countries of the Persian Gulf, it can also be of
value for researchers on the Middle East and anthropologists. The thesis is meant to be
useful also for domains outside Middle Eastern studies, including the study of cultural
production, participatory culture and censorship. An analysis of distinct Arabic features of

this activity vitally broadens the view on these social processes. Results from the chapters

66 N. Katherine Hayles, Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary, Notre Dame 2008, p. 2.
67 Angelika Neuwirth, "Introduction”, in Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch, and Barbara Winckler (eds.),
Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives, London 2010, pp. 41-64, p. 63.
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Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) and Who are the Actors? Portray of Heroes (Chapter
Three) can be of relevance for other studies in those fields. The results of the Constraints
and Challenges of Online Distribution (Chapter Four) are valuable for studies on the same
issue. The events of the recent “Arab Spring” have fuelled interest, even in a mainstream
audience, to learn more about what happens online in the Arab world. Literature has always
been closely interrelated with societal discourses. Online literature can therefore be seen as
one of the main expressions of contemporary cultural life and in this way also as a means to

gain immediate insights into society.

4. What is out there? Description of the Material

Presenting literature related to this research field and showing the significance of the
project serves as an introduction to present selected material. As forms of spreading
literature online, forums, blogs, and e-publishing each cater to a different audience. My
source material is administered and institutionalized in a variety of ways by hosts and users,
as will be elaborated in later paragraphs dealing with each type of distribution. The chosen
examples are a microscopic sample of what is available and serve as a selection of
representative material that tries to capture the essence. The texts to be examined includes
selected blogs and forums as well as short stories from the e-publisher Nashiri. A selection

has been necessary due to the enormous amounts of material to be found online.

The number of literary texts online appears to be infinite. New texts pop up every
day and a rapidly growing supply of cultural goods is accessible. As a worldwide
phenomenon, this can also be observed in the Gulf region. For this reason I limited my text
selection to sources distributed online in the time frame between 2000 and 2011. Most of

the selected texts were published on the net from 2004 onwards.

I will present texts with a variety of forms and lengths. Are there trends in online
literature? At present, it can be said that shorter texts are preferred. In the Gulf and
n 68

elsewhere, short texts are constructed in from just a few paragraphs up to a few “pages".

Shorter texts are appropriate for the medium because a user's eye and concentration span

68 It is not definable what "a page" is on screen but when printed out it is possible to see that most stories
take up the space of half a page up to eight or nine printed pages.
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are not used to longer texts on screen. Poems and short stories are therefore particularly
suited to the medium and more accepted by readers.

The problem of defining boundaries in online research is discussed by Christine
Hine, Lori Kendall, and danah boyd (sic!). They note that much of the problem stems from
the field of study being so huge.” Therefore in my study to highlight certain patterns, the
vast majority of texts published online in the Gulf will not be studied. Besides my selection
of literary texts, a number of texts, which is impossible to measure, are distributed every
day in the region. These other texts deal with such a wide variety of subjects that I can
merely mention some of them, and will most certainly not be able to include all the subjects
and texts genres, that are not part of my field of study. These other texts can be about
fashion, politics, technology, health, family and many more subjects. My most important
criteria for text selection was whether the texts had an aspect of literaryness. That is the
reason why the above mentioned texts are not included in my research. This does not
necessarily mean that the analysed texts are the type of high literature that would be
considered for a nomination of a Noble Prize of Literature, but rather a selection of texts
that have a literary character. It is very difficult to find a precise definition of what is
literature, and it is debatable if the texts of my choice can be seen as literature or not.

It might be easier to explain my choice of selection according to a generic approach
than to an approach of finding criteria that is met by all the texts I have studied. My sources
can be seen as good examples of a larger variety of texts that are distributed online in the
Gulf. Ludwig Wittgenstein considered a similar approach to the matter; explaining that
instead of naming criteria that are met by all the texts a "family resemblance" can also be

used for explanation. He states.

(...) we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and
criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities
of detail. T can think of no better expression to characterise these
similarities than “family resemblances”; for the various resemblances
between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait,

temperament, etc., etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way. ”°

69 Christine Hine, Lori Kendall, and danah boyd, "Question One: How Can Quantitative Internet Researchers
Define the Boundaries of their Projects?", in Anette N. Markham and Nancy K. Baym (eds.): internet
inquiry. conversation about method, London 2009, pp. 1-32.

70 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophical investigations. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe.

New York 1953, p. 31-32.
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As an example he introduces the term "game" which is used for different things such as
boardgames or Olympic games. Both have features in common but are still different from
another. It becomes obvious that not all categories to describe the term are met by all the
words that include this term but there are overlapping similarities. In my view, common
features of online literary texts from the Gulf can be seen in that they are all: written texts,
that they have a common medium in which they are distributed, the category of the
websites that they are published on is intended for literary texts, and the authors intended
them to be literary.

Literary texts of my selection are usually short stories or short texts that describe a
fictional event. It is not possible for me to verify the fictional quality of the event in every
case, as the writer does not always explicitly mentions fictional nature of the text. However,
on the website of the e-publisher Nashiri it can be assumed that texts that are published
under the headline of "short stories" are fictional. The same is applicable for stories
published in forums in the category of "short stories". Of course not all literary texts need to
be fictional; it is also possible to define non-fictional texts as literature. Additionally, it is
debatable how to categorize something as fictional or non-fictional. What can be generally
said about my choice of sources is that they appear to be representative and particular for its
genre, and, in my own view, illustrate many features that are common in many texts on
blogs, forums and in e-publishing that I consider literary online productions. The only
justifiable explanation that I have for not including all literary online texts distributed in the
region is that this is beyond my capacity.

As T explain below, in the separate part on blogs, I narrowed my field of study from
a large pile of distributed online texts to a much smaller range of published texts that I
consider interesting and worthy to study. Each criteria of selection is highlighted in the
separate sections below. that These sections explain and describe my choice of blogs,
forums and the e-publishing houses.

It is perhaps worth to note that the increase in popularity of short literary texts is not
a new phenomenon, it could be observed in earlier times with the spreading of newspapers
in the 2" half of the 19" century. The present thesis is however not the place to further
investigate into the parallels of current developments and those of the nahda period.”

When dealing with texts from forums and blogs it is apparent that my selection does

not include literature with strong religious influence. Religion in my examples does not

71 Cf., entry “sahifa" in EI2. A. Ghedira, “sahifa", in C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs and G.
Lecomte (eds), Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. 8, 1997, pp. 834-835.
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take an important role. Through the search for literary texts in blogs and forums I did not
came across stories that are heavily influenced by religion. This might be due to the fact
that the blogs I analysed did not link to such religious stories and therefore did not seem to
be well read. With a change of search mode it may be possible to get to completely
different results. For forums not finding religiously influenced stories might be related to
the choice of category that I used within forums. On most forums there is a special category
for religion, for my selection I just analysed stories from the category "short stories".

A vast field of online literary production is necessarily missing in this analysis.
This is due to the enormous spectrum/variety of texts available online. In order to be able to
carry out an in-depth study of popular cultural processes I decided not deal with poetry,
neither in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) nor in dialect. A variety of platforms offer
spaces to discuss and distribute poetry from the Gulf: websites, special sections on forums
and personal blogs. A selection of poetry from the region can be found on YouTube and
some of the more popular poetry is distributed on Tumblr. The most important reason for
not including poetry is that poetry forms a vast world of its own. For the purposes of the
present study short prose texts seemed to be more appropriate; analyses of poems would
have overloaded the thesis with explanations of metaphorical language and choice of
colloquial vocabulary. Not including online poetry restricts my field of study to other kinds
of short literary texts that also deserve attention as they are not less popular. This
notwithstanding, there is of course no doubt that poetry in online and offline spaces in the

Gulf greatly deserves study.

In the following, the three major sources of this research are introduced. I will start
with a description of historically older forums, then discuss blogs and finally deal with an
e-publishing house. The following short definition of terms aims to provide a basic

understanding of the media in use.

4.1 Forums

An online forum is a website that enables users to discuss by posting messages. A post in a
forum that is commented by another is called a “threat”. Threats are organized in a

hierarchical form and develop with users’ engagement. Hierarchy here means that posts are
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organized chronologically. Usually, a forum is organized by subjects of discussion and
these subjects are split up into sub-divisions. Many Gulf forums are not devoted solely to
literature, because one and the same forum also offers categories for discussing finance,
politics, family issues or cars. One part of the forum allows users to spread literature. Sub-
categories are also split up into various subjects, for example literature can be subdivided
into poetry, short stories and very short stories. Users can post their literary texts in each
field and others can comment on these texts. Additionally, every user has a user profile page
that can be individually composed and altered. A user profile often shows a picture that
does not display the user’s real person but rather a performer, a child or a flower. The
profile often shows the nationality of a user and sometimes his or her hobbies or interests.
Most people in forums express themselves using nicknames that often lead to assumptions
about the gender of each individual. Forums can be moderated to delete offensive content.
In addition to posts that are visible to a public, it is possible to send direct, private messages
to other users. Literary texts in forums are more often written in dialect rather than in
Modern Standard Arabic. It appears that it is common practice in forums that literary stories

are reposted in other forums by different users.

To examine short stories in forums, I have chosen, out of a total of roughly ten
forum initially monitored for a couple of weeks, two particular forums, Gulfgate.net and
Alamuae.com because they both seem to offer a vast variety of stories; also it appeared that
the quality of literary text differs in terms of composition, language and grammar.”
Gulfgate is rather colloquial and unstructured, while Alamuae seems to be more clearly
structured and its literary texts are presented and categorized with a clearer design. In
addition to my own direct search for stories, others sent me links to very popular stories that
appeared to be read by a wide audience. Selecting short stories from forums is a difficult
task, because many lack coherent plots and others were simply not representative for the
themes that are examined later. Even if these stories are legitimately part of literary online
production online in the Gulf, and also have value for their readers, they did not fit my
criteria. I ignored other stories because a lack of clicks and comments showed they were
unpopular. After reading about 80 stories, I conducted a text search to find out whether they
might belong to other writers and have been in print before. This search revealed that
stories were redistributed on a regular basis. They have rarely been published in print

before, but some of these short stories were redistributed more than 50 times in a variety of

72 Other forums that I looked at are also listed in chapter two and chapter four in the tables that present
reoccurring stories.
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forums in the region (for examples see chapter two and four).

Within forums, I tried to find texts that were either often clicked or often
commented on. It is easy to see how many readers have clicked the web page that shows
the complete text (and not only a summary) and also to see the number of comments that
were appended to a story. Usually, already on their first page, forums give visual expression
to the popularity of posts with an overview of current stories. A story that is declared as
having already attracted a wide audience is likely to continue attracting a wider audience;

its tabulated page views are taken as references for its popularity.

4.2 Blogs

A blog can be most simply described as a personal website; the following elaborates some
distinctions. The term blog, a blending of the two words “web” and “log”, was coined by
Peter Mehrholz in 1999.” Blogs are commonly used to disseminate text or other media.
This is also true for forums, but aesthetically blogs differ from forums by offering more
scope for visual expression because there are more opportunities to adjust layout and
graphics. Also, users of blogs appear to use a variety of media applications much more
often than users of forums do. Blogs are distributed in reverse chronology, i.e. the newest
blog post is shown first. “Blog post” means the individually published content. Blogs can
allow a commentary function and/or provide links to other websites, depending on the
bloggers' preferences. Often, bloggers provide an “about” page for the visitor that tells
something either about the purpose of the blog or about the producer. The infrastructure of a
blog is commonly provided by a blog host, who offers basic tools and ready-made solutions
to set up and individualize a personal blog in just a few clicks. A blog need not contain only
a single genre of text, but can include a variety of genres. Blogs can be personal, political,
corporate, literary or any of many other categories. The space that unites bloggers and blogs
is called the “blogosphere”. The blogosphere is the virtual space that hosts blogs. Most
often, the only thing these blogs have in common is their choice of the Web 2.0 application,

which also applies to a personal website or Tumblr. Within blogospheres, discussions can

73 Peter Mehrholz, Play With Your Words, May 17, 2002. http://www.peterme.com/archives/00000205.html,
last accessed December 30, 2011.
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be conducted by commentary on the same blog or through “trackbacks” or “backlinks” to

blogs that discuss the original post.”

In the Gulf, many blogs are written in Modern Standard Arabic, but since there
are potentially an infinite number of blogs, all kinds of language distinctions are present.
The Gulf hosts various kinds of literary blogs, whether professional or more private,
depending on the audience they cater to. Some authors do not use blogs to present literary
texts, but rather host their works on personal websites. An additional reason to choose a
variety of blogs and bloggers is to obtain a wide selection of writers from different Gulf
countries. The following examples will be examined in upcoming chapters. The blog

http://www.muawiyah.com/ is run by a male Omani who has been blogging since 2008 and

has 134 blogger- followers. He also writes for print media. Alzain blogs since 2007 on
http://al-zain.blogspot.com. The blogspot profile states that the writer’s gender is female.
Her occupati’on is given as “admiring clouds” and her location is marked as “The space
between my breath and his breath.” As interests she lists “Everything that is connected to
beauty”.”® t716 is a blogger from Kuwait who blogs on http://t716m.com/ since 2011. 7osen
describes himself as a Kuwiti male and blogs on http://7osen-man.blogspot.com since 2007.
Salat Maiwa blogs since more than two years and has just recently changed her blog into
private mode on http://www.salatmaiwa.com. Other blogs analysed are Nada from Saudi

Arabia http://ymam.wordpress.com (who has now switched to privacy settings), and

http://othersandme.blogspot.com/, a female blogger who has been blogging since 2006.

I began gathering material by looking at about 100 Arabic blogs from various
Gulf countries. These were selected on the basis of a variety of criteria. Either I found links
to these blogs on metablogs” that link to blogs written by authors from one specific
country, or I found links on the website of the Arab E-Writers Union.” Then I began a long
process of reading through many blogs on different subjects. To select blogs relevant for my

studies, I searched the blogrolls™ of literary blogs that I found worth studying, thereby

74 A simple explanation of what a backlink is can be found in the article "What is a backlink?"
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-backlink.htm, last accessed December 30, 2011.

75 These are registered useres of blogger.com that subscribe to his blog.

76 Information taken from the "about" page, http://www.blogger.com/profile/12556657322197441433, last
accessed December 26, 2011.

77 A metablog is a blog that gathers blog posts from a variety of blogs on either the same subject or from the
same region.

78 The Arab E-Writers Union is an organization that enables Arab online writers to connect. Additionally, it
organizes events and distributes webspace for distribution. www.arab-ewriters.com/, last accessed
December 30, 2011.

79 A blogroll is usually organized in a side bar or separate website on a blog that links to other blogs that the
blogger finds worth linking to.
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finding literary blogs. I also looked through the comment sections of popular blogs that
seemed interesting. This enabled me to find an even wider range of blogs. After taking
these initial steps, I selected blogs that I find representative and particular. One criteria for a
selection of a blog was popularity, which was measured by comments of readers.
Additionally, blogs were selected because writing style, layout, or content of stories were

interesting or appeared to be representative for a wider selection of blogs.

The selection of text variety was also important. As it is often the case that not
only literary texts are distributed but a variety of texts on different subjects. I consider my
selection of blogs representative because they appear to have much in common with other
blogs from the same countries that also distribute literary texts. Common features can be
seen in the use of media that includes visitor counters, audio files and pictures. Blogs that
were dropped from my source selection either did not offer enough material that was
literary, did not appear to have a visible audience or were not representative for of the
aspects that often reappear in other literary blog posts, and hence did not mention subjects
that I wanted to examine as particular for online literature.

This selection is clearly subjective and leads to result and conclusions that will
differ from an analysis of other blogs. Literary texts published on blogs are often not actual
short stories but rather prose poems or short expressions on subjects that run through the
author’s mind. Unlike texts published in forums, blogs are often written in Modern
Standard Arabic. Still, authors are relatively free in their creative choices, because bloggers
are the producers, editors and publishers in addition to being writers (more on this in
Participatory Culture, Chapter Two). The texts analysed in this thesis were chosen in order
to have representative material providing a round picture of the phenomenon of blogging in
the Gulf; I thus examined blogs from the Oman, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia. There are likely to
be interesting and valuable contributions of bloggers from the UAE, Qatar, and Bahrain but
the examples discussed in my thesis are composed by writers of the above mentioned
countries. The analysed blogs were of differing literary style and written by authors with a
variety of backgrounds. Some of the blogs focussed solely on literary texts, while others
chose to post a variety of texts on different subjects, for example religion or politics. I
measure a blog’s popularity by the number of links from and to blogs, as well as by the

number of comments individual posts receive.
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4.3 Nashiri

My third source of online literature is the e-publishing house Nashiri, which is host to a
variety of authors who post short stories and other literary works. E-publishing houses can
be either for profit or non-profit, and Nashiri is non-profit. Commonly, e-publishing houses
distribute articles, stories or novels on their websites. These products can either be read
online or downloaded in a format that is readable on computers or e-readers. The website
offers different categories for various kinds of texts such as articles, poetry, letters on
culture, novels and stories. Podcasts as well as a video program are displayed on the
website. The literary texts that are published there for the first time and have not been
published in print earlier. Nashiri offers its products in Portable Data Format (PDF). Texts
on e-publishing websites are commonly edited, unlike distributions on forums or blogs. The
Nashiri e-publishing house offers authors opportunities to distribute novels and short
stories. If an author wants to publish texts on this platform, he has to follow a set of rules.
Publishing texts through Nashiri is different from the more private method of publishing on
a personal blog and from distributing texts in forums. Authors here publish with their real
names, and a short biography of the writer is posted. As part of contract agreements
between the writers and the publisher, all stories are published in MSA and must not violate
morals or the law.* Nashiri is a recognized e-publishing house. Recognized means
established within its cultural surrounding in Kuwait. The publishing house has been
portrayed in local newspapers and also won an award from the “Internet Contest Award
2005” that was given by Sheikh Salem Al-Ali Al-Sabah of Kuwait.®" The guidelines that
writers have to follow make Nashiri seem a rather formal way of online distribution.
Writers are more limited in their production than they are in independent publishing in
forums and blogs. Restrictions are set on content, language and layout. On the other hand,
distributing with Nashiri implies that an audience is already established and users do not
need to encourage readers to visit their websites. From Nashiri’s website I selected short
stories in accordance with the number of comments and clicks they received. Additionally,
the selection presented here is connected to the kind of common features that I want to
highlight. In the case of the two stories from Nashiri that are part of chapter three I intended
to illustrate the particular differences in gender representation on blogs, forums and Nashiri.

While dealing with original source material from this very platform I studied approximately

80 Rules for publishing are posted an the website http://nashiri.net/join.html, last accessed January 2, 2012.
81 More on this on Hayat al-Yaqt personal website http://www.hayatt.net/, last accessed January 2, 2012.
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20 stories distributed on the website. The selection of presented stories in this thesis is
subjective. If other stories of Nashiri would be analysed different results may appear.
However, the stories presented in chapter three appear to be representative for a wider range

of stories from this platform.

5. Online Survey as an Additional Source of Information

In addition to a selection of source texts I conducted an online survey in which authors
were asked to answer questions concerning their motivations of writing online as well as
challenges of distribution. The survey was anonymous in order to encourage a larger group
of online writers to participate. However, it was possible to leave a link to their personal
blog or website of the participant. Also links to preferred other blogs could be added. 33
participants provided information for the survey. Two of them explicitly stated that they do
not write online and a three participants were not from the Gulf. This left me with 29
participants who fitted my criteria for answering questions, that is, being online writers
from the Gulf. Obviously, this survey is not representative of a general view on online
literary production from the Gulf. Nevertheless, it sheds some light on motivations and
processes within online writing in the region. An analysis of the material gathered from my
survey showed that answers from writers from the Gulf were very close to answers given in
studies on other regions, as will be outlined in Chapter Two which deals with participatory

culture.
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I. Visual Setup, Features of Narration
and Language

To introduce the characteristics of online literary text, a variety of aspects of blog posts
and short stories published in forums will be examined in this chapter. This is meant to
lay a foundation for understanding specific features of how online literary text is
distributed. This process helps to outline one part of this cultural phenomenon and
intends to highlight a selection of distinct characteristics in order to explore emerging
literary online texts.

The first chapter deals with the visual setup, features of narration and language
of online literary text. The visual setup is characterized by distinct features such as the
layout and arrangement of the story, as well as by the additional use of multi-media
applications. The section on features of narration will include the analysis of the
narration of stories, the use of language and writing style. Later chapters will go deeper
into still other aspects of online literature, such as globalisation, freedom of expression
and participatory culture. The present chapter explores the basic distinctions of online
literary text.

The use of language and choice of topics in online literature in the Gulf make it
unique. The digital body of online literature differs from printed texts from the region,
providing more possibilities of expression. Important in digital texts is the actual
textuality, which differs from that of printed stories. Not only is the layout easier to
handle, the text can also be edited whenever desired and online text is easier than print
text to copy and distribute elsewhere.

The analysis in this chapter starts with a description of the texts’ outward layout
and use of multi-media applications and continues on details such as structure and
narration, choice of language and use of dialogue.

The chapter first examines the appearance of the texts, underscoring the
distinctness of layout and the inclusion of such elements as audio files and pictures.
Then the general setup of stories is examined, including introductory phrases and other
characteristics of the setup. The third part of the analysis examines the style of the

writing and forms of narration found in the original material. A fourth part outlines
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linguistic aspects of short stories and blog posts. The fifth and last part of the analysis
looks at the purpose and functions of dialogue, which is especially vital to stories

distributed in forums.

1.1 Form and Appearance - Text Layout Multi Media Elements

An eminent aspect of digital literature is its appearance. Since the first appearance of
digital literature, authors have frequently made use of the possibility to design and
create unique text forms. Digital literature first appeared in the 1960s in Europe and the
US,* later followed by hypertext literature. Major newspapers reviewed and awarded
prizes for especially esteemed examples of this particular field of literature.®®* Roberto
Simanowski’s research on digital literature names intermediality as one characteristic of
digital literature. As a digital medium, it builds on traditional media by including texts,
pictures and music.* Since the 2000s, Internet access has increased in the Gulf region
and Arabic digital literature is published in forums, on blogs, and at the e-publishing

house Nashiri.

Two researchers who have dealt with visual appearances of digital literature
have reached interesting insights. Nicole Mahne (2006) says texts that plainly consist
of words need to be distinguished from “Gesamttexten” (overall texts) that use more
than one medium.* On the other hand, David Crystal (2001) states that the mere
possibilities of new visual language provided by digital media does not mean that
everyone is able to use them.®* No research has been done so far in this respect on

online literary production from the Gulf; what is available has examples from other

82 Christopher Funkhouser, "Digital Poetry: A Look at Generative, Visual, and Interconnected
Possibilities in its First Four Decades", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to
Digital Literary Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docId=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-
11&toc.depth=1&toc.id=ss1-5-11&brand=9781405148641_brand, last accessed January 27, 2012.

83 One example of such awards is the German "Pegasus" prize, awarded to Dirk Giinther and Frank
Klbtgen for "Die Aaleskorte der Olif (1998 by the German weekly newspaper "Zeit", IBM, and a
state-owned television channel (ARD). More information on the art work as well as the prize can be
found on the website http://www.aaleskorte.de/, last accessed December 26, 2011.

84 Roberto Simanowski, Interfictions, Frankfurt am Main 2002, p. 18.

85 Nicole Mahne, Mediale Bedingungen des Erzihlens im digitalen Raum, Frankfurt am Main 2006, p.
43.

86 David Crystal, Language and the Internet, Cambridge 2001, p. 35.
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parts of the world as its source material.

The function and use of visual elements within forums and blogs will be

analysed in the following.

I.1.1 Multi-Media Elements

There are three major multi-media elements often appearing in digital texts from the
Gulf, especially in forums and blogs: images, videos and audio files. Most common is
the integration of images into the texts.

Images are used to underline the message of a story. A good example of this is
the story “How was she killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman who was
found dead in a well”.¥” This crime story appears in more than 50 forums and is
commented on by many readers.*® The introduction first posted with the texts claims the
story is true. A true story may have greater appeal for an audience’s voyeurism than
would a story explicitly described as fiction. The pictures in the story are imprinted
with the name “Dam3tshog” who also appears to have a photobucket® account to share
the pictures. The truth or fictitiousness of the story is irrelevant to the analysis of and
further dealing with the story. Depending on how the story has been reposted, the
layout, title, pictures, and description differ slightly. Details of the changes to this story
are discussed in the chapter Participatory Culture (Chapter Two).

The chapter on portrayals of heroes gives a more detailed summary of this story.
Here it is enough to note that the story, narrated in the third person, tells of a young
Emirati woman who is tortured and finally killed by her husband.

An important element of the story is the use of photographs that illustrate the
crime scene. These photographs vary in the various repostings, but many versions show
the same picture at the end: a close-up of the described well with an arrow pointing to a

stain that might be the victim’s blood.

87 algiio ,b 9 lede jic il au Yl sliall alolSJl aasdl/S edis casS
forum.uaewomen.net/showthread.php ?t=476260, last accessed January 30, 2012.

88 The story is also part of the analysis of participatory culture in Chapter Two.

89 A photobucket is a website that offers image hosting. Pictures can be stored and shared on this
website.
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This picture is taken from http://www.adbuae.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-4491.html January 2,
2012.

[

Surprisingly, in the first few repostings of the story, pictures were not involved. Not
until four days after the first distribution of the story did repostings with pictures
appear. This movement shows the interaction and creativity the medium offers. The
story is processed by the users. Independently, a user decides to repost the story and add
something to it. One reposting of this story uses different pictures; surprisingly, this is
the only version that has not itself been reposted. Instead, the version presented here
was most commonly republished. In later repostings of the story, photographs are no
longer included; rather, users started changing the font colours within the text in order

to highlight what they considered important.

The pictures used can have several functions. First and foremost, they illustrate
the descriptions of settings. Short stories are usually not very detailed in their
description of set and characters, leaving scope for the reader’s imagination , so pictures

might supplement details left out in textual description. Stylistically, these stories are
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condensed, and the anthropologist Rebecca L. Torstick states, “Such pieces require their
reader to fill in the gaps and insert the required meanings as they move from sentence to
sentence in the piece.”® Additionally, these pictures might serve as proof of the authenticity

of the story. They underline the introductory message that the narrated story is true.

The first example of media use having been that of photographs in forums, the next
example illustrates a different way of including medial elements. In regard to incorporating
media, blogs differ from forums because they provide many more possibilities of
individualising and adjusting design and layout. This is because the layout of forums is
predetermined and not many individualizing changes can be made. By contrast, blogs
permit a variety of adjustments. With the applications provided by Web 2.0%, the average
user no longer needs to write computer code. Designs and layouts can be copied and pasted
with the help of toolbox systems.

”9 is in the header.

The first visual aspect of the blog “From the stories of Alzain
Alzain's header consists of three pictures that seem to be taken from a fashion magazine and

show three women in what might be called “oriental” fashion.

wanlSl Jlas gl pai ol Jos gl juisi o Jimig w58l axSlall Ggi> aila> ygila) giasi aigrall 0im i i
aliwg sl ono .ca0lgall arus 0g2

This picture is taken from the personal blog http://al-zain.blogspot.com/ November 10, 2011.

Right underneath the picture is a disclaimer that says that the texts on the blog are protected
and that it is not allowed to re-distribute them without reference to the original author. This

message stands in contrast to what happens with stories in forums, which usually “travel”

90 Rebecca L. Torstrick and Elizabeth Faier (eds.), Culture and Customs of the Arab Gulf States, Westport
20009, p. 46.

91 This term is explained in Chapter Two that deals with participatory culture.

92 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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quite quickly without reference to the original author. This aspect of stories posted in
forums is discussed in the chapter on participatory culture. Another visual element on this
blog is the list of “followers".” Blogspot followers are clustered in the right-hand column

of the blog, followed by a statement in English:

”GREAT minds discuss ideas. Average minds discuss events. Shallow minds

discuss people.”

This statement can also be seen as a visual element because it stands out from the other
texts. Statements like this function as a representation of the author's identity. They
underline the author’s ideas and attitudes. Ironically, the author herself discusses events and
people in blog posts. Located beneath the statement is the archive, and blogspot blogroll,
which shows that Alzain has been blogging since May 2007. The blogger can choose the
location of such elements within the website as part of the layout. Three additional
elements are placed on the website to inform the user about other visitors to the blog. These
are a widget that shows users from different countries who have visited the blog,* a live
traffic feed®™ and also a radarurl, which is used to measure the number of users.”® These
three tools are visible to the visitor of the blog and help users to know about its popularity
and international audience. They also show that the blogger is able to implement

applications and knows how statistics make it possible to monitor the readers’ interest.

93 Followers in social media such as blogs and Twitter are other users who subscribe to the cultural product
offered by one user.

94 A widget counts the number of visitors to websites.

95 A live traffic feed shows the number of users visiting the website from different locations in realtime.

96 Radarurl is another tool that measures the number of visitors to a website.
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This picture is taken from the personal blog http://al-zain.blogspot.com/ November 2011.

As an additional multi-media element, Alzain's blog is underlain with music: when users
open the page, a mix pod starts and plays a variety of songs chosen by the blogger:” soft,
classical guitar tunes by the Turkish composer Melih Kibar. In contrast to the transparency

of the statistics and readership, not much is revealed about the blogger.

Multi-media applications can be used to underline messages in the blog posts and as
tools of self-representation. Pictures and music can be used to catch the reader’s attention.

Using multi-media elements expands the reader’s participation to more than one sense.

Some examples of creative exceptions in digital literature from other Arab countries
put the mainstream use of media tools in blogs and forums in context. In some cases videos,
for example with songs or poetry, are used to support the mood of the story. Poetry might
be displayed overlaying a picture, accompanied by music or a reading of the text. Videos

are not very frequently used.

97 Mixpod is a tool that allows users to create their own mixed tapes and embed them in websites
http://www.mixpod.com/.

40



Still, some users create visual art works, e.g. “Hicham” from Morocco, who makes
videos with poetry.”® He produces visuals for his works and posts them on YouTube.”
Visuals are in the background of the videos, and the foreground is a canvas for literary
texts; music underlines the video. Another example of multi-media application use is an
interactive online novel. The Jordanian writer Mohamad Sanajleh produced the novel “shat”
(chat), which is integrated in a flash animation and hosted on the website of the “Arab E-
Writers Union”.'® Chat is an interactive novel that leads the user through its story by
encouraging him to click on each new text bit, offering extra text pieces in pop-up windows
that simulate IM conversations.'”" This interactivity encourages the reader to travel actively
through the story and take part in its process by selecting reading steps on his own.

These two projects differ from each other in several ways. First, they are of course
different genres, the first one video poetry, the latter an interactive novel that uses different
multi-media applications. Second, they are distributed on different platforms. Posting on
YouTube is similar to self-publishing and very independent, but the creator needs to attract
an audience. In contrast, distributing on the E-Writers site is more institutionalized. It is an
official union site with members, so an audience is already established. Both projects are
exceptions among Arabic literary works online. Most online literature in the Gulf is posted

in blogs and forums and often pictures and music are included.

Muawiyah's blog serves as an example of a conservative approach to online
literature. His texts are on a literary level closer to print literature than to other online
literature, as will be discussed later in the example of the story "The Sting". The blog is
kept very simple in layout, with two columns and a Blogger theme design.'” No multi-
media elements are added to the text, not even emoticons. It could just as well be a story

published in print.

98 Hicham distributes his works on World TV, which is hosted by YouTube, http://worldtv.com/hicham_tv,
last accessed December 26, 2011.

99 YouTube is a website that allows users to distribute videos.

100 http://www.arab-ewriters.com/chat/, last accessed December 30, 2011.

101 Instant Messaging is a form of text-based communication carried out online in real time.

102 A Blogger theme is a layout for blogs that is offered by the blog host Blogger.com. These layouts come in
many forms and are free to use for every subscriber to the platform.
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This picture is taken from http://www.muawiyah.com in October 2011.

To sum up, in many literary forums, the text remains relatively static. Instead of using
visuals, text colour can change and pictures, sound layers, and emoticons can be included.
All in all, design and layout are much calmer than in blogs. The layout of online literary
texts from the Gulf is usually very basic compared with the possibilities the medium offers.
It is modest even in comparison with ready-made solutions like the themes that can be
chosen on blog hosts such as Wordpress or Blogspot.'® Perhaps this is often a conscious
decision and the simplicity is a question of taste, rather than of skills in using online media.

But it is still a big change compared with its printed predecessor.

I.1.2 Set-up of Online Literary Texts on Blogs and Forums

The following section deals with the setup and genre of online literary texts in forums and
blogs. First, the distinctiveness of blogs will be illustrated. Later, an example of a story

posted in a forum will be discussed.

Outlining the benefits and distinctions of short stories and short texts sheds light on

the kind of texts that are published in forums. An example will be given of the kind of setup

103 Both blog hosts provide personal publishing tools for online use.
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often used in these texts distributed in forums. Finally, blog posts and forum posts will be

compared.

Many of my source blogs provide a variety of texts: criticism of cultural products
such as films, music and events, rants about things that concern the author, literary texts or
political views. It is very rare that a personal blog presents only one genre of texts or
addresses only one subject. My research focuses on the literary texts and ignores the other
published texts. Characteristic of literary texts in blogs is that they are usually not complete
stories with a beginning and an end; rather they tend to resemble more a column or a short
essay. Typical blog texts often consist of informal descriptions of thoughts or events. They

do not need to have a thoroughly planned plot.

Carolyn R. Miller and Dawn Shepherd (2004) deal with the challenge of
categorizing blogs, which cannot be seen as one homogeneous from of text production.
They point out that a blog is private and public at the same time and addresses everyone
and no one. Blogs have multiple ancestors, such as reality TV, memoirs, political
journalism, journals and diaries. They are a form of self-expression. The uniting elements
of blogs are their chronological structure, personal commentary and links that are provided

through the texts. As a defining conclusion, Miller and Shepherd state:

We see the blog, then, as a genre that addresses a timeless rhetorical exigence
in ways that are specific to its time. In the blog, the potentialities of
technology, a set of cultural patterns, rhetorical conventions available in
antecedent genres, and the history of the subject have combined to produce a
recurrent rhetorical motive that has found a conventional mode of expression.
Bloggers acknowledge that motive in each other and continue enacting it for
themselves. The blog-as-genre is a contemporary contribution to the art of the

self.1%4

This statement, on the one hand, shows what uniquely characterizes blogs and, on the other

104 Carolyn R. Miller and Dawn Shepherd, Blogging as Social Action: A Genre Analysis of the Weblog,
2004,
http://blog.lib.umn.edu/blogosphere/blogging as_social_action_a_genre_analysis_of the_weblog.html,
last accessed December 26, 2011.
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hand, takes up the notion of the “art of the self”, which will later be discussed in connection
with autofictional aspects and in the chapters Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) and Who
are the Actors? Portrayals of Heroes (Chapter Three).

Most of the literary blog bits that I analyse are prose and can include dialogues,
pictures or videos. Arabic blogs from the Gulf mostly deal with everyday events and
sometimes include criticism of individuals or society. These kinds of texts are very typical
of blogs and Tumblrs but might have been found in newspaper columns before. They

usually have a playful tone and a fresh style.

The following blog post is an example of the diversity of styles in use, though the
shifts in style are unusual within one posting. This text was posted on Alzain’s blog on
February 14, 2011. The title of the blog post “Love in a Loveless Age.” Since the aim here
is to present various text categories on blogs, the content of this text will not be interpreted
here. These examples are merely illustrating the diversity of literary texts distributed in
blogs and will not be analysed. The blog post comes in six parts. The first part is rather

political.
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105 These and the following translations are my own. http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html,
last accessed December 26, 2011.
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When politics prevailed in the times of revolutions over all moments that
were sanctioned for love ... that poor one hid behind the curtains of the
evening.. and began to sip on the darkness of a colour that is far from
red ... It hides in shyness in a corner of continuous deferment ... and dies
out of boredom on the shelves of breaking news.. and the deviant
governments ... and the coming change ... and wistfully laments its own
condition ... the fox has passed with seven rolls in its hands ...

In the corners of waiting, Cinderella took off her shoe because it grew
tight on her foot ... and the shoe opted to sit on the edges of a Persian
carpet decorated with designs passed down from the era of fire to the
republic of theocracy and the era of revolutionaries ... and it deferred the
invitation to attend the party for the selection of the betrothed wives and
opted instead to relax in front of the television screen and follow the news

of the January 25 revolution ...

The second part is written in a lyrical language with pictures added underneath every

paragraph.
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106 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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When Little Red Riding Hood took off her red clothing, because they
made her believe that it embodies absolute seduction by that fox
watching each and every innocent step she takes.. and the objectives
changed and the intentions were misinterpreted.. for she knows that she
is looking for love and shelter.. and the fox knows that it is looking for

pleasure and prostitution ..

When Little Red Riding Hood was told that she has to wear the cloak..
and cover with the veil.. and limit the space given to her to express her
desires.. and that she has to be a monk.. because she is a form of
seduction.. and that any seduction is a stray act and any stray act leads to

hell..

It is a prose texts based on the fairy tale “Little Red Riding Hood" but redefined and given

a new meaning.

The third part is a poetical text. It is followed by a reply in the same form from a
reader, which I will reproduce here in order to give an example of how communication is
achieved. The following example shows the poetic text of the blogger that is responded to

in the comments.
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107 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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Be beautiful so that he will love you

Be gentle-hearted and easy to live with so that he will love you

Be an excellent housewife and cook [...] so that he will love you

Be a manager of his daily living and financial affairs so that he will
love you

Be a loving mother and a forgiving wife ... so that he will love you
Be generous with him and protect his wealth and honour and house /
family in his absence so that he will love you

History has not been just to you, O Eve ... and it sold you the stories
of female slaves in return for a little love

A question on the margins of the list that might be too long

Where are the advices given to him!!

This reply can be found in the comment section:
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Be gentle
Be (like) a breeze

108 The user "why me" from Kuwait comments on February 14, 2011. http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?
blogID=4206372790954602508&postID=3474297634664883683, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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Be easy

Zayyoun'” ... you have added Joe'’ to the beat of your words
Fingers that chart love

If you don’t write about love

A tune

Takes me far away

And you are far away from me

I love you :*

You are love itself :)

The content of this literary piece is worth discussing, but of interest here is that the
commentator has picked up on the form of a poem in order to reply. The commentator uses

two emoticons to emphasize emotions:

¥ symbolizes a kiss

) expresses pleasure.

The fourth part is a dialogue written in a Gulf dialect. In it, two people are talking to each
other, each marked by a different colour of writing, red or grey. White is chosen as a colour

for stage directions.

109 Zayyoun is the affactionate form of the name Zayn.
110 It is not completley sure if Joe is the adequate translation.
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111n

A question that was posed to me today and made me quiet for a bit:
“What should I wear for him today?”

“I don’t know ... aren’t you supposed to wear red for him!!”
“What if he is colour blind!!”

“Ha!! What does that mean??”

“He does not see the colour red”

Silence ... silence ... silence

“How does he then see the colour red?”

“He says he sees it as grey.”

“Ha! ...”

Silence ...

“Then my clothes look grey.” (Ich vermute, es heiflt eher: So, put on grey
then, kid!)

She is thinking.

“True ... It doesn’t matter ... I will tell him I am wearing red.”

111 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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The fifth part shows separate lines in staccato form and resembles a prose poem.

Twitter ...

A message from you ...

A telephone call ...

An enriching discussion ...

Another futile discussion ...

Papers ...

Incoming received ... outgoing distributed

A letter addressed to the minister ...

Postponed appointments ...

Long-term meetings
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112 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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The sixth part directly addresses the readers.
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I wished I could write something that would come close to my

romanticism ... that would be like it to some extent ...

Something drowned in love ... that would tell the story of love ... and sing to
Umm Kulthoum “Alf Laila wal Laila” and “Inta Umri” and maybe “Ba’eed
Annak”

But ... my friends

I discovered that in the age of revolutions ... and the daily political turmoil
My heart’s outpourings have become scarce ... and my feelings have become
stubborn

God damn this tiring age ...

and God damn the promises of meeting that will not materialize.

The text is followed by a comment section with 45 comments. About half of the comments

113 http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2011_02_01_archive.html, last accessed December 26, 2011.
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are from readers and the other half are replies from the author. Many of the commentators
have their own blogs, as can be seen in the links connected to the commentators’ names.
Comments by readers vary in nature; most creative are the replies to the poem in which a

reader writes his or her own poem in the same style.

1.2. Forums, Short Stories, and Story Telling

In forums it is much more common to post rather traditionally structured short stories in a

variety of styles and genres.

An on-going academic discussion deals with the value and relevance of short stories
in contemporary Arabic literature. Paul Starkey points out that short stories are “particularly
flourishing”."* Ibrahim Abdullah Ghaloom's analysis of the Arabic short story shows that it
has always been popular.”® Online readers are used to reading short texts, structured in a
few paragraphs, which are easier on the eyes."® Therefore, the Internet is inviting for
literary production of this kind. The layout and the readers’ shaped perception of the
medium themselves lead to a preference for this literary genre. It is only natural that the
stories are put in the contexts of the medium they are published in. Short stories in forums
are often organized similarly: an initial incident occurs, the setting and characters are
briefly described, complications arise and a climax is reached and later the initial problem
is solved. Stories posted in forums show a specific feature that differs from their printed
ancestors. The structure of an average story posted in forums shows the interactive part of
the stories as well as a “storytelling” character. The composition and narration, in

particular, are often close to oral traditions'” or even a performance of a basic plot on stage.

114 Paul Starkey, Modern Arabic Literature, Edinburgh 2006, p. 154.

115 Ibrahim Abdullah Ghaloom, The Short Story in the Arab Gulf. Kuwait and Bahrain- Article and
analytical Study, Basrah 1981.

116 Cf. Tom Johnson, "Less Text, Please: Contemporary Reading Behaviors and Short Formats", January 21,
2011. http://idratherbewriting.com/2011/01/21/contemporary-reading-behaviors-favor-short-formats/, last
accessed January 2, 2012.

117 Online literature resembles the “storytelling” of oral tradition in that stories are sometimes changed a little
when retold on different platforms. When I asked online writers during my research whether they see
themselves in the tradition of storytellers, they all rejected the idea and explained that there is no
connection between traditional storytelling at the tea house and what they are doing. This contrasts with
the self-perception of poetry websites and poetry TV shows that always present a connection with the past.
Examples for that can be the TV show "Prince of Poets) that is produced in Abu Dhabi
www.princeofpoets.com.
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Spreading stories in forums seems to have become more popular from the end of 2004
onwards."® Oral storytelling is a traditional form of literature in the Arab world.
Traditionally, a storyteller performed and narrated in teahouses or tents to entertain or
inform his audience. Storytelling is a great art and an essential part of Middle Eastern
culture, carried out by experienced and accomplished storytellers, so it is interesting to look
at online literature as a digital adaptation of storytelling. This form of storytelling can be
found in online literature from other countries, but the sample texts selected here continue
traditional forms of storytelling that have been performed for centuries in all the Arabic-

speaking countries.

Knut Lundby edited a collection of articles on the subject of digital storytelling in
2008."° The collection deals with a variety of aspects of digital storytelling such as
narrative, authorship and authority, and views on authenticity. These are all aspects that are
also part of my analysis. Birgit Hertberg Kaare and Knut Lundby (2008) make clear that
digital story telling should not be seen as equivalent to oral story telling or written
narratives which is in accordance to my findings of carefully assuming that storytelling in
the Gulf may be a continuation or merely inspired by oral storytelling but can not be seen

as the same process.'”’

Bridget Connelly and Henry Massie researched oral traditions that travelled from
Tunisia to Egypt and were actively transmitted for more than 800 years.'** Simon Jargy
describes a variety of oral poetry in the Gulf region and shows that even if there are fixed
rules there is room for improvisation.'** Of course, storytelling is not unique to the Gulf, but
has traditions in many countries. Still, the particular use of this technique indicates a
connection between the act of performance in an offline context and its re-application in
online media. What is new in digital media is enhancement through the use of multi-media
elements such as pictures and audio files that are not part of the original form of

storytelling.

A phenomenon of Arabic online literature in the Gulf is the “travelling” story. This

118 Many of the various forums seem to present more literary production from 2004/5 on.

119Knute Lundby, Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media, New York
2008.

120 Birgit Hertberg Kaare and Knut Lundby, "Mediatized lives. Autobiography and assumed authenticity in
digital storytelling", in Knut Lundby (ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in
New Media, New York 2008, pp. 105-122, p. 107.

121 Bridget Connelly and Henry Massie, "Epic Splitting: An Arab Folk Gloss on the Meaning of the Hero
Pattern", in Oral Tradition, 4/1-2, Columbia 1989, pp. 101-124 .

122 Simon Jargy, "Sung Poetry in the Oral Tradition of the Gulf Region and the Arabian Peninsula", in Oral
Tradition, 4/1-2, Columbia 1989, pp. 174-188.
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means that users post their favourite stories on a variety of forums. As a result, these stories
appear in various places online and circulate at different times in countries all over the Gulf.
This also resembles traditional oral stories, since these online stories are transmitted from
one (virtual) place to another. In the chapters Participatory Culture (Chapter Two) and
Constraints and Challenges of Online Distribution (Chapter Four), tables will illustrate

these repostings.

Blogs and forums both present a variety of texts. While blogs are rather simple in
their setup of stories, they present a wider variety of texts. Both blogs and forums distribute

short texts.

1.3 Style of Writing and Narration

This section will examine the style of writing and narration in the sample texts, beginning
with a look at what other researchers on narration in digital literature have found. Second,
aspects of self-referentiality and autofiction will be examined. Third, online literature will

be contrasted with literature from the 1990s.

Researchers who have dealt with digital texts from other regions of the world
emphasize the similarities between narration in digital texts and in print. N. Kathrine
Hayles (2008) analysed digital literature from an American perspective. She points out that
online narration differs significantly from earlier and most contemporary online literature.
She puts things into perspective by noting that printed literature also has a basis in
electronic files, since it is first typed on computers. Accordingly, it is not entirely different
from digital text.'” Loss Peqeufio Glazier (2002) points out that literary practice in digital
poetry is often not ground breaking, but still oriented toward techniques in use before the
World Wide Web."** This appears to be particularly true for Arabic online literature in the
Gulf, where digital narration is not very different from printed literature. What is different
is the text’s personal approach, self-referentiality and use of language, which will be

discussed in the following in connection with the autofictional character of stories. The

123 N. Katherine Hayles, Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary, Notre Dame 2008.
124 Loss Pequeno Glazier, Digital poetics, Tuscaloosa 2002.
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interactive and communicative quality of narration in online literature forums in the Gulf is
a continuation of practices in earlier works.'* This will be discussed in detail in the chapter

Participatory Culture (Chapter Two).

Birgit Hertberg Kaare and Knut Lundby (2008) studied "assumed authenticity in
digital storytelling."™ They make clear that the autobiographical writing is narrated
depending on circumstances .’ It is concluded that there is no guarantee for authenticity in
digital narrations and "diseperate types of expressions and reflections" can be found.'® In
my examination of sources I came to the same result of a literary variety of online literary
texts. The question of authenticity is also related to autofictionality which is discussed later

in this chapter.

The collection of articles “Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives (2010),
edited by Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch and Barbara Winckler, presents findings on
the development of printed literature over the last three decades that contrast style and
narration in online literary text and explore its similarities to contemporary printed
literature. The novels analysed in this collection are not from the Gulf, but from other Arab

countries.

I will compare online literature with postmodern texts here because many recent
earlier novels have borne the postmodern label. Very contemporary sources need to be

contextualized within the literary canon.

One example of a literary category that was distributed in print shortly before the
Internet became more popular and more accessible is Egyptian literature of the “new
generation of the ’90s". Christian Junge examines aspects of this literary category in the
aforementioned collection. This genre can be compared to contemporary digital texts as
differences and similarities are observable. In the following paragraph features of this
earlier genre will be compared to online literature. Junge examines the autofictional
character of literature, which can also be discovered in online literature. Junge shows that

129

self-referential literary texts have an autofictional character;'*” the same is true of some of

125 Interactive means here the users' ability to participate in reading the texts through clicking on pictures and
links. Communicative means that the readers can be in a dialogue about the texts and have a discussion in
the comment section.

126 Birgit Hertberg Kaare and Knut Lundby, "Mediatized lives. Autobiography and assumed authenticity in
digital storytelling", in Knut Lundby (ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in
New Media, New York 2008, pp. 105-122.

1271bid., p. 109.

128 Ibid., p.120.

129 Christian Junge, "I Write, Therefore I Am. Metafiction as Self-Assertion in Mustafa Dhikri’s “Much Ado
About a Gothic Labyrinth”", in Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch, and Barbara Winckler (eds.), Arabic
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the literary texts in forums and blogs. In blogs, fiction and fact blur, as authors mix political
thoughts and literary texts; here, readers might have difficulty distinguishing fiction from
other forms of texts. In forums, an autofictional touch sometimes gives the story a more
authentic character. There are a lot of aspects that differ in both forms of literature but it is

important to see that there are some aspects in both that seem to overlap.

In order to show autofictional aspects of online literature the following features need
to be highlighted. Frequently, short stories in forums start out with an introductory
statement. The narrator explains that he or she has heard the following story somewhere
and felt the need to share it because it was interesting or entertaining. I chose the story
“How was she killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman who was found dead in a
well” as being representative of stories posted in forums because it received a lot of
feedback and reposting. It exemplifies how texts are changed by various users and move
and spread in different forums. It also provides an example of the multi-media practice of
using pictures. The story’s introduction is a good example of autofiction in online forums.
The story is supposed to be based on an actual event, but for literary purposes it is altered.
Ultimately it does not matter whether the story is fictional. The introduction is already
enough to get the reader’s attention and satisfy his voyeuristic desires. The first time the
story was posted it was prefaced with an introduction that explains how the narrator got to
know about the story, making clear that there is a personal connection to the described
events. For the narrator it is important to stress that the story itself is 100% true and
authentic but that it is narrated differently and thus the story which is told in the forums is

merely 99% true.'®

This introduction shows the writer’s personal relationship to the story. It lets the
reader know that the writer is also the narrator by emphasising his personal relationship to
the heroine of the story. At the same time, it cautions that the story is only 99% authentic,

the narrator tells the audience that he has altered the facts.

Narration in online literary text in forums is simpler than in its printed predecessors.
Stories in forums, in particular, tend to show a relatively homogeneous style of narration.
Narrators are mostly first-person and omniscient or third-person; time is arranged
chronologically. The comment function makes narration much more interactive and

instantly more personal. In blogs this may also be important as it is apparent in the above

Literature: Postmodern Perspectives, London 2010, pp. 444-460.
130 http://www.adbuae.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-4491.html, last accessed December 30, 2011.
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example, in which Alzain and the commentator communicate. The aspect of communication
will be picked up again in Chapter Two (Participatory Culture). As a stylistic choice, this
particular example is told in questions. The narrator asks in an accusing tone why and how
the villain was able to commit the crime. In later repostings the introduction was dropped
and the story moved directly into the action. I have not been able to determine with
certainty why the introduction was later dismissed, but pictures added in repostings may

replace the introduction as “proof” of authenticity.

Sabry Hafez, a researcher on Arabic literature, describes the language used in
Egyptian literature of the 1990s as fragmented and fractured. New narratives are used and
epistemological mazes are part of the text.”®' This is in strong contrast to contemporary
literary text online. In these newly distributed texts, narration is rather straight-forward,
either first- or third-person, and the plots are mostly linear. Examples of simple narration
can be found in stories published in forums, additional examples for that can be found in
chapter three. Above in the section that dealt with the story "Love in a Loveless Age" an
example of a simple narration can be found in the first and last section that was
exemplified. Especially, the last paragraph, which is clearly directed to the reader and

establishes a connection.

In style and narration, the two examples are much simpler and linear than preceding
printed texts from the 1990s as described in Junge’s and Hafez’s articles. The plots are

clearly presented the composition offers no mazes and is not fractured or fragmented.

1.4 Linguistic Aspects of Online Literary Texts

The range of formal and colloquial language in samples highlights the variety of language
used in literary texts in the net. This section also deals with global impacts on online
literary text from the region and describes the discussions around the question of the quality
of literary language in recent literature from Arab countries, part of which is the

MSA/fusha vs. dialect issue. Traditionally, the language used for literary writing in Arabic

131 Sabry Hafez, "The Aesthetics of the Closed Horizon. The Transformation of the City and the Novel in
Egypt Since 1990", in Stephan Guth and Gail Ramsay (eds.) From New Values to New Aesthetics Turning
Points in Modern Arabic Literature, 2. Postmodernism and Thereafter, Wiesbaden 2011, pp. 109-138, p.
18.
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is either classical Arabic or Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), while much of the online texts

are written in less formal varieties of the language.

I.4.1 MSA and Colloquial Arabic in Forums and Blogs

The following section deals with the use of MSA and colloquial language in online literary
texts from the Gulf. The online sphere is divided into those authors who use colloquial and
those who stick to MSA.

Three major groups can be differentiated: a) blogs that are written in MSA, b)
literary texts that are mostly in MSA but with dialogues in dialect, and c) stories —posted
mostly in forums — that are written completely in dialect. The use of foreign words is also
increasing in literary language online.

Literature, newspapers, TV and official occasions are the only places/instances
where formal Arabic (MSA or Classical Arabic) is used. “Correct/eloquent” (fasih) Arabic
is highly valued and of great importance for literary scholars and academics. However,
colloquial language has been present in literary texts for more than a century' and is
increasingly in use when narrating dialogues. For example, Raja’ ‘A. al-Sani, in her best-
selling novel Banat al-Riyad (The Girls of Riyadh, 2006), uses colloquial language to make
her dialogues sound more natural. Many literary texts in online media are partially or
completely written in dialect, much to the disapproval of conservative critics. In public
discussions, the subject of using dialect appears frequently. Alireza Doostdar emphasizes,
"The main critics of 'vulgar’ language and culture in weblogestan have been journalists,
writers, and literary critics (...).""*® But the audience does not seem to agree with these
critics; blog literature and other online literary products are still widely read.

Colloquial language is especially prevalent in forums where correct spelling is, from
the outset, considered unimportant. Creating a specific atmosphere and conveying a distinct

message are the goals of stories in forums. Internet language is less formal than language

132 The use of dialect has also been present in literature before internet was part of mainstream culture. In
theatre plays this was observable already more than 100 years ago. More on that can be read in the
collection The Performance of the Comic in Arabic Theatre Cultural Heritage, Western Models and
Postcolonial Hybridity, edited by Mieke Kolk, and Freddy Decreus (co-editor) 2005.
www.artsafrica.org/archive/documents/docu-01/002_comic.pdf, last accessed January 3, 2012.

133 This example is from Iran but can also be applied to my field. Alireza Doostdar, "The Vulgar Spirit of
Blogging: On Language, Culture, and Power in Persian Weblogestan", in American Anthropologist 106,
no. 4, 2004, pp. 651-662, p. 658.
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used in printed literature. Without an editor or copy-editor, every writer decides
individually which variety of language to use and how important it is to stick to
conventions of grammar, spelling and diction. Often, even reposted stories are left
uncorrected in spelling and grammar, whether because the reposters do not care about these
aspects or because they accept them as a stylistic means that creates an impression of
immediateness and urgency.

Culturally, the Gulf is influenced not only by its immediate neighbours, but also by
European and American culture, on the one hand, and South East Asian, Korean and
Japanese culture, on the other. People from all over the world come to work in these
countries. Their presence influences the use of language in everyday life as well as in
literature. The influence of Hindi goes back until long before the discovery of oil and the
huge waves of immigration to the Gulf that accompanied increasing construction and
wealth. Hindi began entering the language with the rise of seagoing trade centuries ago.
Clive Holes emphasizes that the longstanding contact between India and the Gulf region
has influenced the Gulf Arabic dialect. In addition to Hindi and Urdu, other languages such
as Persian and English have an impact on the language used in everyday life."**

Digital literature has had a global flavour from its beginning, as Funkhouser states:
“Digital poetry has always been a multi-continental, de-centralized practice. Works have
been created in many languages.”'* Using different styles of language as well as foreign
words is thus a common element. As a manifestation of global influence on Gulf society,
many stories in forums are coloured with English phrases, for example the expression
“Counter” and brand names."* In all the stories I examined such English phrases are written
in Arabic characters. That here English is written with Arabic letters is interesting because
in chat-room Arabic it is the other way around: Arabic is transcribed in Latin letters.'
Other languages and dialects are also used in the stories. Often, a character’s use of a
sociolect or dialect marks his cultural background. For example in the story entitled “Hissa

and the Taxi Driver”, the protagonist uses language specific to migrant workers in the Gulf.

134 Clive Holes "Gulf States", in Versteegh, K., Woidich M., and Zaborski, A. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of
Arabic Language and Linguistics Vols 1: A-ED, Leiden, Boston and Cologne 2006, pp. 210-216.

135 Christopher Funkhouser, "Digital Poetry: A Look at Generative, Visual, and Interconnected Possibilities
in its First Four Decades", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary
Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docId=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-11&toc.depth=1&toc.id=ss1-5-
11&brand=9781405148641_brand, last accessed January 27, 2012.

136 "Hissa and the Taxi Driver" is also examined in Chapter Four, Who are the Actors?
http://www.alghat.com/archive/index.php/t-614.html, last accessed December 30, 2011.

137 More on the phenomenon of using English letters or words in Arabic can be found on the blog
http://arabizi.wordpress.com/, last accessed January 17, 2012.
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For example, the driver calls the young women “mama".

yalis alllg abo ;) gt Sgmwl g awmsi oISGg ulog O piwo o>
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Mariam: Rafiq," drive to such and such wedding hall

Hameed finds it strange and is perplexed and asks himself 'what do I do?’
'what is this situation?’ Surely he is embarrassed, started to be a 'Rafiq’
after all. Let’s go, it’s 0.k.

Hameed: Ok, mama

Mariam: And it is embarrassing. I am not your mother.

Here, language is used to define the character’s status in society and ethnic background.
The stereotype is that most taxi drivers in the Gulf are from India. In blogs, it is more
common to find texts written in a mixture of colloquial and MSA or entirely in MSA. Since
Internet language in the Gulf is influenced by many regions, emoticons from Asia like (A.A)
are visible as well as European/US emoticons like :-).

Writing in dialects leads to a regionalisation of literature, rather than making
thoughts and feelings accessible to a bigger audience. This is due to the fact that not
everybody understand dialect in comparison to a general understanding of formal language.
It underlines the personal side of online literature and contradicts the assumption that the
Internet is encouraging the spread of cultural goods to a worldwide audience. Every
blogosphere in the Arab world in fact serves a limited region or subject and tends to be

limited to a more or less ‘isoglossic’ region.

It is difficult to generalize whether the literary quality of language is poorer or richer
in blogs and forums than it is in print, because the styles are individual and quite varied.
Blog posts on “Muawiyah” are often linguistically more elaborate than, for instance, Banat

al-Riyad. Posts published in forums differ greatly in language and style between

138 http://www.alghat.com/archive/index.php/t-614.html, last accessed December 30, 2011.
139 Rafiqg means buddy or friend and is a way to address an unknown male.
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“Muawiya” and Banat al-Riyad.'*

One of the major issues here is that readers of digital works approach electronic
literature with expectations that were formed by print media, trying to force criteria of

forms, conventions and modes on them.'*!

Language and style are individually chosen in both printed and online literature.
There is not one definition of what constitutes good literature, and a classification as high

literature or trivial literature is often debatable.

When looking at the literary quality of digital stories, Friedlander argues that the
global phenomenon of digital stories are "not so much 'bad’ stories as new stories suited to

new kinds of times."'*

My observation is that blog literature differs from forum literature. While blog
literature often seems carefully composed with language playing an important part, in
forums it appears that the intended message is considered more important than literary style
as measured by the aesthetic standards of earlier printed texts. Blog literature might not
differ greatly from printed literature in the structure of its plots and its style of narration, but
its interactivity and communicating function are new, as discussed in Chapter Two
(Participatory Culture) and Chapter Four (Constraints and Challenges of Online
Distribution).

In recent decades, colloquial language is increasingly being used in dialogues.
Academia is controversially discussing the quality of recently published Arabic novels such
as Banat al-Riyad and ‘Imarat Ya‘qubiyan. At the EURAMAL conference 2010 it was

debated whether works such as Banat al-Riyad are even worth translating.'*® These novels’

140 Banat al-Riyad was one inspiration for conducting research on online literature. It was written by young
female Saudi author Raja’ ‘Abdallah al-Sani and reached great popularity in the Middle East as well as in
many other countries as it was translated into more than 18 languages. A change in printed literary
production could be observed after the publication of Banat al-Riyad (Girls of Riyadh) in 2006. The novel
mirrors the openness of the web as chapters were arranged appearing to be emails, sent through a yahoo
news group to all Saudi users. After its publication the number of printed literature increased to the double
of what was there before. This is also due to the fact that writers could actually see that Raja’ ‘Abdallah al-
Sani‘ was not penalised for her publication. Possibly, Banat al-Riyad marks a transition of literary style in
the Gulf. Making the style of online literary texts more popular within a broader readership in print. Also
introducing it to an audience outside the Gulf, even outside the Middle East, and outside the internet.

141 N. Katherine Hayles, Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary, Notre Dame 2008, p. 4.

142Larry Friedlander, "Narrative strategies in a digital age. Authorship and authority", in Knut Lundby (ed.),
Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media, New York 2008, pp. 177-196,
p.181.

143 At the 2010 EURAMAL conference in Rome, recent developments in Arabic literature came up for
discussion. Roger Allen said he refused to translate Banat al-Riyad because he did not find its literary
quality worthy of translation.
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language and plots differ from those in “high literature”. Some literary products that are not
accepted as literature by more conservative critics might fall into the category of popular
literature, which reaches a broader audience than its postmodern predecessors. Clive Holes
points out that there are "whole genres of popular literature" that are composed and
distributed in Gulf dialect. He continues, "This kind of language is sometimes frowned

upon by language purists, but is very popular among ordinary people nonetheless."'*

Online literature in the Gulf interacts not only with print literature, but also with a
local literary category, nabati poetry, which is spreading in the region. (On this genre, cf.,
among others, Saad Abdullah Sowayan, Nabati Poetry: The Oral Poetry of Arabia, 1985)
This poetry in colloquial language has a great tradition in the area. It is generally accepted
as a form of art and presented at performances, on the radio and on televisions shows, as
well as online and in printed books. Here, the use of colloquial language is a return to
traditional local culture and therefore not an innovation, but rather a kind of renaissance.'*
From the examples that I studied it appears that dialect is used more often in literary texts

in forums than in literary texts in blogs.

As was shown through the examples, in blogs and forums a variety of language
usage is observable. Colloquial and vernacular language is used in written form in complete
texts or just in dialogues in order to underline social settings. The particular function of
dialogues will be highlighted in the following because they are often incorporated in stories

and blog-posts.

144 Clive Holes "Gulf States", in Versteegh, K., Woidich M., and Zaborski, A. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of
Arabic Language and Linguistics Vols 1: A-ED, Leiden, Boston and Cologne 2006, pp. 210-216, p. 214.
145 P.G. Emery, "Nabat1", in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., vol. 7, 1993, p. 838.
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L.5 The Purpose and Function of Dialogues

The use of dialogue is a feature even more common, more space-consuming and of greater
impact in stories posted in forums than in texts in blogs or in print. The story “Hissa and
the Taxi Driver”, for example, makes use of much dialogue.'®  Dialogue performs a
number of functions in the stories. It enhances the setting and creates a mood, helps to set a
tone and develop the characters by revealing their desires and motivations. Dialogues are

thus intensifying elements that bring the story to life and make it appear more “real”.

Dialogue is essential in transporting the general mood of the youth and in conveying
characters’ social status and the values of society. These numerous dialogues are humorous
and include word play. Additionally, language in dialogues is typically vernacular language.
The witty and humoristic character of dialogue is exemplified in the final part of “Our
supermarket is closed”, which contrasts the ignorance of wealthy locals and the gratitude of
refugees using the phrase “It doesn’t carry brioche?”, as will be shown in more detail in the

following.

The story which is found on the blog t716m.com displays the use of dialogue as well
as the use of colloquial Arabic and MSA..'"" Tt is narrated in the first person. A male
protagonist intends to go to the supermarket, but finds it closed. Inquiring why it is closed,
he learns that the supermarket is hosting Somalis who found refuge in it. The narrator
describes in detail men, women and children feasting on the food offered to them and
expressing joy over what kind of food they eat whatsoever. Talking with one of the Somali
men, he learns that, for poor people, his country is like paradise because there is enough to
eat and enough to shop. The narrator answers that this is truly great and that he thanks God
for the circumstances he lives in. After leaving the mosque, he meets locals outside, who

indicate that, despite all the luxury, they are not satisfied. He is disappointed by their

146 But also other short stories in forums can serve as examples:
el e 8liad o 550 auad hitp://www.hbktmlkni.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-2855.html

S i oll uu ]l http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=385 D

L :L‘LIaSi http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=396

Obgr— I ¥ w> http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=391

TSl Yl w95 oo willo s 0e ad http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=395

W, o= 6 udl U http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=394
All stories were last accessed December 15, 2009.
These links just serve as examples, there is an infinite number of short stories in colloquial language that
make use of dialogues in forums from the Gulf.
147 http://t716m.com/category/%D9%82%D8%B5%D8%B5/, last accessed December 30, 2011.
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http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=385

ingratitude and judges them, saying, “Shame on you.” The story and all its dialogues are
written in MSA except for the last dialogue with the locals, which is written in Gulf dialect.

The text is followed by 12 comments, half of which are the author’s replies to the audience.
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He said, “Are you a resident of this paradise?”

[I replied,] “Rather, I am a resident of this country”

[He said, “You should know] we are lucky, for we are still alive in this world
and did not die like thousands of our people who starved to death. Your
country is Paradise and this market of yours is the best proof, for it has goods
we have never seen; we may have heard of them before (but) it never crossed
our minds that they might exist in this world. Congratulations to your
country.”

[I said,] “Thank God, we live in prosperity, in spite of all the negativities.
And I pray to God to thank Him for this blessing as we are enjoying it, rather

than to appreciate it after we lose it.”

In this first paragraph the narrator is in a dialogue with a Somali man and uses MSA.

148 http://t716m.com/2011/08/08/%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%86%D8%A7-
2%D9%85%D8%BA%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AY/ , last accessed December 26, 2011. Text part seems to
be missing in the last two lines of the original source.
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I left the cooperative to find the parking lot bustling with cars, as people left
from the other gate followed by workers pushing carts filled with bags. I
could not believe my eyes, so I went back inside again. (...) a man wearing
gym clothes scolding the supermarket worker, “All the milk expired
yesterday!” A woman followed suit, criticizing and complaining, “What

kind of supermarket is this? It doesn't carry brioche?”

I stood in the middle of the supermarket and yelled out loud, “O people,

(...) thank God, for this blessing may disappear.”

In this second paragraph, the narrator turns away from his conversation with the Somali

refugee and speaks in the vernacular to local visitors outside of the supermarket.

In this case, the dialogue shows different uses of language in order to present forms
of communication. The first dialogue is written in MSA and creates a distinct atmosphere.
Both parties to the conversation speak about a serious subject in a formal language. The
second part shows a conversation in colloquial language. Here, a mood is created through
the choice of words. The story takes on a humorous twist by displaying the ingratitude of

the narrators’ fellow locals. This later dialogue mirrors a disposition in society.

149 Ibid.
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1.6 Conclusion

This chapter dealt with how text layout and multi-media elements affect the appearance of
texts. Examples illustrate the use of pictures and audio files that either underline or
exemplify the stories’ messages. Additionally, elements for self-representation, such as
quotations and requests to provide visitor numbers and the visitor’s location are present. A
number of blogs do not use multi-media elements and have a modest layout, suggesting that

here the emphasis is on the literary quality of the text.

A variety of texts and genres are present in blogs. In forums, short stories are
popular. Short stories in forums bear resemblances to oral storytelling, since stories are

retold and redistributed.

The style of writing and narration in literary online texts does not differ much from
printed texts, but other aspects are different. Autofictionality is found in both earlier printed
texts and online texts. Simple narration and linear story line are more common in online

texts than in printed literary texts from the 1990s or postmodern texts.

Online literature makes use of both colloquial and Modern Standard Arabic. The
literary quality of recent literary texts online and offline is an aspect of a broader academic
debate on the use of language. Dialogues are an essential part of short stories in forums.
Often they are humoristic and function to transport a mood, while their sociolects

accentuate the protagonists’ backgrounds.

Structure, narration and choice of language are important features of online
literature everywhere, and not just in the Gulf region. A distinct style of language and the
use of multi-media applications are typical of online cultural production, and not only in the
region. It will be interesting to see how the use of language in a local and global context and

the use of hardware and software will continue to change literary production.

As this is a first attempt to contextualize the emerging literary phenomenon this
chapter attempted to introduce an impression of the distinctiveness of blogs posts and forum
posts under the headline of visual aspects, language and narration. The above examination

presents an initial observation. Many additional aspects can be examined in future research
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projects on that matter.
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I1. Participatory Culture, Interaction,

and Web 2.0

As elsewhere, participatory culture is a distinct feature also of online literature from the
Gulf. Having examined the visual setup and features of narration (Chapter One), in the
following I look at the variety of influences that participatory culture has on the text.
Examining participatory culture embeds literary texts in a broader context of online
content production. For the sake of grasping factors that impact the emerging field of
online literary text from the region this chapter intends to emphasis the aspect of

interaction.

This chapter consists of two parts. The first deals with various aspects of Web
2.0; the second deals with distinct features of participatory culture. Both parts are again
divided into smaller sub-chapters that highlight processes of literary production in
participatory culture. The first part, on Web 2.0, is divided into five sub-categories that
discuss several aspects of user-generated content, beginning with its value and function.
Then the problems of easy redistribution are discussed to show not only the benefits but
also the challenges of spreading user-generated content. Additionally, the advantages of
writing in Web 2.0 (II.1.1) are considered in order to show a change in writing. The part
that follows deals with the role of the author (II.1.4), which changes with the new tasks
that arise when distributing by means of Web 2.0 applications. This new role is closely
connected to the dynamics of publicness and privateness (II.1.5), which are examined
in the context of the newly gained privileges that online media offer. So I examine what
is open and accessible for all users and what is kept private. Online, it is possible to
distinguish between information intended to be shared with all users and information
targeting only a selected group of users. The audience influences decisions on
publicness, which also affects the writing of literary texts. These are vital aspects of the

processes of distribution. Accessing online literary text from blogs and forums within
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the context of digital text production will be examined in the second part of the chapter.

The second part (II.2) of this chapter deals with participatory culture online,
which is one of the major outcomes of Web 2.0. Here, I examine the role of the
audience (II.2.1), its changing position in literary reception, and the new, more direct
mode of interpersonal experience (II.2.2) between author and audience, an experience
that is made possible by online media and encouraged by both sides, as opposed to the
static relationship between author and audience in printed texts. This interaction can
take a variety of forms, such as feedback, remixing, reposting (II.2.3) and linking
(I1.2.5). The following brief introduction to participatory culture provides information

needed to understand upcoming discussions.

I1.1 Participatory Culture

Participatory culture connotes cultural production in which the audience not only
consumes a product, but also interacts with the producer. Both reader and writer can be
considered users of the medium. The term “user” may sound passive, but the opposite is
true; the medium’s users, both authors and audience, are active members of online
literary platforms. Their interaction means that often more than one person contribute to
a cultural product. Online media, as a means of participatory culture, enable producers
from different backgrounds and in a variety of locations to work together. Unlike earlier
forms of distribution, they offer a decentralized and less hierarchical platform for
interaction. This new liberty easily leads to the assumption that “Web 2.0 is user-
controlled”™ This assumption is debatable and debated, because in point of fact the
medium is not completely free of power structures. Almost all commonly used
applications (Blogger, Twitter, forums) are owned by corporations and are therefore not
completely user-controlled. But they are much more user-controlled than any other
medium before.

As a basis for participating in online participatory culture, distinct preconditions

must be fulfilled. Cultural production online is closely dependent on access to facilities

150 Louis Leung, “User-generated content on the Internet: An Examination of Gratifications, Civic
Engagement and Psychological Empowerment”, New Media & Society, 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p.
1329.
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as well as on knowledge of how to use those facilities. Not only is it necessary that the
technical utilities are accessible, the user also needs to have enough spare time to create
such works."" As a consequence, producers of artistic works usually belong to a distinct
social class. The facilities to participate in user-generated content are well established in
the Gulf region, since it is one of the richest regions in the world with a high gross
domestic product (GDP) and a young population, giving more people possibilities to
create and distribute creative pieces than in poorer countries, for example nearby

Yemen.

Online participatory culture is a global phenomenon, but media usage and media
coverage exhibit regional characteristics. This is also true for literature; as Nils Erik
Enkvist (1985) underlines, literature has to be viewed against “a situational
background”. He emphasizes that communication as well as “the subject, the occasion,

95152

and the relevant cultural traditions, fashions as well as taboos should be considered

when dealing with texts.

With every introduction of new media, a new form of perception is necessary.
Online media offer unlimited information for all kinds of perspectives. Access to such a
variety of information forces users to make many choices in selecting their sources.
Additionally, they have to learn how to use the media. Since online media developed
very fast in the last 15 years, their users are challenged with constant changes and new
additions to the sources of information and with the use of distinct applications to work
with these media. A generation that grew up with technology and intuitively knows how
to deal with it has been called digital natives.” In the Gulf, as well as in most of the
richer and developed world, including Korea, Japan, Europe, North America and many
other countries, people grew up as digital natives in the last 20 years. Digital natives
have a different use behaviour in relation to media than their parents’ generation did,
and they integrate contemporary technology in most aspects of everyday life. The
Internet and mobile phones are “catalysts” of this new meaning of information for the

new generation in the Gulf."™*

151 Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent
Semiotics of Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 27, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1-23, p. 15.
152 Nils Erik Enkvist, “Text and Discourse Linguistics, Rhetoric, and Stylistics”, in Teun Adrianus van
Dijk, Discourse and literature, Amsterdam 1985, p. 16.

153 More on this in: John Palfrey and Urs Gasser, Born Digital: Understanding the First Generation of
Digital Natives, New York 2008.

154 Nada Mourtada-Sabbah, Mohammed al-Mutawa, John W. Fox and Tim Walters, "Media as Social
Matrix in the United Arab Emirates", in Alanoud Alsharekh, Robert Springborg and Sarah Stewart
(eds.), Popular Culture and Political Identity in the Arab Gulf States, London 2008, pp. 121-142, p.
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I1.1.1 Introduction to Web 2.0

“Web 2.0” is one of the key tools for online literary production worldwide. Web 2.0 was
preceded by Web 1.0, but the latter triggered much less production of art works such as
audio files, films and text in the Gulf. Web 2.0’s stimulating effect is not peculiar of the
Gulf, but can also be observed in other countries that adopted the medium. I will not

further discuss the term Web 1.0 as it not relevant for the following analysis.

Writing in Web 2.0 is easy, helps to spread texts fast, and is free and open to a
variety of cultural products. Participatory culture and user-generated content online
have rapidly increased and Internet access for average households has increased
because of the introduction of Web 2.0. The term “Web 2.0” was coined by Tim
O’Reilly, who organized a conference on it in 2004." In 2009, the media researcher

Louis W. Leung came up with a concise definition:

Within Web 2.0, the web is seen as a platform for service delivery which
emphasizes user control, participation and emergent behaviour and can be
defined as a way of creating pages focusing on microcontent and social

connections between people ."*

In his own definition of Web 2.0, O’Reilly emphasizes, “Web 2.0 doesn’t have a hard
boundary, but rather, a gravitational core.” Alternatively, it is “a set of principles and
practices that tie together a veritable solar system of sites that demonstrate some or all
of those principles, at a varying distance from that core.”™” It is difficult to pin this term
down to one clear description. As O’Reilly explains, it is “a set of principles and
practices” that unites various Web 2.0 tools. Blogging can serve as an illustration of
these principles. Blogging is usually conducted through a “platform for service

delivery”, for example a blog host that provides the coded background to blogs. The

127.

155 Paul Graham, "Web 2.0", November 2005. http://www.paulgraham.com/web20.html, accessed
November 11, 2011.

156 Louis Leung,"User-generated content on the Internet: An Examination of Gratifications, Civic
Engagement and Psychological Empowerment", in New Media & Society, 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p.
1329.

157 Tim O'Reilly, "What Is Web 2.0", posted September 30, 2005, http://oreilly.com/web2/archive/what-
is-web-20.html, accessed November 11, 2011.
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participation of bloggers and audience make it user-controlled, and it facilitates
establishing social connections between people. These aspects of Web 2.0 are also
found in other tools such as Twitter or Tumblr, as in O’Reilly’s description of a loosely
organized set of practices and principles. All of these platforms share the goal of
enabling users to easily and quickly distribute content such as films, audio files,

pictures and texts. They all make it easy for all participants to interact.

Web 2.0 has led to a big leap in online cultural production because it offers easy
access to ready-made solutions for distribution. It has not only increased user-generated
content, but also takes this content a step further by influencing traditional media. It is
more conducive than corporate-owned media to the distribution of independent views.
It influences print media by encouraging cooperation among lay journalists and it
increases interactivity in the form of comments and polls. Also, most of the traditional

media now also have a representation online."®

Critics of Web 2.0, for example Andrew Keen (2008), emphasize that Web
2.0 created a cult of amateurism and encourages narcissism in the digital media.”*® He
states that it is a misguided assumption that all user-generated content is equally
relevant. As explained in the introductory chapter, I was selective about the sources for

my analysis, because for this research not all distributed literature is equally relevant.

I1.1.2 User-Generated Content: What Is It and Why Is It Used?

User-generated content is beneficial to producers as well as to users. For every society,
it is essential to have creative people who spread thought and inspiration, encouraging
discourses. The distribution of creative products is beneficial on several levels. On the
one hand, it can be a stimulus to users and promote a wider debate or simply entertain.

On the other hand, the production of user-generated content empowers its producers

158 Louis Leung, “User-generated content on the Internet: An Examination of Gratifications, Civic
Engagement and Psychological Empowerment”, in New Media & Society, 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p.
1329.

159 Andrew Keen, The Cult of the Amateur: How blogs, MySpace, YouTube, and the rest of today's user-
generated media are destroying our economy, our culture, and our values, Random House 2008.
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because they receive feedback in various forms.

Interestingly, many user-generated cultural products are made without economic
motives, as Gauntlett, a researcher on Web 2.0, points out.'® Individuals pool their
time in order to create something new.'®" One example of this is the non-profit publisher
Nashiri.net, the first online publishing house in the Gulf, physically located in Kuwait
and launched by Hayat Alyaqout (Hayat al-Yaqit), a Kuwaiti freelance writer. “Dar al-
Nashir” was founded in 2003 and has published more than 120 e-books by about 100
writers. As a non-profit e-publisher, financial benefits are not part of the reward system
for either writers or producers.'® If money is not the source of motivation for online
writers, what is?

No data on this question can be found for the Gulf, but research projects have
been conducted in other countries that might provide insight into this process. K. D.
Trammell (2004) conducted a study on more than 300 randomly picked Polish blogs.'*
For Polish bloggers, the following motivations were found: first, self-expression was
relevant; second, social interaction played a role; third was “entertainment”; fourth was
“passing the time”; fifth was information; and sixth was “professional advancement”.'*
These motivations can also be presumed behind literary works posted online in the
Gulf. Self-expression and social interaction seem to be the most important factors in
posting creative content online. In the survey that I conducted, writers state that they
also blog because they want to practice their writing to be more professional.'® Many
of the participants in the survey mentioned that they wanted to give expression to their
thoughts and feelings and share them with an audience. Three out of 32 participants
specifically mentioned that online publishing is the easiest way to get feedback on
thoughts. The aspect of distributing without many restrictions was also one of the

reasons for going online. Participants made it clear that censorship was an important

160 David Gauntlett, Transforming Audiences 3 - introduction by David Gauntlett (Sept 2011), August
22, 2011.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VQp3q_z47ys, last accessed January 3, 2012.

161 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom,
New Haven 2006, p. 81.

162 Benkler states that money is typically absent of the majority of projects. Ibid., p. 82.

163 Trammell, K.D., A. Tarkowski and J. Hofmokl (2004, June) “Rzeczpospolita blogéw”

[“ Republic of Blog”], paper presented at the 5th Annual Meeting of the
Association of Internet Researchers, Brighton, September 19-22, 2006.

164 Louis Leung,"User-generated content on the Internet: An Examination of Gratifications, Civic
Engagement and Psychological Empowerment", in New Media & Society, 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p.
1328 f.

165 In 2010, I conducted an online survey with 35 participants of different ages, contacting them via
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issue for them.'® Online publishing is an alternative when an author lacks opportunities
to have his or her works distributed in print — and also because it can evade state
censorship. Motivations for distributing online are plentiful. Most important is the mere
possibility of distributing cultural products and receiving feedback on them from other
users. McLuhan emphasised, already before the time of online media, that participation
compels in "our new environment."'®” For David Gauntlett, another important aspect of
participatory culture is that users engage with the world and help create a positive
environment.'® The participants in my survey also mentioned the aspect of meeting

like-minded people.'”

Clearly, the research previously conducted does not include my research
field and hence can function as a benchmark at best. Still, the results of my online
survey that modestly attempted to learn users intentions might help to grasp regional

distinctions.

I1.1.3 The Benefits of Online Writing with Web 2.0

Web 2.0 offers essential tools for distributing user-generated content. Since the
introduction of Web 2.0 in the mid-2000s, it has become much easier for people with
limited knowledge of coding or other relevant skills to distribute cultural elements such
as audio files, films and texts online. Blog hosts and forums offer ready-made spaces
that encourage users to make their works public. Such software already presents a
coded frame and users simply need to fill in the blank spaces. Web 2.0 applications
provide a possibility to adjust visual elements and personalize the individual online

representation. A variety of themes'” or layouts and other applications are offered to

email, in forums and by twitter.

166 Survey data, 2010.

167 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Message. An Inventory of Effects, Corte
Madre 1996, p. 24.

168 David Gauntlett, Participation Culture, Creativity, and Social Change, November 29, 2008,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNqgXbI1_o8&feature=related , accessed November 11, 2011.

169 Survey data 2010.

170 A theme is a visual frame for blogs that is provided by the blog host of the platform.
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customize personal representations of cultural production. Additionally, publishing is
much faster than in print — these works of art are instantly public. Another difference
from print media is that Web 2.0 offers the possibility of intermediality through the use
of multi-media applications.

A crucial benefit of online media for producers of creative works such as audio
files, films and texts is the opportunity to share and spread them. Under favourable
circumstances, the content can be shared with a wide audience. Web 2.0 enables a broad
group of people to share their creations. In the Gulf, the most frequently used tools for
spreading user-generated content are forums and blog hosts such as Windowslive,
Maktoob, Wordpress and Blogger. Additionally, writers post their works on Twitter and
Tumblr. Another mode of distribution, but much less frequently used, are facilities such
as those provided by the e-publisher Nashiri.net in Kuwait and literary criticism on
Goodreads."" All of these platforms except Nashiri and Maktoob are intended to serve a
worldwide audience. Maktoob is owned by Yahoo! and was explicitly designed to serve

an Arabic writing and reading audience.

Online publishing is usually'’* free of charge for both author and audience and
therefore enables the distribution of cultural products that might not have found a way
into print or other forms of distribution because they are judged unprofitable. As K.D.
Trammell already established in the 2004 study on blogs, the circulation of cultural

products such as literary texts is a primary mission.'”

Carolyn Guertin, a researcher on culture and technology, examines online
distribution from a historical perspective. The phenomenon of easy distribution of
thoughts is not new and cannot be solely credited to online media. She points out that
the movement of “interactive authorship and personal publishing” started in the 1940s
with Xerox machines.””* It can be argued that interactive writing has happened even

before. For instance in the Dada movement and also within Surrealist circles, as Peter

171 Goodreads is a Web 2.0 application that enables readers of printed literature to share their thoughts
on what they just enjoyed reading.

172 When texts are not published in open media, non-profit or other free Web 2.0 applications, audiences
sometimes have to pay for e-books provided by corporate or other for-profit publishers.

173 Trammell, K.D., A. Tarkowski and J. Hofmokl (2004, June) “Rzeczpospolita blogow”

[“ Republic of Blog”], paper presented at the 5th Annual Meeting of the
Association of Internet Researchers, Brighton, September 19-22, 2006.

174 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a
Postnarrative World", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary
Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012
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Gendolla and Jorgen Schifer (2004) clarify.'”> Even if this is a valid point, Xerox
publishing was not a widespread or mainstream movement. If this was a starting point,
it was only with the introduction of the Internet and, even more, with the introduction of
Web 2.0. that a broader movement in this direction started. Compared with Xeroxing,
online distribution is a mainstream, worldwide phenomenon. As can be observed,
distribution of texts without a traditional publisher is not a feature that can be uniquely
attributed to online writing platforms, but in contemporary times, similar processes of

online writing spread widely all over the world through the net.

I1.1.4 Authors in Online Literature

As for the role of the author in online writing, it is important to distinguish between the
situation in the Gulf and in the world in general. Most research on online writing is

conducted in the context of European and North American writing, which is one-sided.

Although most research on online literature is not conducted on the Gulf, it is
essential to examine authorship. The means of Web 2.0 have changed perspectives on
authorship as well as on the replication and alteration of cultural products. Authorship
online differs from authorship offline in many ways. Four distinct aspects will be
examined in the following: a) the writer has a stronger impact on the outcome of the
work because of a newly gained independence, b) anonymity is much more present in
online writing, c¢) from a narrative perspective, a blurring and fading of the lines
between us and them is apparent and d) users are empowered through writing. The
aspects discussed below are valid for online literature from the Gulf as well as from

other parts of the world.

a) In the past, it was more difficult for an author to publish. Usually, s/he was
not self-published. Thus, between writing and publishing was the instance of the editor

who re-worked the text. The author receives new freedom concerning a choice of style

175 Peter Gendolla and Joérgen Schéfer, "Auf Spurensuche: Literatur im Netz, Netzliteratur und ihre
Vorgeschichte(n),", in Dichtung Digital, 2002, http://www.brown.edu/Research/dichtung-
digital/2002/05/08-Gendolla-Schaefer/index.htm, last accessed January 3, 2012.
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and content. On the other hand, the author is challenged with new tasks when
publishing online such as dealing with formatting layout, but this means that s/he is also
the maker of his/her own product when it comes to typesetting, graphic art and editing
of cultural products.”® It is a quality of Web 2.0 and user-generated content that people
can become their own authors, readers and publishers at the same time."”” But this
unfiltered content means that quality and style of literary texts vary a lot. This is general
applicable to the Arab countries but also the publishing processes of other countries of

the world.

Particularly against the background of the Gulf, the relative anonymity of and
less censorship applied to online literature gives greater freedom in writing than in print

media.

b) A major phenomenon of online writing is the vast number of writers who
distribute anonymously. This is especially true for the forums in the Gulf because
anonymity shields against social or governmental punishment for unapproved content.
Hence, it is important to distinguish between writers who distribute with their real
names and others who work with a nickname or pseudonym. Usually, a writer does not
distribute completely anonymously, but rather picks a permanent nickname that makes
him or her recognizable for readers. Historically, publishing under a pseudonym is not
an invention of online media. Much has been published anonymously in print. What is
new is that it is easier online to distribute anonymously, due to the absence of instances
that would want to know something about the original author, such as editors or
publishers. Not distributing with a real name is usually linked to a fear of societal or
state censorship. In forums, almost everyone writes anonymously, whereas in literary
blogs the tendency is to publishing under one’s real name."”

When censorship and surveillance is intense, anonymity is a beneficial tool that
can be used online. But simply using another name does not make a user anonymous on

179

the net. If circumvention tools'” are not used, it is easy to track an IP address back to

the user. However, societal censorship is easily avoided by using a pseudonym.

176 Loss Pequeno Glazier, Digital poetics, Tuscaloosa 2002, p. 29.

177 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a
Postnarrative World", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary
Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012.

178 As found in my analysis of a wider selection of online literature from the region.

179 More on this in Chapter Four.
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Albabtain (2008) emphasizes that anonymity is beneficial for an open dialogue
online. He states that it increases the users’ willingness to communicate “without
reservation”.'® This means an open dialogue can develop with unknown others, which
might not happen on the same subject in an offline space.

James Bohman (2004) argues that this anonymity is influencing the relationship

between audience and author.'®

They state that anonymity alters the context and is
“making speaker and audience not only indefinite but also indeterminate in its many-to-
many form”.'® This stresses a point made about stories in Visual Set-Up and Features
of Narration (Chapter One), that spreading the message is becoming more important
than the identity of the writer. This is observable at least in forums where one-to-many

and many-to-many forms of communication are preferred. In forums, users often

publish under a pseudonym, as will be shown in the table presented later in this chapter.

A different way of identifying a writer is presented in blogs. Authorship in blogs
tends to be strongly identified with a real or pseudonymous person by means of a user
name or display name for each blog and blog entry, or using an “about” or profile
section that gives information about the writer.'® In my sources I could observe that
bloggers usually publish their stories under their real name. The following section will
deal with problems that appear when producers of a text do not publish with real names,
for example when they present text under what is obviously a nickname, and with the

challenges of sharing intellectual property.

For the Gulf, one example of anonymity in redistribution of a single theme,
often slightly altered in wording and layout, is “How was she killed? The complete
story of an Emirati woman who was found dead in a well" (cf. table below, chapter
I1.2.3 Reposting and Remixing of Works of Art Online). In every single forum, a
different user distributes the story. The users are male or female, and not all of them
claim the story as their original product. Most of them do not mention where it

originated, or they use an introduction that appears identically in several repostings.

180 Afraa Ahmed Albabtain, "Downloading Democracy. Bloggers in the Gulf", in International
Relations and Security Network, 2008, p, 62. http://www.isn.ethz.ch/isn/Current-Affairs/Security-
Watch-Archive/Detail/?fecvnodeid=128146&ord588=grp1&fecvid=21&ots591=0c54e3b3-1e9c-
bele-2c24-a6a8c7060233&v21=128146&Ing=en&id=90279, last accessed January 3, 2012.

181 James Bohman, "Expanding dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere and prospects for transnational
democracy", in John Michael Roberts and Nick Crossley (eds.) After Habermas: New Perspectives on
the Public Sphere, Oxford 2004, pp. 131-155, p. 133.

182 Ibid., p. 138.

183 Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent
Semiotics of Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 27, no. 1,2007, pp. 1-23, p. 8.
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This introduction states that the story is based on hearsay.'®* This form of distribution
creates problems for readers and researchers. Usually, the reader cannot be sure about
the identity of the original author of the stories, because the stories are reposted so
many times. Later in this chapter, in the section about remixing stories, a table shows
changes in one and the same story that was redistributed several times.

In the Gulf, the relevance of anonymity differs in accordance to the publishing
platform. Writing on blogs differs from writing in forums because the process of
distribution is not the same. Usually literary texts on blogs are distributed exclusively
on one blog and are not cross-posted elsewhere. Thus, authorship in blogs tends to be
strongly identified with a real or pseudonymous person through a user name,'® and it is
clear to the readers who wrote the texts, who often know earlier texts by the author. In
contrast, if the literary texts are published in a forum, the author seems to be unknown
because the texts are copied and republished in other forums at different times and in
different countries, with either many people or no one at all claiming credit for the
story.

c) The narrative of online literature is also affected by interaction, and this is
true all over the world. Carolyn Guertin points out that there are new forms of digital
narrative that do not clearly separate between “us” and “them”, i.e. between the writer
and the audience.'® The accustomed distance gives way to the possibility of interacting
with the audience. The Egyptian author Ghada ‘Abd al-‘Al (Ghada Abdel Aal)
explained the influence of this interaction at The Emirates Airline International
Festival of Literature (EAIFL) in Dubai 2011. She said that she was always interested
in seeing what the audience suggested and then changing her next post into a surprise
for the audience.'” This is a move of unexpectedness that helps to keep readers
interested and returning to the blog. In print literature, such interaction is not possible —

certainly not at the speed that is so distinct for online participatory culture.

Larry Friedlander (2008) emphasises that "in the digital realm, authorship is

184 Find Example in Visual Set-Up and Narration, Chapter One.

185 Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent
Semiotics of Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 27, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1-23, p. 8.

186 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a
Postnarrative World", in Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman (eds.), Companion to Digital Literary
Studies, Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012.

187 Panel: Digital Revolution 1: Margaret Atwood, Ghada Abdel Aal, China Mieville. Real Readers,
Virtual Communities: A revolution in the way authors are connecting with readers, Emirates Airlines
Festival of Literature (Dubai), March 11, 2011.
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dispersed, collaborative, and understandable."'® He suggest that the problem of
recognizing new forms of stories is also related to the "conventions of modern
authorship" which is not contemporary any more.'® More on this new role of the author

is also discussed in chapter IV.3 on anonymity in distributions of literary texts.

d) A component of user-generated content is what the producers themselves
gain from the process. Researchers like David Gauntlett and Richard Sennett believe
that the process of creating and distributing empowers users.'”® Louis Leung (2009)
defines the process of empowerment as enabling people to “gain mastery or control
over their lives, improve strengths and competences and develop proactive
behaviours”."' The extent to which online participatory culture empowers users has not

yet been thoroughly studied.'*

I1.1.5 The Dynamics Public and Private

Hannah Arendt, Jiirgen Habermas and many others have given many definitions of what
a public sphere is. Generally, it is defined as a public space where individuals discuss
societal matters. James Bohman (2004) holds that the conservative criterion that a
public sphere must be a face-to-face space for communication should be relaxed.'*
That means that communication not occurring in a physical room should be defined as
public as well.

For authors it is important to decide what to make public and what to keep

private. What can be posted online and what is material that should not be shared;

188 Larry Friedlander, "Narrative strategies in a digital age. Authorship and authority", in Knut Lundby
(ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media, New York 2008, pp.
177-196.

189 Ibid., 183.

190 David Gauntlett, Participation Culture, Creativity, and Social Change, November 29, 2008,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNqgXbI1_o8&feature=related, accessed November 11, 2011.

191 Louis Leung, "User-generated content on the Internet: an examination of gratifications, civic
engagement and psychological empowerment", in New Media & Society, 2009, pp. 1327-1347, p.
1330.

192 Ibid., p. 1327.

193 James Bohman, "Expanding dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere and prospects for transnational
democracy", in John Michael Roberts and Nick Crossley (eds.), After Habermas: New Perspectives
on the Public Sphere, Oxford 2004, pp. 131-155, p. 133.
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“online media” is mostly understood as an open sphere that everybody can access.'™*
Studies show that not every user sees the online sphere as a public space. Studies
conducted usually did not examine online behaviour in the Gulf, but rather in Europe
and North America. As an example from outside the Gulf, Zizi Papacharissi’s study
(2007) analysed 260 blogs and found that many of them were directed to family
members and friends.' This is the users’ personal perception, since blogs are actually
public. Writers in the world at large sometimes assume that their online audience is
limited to friends and family and no one else would be interested in reading their works.
This perception seems to differ in the Gulf, as is shown by the particular use that writers
from the region make of the medium.

According to the data from my survey, writers distribute online because they
want readers to have access to their works. They do not mainly publish for people they
know personally, even though they know some readers, either from before from “real
life” or through interaction online.'*® Some of the female bloggers are well aware of the
openness of the web and protect their blogs with passwords, so that only their friends
can read and comment. This phenomenon shows clearly that the perception of private
and public varies in different cultures as well as offline and online."” It also shows that
users try to create their own boundaries in a space that can be described as rather free
and unrestricted, in order to preserve the privacy of data and material rather than

making all their information universally accessible.

“Nada”, a female blogger from Saudi Arabia, used to have a blog that was
accessible for everybody, but later changed the blog’s privacy settings to protect her
writers’ privacy. “Nada” does not restrict her posting to literary texts, but a lot of her
textual production is literary. Her blog is hosted by Wordpress. “Nada” is well
connected to female writers all over the Gulf and is interlinked with blogs and on
Twitter. “Nada” posts regularly in literary form and in diary form about things that

happen in her life. Her texts are mostly in Arabic, but sometimes in English as well.

194 Everybody who has the needed skills and hardware, that is.

195 Zizzi Papacharissi, “Audiences as media producers: Content analysis of 260 blogs,” in M. Tremayne
(ed.), Blogging, citizenship, and the future of media. London 2007, pp. 21-38.

196 Survey data 2010.

197 Uwe Boker and Julie A. Hibbard, Sites of Discourse - Public and Private Spheres - Legal Culture:
Papers from a Conference Held at the Technical University of Dresden, December 2001:
Vergleichenden Literaturwissenschaft, 2002, p. 9.
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Picture taken from http://ymam.wordpress.com/, February 10, 2010.

Now the reader see the following log in form:

@ WORDPRESS.COM

hitp:Mfymam. wordpress.com/ is marked private by
its owner. IT you were invited to wview this site, please
Jog in below. Read more about privacy settings

e e N e e

Picture taken from http://ymam.wordpress.com/, January 17, 2012.

It is not clear why this blogger switched to private settings, since she is in active contact
with other bloggers and on Twitter. However, it is interesting that already established
bloggers also sometimes shift their blogs into a private mode. Similar shifts can also
sometimes be observed with the Omani blogger Muawiyah, who switches between
public and private settings. Sometimes his blog is not accessible at all, though it is not

clear whether he or an institution is blocking access.

Researchers have presented various arguments on how online participation leads

to a blurring of public and private spaces. Carolyn Guertin (2008) claims that, in a
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technological age, our “very notions of public and private are being eroded”."® On a
general note and placing public and private spheres in a cultural context, Uwe Boker

and Julie A. Hibbard (2002) point out that every culture draws this line differently.'*’

While researchers such as Jodi Dean explain “Why the Net is not a Public
Sphere" (2003), other researchers outline distinct aspects of the Internet as a public
space. Dean sees the Internet rather as rooted in a notion of networks. Tyler Curtain
(2006) also describes the interactive aspect of the medium, with an on-going and
unfolding interaction between readers and writers in blogs. He emphasizes that a blog’s

200

public goes beyond its links and blog rolls.

James Bohman (2004) argues that the Internet is a public of publics and not a
unified public sphere. This public of publics still needs to enable communication among
an “indefinite (although not unitary) audience” that must first become a series of

publics connected with an institutional context of other publics.*”*

In contrast to the above discussants, it can be argued that computer-mediated
communication as the contrary of a public sphere because of the possibilities to limit
access to a restricted audience and to maintain anonymity.*** This anonymity can either

promote freedom of expression or it can undermine it.*”

Connected to the discussion of public and private is also the blurring of fiction
and fact that may appear in autofictional text distributed on blogs or in forums.

Autofictionality is discussed in Visual Set-Up and Narration (Chapter One).

As the example of “Nada” and the different perspectives on public space
online showed, it is difficult to make distinctions between notions of public and private

on the net. However, bloggers from the Gulf seem to be aware of the difficulties that

198 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a
Postnarrative World", in Companion to Digital Literary Studies, Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman
(eds.), Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012.

199 Uwe Boker and Julie A. Hibbard, Sites of Discourse - Public and Private Spheres - Legal Culture:
Papers from a Conference Held at the Technical University of Dresden, December 2001,
Amsterdam/New York 2002, p. 9.

200 Tyler Curtain, "Promiscuous Fiction", in Barbara M. Kennedy, David Bell, and Tyler Curtain (eds.),
The Cybercultures Reader, London 2006, p. 326.

201 James Bohman, "Expanding dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere and prospects for transnational
democracy", in John Michael Roberts and Nick Crossley (eds.), After Habermas: New Perspectives
on the Public Sphere, Oxford 2004, pp. 131-155, p. 152.

202 Ibid., p.132.

203 Ibid., p. 138.
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come with publishing online. The following section focuses more on the audience than

on the writers.

I1.2 Participatory Culture Online

User-generated content in Web 2.0 has to be placed in a framework of participatory
culture online. The following section focuses on interaction and connection with other
producers of cultural products and their audiences. First, the function of the audience
will be examined. Second, the phenomenon of interpersonal experience with fewer
temporal and spatial restrictions will be discussed. Third, reposting and remixing as
forms of communication will be analysed. Finally, the function of links is investigated.
These factors have a strong influence on the literary texts and are therefore essential in
forming a complete picture of online literary production in the Gulf. The possibility of
communication and interaction, in particular, is unique to the medium; to contextualize
digital writing it is essential to outline these interactive functions, since they impact

texts on a variety of levels, as will be illustrated in the upcoming sub-chapters.

I1.2.1 The Role of the Audience

The following outline of the role of the audience is a summary of findings that are
applicable to literary production or creation and distribution of other digital artworks all
over the world, and not solely to the Gulf. However, these findings are also important
for reading online literature from my field of research. The “audience” plays an
important role in online participatory culture. Participants in the space of forums differ
from those in the blogosphere.”® An advantage of a blog is the writers’ knowledge

about the number of readers, since he can actually see how many people have read his

204 The term “blogging” is the processes of distributing on a blog.
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story or at least clicked it. In the following, role of the audience in blogs serves as an
example of interaction with the audience; forums are discussed below in the context of
the remixing and reposting of stories. Blogging, if practised in the most efficient way,

can reach a very large audience.””

However, not every blog or forum post that is
produced attracts a considerable audience. Warschauer and Grimes (2007) make clear
that just a small number of “A-list bloggers” dominate the blogosphere.”® Even if this
finding is based only on blogs from a different region, it is equally relevant for the Gulf.
In each country, some A-list bloggers dominate the blogosphere, and their blogs get
more comments on blog posts than others. According to statistics, they also have a
higher number of visitors/readers.?”” Popular blogs are read not only by users from their
own country, but also by people all over the Gulf or from other countries. The audience
is an important part of blogging because without an audience there is no purpose in
distributing. Authors who publish their works online intend to share their content and
interact with the audience. Distributing literary text online is often connected to an
expectation of feedback from the audience, as many participants in my survey also
mentioned.**

Several researchers deal with the function and value of an audience in online
distribution. Alan Kirby (2009) underlines the value of the recipient of texts as
“fetishized”. He sees the reader as part of the texts. The audience becomes “part of the
text” by participating in comments and feedback. Kirby’s idea rates the audience very
high in value for the complete process of online literature, while withdrawing credit
from the original author. The writer is no longer seen as the one and only creator of an
artwork. A process of interaction forms a new cultural good. Kirby sees “fetishizing”
the audience in contrast to a post modern “fetishizing” of the author. This emphasis on
the importance of the recipient in his findings can be seen as democratising culture or
as generating “excruciating banality and vacuity” in cultural products.”® Analysts differ
in their judgement of the audience’s importance in correlation with their general views
of online media. Optimistic and positive examiners might see the audience’s importance

and increasing value as an interactive process of democratisation in literature. More

205 E.g. the Egyptian Uprising 2011.
206 Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent
Semiotics of Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 27, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1-23, p. 6.
207 Technorati is a company which regularly measures these numbers, Technorati.com, last accessed
January 3, 2012.

208 Survey data 2010.

209 Alan Kirby, Digimodernism: How New Technologies Dismantle the Postmodern and Reconfigure
Our Culture, London 2009.
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pessimistic or sober researchers might judge the influence of the audience negatively
because they fear that the quality of these cultural products will suffer if produced
solely for the enjoyment of the readership.

Carolyn Guertin also emphasizes the role of the audience by stating that without
its “acts of conversation” there is no work of art.’* She sees the act of “re/seeing it” as
already a part of the text. Guertin regards digital media as much more interactive than
its predecessors, TV and books. This interaction makes it difficult to separate between

audience and producer. Thus, reading literature online can be seen as an active process.

While critics might focus on the recipient from a theoretical perspective, writers
have a more practical relation with their audience. My online survey on online writing
in the Gulf showed that some writers were embracing contact with and feedback from

the audience.”" This proves the influence of the audience on online writers.

I1.2.2 Interpersonal Experience, Time and Space

Interaction with the audience is influenced by notions of time and space that will be
outlined in the following. This section will deal with a variety of issues connected to the
interpersonal experience of online media, as well as online temporality and location.
The temporality of online distribution is closely connected to communication with users
and producers.*'* Users can be connected without being physically in the same location.
Finally, an additional form of communication can be seen in the interactive process of
reposting and changing already existing cultural products such as audio files, films and

texts.

It is evident that interpersonal experience is essential for online participatory

culture. Especially in the Gulf, where genders do not mix outside of a work situation or

210 Carolyn Guertin, "Handholding, Remixing, and the Instant Replay: New Narratives in a
Postnarrative World", in Companion to Digital Literary Studies, Ray Siemens and Susan Schreibman
(eds.), Oxford 2008, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?
docld=blackwell/9781405148641/9781405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-5-6, last accessed January 27,
2012

211 Survey data 2010.

212 Communication through online writing was also analysed in the research field of Chinese digital
literature by Xiaomeng Lang in the article Der Dialog der Kultur und die Kultur des Dialogs : die
chinesische Netzliterat on http://dokumentix.ub.uni-siegen.de/opus/frontdoor.php?
source_opus=398&la=de, last accessed January 3, 2012.
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family meeting, this form of communication is an alternative to offline spaces.
Relationships can be established, either between bloggers and other bloggers or
between bloggers and readers. Uniquely characteristic of the medium is that instant
contact between writer and reader is possible. One of the connecting instances for
writers is the Arab Union for E-Writers, which unites authors from all over the Middle
East. Within the Union’s online site, authors are able to create their own profile sites
with contact data, pictures and samples of their works. Only a small group of bloggers
and online writers are actual members of the Arab E-Writers’ Union. Since online
platforms or writers’ unions promote authors, online literature in the Gulf region also
function as a platform for like-minded people and help them to communicate. For
example, the Arab E-Writers Union supports communication among authors by hosting

meetings, e.g. a conference in spring 2010.*"

Whether in the Gulf or the rest of the online world, an essential benefit of
interactivity online is the option to interact in a variety of temporalities and without
being restricted to a particular physical location. Annette Markham (2003) highlights
how crucial the temporality of online literary texts and other culture works is, as one
distinct characteristic of this medial communication. Online distribution can work in

“real time”?!*

as well as in “delayed time”.?”*> This means that posts can deal with past
events as well as with current events, published as live streams or tweets. Responses to
these posts depend on the audience. They can either interact in “real time” by
commenting directly on shared material, or they come to know about the material later
and add their thoughts whenever their schedule allows it. Older and newer texts can be
read at any time. A delayed reply is influenced by changes that happen in the time that
has passed since the original publication. This can have an effect on the interaction
between producer and recipient. In print literature, this speed of interaction is
impossible to attain and interaction in general is rather uncommon. The author is less
accessible and more static, which creates a gap in communication between audience
and author. Most printed literary works do not offer a direct communication connection

with authors; to make contact with the authors, readers would need to invest time and

energy in research. The following example shows that readers’ responses to postings in

213 More information on the union can be found on the website www.arab-ewriters.com/, last accessed
January 11, 2011.

214 By “real time“ I mean the actual instant communication experienced in phone connections and chat
rooms.

215 Annette N. Markham, Internet communication as a tool for qualitative research, November 18,
2003, markham.internetinquiry.org/writing/silvermangalleyproofs.pdf, accessed November 11, 2011.
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forums and blogs are rarely in “real time”. This is because blogs and forums are not real
time media (unlike Twitter, chat or streams). Still, responses to blog postings often
come within a few hours or days, meaning interaction is much faster than was possible

with earlier media.

Another essential advantage of online media is that interaction does not depend
on being in the same physical location. Maddalena Pennacchia Punzi (2007) points out
that de-territorialized groups created by mass media “imagine and feel together”, no
matter which location they are physically at. She continues by quoting Raymond
Williams to underline the argument that locality can be produced by technology.
Williams states that groups can produce and work together, independently of their
actual location.”® Benedict Anderson uses the concept of imagined communities in

connection with nationalism and language. In his view, a nation is

"imagined because the members [...] will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of

each lives the image of their communion"*"’.

I will not go into Anderson’s work in detail here; Niels Kayser and Fadia Rafeedie have
given valid criticism of his work.”® Rather, I want to link the idea of an imagined
community to an online sphere, because here, too, members feel as a part of it without
(really) knowing one another. Technology such as telephones, instant messaging and
chat rooms, as well as forums, can create a common space. It is a virtual space, but it is
still a location where participants from different physical places can interact. It differs
from earlier media in that the communication is not between just two persons, but
among many. Additionally, users communicate although they do not know each other

from other contexts. This is advantageous for connecting not only people from different

216 Maddalena Pennacchia Punzi, Literary intermediality: the transit of literature through the media
circuit, New York 2007, p. 248.

217 Benedict R. Anderson, Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism,
London 1991, p. 224.

218 Niels Kayser Nielsen , Welfare-nationalism: Comparative aspects of the relation between sport and
nationalism in Scandinavia in the inter-war years, Ethnologia Scandinavica, 1997.
www.la84foundation.org/SportsLibrary/SportsHistorian/.../sh172h.pdf, last accessed January 18,
2012.

Fadia Rafeedie, "Review of Imagined Communities, by Benedict Anderson"
http://socrates.berkeley.edu/~mescha/bookrev/Anderson,Benedict.html, last accessed in September
2000.
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places, but also people whose movement is restricted by societal obligations. Some

blogs use a chat box to facilitate instant communication. An example can be found on

the blog http://rarain.blogspot.com/.

The example shows the chatbox on the right hand side. Within the whole page it is
located in the right column next to the blog texts. In the captured sequence, a chat is
going on between Mawt (Death), a Hala (a name), a ’Awtar ‘adhiba (Sweet
strings/melodies), and Butterfly. On the left of the picture the regular blog text is
visible. Conversations in chatboxes do not necessarily have to be about the distributed

content.
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Picture taken from http://rarain.blogspot.com/, last accessed, December 27, 2011

Chat boxes allow instant communication on blogs without the need to submit personal
information to one’s interlocutors. They underline the bloggers’ desire for interaction

with the readership.

Ola Erstad and James V. Wertsch (2008) deal with communicational factor of

digital storytelling. They see digital narration also as a cultural tool that helps to express

intentions and may differ in various cultural contexts.*"

219 Ola Erstad and James V. Wertsch, "Tales of mediation: Narrative and digital media as cultural tools",
in Knut Lundby (ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media,
New York 2008, pp. 21-40, p. 28 f.
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Another form of communication may be seen in the phenomenon of reposting

and remixing stories, which will be presented in the following part.

I1.2.3 Reposting and Remixing of Works of Art Online

This section focuses on forums and neglects blog posts because remixing and reposting
are much more common with content posted in forums than with content in blogs. Cory
Doctorow, an Internet activist and writer of novels published in print but also accessible
online free of charge, emphasizes that copying is part of contemporary art: he (she?)
even says that art that is not copied is not contemporary.”® As a consequence, copyright
is a widely discussed subject as on the one hand cultural products are easy to copy and
spread nowadays and producers might gain more popularity to the possibilities. On the
other hand they do not get financially rewarded as reproduction often happens without a

contribution to the original source.

One form of communication and interaction online manifests itself in the re-
editing and reposting of original cultural products such as audio files, films and texts.
The best-known form of communication by changing an original cultural product is
found in the remixes posted on YouTube, the most representative interactive space for
user-generated-content. This platform allows users to upload (their own) videos. A
variety of communication forms can be observed; there is often interaction, either
through the comment function, the “thumbs-up” button or a video reply from other
users. Here, the audience is also a creator because content can be created, exchanged
and also remixed. Michael Wesch, a media anthropologist, researched this aspect of
YouTube in depth in his “An anthropological introduction to YouTube” in 2008, which
is itself distributed on YouTube.””" Wesch made it clear that, when spreading from one
place to another, a cultural product keeps its original meaning, but also becomes
transformed into something more personal. According to Wesch, the new media are a

tool to connect people and make them interact.

220 Reason TV, Cory Doctorow on The War on Kids, Boing Boing, & His Next Novel, July 15, 2010,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LLf3nldagXc , accessed November 11, 2011.

221 Michael Wesch, An anthropological introduction to YouTube, July 26, 2008,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TPAQ-124 hU, accessed November 11, 2011.
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Remixing and reposting is often carried out in forums in the Gulf, where stories

are constantly published and rewritten. Immediate interaction takes place and stories

can also “travel” and develop. Replicating and spreading stories, as users do with

literary works in the Gulf, is therefore a means of this communication. Although

participatory culture invites the audience to contribute or remix art works, the original

author is still important for the initial creation and inspiration. Without the initial

cultural product there can be no remixing of it. In contrast, it is not common that blog

posts are remixed.

The following table presents an example of a story that was reposted several

times in different forms in various repostings. This is a summary of the story:

A third-person narrator tells the story of a young Emirati woman who is

tortured and finally killed by her husband. As a stylistic choice, most of

the story is told in questions. The narrator asks in an accusing tone why

and how the villain was able to commit the crime. The story introduces

two characters: the evil husband, a policeman who violently kills his

wife; and contrasting with him is his wife, the innocent victim. The

narrator underlines the victim’s pureness and innocence by noting her

virginity and her reputation in society, as well as her family background.

The description of the criminal act of violence is detailed.

DATE | USER TITLE PICTURES |FORUMS C0?? | CHANGES CITY
May 28, | Dam3tshog | How was she | With links of | http://www.adbua 26 | - Is introduced with “In
2009 killed. A pictures at e.com/vb/archive/ the name of God"
tradegy that I | photobucket |index.php/t- - Introductory phrase: "I
narrate 4491.html do not know where to
start and I do not know
how to start"
- Additional note:
"Sat ,,, 23-May-2009 ,,,
3:14 pm ,,, in the bus ..
from fyj to alAin ,,, BY:
Dam3tshog ~"
May 29, a_of_"w How was she | No pictures http://www.alwasl 54 | Introductory phrase: "I | Dibba
2009 " o _|killed. A uae.com/vb/showt do not know where to
alxs tradegy that I hread.php? start and I do not know
narrate. t=133307&langid how to start"

222CO= number comment
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May 29, ooy | HOW was she |no pictures http://www.do7at 23 | Introductory phrase: "I
2009 © | killed. A kom.com/vb/show do not know where to
asllol tradegy that I thread.php? start and I do not know

narrate t=11729 how to start"
May 31, 587 39 “How was No pictures http://www.dhnua 18 Fujairah
2009 she killed? e.com/forums/arc

The complete hive/index.php/t-

story of an 26.html

Emirati

woman who

was found

dead in a

well”
Jun 1, xol, “How was No pictures http://www.arabm 17
2009 she killed? et.net/vb/showthre

|32 | The complete ad.php?

story of an t=26546&page=1

Emirati

woman who

was found

dead in a

well”
Jun 1, ao, How was Three pictures | http://www.al7nan 3 | Introductory phrase: "I | Dibba
2009 Mabha killed .com/vb/t26106.ht do not know where to

(RIP)??? A ml start and I do not know

crime in the how to start"

city of Dibba

in the UAE
Jun 1, toota | “How was No pictures http://www.shrqua 1
2009 she killed? e.com/vb/showthr

The complete ead.php?t=5470

story of an

Emirati

woman who

was found

dead in a

well”
Jun 3, sslSis | “How was No pictures | http://www.zaimu 25 | Text in different colours
2009 she killed? ae.com/alain/sho

999 | The complete wthread.php?

story of an p=2176960

Emirati

woman who

was found

dead in a

well”
Jun 6, 2 ,55|Acrimein | Links to http://frl.startimes 0 Dibba
2009 the city of pictures do 2.com/f.aspx?

Dibba in the |not work t=17249957

UAE
Jun 7, Bl Picture of the | No pictures http://bint- 2 Fujairah
2009 well where uae.mam9.com/t1

Emirati 480-topic
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woman was

found dead
Jun 8, Osasll The killed No pictures | http://www.women. 23 Fujairah
2009 " |young uaeec.com/showthre
woman in ad.php?14586-
. %C7%E1%DD
Fujairah 9%CA%C7%CI-
%C7%E1%E3%DE
%CA
%E6%E1%C9-
%C8%C7%E1%DD
%CC%ED
%D1%C9
Jun 8, 6 giasll “How was Completely | http://www.uaetd. 23 | Completley different
2009 she killed? different com/vb/showthrea introduction: a list of
Jslxio | The complete | pictures: The |d.php?t=57662 recent rapes of women
aaio | Story of an first pictures and girls in different
Emirati is a drawing places is introduced.
woman who | that shows a The narrator alludes to
was found protest of events in Egypt that then
dead in a women and transferred to the UAE
well” one man where violence against
holding a women can be found
banner which during the events of this
says "stop the story.
violence"
violence. The
second picture
shows a
photograph
which
displays a
man beating a
woman.
Jun 9, o Il | “How was All but one http://www.zayed 31
2009 she killed? pictures binhamdan.com/v
04| The complete b/showthread.php
story of an ?p=178089
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Jun 10, gl ol “How was No pictures http://shabaaaab.h 0 | A picture is inserted as a
2009 she killed? 00xs.com/t376- header that greats the
The complete topic readers and additionally
story of an includes the formula "In
Emirati the name of God".
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Jun 12, 5 )**“l Location Three pictures | http://www.3yobi. 8
2009 .. | where an com/vb/showthrea
o= Emirati d.php?p=87398
woman was

found dead in
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a well in
Fujairah with
real pictures

Jun 12,
2009

3

6 a0

Emirati
young
women who
was killed in
a well in
Fujairah
"pictures"

No pictures

http://saleh-
saad.com/vb/show
thread.php?
p=61304

Includes an animated
(gif) rose and coloured
fonts

Fujairah

Jun 12,
2009

s>L7 ol

Picture of the
well where
Emirati
woman was
found dead

No pictures

223

Jun 13,
2009

Emirati
young
women who
was killed in
a well in
Fujairah
"pictures”

No pictures

http://www.alkha
watir.com/vb/arch
ive/index.php/t-
8258.html

Fujairah

Jun 15,
2009

ol

Location
where an
Emirati
woman was
found dead in
a well in
Fujairah

Pictures

http://www.rafha2
.com/vb/showthre
ad.php?t=35515

Coloured fonts

Fujairah

Jun 20,
2009

mll azg

“How was
she killed?
The complete
story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”

No pictures

http://www.oman
10.com/vb/showth
read.php?
t=740&page=9

Jun 20,
2009

ML;)-jl

“How was
she killed?
The complete
story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a

Links to
pictures do
not work

http://3inawi.yoo7
.com/t265-topic

223http://www.3nabi.com/forums/showthread.php/171732-%D8%B7%C2%B5%D8%B8%CB
%86%D8%B7%C2%B1-%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%9E

2%D8%B7%C2%A8%D8%B7%C2%A6%D8%B7%C2%B1-
2%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%FE2%80%9E%D8%B7%C2%B0%D8%B8%D3%B9-
2%D8%B7%C2%A3%D8%B8%F.2%80%9E%D8%B8%FE2%80%9A%D8%B8%E2%80%B0-

2%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B8%D9%B9%D8%B8%FE2%80%A1-

2%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%F.2%80%9E%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B7%DA%BE
%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B7%C2%A9-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E
%D8%B8%E2%80%A6%D8%B8%E2%80%9A%D8%B7%DA%BE%D8%B8%CB

%86%D8%B8%FE2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%A1?p=3286276
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http://www.3nabi.com/forums/showthread.php/171732-%D8%B7%C2%B5%D8%B8%CB%86%D8%B7%C2%B1-%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B7%C2%A8%D8%B7%C2%A6%D8%B7%C2%B1-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B7%C2%B0%D8%B8%D9%B9-%D8%B7%C2%A3%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%9A%D8%B8%E2%80%B0-%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B8%D9%B9%D8%B8%E2%80%A1-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B7%DA%BE%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B7%C2%A9-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%A6%D8%B8%E2%80%9A%D8%B7%DA%BE%D8%B8%CB%86%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%A1?p=3286276
http://www.3nabi.com/forums/showthread.php/171732-%D8%B7%C2%B5%D8%B8%CB%86%D8%B7%C2%B1-%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B7%C2%A8%D8%B7%C2%A6%D8%B7%C2%B1-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B7%C2%B0%D8%B8%D9%B9-%D8%B7%C2%A3%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%9A%D8%B8%E2%80%B0-%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B8%D9%B9%D8%B8%E2%80%A1-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%D9%BE%D8%B7%DA%BE%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B7%C2%A9-%D8%B7%C2%A7%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%A6%D8%B8%E2%80%9A%D8%B7%DA%BE%D8%B8%CB%86%D8%B8%E2%80%9E%D8%B8%E2%80%A1?p=3286276

well”
Jun21, | 4, NS How was Links to http://www.afif.w 10 | Introductory phrase: "I | Dibba
2009 Maha killed |pictures do s/sahat/archive/in do not know where to
(RIP) with not work dex.php/t- start and I do not know
pictures 142563.html how to start"
Jul 19, x. > | How was No pictures | http://dibba-al- 9
2009 she killed? hisn.com/vb/show
The complete thread.php?
story of an p=9888
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Augl?, i | “How was No pictures http://www.yaf33. 5 | Introduced with
2009 ' ~ |she killed? com/vb/showthrea personal greeting
Jles e complete d.php?p=117499
story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Sept 29, 3,8)l aSko “How was No pictures http://www.lil- 10
2009 she killed? 3.com/vb/archive/
The complete index.php/t-
story of an 15916.html
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Oct 6, alaany_999 | The truth No pictures http://vb.we3rb.co 9 | Introductory phrase: "I
2009 of ... a young m/archive/index.p do not know where to
woman killed hp/t-41847 html start and I do not know
in Fujairah how to start”
Mar19, € 28l> “How was No pictures http://www.mo7a 0
2010 she killed? dtha.com/vb/1803
<l The complete 11-post1.html
ulbg, story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
Jul 14, “How was No pictures http://www.roadee 3
2010 she killed? d.net/showthread.
The complete php?t=15757
story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”
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Jul 16,
2010

“How was No pictures | www.mmmoh.blo 3
she killed? gspot.com
The complete
story of an
Emirati
woman who
was found
dead in a
well”

The story is posted in more than 50 forums and varies slightly in layout, title, pictures
and description. The earliest posting of the story can be traced back to May 28, 2009. It
was most often posted in June and July 2009. Depending on the time and platform on
which it is posted, it is redistributed with different titles. To find more examples of the
same story, I picked a random sentence (“How was he able to stab her with such
shaaaaaarp and painful tools?”)*** and looked up the first 50 hits on Google, but there
were many more redistributions than I was able to include in my analysis. The search
engine asked whether the sentence in use was misspelled and provided an alternative®*
which did not lead to any additional redistributions. This emphasizes the importance of
the use of a distinct vernacular and Internet language. Language in use is rather
colloquial, and repeating a letter several times for emphasis is an example of a different
use of written language among young people on the Internet. Language in online
literary text has already been discussed in greater detail in Visual Set-Up and Features
of Narration (Chapter One).

It is said to be a true story which might make it more interesting to read for the
audience because a voyeuristic need gets satisfied if it is an actual true story instead of a
story that is specifically marked as fiction. For the analysis and further dealing with this

story it is not relevant if it is fictional or true.

The story claims to be true, which might make it more interesting to read for the
audience, whose voyeurism is better satisfied if a story is labelled true rather than
fiction. For the analysis of and further dealing with this story, it is not relevant whether

it is fictional or true.

224 The original sentence was JSwiul 13 dolso 8olll> le.)L lgizlay ui elaiwl oS .

225 JSWidl lags dnliog 805 olg)i.; lgozlay Ol glaiwl asS, i.e., without the emphasis on hadda
“sharp”.
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Most striking in the different distributions is the use of pictures (this is also
discussed in Chapter One) supposedly taken at the crime scene. Surprisingly, all but one
redistribution of the story make use of the same pictures, but not all of them use all of
the pictures provided in the first posting of the story. Photographs were no longer
included in distributions of the story later than the middle of June 2009. A very striking
version of the story is found in June 8, 2009 in the forum Uaetd.com. This story differs
immensely from other repostings: the introduction is not the same and the pictures in
use are completely different. Instead of the pictures showing the location of the brutal
act a drawing is presented that displays the message: Stop the violence. The
introduction mentions other violent events against women. After this introduction the

story is reposted.

This picture is taken from http://www.uaetd.com/vb/showthread.php?t=57662 January 19, 2012.

The visual appearance of the story varies also because the layout and choice of
fonts vary. The font can be very plain and sober with black script on a white
background or, in contrast, very colourful texts can be found. Changing font colour for

emphasis appears to be a common choice in changing layout.

As already mentioned above, it is striking that the story is reposted by many
different users. I did not find any repetition of user names in my analysis of sources.
The titles of the story are changed in many re-postings. The title of the story sometimes

includes the location of the crime scene or the nationality of the victim. The nationality
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of the victim is always Emirati, but the setting of the story shifts between Dibba and

Fujairah, which are both cities in the UAE and not far from another.

An analysis of readers’ participation shows that a large number of comments
were posted within the first days of distribution. The first posting of the story received
26 comments, and the second one received 54 comments, which is high compared with
the later numbers of comments. Comments are usually not on the story’s style or setup,

but rather emphasize the reader’s sympathy for the victim or submit societal critique.

The actual text does not change much. In some redistributions, the story starts
with the sentence “I don’t know where to start and I don’t know how to start.” In others
this sentence is left out. Rarely, the story starts with the formula “In the name of God”,
which is commonly used in the Gulf when writing. In the first appearance of the story,
this sentence precedes the introduction. The first posting also includes a striking note in

English above the forum post:

"Sat ,,, 23-May-2009 ,,, 3:14 pm ,,, in the bus .. from fuj to alAin ,,, BY:

n 226

Dam3tshog".

The story itself was distributed five days later. This remark suggests that the story either
was first heard or first created on the bus from al Fujayrah to al-‘Ayn. The remark may

have been made to underline the story’s authenticity.

Thus, stories are redistributed by a variety of users at different times. This
coincides with Wesch’s aforementioned findings on YouTube videos. Images are an
important factor in the redistribution of stories, but later these pictures are abandoned
and users focus more on the text itself. Often users change the distributed story a little

but in ways that do not effect the plot of the story.

226 http://www.adbuae.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-4491.html January 2, 2012.
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I1.2.4 Interactivity in Online Literary Texts

Web 2.0 enables people to distribute works quickly and to interact with other writers
and the audience. Warschauer and Grimes underline this, stating that authorship is an
increasingly interactive task. They assume that the author has to interact with and join

the audience to practice their norms and achieve discursive competence.*’

Alan Kirby documents another form of interactivity. He makes clear that online
media are interactive because of the way users move in the medium. A user navigates
through the Internet individually, thereby deciding which sites to use, depending on his
or her interests: watching videos, listening to music, reading or participating in a social
network. In online literary texts, users have a choice between following links or reading
texts chronologically or in some other order. Kirby states that this participation is a
cultural process and “far more intense” than in any medium before.”® “You click, you
punch the keys, you are ‘involved’, engulfed, deciding.” This gives readers a wider
choice and also a greater responsibility in selecting what and how to read. Readers do
not need to follow pages in sequence, but can instead pick and choose their own way
through texts. Due to this freedom of choice and interaction, Kirby assumes that
everyone is now part of the literary work and concludes: “You are the text.” He claims
that there is no author in the Internet and that users and the text are free.”” In its
changeability and its independence of institutions, online text is freer than print, but it is
still bound to a context of societal norms and cultural standards. These can differ from
those in the world outside the Internet, but social rules also apply online. When Kirby
says, “You are the text”, “you” can stand for an interactive user taking part in an online
literature experience. Users do not have unlimited freedom in their choice of actions on
blogs. Influencing a text is restricted to the administrative rights or possibilities the
original writer offers, and consists mostly of a rating button or the comment function. In
contrast, texts published on forums are copied, rewritten or remixed on another
platform. Interaction has broader or narrower limits, depending on the platform

approached.

227 “Authorship involves not only writing for an audience but also, in essence, joining an audience by
entering into a community of practice and acquiring its norms of discourse competence.” (Bizzel,
1992) Mark Warschauer and Douglas Grimes, "Audience, Authorship, and Artifact: The Emergent
Semiotics of Web 2.0", in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 27, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1-23, p. 4.

228 Alan Kirby, “The Death of Postmodernism And Beyond”, Philosophy Now 58, 2006,

http://www.philosophynow.org/issue58/58kirby.htm, accessed November 11, 2011.
229 Ibid.
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I1.2.5 Links as a Form of Communication

Part of the interactive mode online is the use of links. Links have several functions. For
producers they help to contextualize and place themselves. Users or readers recognise
links as a means of navigation. Links can visually express relationships to other
bloggers and show fields of interest. By linking to specific pages and blogs, a writer
situates himself and displays his personal interests and connections. Gert Lovink states
that social networks are not a parallel reality but “reflect and accelerate tendencies that
already exist”.*° The online representation of networks mirrors connections that have
already existed offline or those that have developed through similar interests or
admiration. Links, as the name implies, aim to make connections to different writers but
also to websites that might be valuable to readers or writers. (Links are also a
representation of identity, cf. Chapter Three: Who are the Actors? Portrayals of Heroes,

below).

Additionally, links are set inside blogs to refer to texts published earlier on the
same blog that are connected to the current post or provide background knowledge. On
the blog http://al-zain.blogspot.com/, bloggers link to each other’s blogs but also
comment on each other’s blog posts. Following links to these other bloggers, the user
finds further comments from writers who are connected within a wider network of
bloggers and online writers. A structure of networks among different writers is evident.

As can be seen in Layal’s blog (http://layal7.blogspot.com/), these links can also

connect to Arabic-writing bloggers from countries outside the Gulf, such as Morocco

and Egypt.

I1.3 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the advantages and challenges of Web 2.0 and participatory

230 Geert Lovink, Zero Comments: Blogging and Critical Internet Culture, New York 2007, p. 236.
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culture online. The medium has an impact on cultural products through its many ways
of interaction and reuse and through its promotion of the changeability of text. Authors
are challenged by seeing their works changed and remixed by others as well as by
dealing with repostings that do not credit to the original author. Additionally, producers

must decide what should be public and what private online.

Related to public and private space is the distinct feature of online
interactiveness that influences contemporary online writing. Authors and audience both
make use of the interactive aspect of online distribution. Both sides benefit from this

interaction and might form a cultural product as a collaborative process.

Interactiveness can lead to a process of changing texts. Thus, changeability can

be mirrored in remixing and reposting stories in forums; a vast number of users do this.

Participatory culture is also subject to criticism. For example, if a blog’s privacy
settings are changed, texts can suddenly disappear for a broader audience, remaining
visible only for a smaller selected audience. Online distribution also poses the problem

of infringement of intellectual property rights.

Although the distribution of cultural products has increased, user-generated
content is not an entirely new phenomenon;, for example, it is part of Xeroxing culture.
However, distributing online means authors no longer need to send their products to
mainstream media to make their works accessible. Hence, material posted online is
often published unedited. But this can also mean that content is published regardless of

its actual literary value for a larger audience.

The role of the audience and its perception is shifting; observers do not agree on
its importance. Some say the stronger focus on the readership is encouraging a

democratisation of literature; others, that this is weakening the literature’s quality.

Cultural production and participatory culture online are still in its beginnings.
Web 2.0 has existed for less than 10 years and participants need time to learn to control

quality and deal with interactiveness and privacy issues.

In this chapter it was important to outline circumstances of distribution as they
influence writing and publishing. Certainly a variety of other circumstances of online

writing can be studied in future research.

101



102



III. Who are the Actors? Portray of

Heroes

This chapter deals with the various ways heroes (in the sense of protagonist of a story)
are described in online literature from the Gulf. After having dealt with the language,
narration and setup of online literary text and having examined participatory culture
and communication with the audience, I now turn to societal discourses in connection
with the portrayal of protagonists. The term "discourse" is used here with the definition
that it has in Critical Discourse Analysis, i.e. a form of language use in writing and
speech that is seen as a "social practice" and displays social identities.”' Studying a
variety of perspectives on online literature reveals components of discourses in society
in the contemporary Gulf. Discourses in society are strongly related to a manifestation
of identities because forming them is possible only within societal norms and
boundaries.”* This means that a story represents a character’s identity in its relationship
and interaction with the natural surroundings. It is important to mention that internet
activities do not restructure public discourse.” Studying heroes in literature involves
studying fictional characters in fictional settings. As it is an analysis of fictional stories,
it is not possible to apply the findings on real, non-fictional circumstances. The study of

heroes in fictional stories merely highlights discourses that seem to be of relevance for

231 CDA sees discourse — language use in speech and writing — as a form of “social practice”.
Describing discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship between a particular
discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s) and social structure(s) that frame it: The discursive
event is shaped by them, but it also shapes them. That is, discourse is socially constitutive as well as
socially conditioned — it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and
relationships between people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps to
sustain and reproduce the social status quo and in the sense that it contributes to transforming it. Since
discourse is so socially consequential, it gives rise to important issues of power. Discursive practices
may have major ideological effects — that is, they can help produce and reproduce unequal power
relations between (for instance) social classes, women and men, and ethnic/cultural majorities and
minorities through the ways they represent things and position people. (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997:
258).

232 Rom Harré discusses the conceptualization of personal being and here embeds the self in a social
context that suggests a more important role for the (narrative) understanding of self. R. Harré,
Personal Being Oxford 1983.

233 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom,
New Haven 2006, p. 271.
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writers. That means that subjects are of value and importance for writers and therefore

are composed and distributed as literary texts.

This chapter focuses on the analysis of representations of heroes in short literary
texts in online forums and blogs. An important field of examination is the depiction of
gender roles. A new generation is changing in comparison with and in relation to the
older generation. These alterations may also be linked to individualization processes in
the region that influence the representation of identity in literary texts. The chapter also
explores global impacts that change society as observed in a variety of short stories.
These perspectives on literary texts are chosen because they are presented in many of
the literary texts that were examined. This means that all the aforementioned topics are
recurring themes that online writers find important to express. In the texts that I studied
more than half seem to deal with at least one of the subjects that are analysed in this
chapter. Other aspects of portrayals of heroes such as class or nation, will not be
examined in detail here because they play a minor role in my sources. That means they

are subject of much less than half of my sources.

I11.1 Perspectives on Identity Online

Closely related to the portrayal of heroes is the presentation of identities, which is
discussed in research on users of online media. Many researchers describe the online
sphere as a unique space for creating and portraying identity. Identity can be created
and portrayed in offline space as well, but the anonymity of the Internet might lead to a
different approach. Two important researchers who deal with the subject are Susanna
Paasonen and Jenny Davis. In 2006, Susanna Paasonen edited Figures of Fantasy,
which deals with discourses of femininity in cyberspace; part of her research focuses on
self-representation. She found that users often do not limit themselves to presenting one
identity on the net, but "multiple identities may flourish".*** This means that one and the
same user may distribute literary texts through more than one online identity. This

might be especially easy in forums, where users act much more anonymously than in

234 Susanna Paasonen, Figures of Fantasy. Internet, Women and Cyberdiscourse, New York 2005, p.
107.
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blogs and usually disguise their true identity with nicknames.

Jenny Davis, who works on the same subject but focuses on MySpace,*®
underlines the flexibility of creating identity online. In the article "Architecture of the
Personal Interactive Homepage: Constructing the Self through MySpace" (2010), she
examines representations of identity and states that "the internet (...) can be seen as a
prevalent means for creating and negotiating our identities".”® In Davis' article the
emphasis is on possibilities to enhance and arrange identity on the net. That means self-
representation is formed as an "ideal self". People present "one piece" of their identity.

This self representation is limited to the boundaries which are set by the platform they

are published in, in addition to the boundaries that are set by users.

While Paasonen talks about multiple identities, Davis restricts herself to the
negotiation of a single identity. Neither focuses on the Middle East. Still, patterns of use
in the US or Europe can serve as a benchmark and help identify patterns of use in the
Gulf. So far, according to my findings, it seems that use does not differ much when it
comes to the interactive aspect of using online media. Both researchers discuss the
issue of the identity of producers of cultural products. For the following examination,
literary texts will be the source material to be analysed. Of course representation of
identity can also be found in a lot of other texts which do not need to necessarily be
literature. As the focus of this thesis is online literature from the Gulf I limit my field of

analysis to literature distributed on the Internet.

Instead of focussing on the producers' profile or "about" page, which would help
form a picture of the author, I will rather look into the representation of identity or

portrayal of heroes within the stories.

The following examples from my sample texts will serve as a basis for
discussion of the aforementioned perspectives on identity representation. First I will
summarise my examples and then, in separate sub-chapters, examine the perspectives
they open up. Not every sample fits all of the chosen discourses, but some of them

share a variety of themes that are worth analysing.

235 MySpace is a social network that allows to connect to others as well as distributing music.

236 Jenny Davis, "Architecture of the personal interactive homepage: constructing the self through
MySpace", in New Media & Society November 2010, first published on May 4, 2010, pp. 1103-1119,
1106.
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II1.2 Sample Texts

In the following, three examples of stories are presented from Kuwaiti blogs. Two
stories are from the same blogger, 7osen-man: a) "Fantasy world" (‘Alam khayali) and
b) "What shall we eat?" (madha na’kul?) One blog post is from Salatmaiwa.com: c)
"Your nose belongs to you, so what?" (Anfik minnik — wa-law!). Additionally, two
examples are selected from forums: d) "How was she killed? The complete story of an
Emirati woman who was found dead in a well" (al-Qissa al-kamila li’l-fatat al-
imaratiyya allatt ‘uthira ‘alayha fi bi’r maqtila"") and e) "Hissa and the Taxi Driver"
(Hissa wa-ra‘T al-takst). The stories were first found on forums in 2009/2010; after
some research I found that they were published on other forums at earlier and later
times as well. Two stories presented in this chapter are taken from Nashiri, the Kuwaiti
e-publishing house: f) "My Child and the Ant Colony!" (Saghirati wa-qaryat al-naml)
by Ilaf Alrish and g) "And Rebecca Asks me about the Wali (Guardian)" by Hyatt
Alyaqut (wa-tas’aluni Ribikka ‘an al-waliyy).

Language and style differ in the texts, underscoring the variety of the source material.

Two stories distributed through the blog 7o0sen-man.blogspot.com are worth
presenting as examples of the representation of identity. In his BlogSpot profile titled
“Below Zero”, 7osen-man describes himself as a Kuwaiti male. He mentions that his
favourite book is Mawsim al-hijra ila ’lI-shamal (1966, "Season of Migration to the
North") by al-Tayyib Salih (Tayeb Saleh), which gives the reader a hint about his

literary preferences.

a) The first story that I want to present is "Fantasy world", posted on June 18,
2011. In this story the narrator describes an evening he spends in the cinema together
with a friend. The male friends watch a romantic comedy. The protagonist describes the
situation at the cinema as "We are a diverse society in everything", explaining that the

things that bind people together are the same as those that separate them.

oWl pu ads 89000 sglay anc izl f_L;o;)'I w9 Sl wgladl
wldio gaizo g " dolrall .. cuall pwldll dsy,b JSaVI uE
237...@ d)—ﬂ-vuu“ l@_'fb o L uu-” ;qum Y JL

237 Blog-post from 18.6.2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/06/blog-post_18.html, last accessed
December 28, 2011. The syntax in this text is not completely clear.
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The big gap in social status is evident between people from their looks
... the modern style of clothes ... the treatment ... “We are a diverse
society in everything, the things that bring us together are the same as

those that set us apart ...”

The protagonist is waiting for his friend to come to buy "Nachos" and "M&M's", which
his friend does habitually every time he goes to the cinema. The protagonist reflects on

"the curse of habits" and that "change is the best".

"ol il pYI"g el Jasy huid cdd sl Gisae ail cus
Twee lpis il bl To ™ Gandi 08 eald dasly aisle o LaS

ol oS bo Jiasl sl s 0l gl Lidly mis 0 09> L)
78 Tro gososlly ailall 5210 8li> (8 azia

I waited for my friend who went to buy some Nachos and M&Ms,
like he always did, and I said to myself: God damn these traditions
that keep us as slaves without knowing; I wish we could change;
change is the best thing we can do in this very strange and at the same

time clear life.

The story continues with the main character going inside and seeing a young woman
whom he finds attractive and who is wearing clothes that accentuate her figure. The
protagonist asks his friend if he has ever fallen in love before; the friend laughs this off
and tells him to just sit down. The film triggers emotions in the protagonist and he
describes the wish to cry after the movie has ended. To extend the evening, he asks his
friend if they can take the long ride home instead of the regular way. The protagonists’

thoughts during the car ride are described.

b aaxl, o =ivg .. eyl 9 e 8auro anilawdl G lall J oo

238 Ibid.
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The asphalt road looked strange to me ... I felt for a moment that the
car could fly and sweep us to the doors of the awaited world ... the big,
ideal and honest world that can give every absent warmth of life.

I wished that all life would come down to this moment, that life would
end while I am chasing fantasies that take off from the earth and land
in the sky.

My friend interrupted my trail of intense thought and said: "The
heroine was very beautiful with killer lips ..." I laughed so hard and

then said: "Only there you can feel alive."

While the protagonist is contemplating life and giving his imagination free rein, the
friend talks about the movie.

The story ends when the protagonist arrives at home:

e obw il padi WVl zall wlglas wwilS is e ] eadds >
dislo ps Tan 0 b poill Wb a9 U515 < )9is o il culo
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239 Blog post from June 18, 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/06/blog-post_18.html , last
accessed December 28, 2011.

240 Blog post from May 25, 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/05/blog-post_25.html , last
accessed November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog post again on December 28, 2011, it
had been deleted.
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When I entered my room, the first crack of dawn was creeping up with
a captivating slow pace ... I prayed the dawn prayers ... and crawled up
into my bed to sleep before another long day started.

Suddenly, my manager jumped to my mind. I saw him inquiring about
the duties that he waits for me to finish and I also remembered the
many papers that await me on my desk ... and feeling sleepy and
exhausted in the middle of the day ... these things suddenly gripped me
like a sudden storm and uprooted everything beautiful inside me.
Love, wisdom, pleasure and life were the last things on my mind at

that moment.

b) The second story by 7osen-man that I find relevant to present within the topic of the
portrayal of heroes is the story called "What shall we eat?" that was posted on May 25,
2011. The story starts off with the narrator telling the reader about a pain he feels. The

pain appears at night.

S snidl 1a g orison il 8225]l alilll 032 oS5 o)
alalw s ezl s3l elle e wasil ol 3o LelS ai, bl
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This was not the only night I felt this way, I [had] felt it every night
before that, since I left the world that I loved because of the authority
of the society I belonged to, and I am torn into tiny pieces every night,
embracing the pain in silence and wishing that my soul would be so
kind to me as to give me some peace, but it remains quiet and dry just

like all my days!

241 Ibid.
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The narrator tells his story of wanting to get married to a female colleague whom he
has fallen in love with. He asks his father to marry him to her, but his father refuses
because the girl is not from the right family and the family’s reputation might be
harmed. After accepting his father's words, the protagonist feels tears coming to his
eyes. He says that he does not know why it is necessary to still stick to the law and old

rules.

oo Tol Ol g blad o Led el Y ailuul ousl ol &le iz slo)
2 U ilaa oSy o Spige L8 sl isn 0gils sl Lalilall

Why should I marry someone I don’t know? Why should I marry
someone from the family? What law is this and what outdated

tradition is this that controls our destinies!

The narrator describes his personality as non-confrontational because he fears dealing

with the consequences.

a9 ol 93 Sy o) casail i salls dolS pglsl oo eil ol
. 2eoize allaos graz) sl

I did not rebel and I did not resist my father; rather I quietly obeyed

him in spite of my internal rejection of everything in my society.

He describes the traits of his beloved, to whom he feels attracted.

242 Ibid.
243 1bid.
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When I got to know her better and began to talk to her, I was amazed
by the amount of logic that she had, and her analytical view of life
amazed me ... her logic was closer to the logic inside me. She said
what she believed without waiting for other people’s opinions and
held on to her opinion. At the same time, she was ready to believe
your point of view if you convinced her. She was a very serious girl
with a strong dominating personality who could easily and politely
stand up to any hypocrite or idiot — and how many idiots there are in

this world.

After describing her character he moves on to descriptions of her physical appearance.
The narrator alludes to her family’s openness when she states that her father has always

taught her the values of freedom and respect.

He mourns the separation while complaining about his father’s and his

community’s customs and convictions.

aalls aplusl gl omlusl @ty uls bl JS; Tz Lgio
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244 Blog post from May 25, 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/05/blog-post_25.html, last
accessed November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog post again on December 28, 2011, it

had been deleted. The words ald=ill and | aii] seem to be spelled differently from the norm.

111



2B Jasdl lg 1" JS o ) Lalse

I loved her very much with my simple heart and strange feelings. I
loved her with pure humanity that is free from the attractions of
convictions or norms. However, the latter immensely determine our
destinies and a person in my position cannot stand up to them ... Our
norms and the beliefs of my society and my strong father and my
weakness that sometimes makes me believe that everything I do is
nothing but damn idiocy. They beat me to the ground, given the huge
differences between us, and make me surrender to the fate that my

father decided for me, free from all the "whims of the mind".

After telling his female colleague at work about his fathers' response and that he will
work elsewhere, they agree to stay friends but not to be lovers. Except for two SMS

that he sends some months later, the contact ends.

The protagonist decides that he wants to get over it and asks his family to find

him a suitable wife whom he then marries. He finds her obedient and attractive.

In the last paragraph, many years later he goes to a restaurant with his family
and happens to meet his former beloved, who is there with her husband and children.
They look at each other and introduce each other to their families as old friends. The

story ends with the awkward moment overcome with the words "What shall we eat?"

pomis] 3l gz oods (it o9 siindlo o 85l cromily il
s gmig Lisolsi p alyls s:line wlalS Libls v (ilizs ool
oo TLE Y] oo ety (sizs) il Isine losis . alianll asrall
Lezg) dmaii by pSgis w8 vdoyad alioj LiST pasy wald . o3
il Ulg LgJ eddg 8Ylo ooy cromis] i LISl e jgulall Mas
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245 Blog post from May 25, 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/05/blog-post_25.html, last
accessed November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog post again on December 28, 2011, it
had been deleted.

246 Blog post from April 6, 10 http://www.salatmaiwa.com/2010/04/blog-post_05.html, last accessed on
November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog post on December 28, 2011 the settings had
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She saw me and smiled innocently and shook my hands and
introduced me to her husband who smiled politely and greeted me. We
exchanged the usual small talk and then said goodbye, grateful for this
great coincidence. When they [had] left, my wife asked me with some
annoyance who she was, and I said carelessly: an old colleague. She
cynically blurted out, while in reality meaning her husband: birds of a
feather flock together. I smiled carelessly and said as I pointed to the

menu: “What shall we eat?”

c¢) The Kuwaiti blogger Sullat Maywah®*’ has been blogging since 2009 at
http://www.salatmaiwa.com. On April 6, 2010, she distributed the story "Your nose
belongs to you, so what?" The narrator tells the story of a young woman, 23 years of
age. It starts with a female protagonist, stopped at a red traffic light, realizing that a man
in another car is looking at her. This makes her self-conscious and leads her to touch her
nose because she thinks it is exceptionally unattractive, while her eyes are portrayed as
beautiful. The narrator tells us that the protagonist dislikes pictures of herself and that
she covers her nose when photographed and that she dislikes the picture on her ID card.
She is so unhappy that when she received a car as a birthday gift from her father she
started crying because she preferred to hide in the back seat with a driver in the front so

that no one could see the profile of her nose.

LooMo 3e LS55 Harasiall Laidllay aalllas 9o lg) olas ST
oS5 o) ¥ TS Leil e 8w ol bolanl > iss yoli
eailS b ool sobl e she wle 0eS5 Ol as Wb Leolall sois

281 85l Wogdy &)l asalsdl uo,SUl ool (8 Guslall lalass

been changed to privacy mode.

247 The name of the blogger might be translated with "fruit basket". This nick name might lead to a
variety of associations. Maybe one of the most striking one is freshness. However, there are surely
other ways of interpreting this blogger's name.

248 Blog post from April 6, 10 http://www.salatmaiwa.com/2010/04/blog-post_05.html, last accessed on
November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog post on December 28, 2011 the settings had
been changed to privacy mode.
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Her biggest punishment is looking at her personal identity card! She
remembers her eighteenth birthday when her father gave her a car.
She cried so hard all night, not because she did not plan to drive, but
because she did not want to be seen by others. She planned to sit in

the back seat of a car driven by a driver!

When another student at college asks her whether her nose is crooked, she decides to

wear a nigab in order to hide her nose and highlight her eyes.
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But since then, she decided to wear the niqab!

This marked [lit. was] a great transformation in her life, for there was
no hair covering her face, but rather a piece of black cloth covering
the one half of her face that she hated. That black cloth was her
salvation, behind which she hid from the world; and soon, as she put it
on, she forgot about her nose.

And she would look around with her beautiful eyes to delude people
with her beauty; that nigab gave her confidence and what she needed

to complete her studies without being shy or evading her colleagues.
One day she decides to take the nigab off once and for all and to finally face her nose.

She goes to a beauty clinic to get her nose ”fixed”. While she waits for her turn, she

leafs through magazines and reflects on a TV presenter who could not work with an
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"ugly" nose. In her thoughts she already plans to get a new picture taken for her ID
card.

Later she takes the bandage off her nose and discovers it is still the same nose.
This realization makes her shout for the doctor and nurses and tell them that the nose is

still the same. She starts crying bitterly.

Nl M ag eas o ol,id lpins caxid 9oxy
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With fear she opened her eyes to look at it ... she yelled at them!!!!
What is this!!!!
The doctor and the nurse glanced at each other!

You did not change my nose!! It still looks the same!!

When shown pictures, she admits that the nose feels different. Still, the protagonist sees
her nose the same way it was before and is disappointed. In the end she realizes that her

nose will always be her nose and decides to cover it with the niqab again.

@Yl @3 Ol LS ol (s asd lg 48 lago..ob on.. leail o»
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(...) it is her nose ... the same old nose ... no matter how much they
changed it, she still sees it the same ... the same old ugly nose ... she

stood in front of the mirror to wear the nigab and hid behind it once

249 Ibid.
250 Ibid.
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again ...
With one thought running through her head: (Your nose is yours, even

if it is made smaller.)

d) A story that differs very much from the above is the following. This crime story
appears in many forums and is commented by a lot of readers. Its title is "How was she
killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman who was found dead in a well". The
story already served as an example in the chapter on setup and narration because of its
multi-media features.

A third-person narrator tells the story of a young Emirati woman who is tortured
and finally killed by her husband. The short story starts out by describing the female
victim as a virgin and a moral person and then continues, stating that the victim’s
husband physically abused her. The setting is described as in the middle of the
mountains. This literary narration is to a large extent told in the form of rhetorical

questions.

1S a0zl (i et - polii oy gy Lgriar Ol o casS
§ Sl lagr anlso e3lll> wlgoly lgiska, of glaiwl S
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How could he beat and beat her as she resisted ... screamed ... begged
for mercy?!
How could he stab her with such painfully sharp tools?

How could any sane person plan such a heinous crime?

When her husband wants to kill her, the woman tries to escape, but she stumbles and
falls. Her husband then hits her on the head with a stone and pours corrosive acid on
her. The husband is described as a policeman who is supposed to protect the nation and
the family. He leaves her, injured and in pain, in the middle of the night in a hole that is
25 meters deep. The victim wishes to die instead of suffering from the torture. The

husband returns to his house and pretends that his wife ran away. He goes out and

251 http://www.adbuae.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-4491.html, last accessed December 28, 2011
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pretends to search for her, too, and is later interrogated by the police. A search for the
victim is depicted and the crime scene is described in detail in words and pictures.**
The narrator accuses the authorities of not protecting women sufficiently. A description

of the crime scene is present in text form and underlined with a picture (cf. p. 37).

aul] sloa)l jasy Jox lgdle> .. 6,83l o3m
leil wle Jwi lgiasss - sloadl ailo glol dxunS g lgiasy

il aelusdl saod W szl e o il .. dued du o sy o llas
ol g oy 0l oSasll o

caizg Jo b eadaliz] a5l .. il ol asiy .. il s o Ly ,ds
osll gl 0o 9o ..

253. . I l.e.;i | |

This ditch ... its edges have some dried blood

Some spots look like the swipe of bloodied fingers ... and some
indicate that they splashed after a severe blow ... to etch on the stone a
testimony to how horrible human beings can be ...

Near the well ... lies a stain or two ... of a material that mixed with the
sand and dried ... it looks yellow...

We concluded that this was the acid.

The narrator states that it is God who decides on life or death. The story ends with calls

to God.

e) An often-redistributed short story from forums is "Hissa and the Taxi Driver". The
earliest example of the story that I found was published in the forum alghat.com on
January 3, 2006. It goes like this:

One day three young women need to take a taxi because their car has broken
down and the driver is unable to fix it. The same day a guy who owns a taxi but is not
actually a taxi driver has the same problem: his car has broken down. So he takes the

taxi, which he owns but which is usually used by one of his employed drivers. The girls

252 The role of the pictures in this story is examined in the chapter on participatory culture.
253 http://www.adbuae.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-4491.html, last accessed December 28, 2011.
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happen to get into his taxi; he drives them, pretending he is an Indian driver, even
trying to talk like an Indian (as shown in chapter one).

One of the girls forgets her phone in the taxi, so the driver and the girl have to
meet again. She forgets the phone another time in the taxi, both feel uncomfortable with
the situation because by this time the girls already know that the driver is a local and

not a real taxi driver. So the phone will be deposited at a local Starbucks.

ad [ dxo>

wle Gl alacy .. ouSer HlwIl odg ..ilile s dlo 15) aa>
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Hamid: Yes

Hissa: If it is not tiring you ... you can leave it at the Starbucks ... and
leave it for me at the counter [using the English word] ... and tell him
a girl will pick it up ... and I will call them now.

Hamid: Inshallah

Hissa: Thank you, my brother, and I am sorry for the inconvenience

Some time later they see each other again in a mall. They don't talk to each other, but
they look at each other and accidentally touch shoulders on the way out of a shop. Later
that day they start communicating via mobile phone. The story has a happy ending and

the two come together.
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254 http://www.alghat.com/archive/index.php/t-614.html, last accessed December 28, 2011
255 Ibid.
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And Hameed's family called Hissa's family and the relatives visited
each other and they got married in the same hall in which they met

on the day when Hameed was the taxi driver.

f) The following story "My Little One (Child) and the Ant Colony" was posted on the
website of the Kuwaiti E-publisher Nashiri.net on February 4, 2010 by Ilaf Alrish and
received eleven comments. A short biography underneath the story states that the writer
was born in 1985 and studies in Kuwait. The story is introduced as fictional, but the
narrator explains her inspiration from a real incident the day before she wrote it. After
the introductory paragraph, the actual story begins.

A girl runs to her mother, telling her about the discovery of an ant colony. The
mother follows her outside in order to take a look. The daughter’s curiosity is presented

by showing her counting ants.
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I explained to her a little about ant colonies and the queen bee. We
hopelessly tried to count each ant entering or leaving the colony.
However, my daughter's knowledge of counting did not help her
much! That little philosopher was not satisfied with her mother's scant
information and she began to heap in my lap more and more questions

that I do not have an answer to.

Later that day the mother buys a book about ants and reads it to her.

256 http://nashiri.net/stories/short-stories/4348-2010-02-05-19-54-41.html, last accessed December 28,
2011.
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Before bedtime, she slipped into her little pink bed as I lied besides
her. She put the book on her leg as I began to read to her ... she was

very happy with the pictures, the information, and the book ...

The story ends with the mother putting the girl to sleep and placing the book on
the daughter’s bookshelf.

g) The second story from Nashiri.net that I will discuss was first published on
September 12, 2011 by Hayat Alyaqut, who also founded the website. The story's title is
"And Rebecca Asks Me About the Wali (Guardian)". The story received one comment
on the website and two additional comments through Facebook.

The story describes a conversation between the foreigner "Rebecca" and the
local "Mayy" that the two conduct while Mayy's grandmother paints Rebecca's hands
with henna. Rebecca asks Mayy if she feels oppressed to be married off through a
guardian. Mayy is not content with this question but answers it. A discussion arises

about the differences between men and women. While Mayy points out:
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Love is very dangerous to both, but it is more so for women. If a man

falls in love, he continues to be able to maintain at least some of his

257 Ibid.
258 http://nashiri.net/stories/short-stories/4945--qqg-.html, last accessed December 28, 2011.
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senses, but for women, the operating system in their head shows a blue
screen just like the one you see when "Windows" stops working. We
have emotions that men don't have and I don't believe men will ever

have them.

Mayy emphasises that, also in Rebecca's country, a woman’s father walks her down

the aisle in the wedding ceremony, which Rebecca shrugs off by saying:
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No, no, this is just a tradition, it is a remnant of the patriarchal system
that prevailed when father handed his daughter to the "new owner"!
Consider it folklore. As for myself, I will walk down the aisle alone on

my wedding day.

The conversation continues about agreements of marriage and perception of women in

each culture. Mayy makes a comparison to the animal world:

lag) Llio ac pun S Y ogold jau=e anwai dig o ol JL I
aind> sl v iwlileo pasy sl g o | w Wl sa0 ey
womiadls Jing rgall 293 s3I sag 8lrall shy amun sl 50
Bloll iy > 4, e gizy OIS sl gn pSH,b L8 iz
ol iz L icunsg sl m@o Wl sae e G 1aag

260 .
il gaxl

Men have an amazing psychological flexibility; their hearts do not

259 Ibid.
260 http://mashiri.net/stories/short-stories/4945--qqg-.html, last accessed December 28, 2011.
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break fast like ours and, over the course of history, it has been the man
who gives guarantees, and he is the one who shows that he is serious
and he is the one to run after the woman and he is the one to pay the
dowry and all that he owns and he is the one who goes down on his
knees when he proposes to a woman. This is not only true of humans,

it is also true of animals as well.

Which Rebecca replies to by jokingly saying:
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What do the animals have to do with this? Do not tell me that where
you come from, a male camel proposes to the guardian of the female

camel before mating season?

The conversation continues back and forth. At the end of the story both women agree
on similarities in the behaviour of men in both cultures. The story ends with a bonding

over the beautification process as Mayy says:

"French Manicure"_ (J (s=ias Qi by s ()i Loass :b.ui (...)

wll" Ol Lo pllal ol W caiSs xas Jlsl Ll s3lS
262 5 .

83>lg pLYlg (oW

(...) after you wash your hands, I want you to do a "French manicure"
for me just like the one on your nails.
This may make me understand that the world is small and people are

people and that the days are the same."

And Rebecca replies

261 Ibid.
262 Ibid.
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Yes, Mayy. All women like to have their fingers painted, even if the

ways are different and the times are different.

I11.3 Depicting Heroes

Now that examples have been introduced, an examination of the portrayal of heroes can
follow. In online short stories and blog posts, heroes’ features are described when
showing behaviour and thoughts. The degree to which features that are attributed to
heroes are intentionally constructed to reflect distinct changes in society, or if their
description serves other purposes within the story, is debatable. However, the sources
make certain aspects of heroes’ characteristics apparent. The focus in this analysis lies
on portrayals of the new generation and where they feel they belong in terms of gender,
societal norms and taboos, individualization and other factors such as globalisation and
local culture. The older generation in the stories is usually described as a contrasting
foil to actions by younger heroes. When heroes are portrayed in stories, personality and
physical appearance, settings, description of social behaviour, emotions and many other
factors come into play. A majority of stories published on blogs seem to portray
struggling male protagonists; these heroes are not able to overcome obstacles set up by
the system. In forums, on the other hand, more often heroines take an active role. As
will be analysed later, aspects of gender and cultural surrounding are part of heroes’

description.

I11.3.1 Representation of Individualization and ICT

263 Ibid.
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The new generation in the Gulf was brought up completely differently from their
parents, who in turn were brought up very differently from their grandparents due to the
changes in the economy over the last 60 years.” These alterations have become topics
of online literature. What might be new in the new generation? Which aspects are
described as distinct for this generation? Is individualization part of the prescribed
characteristics of the new generation and, if so, how is it presented? Connected to this is
an increase of ICT (Information and Communication Technology) usage. It may be

vital to outline the impact of ICT on an individualization process.

What is apparent after analysing a variety of stories distributed in forums online
is the recurrent theme of ICT use.” In the story "Hissa and the Taxi Driver", the
frequent use of contemporary communication technology is an essential reference to
current reality to describe all of the rather young protagonists. A major part of
communication between the characters is conducted on mobile phones. This might be
due to the setting of the story in Saudi Arabia, where gender segregation is customary,

but might also emphasise the importance of ICT for young people.

Individualization is mirrored in ICT usage. That means, the use of ICT is
impacting individualization processes in two ways: on the one hand, it enables users to
have a private interaction with each other via online media or mobile phones without
the knowledge or control of the surrounding society, including friends or family. On the
other hand, online media in particular enable users to express themselves, present their
ideas and (re)present themselves even in narcissistic ways. Gunilla Bradley (2010)
outlines the aspect of a greater individual autonomy from society through ICT.**
Valerie Frissen and Hermineke van Bockxmeer (2010) also emphasise the shift that
appears in society when people increasingly use ICT.* They argue that two processes
are happening at the same time: individualization and citizens’ involvement. Neither
Bradley nor Frissen and van Bockxmeer conducted research in the Gulf, but Bradley
included research on Asian countries and argues that this is a global development. An

example of embedding terminology connected to ICT is the metaphor used by Mayy in

264 More on changes in development is presented in the introductory chapter, cf. chapter 1.5.

265 Either ICT is part of the communication between actors of the stories, or it is mentioned in a side
note that the original story was typed on a mobile phone or notebook.

266 Gunilla Bradley, "The Convergence Theory on ICT, Society and Human Beings", in tripleC -
Cognition, Communication, Co-operation, Vol 8, No 2, 2010, pp. 183-192 .

267 Valerie Frissen and Hermineke van Bockxmeer, "The Paradox of Individual Commitment. The
implications of the Internet for social involvement", in Communication Strategies, no. 42, 2" quarter
2001.
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the story "And Rebecca Asks Me About the Wali". She compares the loss of a clear
mind when a woman falls in love to the crashing of "Windows", which shows a blue

screen (cf. p. 121).

Individualization can be seen as part of a development in societies all over the
world. A change from a life lived within family structures to a more individually
experienced life is the subject of research on many cultures.*® It can be seen as part of a
development of recent generations in general. As individualization is taking an
increasing position in societal discourses, it is interesting to ask about the degree to

which individualization is a subject of literary texts in the Gulf.

To this end, “individualization” first needs to be defined. According to Zygmunt

Bauman (2001),

"(...) individualization consists in transforming human identity from
a given into a task — and charging the actors with the responsibility
of performing that task and for the consequences (also the side-

effects) of their performance (...)".*

So individualization is strongly related to the emancipation of an individual.
Individualization is usually seen in opposition to collectivism. That means that, in order
to scan literature for expressions of emancipation, we need to ascertain the degree to
which protagonists act within collective societal limits, or the degree to which
emancipation processes are depicted within the texts. Hazim Saghie edited a collection
of articles on individualization, "The Predicament of the Individual in the Middle East"
(2000), that claims that no real individualization process has happened so far.”’® The
work is from the time before uprisings have taken place in Arab countries and some of

the ideas might be challenged after recent events. The European Science Foundation

268 Examples for this trend can be seen in publications as Sticking Together or Falling Apart: Solidarity
in an Era of Individualization and Globalization (2010) by Paul de Beer and Ferry Koster; The
Individualization of Chinese Society (2010) by Yunxiang Yan; Individualization: Institutionalized
Individualism and Its Social and Political Consequences (2002) by Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-
Gernsheim; Paradoxes of Individualization (2011) by Dick Houtman, Willem de Koster and Stef
Aupers, just to mention a selection of works that all deal with same ideas.

269 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid modernity, Cambridge 2000, p. 31 f.

270 Hazim Saghie, The Predicament of the Individual in the Middle East, London 2000.
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hosted a project on the subject of "Individual and Society in the Mediterranean Muslim

World" from 1996 to 2001 where it was dealt with many aspects of the subject.””

Stephan Guth (2007) highlights some changes that can be observed in the
representation of identity in late 20" century Arabic and Turkish literature. He states
that in these printed texts, which some ascribe to a period they call "postmodernism",
"real individuality [...] consists in an acceptance of your unindividuality, a fragmented

self made up of multiple identities";”’* he continues:

"Accepting yourself as a composite being, however, frees you from the
burden of having to search for a fixed and definite identity and of
committing yourself to the tight and almost strangling corset of an
ideologically prefabricated self. With the freedom you gain by
accepting yourself as a composite being you also gain fun, because
only now will you be able to live life truly and wholly, with all its
fascinating aspects, no more having to suppress any of the elements of

your self, of whatever origin they may be."*’

These observations are made about texts from Arabic and Turkish literature from the
period immediately preceding the one this thesis deals with. A lot of my text sources do

not show the same characteristics as the novels that Guth analysed.

The story "Your nose belongs to you, so what?" (see (c) above, p. 79) is a good
example of part of the way individualization processes are represented in my text
sources. The protagonist is stuck in her own subjective perception of what is going on
around and with her. Not even when the outside world effects a change of her physical
appearance, namely altering her nose, does it reach her "inside". Additionally, the
protagonist seems to be left alone with her thoughts. Minor characters of the story, like
her father, the other student and the staff of the clinic, do not interact with her in depth.

She does not seem to be embedded in social surroundings such as a family or a circle of

271 More on this can be found on the website of the project http://www.esf.org/activities/research-
networking-programmes/humanities-sch/completed-rnp-programmes-in-humanities/individual-and-
society-in-the-mediterranean-muslim-world.html, last accessed January 19, 2011.

272 Stephan Guth, "Individuality lost, fun gained. Some recurrent motifs in late twentieth century Arabic
and Turkish novels", in Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies , Volume 7, Number 1, 2007, pp. 25-49,
p. 32.

273 Ibid., p. 33.
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friends. The protagonist is part of a family, but she appears to be left alone. On the
other hand, she does not separate herself from the society, either. In fact she tries to
blend in and to fit the standards of beauty of her surroundings to avoid attracting
attention. Her wish to assimilate even goes to the point of covering her face with a
nigab to hide her "ugliness". This story might also reveal notions of heroes’ portrayal in
a post-postmodern form. The character, unlike the postmodern understanding of a hero,
strives to be like everybody else, instead of wanting to be different from the
mainstream. The main character has internalised societal norms and values, and she
desires to fit in. It may be possible to see a process of individualisation in this short
story in the main character’s self-acceptance towards the end of the plot. This means
that, in the end, the heroine accepts her individuality as it is narrated "Your nose
belongs to you, so what?". Of course, this individualised self is accepted after it
becomes apparent that even a physical change of the nose cannot change her view of
herself. The heroine’s struggle and the process of accepting her nose mark the process
of individualization as painful; she does not appear to be completely free of internalized
social norms. However, this story may be interpreted as presenting a change in
paradigm and might serve as a metaphor for a blueprint of a change in society to make

it more self-accepting.

The story "Fantasy World" (see (a) above, p. 76) could also be seen as an
example of making individualization part of the discourse in online literary text. The
narrator reflects on the society he lives in as "We are a diverse society in everything",
which highlights room for a variety of individualized ways of living. The narrator is

usually stuck in his imagination but clearly sees differences in society.

Many of the stories posted in forums and blogs describe individualized
characters. Often there seems to be no connection to the family. The family might be
mentioned in a side note or in their function of restricting certain actions of the
protagonists, but most often the characters lead their lives quite independently and
individually. Still, the opposite is shown in the story "What shall we eat?" (b), in which
the main character is still trapped in a hierarchically organized family system with no
choice of his own to find happiness by marrying the woman he loves. This story is
about a quest for individuality that the protagonist is not strong enough to achieve. He
wishes to follow his own desires, such as marrying the girl he wants, but then is trapped

by family claims on his marital life.
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The examples that were discussed earlier describe an alienation of protagonists
from the established system of norms and values. Breaking with the system is shown in
actions like changing one’s appearance or protesting circumstances and norms like
those in the story about the young women being killed by her husband. These examples
make it evident that there are various forms of representation of individualization in
online literary text. Portrayals of heroes formed through generational conflict are shown
presenting challenges to the family collective. Other discourses visible in the sources
may shed light on the depiction of individualization. In the following sub-chapter, the

portrayal of gender roles will be examined.

I11.3.2 New Gender Roles — Some Examples

Individualization might also be seen in connection with a portrayal of gender roles in a
process of change; gender roles can be altered and new ideals or definitions can be
imagined. Since gender representation differs in its forms, I will discuss this topic in
two sections. First, I will introduce the representation of heroines and second the
portrayal of heroes. Womanhood is portrayed in a variety of forms, for example, in the
context of gender segregation, of differences in social interaction, or within cultural
contexts.”*

Valentine M. Moghadam (2003) makes clear that it makes no sense to speak of
“the” Arab woman, but that obviously women differ not only in their societal and
economical surroundings but also individually. She emphasises that women in Morocco
and Saudi Arabia might have little in common when it comes to their position in society
and responsibilities within their cultural context. Moghadam agrees that there is some
overlapping "in cultural conceptions of gender in Morocco and Saudi Arabia", but she
underlines "profound dissimilarities".*”” It is thus difficult to apply general research on

women in the Middle East to countries that are not included in studies. During the last

274 Nawar Al-Hassan Golley and Miriam Cooke’s Arab Women's Lives Retold: Exploring Identity
Through Writing (2007) studied the literary representation of women. Within the examination of
autobiographical writing by female authors boundaries in self-representation become apparent.

275 Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East,
Boulder 2003, p. 10.
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few decades, a number of researchers have tried to study the particular role of women
in Gulf countries, for example Soraya Altorki with Women in Saudi Arabia: Ideology
and Behavior among the Elite (1988), Haya al-Mughni with Women in Kuwait (2000)
and Helen M. Rizzo with Islam, Democracy and the Status of Women: The Case of
Kuwait (2008). These works are valuable from an anthropological perspective but may

not be applied to literary texts.

In the following, some examples from the sources introduced above will

illustrate the depiction of femininity in literary texts.”’® (For masculinity see p. 133.)

In the story "My Little One and the Ant Colony" (cf. above, p. 119), quite a
traditional model is presented. Mother and daughter are portrayed as having a good
relationship. The mother takes care of her child and provides her with knowledge. The
mother's role is to educate her daughter and take her to her "little pink bed" in the
evening. Femininity seems to be clearly defined, although no male character is part of
the plot. Male protagonists are not necessary for creating a contrast because gender
roles are established in societal discourses outside the literary context. However,
features are clearly assigned to mother and daughter within the role they take in the
story. Adding symbolism through the choice of colour is just an addition to underline

presented stereotypical roles.

The story "What shall we eat?" identifies two different kinds of young women.
On the one hand there is the beloved whom the protagonist intends to marry but is not
allowed to because of the decisions his father made. She is characterized as being
analytical, strong and dominant in her nature. Still, her appearance is depicted as
feminine with beautiful black hair, conforming to rather conventional norms of female

beauty:

276 Sabry Hafez developed a terminology for evaluating gender roles in modern Arabic literature. Hafez
analyses a variety of novels written by female authors and divides his examination into the categories
feminine, feminist, and female which he sees in corresponding with the development of national
identity. He finds it necessary to develop a classification system of Arabic literature written by
women because their work should not be studied with expectations applied to literature written by
men. His way of analysing literary text written by women is valuable in it self but will not be applied
in my examination as online literature is varying from his sources. Sabry Hafez, “Women's Narrative
in Modern Arabic Literature: A Typology”, in Roger Allen et al. (eds.), Love and Sexuality in Modern
Arabic Literature, London 1995, pp. 154-74.
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She was very slim and tall, her black hair falling on her shoulders with
perfected negligence; most often she wore jeans and T-shirt in a sporty
and elegant way. She had narrow eyes that almost disappeared when
she laughed, with a small nose and full sexy lips and a beautiful round

face and browny complexion.

On the other hand, the brief portrayal of his actual wife is much shorter than the above
description, because this woman is not the object of his desire. She is depicted as a

decent wife whose features are obedience and physical attraction.
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The severity of the suffering eased a little after the marriage, as the
girl I married was indeed beautiful and obedient. I had a great deal of
respect and appreciation for her, but she was another girl, just another
number. Only those who are not marked with numbers can lead us to

our desired goals.

It is clear that the more independent and strong female character is the one who is more
attractive to the protagonist. It appears that ideals of traditional womanhood are
challenged in the representation, as there is a discrepancy between the hero’s desires

and actions, on the one hand, and the portrayal of society, on the other. As the narration

277 Blogs-post from May 25th 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/05/blog-post_25.html , last
accessed November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog-post again in December 28, 2011 it
was deleted.

278 Ibid.
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of the story "What shall we eat?" suggests, a strong, independent and attractive woman
is more desirable than a woman who obeys. However, the narrator seems to criticise
social norms, hence the sadness, or even "suffering" (‘adhab), of the protagonist living
under circumstances that did not lead him to find love. The protagonist does not initiate
further steps of independence.

By criticising norms, the story may lead the audience to feel that injustice has
happened and a change of norms is necessary. This may also be seen as a parallel to
nahda literature that emphasises the importance of change within society. This is often
reached by presenting emotional conflicts. One example for this can be found in the
"first" Egyptian (national) novel Zaynab (1913). The author M. H. Haykal illustrates a
love story that shows conflicts related to class. The heroine here is not allowed to
engage with a farmer but instead is married off to the neighbour.

The story "Your nose belongs to you, so what?" presents a weak female
character who used to suffer from a lack of self-confidence. Beauty is a major focus in
this story, in which the protagonist reacts to the beauty standards of the outside world
by rejecting her own appearance. The main character in this story wears a nigab not for
cultural or religious reasons, but as a cover for her perceived lack of beauty. Beauty
standards are set by fellow students and by TV presenters and magazines. This story not
only focuses on the loneliness of the protagonist, but also criticises the obsession with
beauty and distinct standards of beauty that are forced on women by the media and
society. However, at the end of the story, the perspective of the heroine changes and she
accepts herself. That means a process of maturity is outlined in order to suggest a
decent role model to the readers.

The heroine of"How was she killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman
who was found dead in a well" is depicted in the very first paragraph of the story as a
young woman of good morals and a virgin. She is an innocent victim who is weak and
in pain. Her suffering is caused by male domination and violence. Her physical
condition makes it impossible for her to fight back or have an active role in the story.
Oppression in its most brutal form is shown in this story. This can be also seen as taking
up typical themes from nahda literature. Authors such as al-Manfaliti or Jubran Khalil

Jubran depicted the brutal destruction of heroes by the authorities.*”

279 Stephan Guth, "fa-grawraqat ‘uyinuhum bi-d-dumi‘. Some notes on the flood of tears in early
modern Arabic prose literature", in: Lutz Edzard and Christian Szyska (eds.), Encounters of Words
and Texts. Intercultural Studies in Honor of Stefan Wild on the Occasion of His 60th Birthday, March
2, 1997, Presented by His Pupils in Bonn, Hildesheim, Ziirich, New York 1997, pp. 111-123.
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Even though the heroine is victimized, the story itself is told in a manner that condemns
violence and abuse. No new ideal of women is formed, but the story functions as a
moral appeal. The readership is encouraged to condemn the brutal actions. The vast
number of redistributions of and comments on the story, which are discussed in the
chapter on participatory culture (see above, p. 91), suggests that this story inspires
discussions of such incidents.

A completely different representation of female characters is found in the story
"Hissa and the Taxi Driver". All of the female characters here are rather independent,
funny, chatty, witty and proactive. Short stories posted in forums often feature
eloquence and wit. This can be compared to depictions of female protagonists in Banat
al-Riyad Here heroines are portrayed as witty and funny as well as being
independently acting women who take the initiative.

These young women are described as living between their own curiosity and
outgoingness, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, wanting to protect their
reputation. This is apparent in the change in communication with the driver as soon as
they realize that he is a local, and also in other parts of the story where the three young
women do not want to be seen leaving a taxi. On the one hand, they make their own
choice to reach their desired destination by any means, including taking a taxi. On the
other hand, taking a taxi it is not generally considered appropriate or in compliance
with societal standards. The author seems to intend to uncover a form of mild rebellion
within social behaviour of female protagonists. This is described in a positive way of
narrating actions taken by heroines. It appears that a general tendency towards female
empowerment is approved and presented as something that should be strived for in
order to reach happiness. Inner conflicts are illustrated, but breaking with conventions,
are depicted as something that are worth doing as they leads to finding love.

A similar description of heroines can also be seen in the new ideal of woman
outlined above in the example of "What shall we eat?" within the description of the
desired colleague.

A brief examination of the examples shows that there is not only a single typical
form of representation of femininity in online literary texts from the Gulf. As could be
observed, a wide variety of female portrayals are represented. Heroines can be weak or
strong, attractive or not, witty, chatty or silenced as victims.

Now that the portrayal of female characters has been briefly outlined, I will

examine the representation of male protagonists in short stories and blog posts. Like
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femininity, masculinity too can be represented in many ways. Online literary text from
the Gulf displays a variety of descriptions of male emotions.

In his article "Mohamed 'El-Limby' Saad and the popularization of a masculine
code" (2011), Koen van Eynde describes changing ways of presenting masculinity in
Egyptian cinema. Paul Amar approaches the subject from a meta-perspective when he
discusses the perception of masculinity in a variety of Arab countries in his article
"Middle East Masculinity Studies: Discourse of 'Men in Crises', Industries of Gender in
Revolution" (2011). Mai Ghassoub and Emma Sinclair-Webb edited a collection of
articles on Imagined Masculinities in 2006 that highlights aspects of fear, body hair,
homosexuality in the military and other subjects. The problem with contextualising
representations of masculinity in the Gulf is that not much research has been done on
the field and even less when it comes to literature. Research on masculinity is very
limited even in other Arab countries, and it is unfortunately not really applicable to the
Gulf. Culture and tradition in Egypt and Gulf countries are dissimilar, and even within
the Gulf countries it is not possible to talk about one homogeneous culture. Examples
of a more popular way of examining masculinity in the Gulf can be found in newspaper
essays. Yousra Samir highlights the cultural distinctiveness of "Kashkha" in her brief
article on qatarvisitor.com, where she outlines the importance of grooming for men in
Gulf society, whose intensity differs from that of masculine grooming in Europe or
North America.”® Ali A. Al-Tarrah outlines perspectives on masculinity in Kuwait in
his article "Socialization and Masculinity Values in Kuwaiti Society".**!

The following analysis of stories outlined above provides examples of
representations of masculinity in online literary texts.

"And Rebecca Asks Me About the Wali" presents traditional male roles.
Although men are not active characters in the story they are subject of the conversation.
Stereotypical descriptions take a considerable part within the short story. Men act more

rationally than women and therefore appear stronger.
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280 Yousra Samir, "A Qatari Man and His Kashkha",
http://www.qatarvisitor.com/index.phcID=412&pID=1639, last accessed January 3, 2012.

281 Ali A. Al-Tarrah, "Socialization and Masculinity Values in Kuwaiti Society"
http://pubcouncil . kuniv.edu.kw/jss/english/showarticle.asp?id=760, last accessed January 3, 2012.
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If a woman falls in love, she will forget everything else. But for men,
work and success are their number one priority, followed by their
financial status, then their social life, then, then, then, then their love
comes to occupy one position or the other and her status will move up
or down a little. Yes, there are rare men who, when in love, do so with
their conscience, but they are few and only a lucky woman gets to win
one of those. For the most part, men have other priorities before us,
and that is why we women often say about men that they are selfish,
because we expect them to make us their priority, and unfortunately,
they rarely do ... this is how God created them and it is better for us to

understand them than to attempt to change them.

Gender differences here are described as God-given and as something that
should not be changed.

As already suggested in the section on differences between generations, "What
shall we eat?" presents two male characters who are unalike. The son is weak and does
not stand up for himself; he is non-confrontational because he fears consequences. On

the other hand, the father is strong and dominating.
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282 The word J=_,JI may intended to be plural. http://nashiri.net/stories/short-stories/4945--qg-.html, last
accessed December 28, 2011.

283 Blogs-post from May 25th 2011, http://7osen-man.blogspot.com/2011/05/blog-post_25.html, last
accessed November 22, 2011. When I wanted to access the blog-post again in December 28, 2011 it
was deleted.
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My father, the tribal and strict one, is the head of the household/family
and his commands are orders and he has absolute power over

everyone.

Given the fact that the father in the story’s structure is assigned the role of the
opponent, it seems that this portrait aims to emphasise a change of representation of
male identity. It can also be argued that this is a representation of the "in-between",
because the son is trying to fight back, though he is not able to. Another challenge for
the hero is the struggle with himself, knowing his role as not to oppose and not take

initiative in form of rebellion against the patriarchal system.
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After all these events, I felt humiliated but I did not lift a finger. It is
true that nothing in my world changed, since I served my father’s

guests every day at the “guest house” perfectly well.

The rejection of old role models seems to be based on general humanistic ideals and the
condemnation of physical violence and other injustices, for example the denial of
permission to marry the desired partner, in order to comply with common norms and
traditional values. Descriptions appear to promote the values of finding individual
fulfilment without exploring why norms and values are as they are in society; nor is
there a direct attack on these norms. Rather, it appears that the readership is expected to
have internalised a common understanding of justice.

It appears that writers want to trigger emotions in the readers to make them
understand specific societal situations, leading the reader to feel with the stories’
victims or heroes and making them feel that change is needed. This is a form of
narration that makes readers draw their own conclusions instead of accepting the

writer’s prefabricated conclusions. Still, this strategy motivating readers is intended to

284 Ibid.
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suggest the conclusions the writers expect. As mentioned above this stylistic feature of
using emotions for sending the message of a necessary change was already applied in
earlier literature that appeared in the nahda.

Both stories on 7osen-man's blog present male characters who are emotional,
and both characters feel tears coming at some point in the story. Emotions are presented
as rather natural. The hero is not ridiculed for his expression of feelings, instead it
appears that his sensibility is underlined. This kind of sensibility is also presented in
literature from the nahda as well as in the Saudi novel Banat al-Riyad. It is always
connected positively and often described in details of love stories.

Another example of the description of masculinity can be found in the story
"How was she killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman who was found dead in
a well". Here, the male character is portrayed as a cruel aggressor who is nothing but
violent. His cruelty and brutality are described in detail in torture scenes. Brutal
depiction implies rejection of this behaviour and advocacy of humane treatment. Two
features are ascribed to the male protagonist that would seem to make him a protector:
his job as a police officer and his other role as a husband. Both roles are usually
supposed to be filled by caregivers. In this story, however, the protagonist does the
opposite of what is expected of him, torturing his wife with the consequence that she
dies from his violent acts. Male oppression of women is presented to the fullest extent
in this short story.

A different kind of masculinity is presented in the story "Hissa and the Taxi
Driver". Here, the male character is demasculinized when the young women assume
that he is an Indian driver. He is not seen as a man, as can be observed in the way the
young female characters talk to him. So here it seems that because of his ethnic identity
an individual is not seen in terms of his gender. Additionally, it is mentioned that they
did not wear their veils properly in the car. Later in the story, the male protagonist
becomes more active and when it is discovered that he is a local, he also receives his
masculinity back. At this point I will not further discuss the role of social class and
ethnic belonging, but in this particular story class code overrules gender code.

Although the above examples are too few as to cover the variety of literature
distributed online, I think that they nevertheless can be regarded as typical of the
attitudes towards masculinity as encountered in the texts analysed in the present study
A variety of male characters are depicted in the stories. Some seem strong and

dominant; others are weak and negotiate their identity with themselves. It is also
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important to highlight that most of the selected stories are written by female authors or
authors that present themselves as female. This might also have had an influence on the

depiction of male characters.

I11.3.3 Narration of Gender and the Normativity of Traditions

Taboos and norms are often part of the discourses in online literature. They are related
to gender or generational issues but also to traditional values. The story "And Rebecca
Asks Me About the Wali" portrays conservative views on traditions, as can be grasped

in the following example:
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Also, don't you agree with me that it is rare to find a man who does not
evade responsibility? There must be guarantees and the best person to
sense a man's seriousness is another man like himself, they know each

other best.

In this part of the short story stereotypical characteristics of men are described. The
protagonist Mayy explains why a guardian is necessary in order to help selecting a
future husband. As she states, men know men best and that is the reason why it is more
helpful to let somebody responsible find a partner for life. Mayy tries to explain her
own perspective and rationalises the function of a guardian. She stresses that women do
not have the same opportunities to judge if a man is good or not. In order to guarantee
the best choice of husband he must be picked by a guardian.

In the story “Hissa and the Taxi Driver”, inappropriate contact between men
and women is best exemplified in the scene in which the “taxi driver” and the young
woman meet in the mall by chance and coincidentally touch shoulders on the way out
of a shop, thereby coming to feel closer to each other. This description is part of the end

of the story shortly before it is clear that the two protagonists will get married. In order

285 http://www.nashiri.net/stories/short-stories/4945--qq-.html, last accessed January 3, 2012.
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to understand this scene it may be valuable to highlight that coincidental touching of
shoulders is not common in gender segregated societies. It may be seen as if an erotic
tension is built up in this illustration. In context of traditions and customs this can be
seen as an inappropriate situation. That means with depicting the contact challenges the
norm.

The story "What shall we eat?" presents norms. The need to maintain the family’s
reputation and to comply with social norms leads to the protagonist’s sadness at not
being allowed to marry the woman he loves. Social norms here are the need to get
married to somebody socially appropriate. The protagonist agrees with these norms and
traditions and does not challenge them. However, it becomes apparent that he regrets
his decision of not acting on his desires.

When breaking down criticism of societal norms in online literary text from the
Gulf, a majority of the texts deal with issues of love, such as the struggles to
communicate or to see each other.”®® Many stories describe how two lovers want to get
married but cannot because of obstacles society puts in their way. The problem of being
handicapped in pursuing a love relationship because of traditions and norms is also
subject of Banat al-Riyad.

The online literature from the region does not paint a homogeneous picture of
men or women. Gender roles are part of the stories, but all kinds of normative gender
identities are presented. The context here is generally heterosexual. In mainstream
blogs and forums, homosexuality does not appear in the stories. This does not mean
that it is not present at all — there are niches for dealing with this subject — but
mainstream online literary distribution does not pick up the subject of homosexuality.
By mainstream online literature I mean stories on forums and blogs that seem to
represent mainstream norms and are read by a larger audience. I have not looked into
niche blogs that might deal with non-mainstream subjects. Gender is one aspect of how
protagonists’ identities are marked, but it is not the only one. Another perspective on
heroes — criticism of social norms, among which also those that are connected to global

influences — will be discussed in the following.

286 This is especially observable in a number of short stories published in forums.
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I11.4 Criticism of Social Norms

Criticism of social norms in online literary text should be viewed in its political and
cultural context. It is also necessary to examine whether criticism of social norms is
actually part of a literary text or if it is rather presented in essays and commentary form.

In my selection of stories, criticism appears in relation to issues such as
restrictive societal conventions, expatriate workers, and the relationship between
women and men. Depending on the platform of distribution and the individual writer,
criticism in forums is often not a direct attack on societal values and in this way also
reproduces and reinforces societal discourses. On the other hand, blogs present explicit
criticism of societal problems. Criticising social norms is strongly connected to forming
and representing identity in online literary text from the Gulf because protagonists
always situate themselves within and against these norms. The texts challenge the
protagonists' perception of themselves and others.

All of the examples introduced above seem to criticise or at least address society
and norms, so the reader can form an opinion and position himself in relation to them.
Among them, the stories presented by Nashiri illustrate rather conservative views,
while in "What shall we eat?" the critique of a patriarchal system is direct and
straightforward. There, the consequences of this patriarchal system are portrayed as
obstructing the individual's happiness.

In the story "Hissa and the Taxi driver" all freedoms that the young women
take for themselves show their independence. However, steps that are taken are always
in accordance with the aim of protecting the women's reputation. Boundaries are
crossed but within the limits of a normative understanding of how an honourable
woman should behave.

One recurring theme in online literary text from the Gulf is the vast change in
the region wrought by globalisation. A dichotomy between social norms and new global
influences is part of the representation of identity in many ways, for example in the
choice of settings, language and portrayal of the hero.

The tension between globalisation and local or national heritage is part of a
wider framework of topics studied by many researchers, so this field might reveal much

about the contemporary Gulf.*’

287 Cf,, e.g., Clement Moore Henry and Robert Springborg (2010); Bassel F. Salloukh and Rex Brynen
(2004); David Held and Kristian Ulrichsen (2011).
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One way of connecting heritage and contemporary developments is poetry. All
over the Gulf, poetry is a popular form of culture on TV and radio, at public events and
in written form. Usually the style of this kind of poetry is traditional and local. Nismah
Ismail Nawwab (2008) attempts to show "how poems evolve with the rendering of
societal and political factors".*® She states that, for example, in Saudi Arabian poetry,
themes of societal discourses are prominent (p.86). Recent poems, she states, "capture
life in present-day Arabia" (p.92).

"My journey into poetry, in particular, is an example of how much the society —
be it the local Saudi or the ever-wider and closer global community — is reflected in the
themes, evolutions, styles and voice of the poems,"* Nawwab says. This means that
traditional forms of literary production deal with contemporary issues and themes. This
integration of traditional poetry in the media and its reflection of contemporary issues is
a fusion of contemporary developments, on the one hand, and reviving or maintaining
the heritage, on the other. Another form of fusing the culture of the past with the present
is the transmission of stories in the form of storytelling. This is discussed in greater
detail in the Chapter One (see above, p. 53 f.).

Local culture and heritage impact representation of identity, and are in turn
affected by global impacts. Partly this has already been dealt with in the chapter "Visual
Set-Up and Features of Narration", where global influences on language have been
documented. Globalisation influences the use of language, but also a variety of other
aspects. According to Maddalena Pennacchia Punzi (2007), that global impact can be
found in the authors' work in the way they envision new perspectives on the current
situation. Print and online media and works of imagination such as plots and design can
be embedded in a global frame while producing a local feeling within the text, thereby
presenting a local perspective on global issues.”” Aside from language, global impacts
on stories can be found in the descriptions of settings, brands or the presence of foreign
labour, for example.

In the Gulf, globalisation is much more visible in everyday life than in many
other places of the world. The presence of expatriate workers alone, who usually form

the majority of the population in Gulf states, means that people from a wide variety of

288 Nimah Ismail Nawwab, "The Social and Political Elements that Drive the Poetic Journey", in
Alanoud Alsharekh and Robert Springborg (eds.), Popular Culture and Political Identity in the Arab
Gulf States, London 2008, pp. 85-96.

289 Ibid., p 86.

290 Maddalena Pennacchia Punzi, Literary intermediality: the transit of literature through the media
circuit Bruxelles / Bern / Berlin / Frankfurt am Main / New York / Oxford / Wien 2007, p. 248.
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nationalities live in just one country. In some cities, the percentage of expatriates is
very high: Dubai’s population, for instance, is 90 per cent foreigners and only 10 per
cent locals.*" To put this into perspective, Oslo has 28 per cent foreign passport holders
and 72 per cent locals.”* In New York City, 36% of the residents are foreign-born.** Of
course it is easier to get Norwegian citizenship than an Emirati passport, but the
proportions are clear. The presence of many different nationalities in public spaces is
therefore much more striking and immediately manifests the effects of a global
economy.

Nada Mourtada-Sabbah, Mohammed al-Mutawa, John W. Fox and Tim Walters’
article "Media as Social Matrix in the United Arab Emirates" (2008) deals with young
people’s approaches to media use in the UAE. They state that the “new generation” of
locals has more in common with each other around the world than with their parents' or
grandparents' local generation.” This is especially true when it comes to popular
culture, but also in the use of interactive communication devices. This is a superficial
bond between a global youth and represents just one layer of identity. Regional cultural
differences are still present and relevant for everyday life. These values do not
disappear, but stay visible in regional and global culture. Even if popular culture and
ICT are connecting factors for youth worldwide, it is apparent that the use of ICT is
culturally influenced and distinct in its context. Mourtada-Sabbah et al. clarify that the
young generation understands ICT differently than their parents’ generation
understands the same technologies, because digital media were not available when the
latter were young and they could not grow up as "digital natives". ICT creates a social
matrix for young people. This is mirrored in the use of online forums, chat rooms,
social networks and other interactive online media, as well as the widespread use of
mobile phones.” The sense of collective memory also differs between these
generations.

The influences of globalization are a regular component in the stories.

Globalization is not criticised as an attack, but rather described and reflected upon. Fast

291 David Rosenberg, UAE’s expat population surges to reach almost 90 percent, April 3rd 2011,
http://arabnews.com/middleeast/article342321.ece, last accessed December 29, 2011.

292 "Many new European immigrants", http://www.ssb.no/innvbef_en/, last accessed January 16, 2012.

293 "Population. The Newest New Yorkers",
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/census/nny_exec_sum.shtml, last accessed January 16, 2012.

294 Nada Mourtada-Sabbah, Mohammed al-Mutawa, John W. Fox and Tim Walters, "Media as Social
Matrix in the United Arab Emirates", in Alanoud Alsharekh, Robert Springborg and Sarah Stewart
(eds.), Popular Culture and Political Identity in the Arab Gulf States, London 2008, pp. 121-142, p.
126.
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food chains like “Hot Burger” and “Starbucks”, as settings for the story, are landmarks
of globalization.*®

The frequent appearance of ex-pat labourers as characters in the stories also
highlights globalization. In "Hissa and the Taxi Driver", the taxi driver is supposed to
be from India. As mentioned earlier, class code trumps gender code in the story. The
form of communication between the girls and the male protagonist changes as soon as
it becomes clear that he is local. Even though the setting of the story includes global
cultural dimensions such as the local Starbucks, the essence of the story is deeply
rooted in traditional norms.

The story "Fantasy World" is partly set in a cinema called "Avenues", and the
main characters' friend eats "M&M's" and "nachos". They watch a romantic comedy
and the narrator lets his audience know that he is fond of change in society. These
details are not necessary for understanding the complete plot, but they emphasise the
globalized dimensions of everyday culture. The same setting might have been described
in short stories from Asia, Europe or other parts of the world. The distinctiveness of
Gulf culture can be seen in "And Rebecca Asks Me About the Wali". Cultural
differences are presented in the form of a dialogue between two women with different
cultural backgrounds. While Mayy tries to explain the benefits of her culture and
traditions, she justifies the current situation; her grandmother, on the other hand, does
not participate in the conversation, but remains mostly silent. She embodies heritage by
applying henna to the foreigner's hands. The foreigner Rebecca challenges the narrator
Mayy with her questions, and the tone of her voice is characterized as biased in her
judgement of cultural differences. However, at the end of the story the two women
agree that they still have things in common, saying that "people are people" and "all
women like to have their fingers painted".

The connection between the heroes’ portrayal and globalisation is made in
details. Representations of globalisation can be found all over the world, materialised in
venues and products. The short stories analysed here mirror these developments.

Valentine M. Moghadam states that social change and development "come about
principally through technological advancements, class conflict, and political action”

and are "located within and subject to the influences of a national class structure, a

295 Ibid.

296 In the short story "And Rebecca Asks Me About the Wali" the technical term "French Manicure" is
used and not transliterated into Arabic. Another example can be found in the short story "British
Airways". The name of the company as well as the term "economy class" are used in English.
http://www.alabudaiah.com/vb/showthread.php?p=17807, last accessed January 26, 2012.
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regional context, and a global system of states and markets".*’

The terms and setting mentioned here are superficial indicators of a general
opening to the global economy and a natural understanding as a part of ordinary social
life. Embedding global influences in short literary texts helps to define identity in its
context of a globalized society. Here, identity is not represented by gender roles or
social norms but within an understanding of changes in the local infrastructure. This
enhances the understanding of the self in contemporary times, no longer restricted to a
self-image conveyed by literary culture from earlier times, as it was set in Bedouin life

and the poetry of the desert.

II1.5 Conclusion

As this is a first study of literary texts posted in forums and blogs of the Gulf
texts are merely cautiously interpreted because this emerging cultural expression needs
more examination from a wider variety of perspectives. Therefore examples were rather
tentatively interpreted and described in order to avoid premature judgement. In further

research on this field indepth interpretation can be approached.

However, these text examples and their analysis show that a variety of factors

influence identity representation in online literary texts from the Gulf.

It can be observed that heroes portrayed in forums differ from those depicted in
blog posts: change is desired in many stories on blogs, and change is approached in
stories on forums. In these stories, individualization can be interpreted as a way of
finding one’s own position in self-acceptance. The stories posted on the e-publisher's

website are more conservative than those on blogs and forums.

In blogs and forums, it appears that there is a desire to get rid of old ideas and
create new ones. This new ideal and the struggle for it meet resistance in the form of
traditions and established norms. Pro-activeness serves as an ideal type of acting in
society but is seldom actualized. In some of the stories, protagonists begin to take the

initiative for change, but are unable to carry through.

297 Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East,
Boulder 2003, p. 2.
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The representation of gender is part of the literary text. There is no
homogeneous representation of womanhood. Female identities differ in various ways.
Tendencies towards a preference of stronger, active female protagonists can be
observed in some of the stories, but other forms of female identity — weak characters —

are also present. The general tendency is towards an ideal of a "new woman".

The representation of male heroes is also an important part of short stories from
the region. Male characters are sometimes presented as vulnerable and indecisive,
showing their emotions. On the other hand, strong characters are also presented. These

could be a violent husband or powerful father figure who control their families.

In stories like "What shall we eat?" or "How was she killed? The complete story
of an Emirati woman who was found dead in a well" a male character has the role of
the villain. This male character embodies stereotypical masculine features such as
physical and emotional strength. Villains oppress heroes in these stories and harm them
mentally or physically. The hero is depicted in contrast. In "What shall we eat?", a
sensitive young man is in love and shows his emotions, expressed through sadness and
tears. In "How was she killed? The complete story of an Emirati woman who was found
dead in a well", the heroine or victim is described as innocent and pure with a good
reputation in society. Readers here may sympathize with the emotional and pure
heroines who struggle against oppression and abuse. In "Your nose belongs to you, so
what?", the heroine is exposed to a society that takes the evil role, making her feel
forced to adopt beauty standards. The heroine struggles with this impact and her
emotions and fears are portrayed in opposition to societal forces. These stories are
easily comprehensible for the reader, because the roles of the protagonists are clearly

presented and it is not difficult to choose a figure to sympathise with.

The sources show a heterogeneous society described in a variety of texts and
that heroes portrayal is bound to multiple factors. Societal discourses are picked up and

embedded in all of the blog posts and stories posted in forums.

Social norms and globalization are both part of identity representation in online
literary text. Global influences are represented in settings and culture. Social norms
influence identity representation as much as globalisation does, since both impact a new

way of living.

144



IV. Constraints and Challenges of Online
Distribution

The following chapter examines the context of literary production distributed in digital
media. Aspects of this chapter are connected to an earlier examination of participatory
culture as well as to perspectives of identity representation, especially their
consideration of anonymity, intellectual property and re-postings of stories. Constraints
and challenges are contextualising factors that impact literary expression. As my
examination is a first attempt to capture the cultural phenomenon from a variety of

perspectives it is necessary to include this aspect.

Two major challenges that online literature production confronts are, first,
autocratic forces affecting authors and literary text online and away from the screen
(offline), and second, the authors’ dealings with copying (reproduction) of intellectual
property and the repostings of stories. In order to understand the intensity of the usage
of ICT (Information and Communication Technology) in the Gulf, patterns of use will
be briefly introduced. Additionally, to outline the mutual influence of online media and
politics, the reasons for censorship will be evaluated. One of the optimistic views on the
influence of online media is that it promotes uncensored information, which enables
people to organize against states.”® But the Internet is not a space that is free from
censorship, and governments in the GCC countries have means to tap and control ICT
use and also to close down forums and blogs. Still, compared to print media it is much
easier to distribute digital media of any kind and of any content. Yochai Benkler
researched this new-gained freedom in The Wealth of Networks: How Social
Production Transforms Markets and Freedom (2006).*° Benkler describes the
opportunities for actions taken online as greater in their autonomy, better informed, and

more critical.>®

The use of ICT in the Gulf influences literary text production. The medium used

298 Helen V. Milner, "The Digital Divide: The Role of Political Institutions in Technology Diffusion", in
Comparative Political Studies 39, no. 2, 2006, pp. 176-199, p. 184.

299 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom,
New Haven 2006.

300 Ibid., p. 92.
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to distribute literary text affects the way literature itself is perceived and written.
Marshall McLuhan studied the relationship between medium and message in (1964 and
1967) and emphasised that the perception of a message is always impacted by the

medium that it is sent through.*”"

The following will deal with the adaptation of ICT, global and local influences
on use that are especially connected to the sub-chapter of opinion making, and
opportunities of having a “global voice”. Additionally, the issue of the creative
commons license and other distinct ways of dealing with intellectual property will be
examined.

I will start with a general description of the censorship and restrictions imposed
by the authorities and of the political aspects that come into play in ICT use. Because
all Gulf countries are ruled by autocratic regimes, it is much easier to enforce restrictive
laws on media and control publishing. In the following, the impact of online media on

politics will also be discussed.

IV.1 The Impact of Online Media on Political Conditions

Stressing the mutual impact of online media and political conditions sheds light on
literature in the region. Literature often takes up societal discourses and challenges, as
well as inspiring debates on many aspects of life. As already mentioned in earlier
chapters, online literature can be seen as more democratic than print because it
encourages communication between writers and readers. The following discusses the
Internet as a tool for hosting more opportunities for freedom of speech and for inspiring

debates.

I will start by looking at the general debate in research on the net’s influence on
democratisation processes and political change, but also on literary production in print

and online, because the circumstances of publication affect the text itself.

In the early stages of research on online media in the Arab world it was

suggested that the mere introduction of the Internet might lead to a political change.

301 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, New York 1964. And The
Medium is the Message, New York 1967.
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Kirchner points out that there was an emphasis on the “democratising” function of the

Internet.*

Researchers often focus on the influence of online media on politics and societal
change, especially, on development and in undemocratic countries.*® Online media
were used to spread information and to communicate during the uprisings that occurred

t.3% While online media

throughout 2011 in countries such as Tunisia and Egyp
facilitated the organization of activities and communication for a limited period of time
(before the Internet was shut down), it was not the only force fuelling these events.
Veva Leye (2007) holds that ICT by itself will not lead to a change of institutional
settings “as there are no changes in political decision-making processes".*”® Even
though this article was written earlier than the Arab Spring uprisings of 2011, it makes a
very important point: if decision-making processes are not changed, there cannot be a
change in politics. What changed decision-making processes in Egypt and Tunisia was
people taking collective action, rather than blogging alone. Thus, the events of 2011
bore out Leye's findings.

After the Internet and cell phone connections were shut down in Egypt for two
days (January 27-28, 2011), the uprising continued to work even without access to ICT.
However, some people managed to restore a connection and eventually spread news
about what was actually happening. In this case, the Internet helped to inspire and
organize uprisings initially, especially because online media circulates news much
faster not only within a country, but also globally. Tunisia may have provided
inspiration for Egypt because the events there were very well documented online. The
information and inspiration transported from Tunisia to Egypt online and via other
media is an example of the power of local and global connections on the net. In his
book Zero Comments (2007), the media researcher Gert Lovink makes the point that the
movements online are started by local events rather than by general ideas.*”® In the case
of Egypt and Tunisia these are mass gatherings in public spaces. The general idea was
to rise up against the ruling political power. Local events documented and partially

initiated online aimed to help gather a vast number of people for an actual protest away

302 Henner Kirchner, "Internet in the Arab World: A Step Towards 'Information Society?", in Kai Hafez
(ed.), Mass media, politics, and society in the Middle East, Cresskill 2001, pp. 137-158, p. 138.

303 Veva Leye (2007); Helen V. Milner (2006); Richard Kahn and Douglas Kellner (2004); Nick
Crossley, John Michael Roberts, and James Bohman (2004); just to name few.

304 This is also true for other countries that had uprisings in 2011.

305 Veva Leye, "UNESCO, ICT corporations and the passion of ICT for development: modernization
resurrected", in Media Culture Society, 29, no. 6, 2007, pp. 972-993, p. 983f

306 Gert Lovink, Zero Comments: Blogging and Critical Internet Culture, London 2007.

147



from the screen. The medium was used for collecting and spreading information but
measures had to take place in the offline world in order to achieve change.*”

Online media’s influence on offline life in the Gulf is not as deep as in the
aforementioned countries. This means that discussions in online sources do not transfer
to a life away from the screen, or at least not until someone decides to transfer them.
Afraa Ahmed Albabtain researched Internet forums in Saudi Arabia in the article
"Downloading Democracy" (2008) where it is stated quite clearly: “Although forums
play an important role in promoting political awareness, they have not yet developed to
an extent that pushes the forum member to positive political and social action, which
means his participation is limited to the virtual world."*”® These findings underline Veva

Leye's argument that the change has to be effected outside the virtual world, i.e., in

political decision-making.

One exception in the Gulf countries were the uprisings in Bahrain in 2011,
which were however violently put down by the Bahraini regime with support from the
armies of the neighbouring countries Saudi Arabia and the UAE.*” One might argue
that one could find exceptions in Kuwait as well, such as the Orange movement in
2006.>" What is of great interest for this study is that in Bahrain, poetry was one form
of protest on Pearl Square, the venue where people gathered.*™ A number of Bahraini
people began reciting poetry. These performances emphasize the value of literature and

poetry in everyday life in Gulf countries and also its political importance.

IV.1.1 The Influence of Authoritarian Regimes on Literary Texts

Literary text in the Gulf is influenced by the medium it is published in, and this medium

307 I would be outside the scope of the present investigation to go into details here but let me remark that
the same form of internet use could be observed in Tunisia, Egypt and most recently Syria.

308 Afraa Ahmed Albabtain, "Downloading Democracy. Bloggers in the Gulf", in International
Relations and Security Network, 2008, p, 63. http://www.isn.ethz.ch/isn/Current-Affairs/Security-
Watch-Archive/Detail/?fecvnodeid=128146&ord588=grp1&fecvid=21&ots591=0c54e3b3-1e9c-
bele-2¢24-a6a8¢7060233&v21=128146&Ing=en&id=90279, last accessed January 3, 2012.

309 Ethan Bronner and Michael Slackman, "Saudi Troops Enter Bahrain to Help Put Down Unrest", in
New York Times, March 14, 2011,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/15/world/middleeast/15bahrain.html?pagewanted=all, last accessed
January 16, 2012.

310 Jon Nordenson, We Want Five!: Kuwait, the internet, and the public sphere, Saarbriicken 2010.

311 Sarah Hoffmann, "Give Us Back Our Bahrain", on pen.org, June 9, 2011, http://www.pen.org/blog/?
p=71, last accessed January 16, 2012.
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is strongly structured by external forces that put pressure on what is written and what is
distributed. This is true not only for digital literature, but also for literature published in
print. Differences between print and online literature are highlighted in the chapter on
setup and narration (cf. especially 1.1.1, 1.1.2), as well as in the chapter on participatory
culture (cf. especially chapter 1I.1.3, 1I.1.4, 11.2.1), and will not be further discussed

here.

Every medium in the Gulf — TV, radio, newspapers, magazines, books and the
Internet — requires approval from the local authorities. The approval of a cultural
product depends on its content. People have a general awareness of these rules, so they
affect what is written for distribution in the first place (‘self-censorship’). Mainly, it is
not supposed to be offensive in any way: It should not attack religion, political leaders,
nor should it mention details about sexuality, the three big taboos discussed already by

Marina Stagh for printed literature in Nasser’s and Sadat’s Egypt.*'"

William A. Rugh (2004) gives an example of print censorship in Saudi Arabia:
“Newspapers publish on sensitive subjects such as crime or terrorism only after news
has been released by the government through the official Saudi news agency SPA, or
from William A. Rugh, Arab Mass Media: Newspapers, Radio, and Television in Arab
Politics, Westport 2004, p.71. government official.” Rugh continues that foreign printed

312 For the Gulf countries, the following framework of censorship have to be taken into account:

KSA: Saudi Arabia filters sites related to opposition political groups, human rights issues and
religious content deemed offensive to Muslims. Pornographic and gay sites are pervasively filtered, as
are circumvention tools and online privacy tools. Bloggers have been arrested, and blogs and sites run by
online activists have been blocked. http://opennet.net/research/profiles/saudi-arabia , last accessed
January 25, 2012.

OMAN: The Sultanate of Oman engages in extensive filtering of pornographic websites, gay
and lesbian content, and anonymizer sites used to circumvent blocking. The censors have added to the
blacklist content that is critical of Islam and websites on illegal drugs. Although there is no evidence of
technical filtering of political content, laws and regulations restrict free expression online and encourage
self-censorship. http://opennet.net/research/profiles/oman , last accessed January 25, 2012.

QATAR: The censors in Qatar admit to filtering pornography, political criticism of Gulf
countries and material deemed hostile to Islam. The authorities also pervasively filter gay and lesbian
content, sexual health resources and privacy and circumvention tools. Political filtering is highly
selective, but journalists self-censor on sensitive issues such as government policies, Islam and the ruling
family. http://opennet.net/research/profiles/gatar , last accessed January 25, 2012.

KUWAIT: Though the media in Kuwait are among the most outspoken in the Gulf states,
journalists self-censor on issues related to the royal family. The primary target of Internet filtering is
pornography and, to a lesser extent, gay and lesbian content. Secular content and websites that are critical
of Islam are also censored. Some websites that are related to religions other than Islam are blocked even
if they are not critical of Islam. http://opennet.net/research/profiles/kuwait , last accessed January 25,
2012.

BAHRAIN: Bahrain is a regional ICT leader and is one of the most Internet-connected countries
in the Middle East. The country’s Internet filtering regime focuses on political websites that are critical of
the Bahraini government and ruling family, but also targets pornography, content related to gays and
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media is censored, depending on its “offending” content.*"> This means that people are
well aware of censorship and the government’s demands are followed in order to avoid
punishment. Self-censorship is very common in literature and other media in Arab
countries. Due to strict external constraints, i.e., governmental restrictions but also
social pressure, works are self-censored to protect the author and the audience. Self-
censorship is impossible to measure. In my survey it appeared that 12 participants
thought censorship was important to them. 11 did not find censorship important, 1
participant asked what kind of censorship was meant and 1 stated that it was not very
important. 1 participant made it clear that there is only social censorship and another 1
emphasised the importance of self-censorship.** Ola Erstad and James V. Wertsch
(2008) highlight aspects of self-censorship in online writing in Iran and emphasis that

the individual sets the limits of censorship in this case.*"”

In the region, social censorship is also an influential and active buttress of state
censorship. Since people can ask for websites to be blocked, they have the power to
increase censorship. Robin 'Roblimo' Miller, former editor in chief of various Linux
related websites, points out that it is not difficult to bypass the Saudi internet filter. It
took him less than 30 minutes to do so. He interviewed Eyas S. al-Hejery who was head
of the ISU (Internet Service Unit) in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia at that time. During
this interview al-Hejery admitted that he knows how easy it is to avoid the blocks but
that the filter is a protection for children “and other innocents from Internet evils.”*'° He
points out that the system has wide public support, as is demonstrated by the fact that
the Internet Service Unit currently receives over 200 "legitimate" requests to block sites
every day, but only a "trickle" of requests to unblock sites that members of the society
feel are being hidden improperly.*"” This seems to be a strange approach to deal with the
openness of the Web but the same behaviour can be recognized offline. The content of

Raja’ ‘Abdallah al-Sani‘'s novel Banat al-Riyad (The Girls of Riyadh) offended

lesbians and content that is critical of Islam. http://opennet.net/research/profiles/bahrain , last accessed

January 25, 2012.

313 William A. Rugh, Arab Mass Media: Newspapers, Radio, and Television in Arab Politics, Westport
2004, p. 71.

314 Survey data 2010.

315 Ola Erstad and James V. Wertsch, "Tales of mediation: Narrative and digital media as cultural tools",
in Knut Lundby (ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media,
New York 2008, pp. 21-40, p. 35.

316 Cf. Robin 'Roblimo' Miller: "Meet Saudi Arabia's most famous computer expert®, 2004,
http://www.linux.com/articles/33695, accessed September 7, 2009.

317 Ibid.
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religious people.”® She received threatening mail and death threats. In addition, two
Saudi men asked the Ministry of Information to withdraw permission to distribute the
novel in Saudi Arabia and demanded that the author be punished.? It was argued that
the novel misrepresented the lifestyle of young Saudis and gave them a bad reputation
all over the world. In this case it was not the religious police or the Ministry of
Information that worked to suppress the novel, but rather conservative members of
society who interacted to force their moral standards on society. Marc Lynch states that
there is a general tendency for religious actors to impose censorship on the media, as
can be witnessed in the Arab public sphere.**® Though they can increase censorship,

they cannot decrease it, i.e. they have only negative powers in this regard.

This pressure of society on individuals is clearly connected with state
censorship. Also, it influences the authors to carefully choose which material should be
published under their real names, online and offline, and what should rather be kept

private or distributed anonymously.

The question of censorship of literary texts is publicly debated, for example at
book fairs and on public panel discussions. The following example from print literature
is a general example of people’s awareness of censorship in Arab countries and outlines
two contradictory positions that can be taken in this debate. When I attended a panel
discussion with two winners of the “International Prize for Arabic Fiction”**' ( the so-
called ‘Arabic Booker’ Prize) at Abu Dhabi International Book Fair in March 2011, the
topic of writing under censorship came up. The audience asked whether censorship
influenced the text and writing of the two winning authors. Two opposing ideas were
discussed in answer. The Saudi author Raja Alem (Raja’‘Alam) held that there is no
censorship and it is up to the author whether he or she feels the need to self-censor
literary works. The Moroccan author Mohammed Achaari (Muhammad al-’ Ash‘arT), on

the other hand, stated that censorship does influence literary production. These two

standpoints highlight differences in the perception of authoritarian influence. Both

318 Raid Qusti,: "Court Rejects Case Against Rajaa Al-Sanea", in Arab News, October 9, 2006,
http://arabnews.com/?
page=1&section=0&article=87886&d=9&m=10&y=2006&pix=kingdom.jpg&category=Kingdom,
accessed January 4, 2012.

319 Ibid.

320 Mark Lynch, “The Structural Transformation of the Arab Public Sphere®, in :Voices of the New Arab
Public: Iraq, Al-Jazeera, and Middle East Politics Today, New York 2006, p. 86.

321 Event: Meet the Winners of the International Prize for Arabic Fiction 2011, Venue: KITAB Sofa, Abu
Dhabi International Book Fair, ADNEC, March 14, 2011, Participants: Mohammed Achaari and Raja
Alem.
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writers were moderate in promoting their opinions in comparison with Joumana
Haddad (Jumana Haddad), a Lebanese writer and the editor of the literary magazine
"Jasad" (Body). She strongly criticized censorship not only in her manifesto "I killed
Scheherazade" (2010) but also during a public discussion at Emirates Airline
International Festival for Literature in Dubai in 2011. In her strongest expression on the

subject she writes:

"Some Arabs speak of the virtuous mission of literature while denying writers
freedom of expression. Is there a more whorish act than depriving an author of
his/her words? Let's call things by their names: censorship is an act of

RAPE."*

Later in the same manifesto she emphasizes that censoring books contributes to their
popularity and mentions the possibilities of circumventing print censorship through

online media:

"For what can censorship really hope to achieve, when banning a book
guarantees it notoriety and widespread success? Why impose censorship in an
age when, at the press of a button, we can get all the information we need and

more?11323

Writers can employ various strategies to deal with censorship. Paul Starkey (2006)
points out that, to circumvent censorship, writers of print literature can set their stories
in another historical period and use it as a metaphor for present conditions.*** In doing
so, they draw on a long tradition of metaphorical writing in Classical Arabic literature,
so of them even imitating the style of medieval Arab writers (cf., e.g., Jamal al-Ghitant
in his famous novel al-Zayni Barakat of 1974).

Of course authorities also know about the advantages of distributing literary and

political texts online. They deal with it not only through censorship, but also by

322 Joumana Haddad, I Killed Scheherazade: Confessions of an Angry Arab Woman, London 2011, p.
69.

323 Ibid., p. 86.

324 Paul Starkey, Modern Arabic literature, Edinburgh 2006, p. 144.
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supporting projects that act in accordance with the rules. Government and government-
affiliated organisations are involved in online activity. They can influence opinion-
making through their distribution of state subsidies.** This is most easily achieved with
media prizes awarded to active online creators/producers who work in accordance with
the guidelines of common agendas. In the UAE, this can take the form of honouring
projects, for example the Sheikh Majid Youth Media Award, which was first announced
in 2008.**° In Kuwait the e-publishing house Nashiri was granted the Internet Contest
Award 2005 by Sheikh Salem Al-Ali Al-Sabah of Kuwait.*”” Nashiri allows online
literature to be distributed if it follows guidelines, which include the use of Modern

Standard Arabic as well as avoiding offensive content.

IV.2 Internet Censorship in Gulf Countries

This part will sum up what Internet censorship is about in the Gulf countries. Compared
with offline spaces, the Internet is still a space for open discussions. Online media did
not initiate uprisings in the Gulf, but they were used as a tool for spreading independent
information and enabling communication, for example during the uprisings in
Bahrain,®® in Saudi Arabia, too, it fuelled demonstrations,**° and also in Kuwait, where

demonstrators even stormed the parliament.*®

The Reporters without Borders 2007 annual report makes it clear that the
situation is difficult for journalists in Saudi Arabia. Newspapers are shut down and

journalists who write about subjects that the government disapproves of are

325 Eric Louw, The Media and Cultural Production London: Thousand Oaks / New Dehli 2005, p. 46.

326 More information about the award can be found on http://www.sheikhmajidawards.com/about-
sheikh-majid-media-award.aspx, last accessed January 4, 2012.

327 More on this on Hayat Alyaqut's personal website http://www.hayatt.net/, last accessed January 2
2012.

328 Global Voice online offers an overview on activities in Bahrain in the post "Bahrain Protests 2011",
December 19th 2011, http://globalvoicesonline.org/specialcoverage/bahrain-protests-2011/, last
accessed December 29, 2011.

329 "Saudi Arabia bans protest rallies", March 5th 2011,
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2011/03/201135143046557642.html, last accessed
December 29, 2011.

330 "Protesters storm Kuwaiti parliament", November 16th 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
middle-east-15768027, last accessed December 29, 2011.
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dismissed.”® The Open Net Initiative also provides information on censorship in
individual countries. It offers detailed data (until 2009) on Gulf states that highlight
restrictions to be met with when going online, e.g., legal restrictions and surveillance.**
On the website on Bahrain it is clarified that "Bahrain allowed relatively unfettered
access to the Internet, especially compared with its neighbors" but that there is no
transparency when it comes to filtering of content.’® For Kuwait it is said that
surveillance and censorship are observable and that "journalists self-censor".*** The
reports about Oman say that "extensive filtering" is conducted and self-censorship is
encouraged. It is emphasised that "the authorities impose legal and physical controls to
ensure that the Internet community does not access or publish objectionable or unlawful
material."*** In the description on conditions in Qatar it is pointed out that additionally
to the censorship that is also conducted in the neighbouring countries, filtering of
circumvention tools is processed and internet is "heavily censored".**® Circumvention
tools can be VPNs** or proxies®® that allow users to connect to the Internet outside of
the censored ISPs. Going online through these tools might also enable users to escape
surveillance. It additionally helps to circumvent geo-filtering, which Google applies on

its video platform YouTube.*

The report on Saudi Arabia shows that in addition to the censorship that is also
conducted in other Gulf countries, circumvention and privacy tools are filtered. For
online actors in Saudi Arabia it can be said that "Bloggers have been arrested, and blogs

and sites run by online activists have been blocked." Surveillance measures are also

331 Reporters without Boarders published their last Annual Report on Saudi Arabia in 2007.
http://arabia.reporters-sans-frontieres.org/article.php3?id_article=20775, last accessed May 28, 2009.

332 http://opennet.net/, last accessed December 29, 2011.

333 "Bahrain", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/bahrain, last accessed December 29, 2011.

334 "Kuwait", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/kuwait, last accessed December 29, 2011.

335 "Oman", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/oman, last accessed December 29, 2011.

336 "Qatar", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/qatar, last accessed December 29, 2011.

337 Virutal Private Networks help to guarantee access to the net through an often encrypted network that
prevents disclosure of private information. More on how a VPN works can be found in the video
Virtual Private Networks (VPNs), posted April 6", 2010, at http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=jJdWO0_yB9vo&feature=related, last accessed December 29, 2011.

338 Acting online through a proxy server enables users to access data that would be inaccessible due to
restrictions through geofiltering or other forms of restrictions by ISPs. More on how proxy servers
work can be found in a brief summary on the website of Indiana University in: What is a proxy
server?, May 3%, 2011, http://kb.iu.edu/data/ahoo.html, last accessed December 29, 2011.

339 A geofilter limits access to data online according to the physical location of the user. More on
geofiltering can be read in: Geofiltering: Jillian C. York, How to Alienate Business Customers
Without Really Trying, March 3rd 2009 on OpenNet Initiative,
http://opennet.net/blog/2009/03/geofiltering-how-alienate-business-customers-without-really-trying,
last accessed December 29, 2011.
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applied in internet cafés.* As for conditions in the UAE, there are many examples
suggesting that in addition to the type of content that is also blocked in the
neighbouring countries, "Online privacy and circumvention tools" are blocked. It is
highlighted that "the state has extended its filtering scheme to the Dubai free zones,
which previously enjoyed unfettered Internet access".*" Efforts are made to monitor
activities in internet cafés and "electronic surveillance to monitor objectionable online

activities is publicly acknowledged by the authorities."

Despite all these restrictions, online media in the Middle East provide a space
for expression and independent distribution of news about current events that is much
less restricted than offline facilities. This is one of the reasons why the Internet is
censored in the Gulf. In the following, I will introduce forms of Internet censorship and
procedures of conducting surveillance online. It is vital to present forms of censorship
because it affects literary production and might also explain the vast popularity of
publishing literature on the net. Online censorship differs in each GCC (Gulf
Cooperation Council) country, but it shares a number of similarities the way it
challenges users. As early as March 1997, the regimes of the GCC countries gathered to

t.3* This was even before the Internet was

discuss a common approach to the Interne
widely accessible in all of the Gulf countries and shows that the medium and its

influence were, and are, taken seriously.

In the kingdom of Saudi Arabia, general online censorship in the form of
Internet filters and the blocking of specific pages limits access to and the production of
online literature. Many Arab states set up Internet filters, primarily to censor content.**
The Internet is censored in GCC countries before it reaches users. Internet Service
Providers (ISPs) are usually owned by the state or by members of the ruling families.
The cases of online censorship in Saudi Arabia and the UAE can be taken as typical
also of the other Gulf countries. In the UAE, e.g., Etisalat and DU distribute Internet
access.** Albrecht Hofheinz (2007) points out that Saudi Arabia does not keep Internet

censorship a secret. The Ministry of the Interior runs an Internet Service Unit (ISU)

340 "Saudi Arabia", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/saudi-arabia, last accessed December 29, 2011.

341 "United Arab Emirates", http://opennet.net/research/profiles/uae, last accessed December 29, 2011.

342 Henner Kirchner, "Internet in the Arab World: A Step Towards 'Information Society?", in Kai Hafez
(ed.), Mass media, politics, and society in the Middle East, Cresskill 2001, p. 150.

343 Cf. OpenNet Initiative, entry: Saudi Arabia, http://opennet.net/research/profiles/saudi-arabia,
accessed September 7, 2009.

344 Etisalat is 60 % government-owned and 40% public-traded. DU is 40% government-owned, 20%
belongs to Mubadala, which is completely owned by the Abu Dhabi Government, and 20% is owned
by TECOM, which is a subsidiary of Dubai Holding. The rest, 20%, is publicly owned.

155


http://opennet.net/research/profiles/saudi-arabia

situated in the environment of King Abdul-Aziz City for Science and Technology in
Riyadh and is in charge of the process.** Making the state responsible for ISPs and
ISUs enables it to control the medium in a way that would not be possible if it allowed
private companies to offer Internet access. In addition to the general state filtering,
users can ask an official institution to either censor websites or to unblock them if it is
claimed they do not do harm, e.g., medical sites that use censored terms. Hence,
everybody is encouraged to participate in making the Internet a “morally suitable”
zone. For the UAE the following site is shown when content is censored. Reasons for
censorship are presented in Arabic and English. The cartoon character taken from an

Emirati produced popular TV show called "Freej" trivializes censorship.

345 Hofheinz, Albrecht, "Arab Internet Use: Popular Trends and Public Impact”, in Naomi Sakr (ed.),
Arab Media and Political Renewal: Community, Legitimacy and Public Life, London 2008, pp. 56-
79, p. 57.
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However, it is possible to access censored content by using circumvention tools.

The reason that the authorities give for Internet censorship is to “protect cultural
identity”.**® Websites that could interfere with moral views on religion and politics or
that provide pornography are censored. Marina Stagh (1993) studied limits of freedom
of speech in Egypt in the time of Nasser and Sadat.*” This study was conducted in a
different research field and a different time period; yet, it highlights subjects that may
be difficult to publish even today. She refers to the three taboos of "sex, religion and
politics" but rephrases them into "obscenity, blasphemy and political opposition"**. In
her analysis she emphasises the growing impact of censorship of publishing in Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf states since the 1970s.>* Applying these findings to
contemporary times, constraining access to literature can be even more limited. This

means that also literary websites and blogs can be closed down or made inaccessible by

346 Henner Kirchner, "Internet in the Arab World: A Step Towards 'Information Society?", in Kai Hafez
(ed.), Mass media, politics, and society in the Middle East, Cresskill 2001, p. 151.

347 Marina Stagh, The Limits of Freedom of Speech: Prose Literature and Prose Writers in Egypt under
Nasser and Sadat, Stockholm 1993, pp. 127-132.

348 Ibid.

349 1bid., p. 132.
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filters, denying readers and writers access to the web pages. The blog of "Saudi Eve" is
an example. This blogger writes in English and Arabic and at times her texts can have
an erotic tinge. As she writes on her blog, she discovered that her blog was banned in
Saudi Arabia when she returned to the country for a visit.*® Saudi Eve stopped writing

on her blog in 2009.

IV.2.1 Global and Local Influence on ICT Usage and the Potential of
Opinion Making

This sub-chapter deals with the possibilities and challenges of making use of a truly
global media and the importance of user contributions in spreading a message and

sharing literary works.

Online media offer the potential of gaining access to worldwide views on a huge
variety of subjects, including politics and culture. This is not restricted to mainstream
media, because the tools provided by Web 2.0*! allow many people to easily distribute
their works. Web 2.0, a set of tools that facilitates user-generated content, gained its
popularity because of the audience and producers who contributed.® Users have to
share their ideas, creations, and inspirations to make it an attractive platform of
discussion. The terminology in the research on this field is extensive and often
changing, Axel Bruns (2008) emphasises the need to find new terms for user-led

content and introduces the term produsage.®

Online media offer the option to interact with members of almost every country
in the world, but an important obstacle is the language barrier. This is one of the reasons
why blogospheres are often regionalized. Another reason for regionalization is that the
subjects of choice may differ from blogosphere to blogosphere. A blogosphere can be

limited by subject of discussion, genre, language, region or other factors. Later in this

350 Blog-post "Back and Blocked" from June 2nd 2006, http://eveksa.blogspot.com/2006/06/back-and-
blocked.html, last accessed December 29, 2011.

351 This term is explained in the chapter on participatory culture

352 Benkler points out that anyone can publish online "alongside the traditional mass-media
enviornment. Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets
and Freedom, New Haven 2006, p. 214.

353 Axel Bruns, Blogs, Wikipedia. Second Life. and Beyond: from production to produsage, New York
2008.
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chapter, an example of how this regionalization works will be seen in the "movement"

and redistribution of one and the same short story among different forums in the Gulf.

The purpose of expression online seems to have changed since earlier research.
Deborah Wheeler stated (2004) that women rarely mentioned the concept of a "global
voice" when using the Internet. Her article was written before the uprisings in Arab
countries like Egypt and Tunisia, and perspectives may have changed since then.***
Wheeler's perception differs from my findings, which may be explained as resulting
from a development in Internet usage in recent years. In the online survey I conducted,
some of the users explicitly mention that they consider it important to spread their
thoughts and make their ideas read by and accessible to an audience. Their answer to
the question why users write was most often that they feel the need to express
themselves and they love writing or that it helps them to breathe. More than half of the
participants answered in this vein.*® Asked why they distribute their texts online, they
often answered that they wanted to share their thoughts and that this was the easiest
way of distributing them. Two participants explicitly clarified that the Internet was the
only way for them to publish without being constrained in their expressions.*® They did
not specifically mention a global audience, but this can be because they all write in
Arabic, a language that is not usually read by a global audience. However, there is an
internationally dispersed Arabic diaspora that might also serve to spread messages.

Distributing thoughts online may also lead to a position of influence in public
discourse. If an online writer is popular, and thus visited by many users, his messages
can spread. If authors have a larger audience, they may act as a trendsetter or role
model. That means the author can be an “opinion maker”, someone who sets the tone.
In the movements of the “Arab Spring”, it was possible to spot popular political blogs
that encouraged and inspired wider discussions. Bloggers like Sandmonkey
(http://www.sandmonkey.org/) and Wael Abbas (http://misrdigital.blogspirit.com)
documented the Egyptian uprisings.

Opinion making can operate on a direct level through explicitly marked blog
posts that deal with current events and politics, but also through the more subliminal

messages conveyed by stories or literary essays. A story can take up current debates and

354 Deborah Wheeler, "Blessings and Curses: Women and the Internet Revolution in the Arab World", in
Naomi Sakr (ed.), in Women and media in the Middle East: power through self-expression, London
2004, pp. 138-161, p. 160.

355 Survey data, 2010.

356 Survey data, 2010.
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social issues and make them part of the plot. In the Gulf, love stories often serve as a
basis for promoting discussion of contemporary topics. Within these love stories, details
describe social events, surroundings, norms and values, as well as political or societal
conditions (these aspects are examined in Chapter Three).*’

The subject of my research is not how political blogs influence politics in the
Gulf region, but online stories that pick up what is going on in society as well as
general features of Internet use as a tool of communication through literary texts.
However, it is apparent that even literature is having an impact. It can also threaten
authorities, as evidenced in the actions that were taken against writers in the region.
Authors were arrested because authorities condemned the content they were publishing.
One example is the Saudi Arabian case in which the poet Rushdi al-Dawsari was
detained for eight hours. He had written a poem that included verses on sorcery. Before
he was released, he had to sign a pledge vowing that he would not publish heretical or

sorcerous poems online again.**®

All the aforementioned examples show that online distribution encourages

actors to use their voice to share news, opinions, and cultural products.

IV.3 The Challenges of Anonymity, Intellectual Property and
Redistribution of Stories

This sub-chapter connects the phenomenon of distributing anonymously in forums and
the redistribution of stories, on the one hand, to the aforementioned restrictions placed
on writers. As already explained, censorship in print and online greatly impacts literary
production. Posting stories in forums might be a way to circumvent these restrictions
for two reasons. Firstly, stories in forums are distributed with nicknames, so the real
identity of a user is not exposed. Secondly, the volume of postings in forums makes it
difficult to maintain close surveillance on them. This means that the deleting or editing
of stories is not excessive. Additionally, if a story is interesting or entertaining for a vast
audience, it will be redistributed in other forums and spread quickly. In the following, I

will briefly introduce the debate on copying intellectual property online and then

357 Rosalind Gill, Gender and the Media, Cambridge 2007, p. 17.
358 Cf. Sonia Farid: "No more online publishing, religious police demand Saudi poet busted for

"sorcery" poems*, 2008, http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2008/11/09/59794.html, last accessed
September 7, 2009.
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present an example of a story that has been redistributed many times.

An important issue that is debated all over the world is copying of intellectual
property. Mark Poster took up this subject in his book What's the Matter with the
Internet? (2001). He emphasizes that in these times of digitalisation of print, film and
audio media, "the media in which intellectual property appears alters the message of its
legal integument".*® In the Gulf, intellectual property online is just like in other
countries — poorly protected. In an interview with an Omani blogger, I raised this issue
and she told me about her concerns. During my interview I learned that producers of
online literary texts simply turn to personal blogs. Copying literary goods is less
frequent with texts published on blogs. In my survey several participants explicitly
mentioned the problem of copying stories.*®

It is problematic for the original authors, because their stories are being copied
and posted elsewhere with credit given to a different author. When I conducted an
online survey of online writers from the Gulf in 2010, most of them pointed out that
they are conscious of incidents when their works have been (re-)published without
crediting them to them. Until now there is no creative commons license in the Gulf to
protect the artists' work online. Some pages, however, such as alamuae.com, do not
allow users to copy texts from the websites by consistently blocking this function.

Young online writers from the Gulf who publish either on blogs or in forums are
mostly concerned about their distributions because texts can be republished by others.
These writers are aware of other people claiming their texts as their own, and so they
sometimes turn to writing blogs, instead of publishing in forums, because these are
more personal and less frequently copied.

Two divergent positions can be taken on this subject. Copying intellectual
property can be seen as stealing. Or, as Cory Doctorow, an Internet activist and writer,
puts it, it can be seen as proof that your work is contemporary,*' i.e., it has a value and
is therefore worth to be copied. He argues that if your work is not copied, it is probably
not contemporary. Of course a differentiation has to be made between copying
intellectual property with giving credit to the original source and not mentioning the
original author and claiming the cultural goods as one’s own.

On forums from the Gulf, where stories are simply widely redistributed, the

359 Mark Poster, What's the Matter with the Internet?, Minneapolis 2001, p. 3.

360 Survey data, 2010.

361 Cory Doctorow on The War on Kids, Boing Boing, & His Next Novel, Reason TV July 15, 2010,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LLf3nldagXc , accessed November 11, 2011.
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problem is mostly ignored. This might be interpreted as showing the importance of
spreading the message. The message here is prioritized before the individuals right on
self produced intellectual property. When McLuhan deals with authorship and copyright
he states that "Teamwork succeeds private effort."*** But blogs often post notices that
redistribution is allowed as long as the original source is mentioned in the reposting.
The following chart illustrates the reposting of one story as an example for
many. It shows the date of publishing and the title of the story. The country that I assign
to the forums depends either on the name of the forum or on user statistics from

http://www.markosweb.com and http://www.websitelooker.com®*

which give visual
expression to the forum’s visitors from different countries.** This example shows the
movements and popularity of a story among the different Gulf countries.

The short story that I chose to follow is not offensive and rather comical. The

following brief outline shows its "innocent" content:

A man enters a shop for used books. He browses through the books and buys one.
When he opens it, he realizes that a girl has written a letter inside the book. She
writes about being bored and wanting to do something exciting by communicating
via the used book. The girl who wrote the letter asks the young man to write back
and to sell the book back to the used book store in order to allow her to buy it again
to read the reply. The man answers the girl’s letter and the book becomes a medium
that goes back and forth, and a relationship is built up through the letters. The
narrator explains to his readers that the person who benefits the most of this system
is the owner of the bookshop. One day the young man comes into the bookshop
with the intention to pick up his book, but it is not there anymore. He asks the
bookseller where it is and he replies that it was sold. The protagonist leaves,
disappointed, thinks about the situation and comes to the conclusion that the

bookseller was talking about another book that was not the medium he used to

362 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Message. An Inventory of Effects, Corte
Madre 1996, p. 122.

363 http://www.markosweb.com and http://www.websitelooker.com are a commercial websites that
measures details of users of websites and offer data analysis.

364 There are many reasons why this result merely serve as a benchmark as user statistics are easily
manipulated by a huge variety of factors. However, this is a simple way of at least trying to to place
forums regionally. More on that can be read here: Loren Baker, "Alexa: Worthless & Easy
to Manipulate?" September 30th 2006, http://www.searchenginejournal.com/alexa-worthless-easy-to-
manipulate/3847/, last accessed December 29, 2011, and here: http://www.searchenginehistory.com/,
last accessed December 29, 2011.
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communicate with the young woman. He returns to the shop to clarify the mistake

and witnesses the bookseller writing in the book he shared with the young women.

He realizes that his beloved was not real, but rather that the bookseller himself had

written the letters to him in order to make money.
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(The chart does not show all redistributions of the story but rather serves as an example)**®

The table shows the reposting of a story since 2006. It presents the benefits of the
medium for keeping a short story "alive" and exposed to many readers. The story’s
continuous reappearing shows that it has been entertaining an audience over the last
five years. It also presents the distinctiveness of forums by showing a story whose
original author is unknown. Coming back to the issue of copying stories without
referring to the original author, it appears that repostings in forums are not perceived as
problematic, at least judging by the comments underneath the repostings. My online
survey showed that some of the participants were concerned about copying intellectual
property in online platforms.**” This procedure is rather common in micro-blogging in
platforms such as Tumblr or Twitter, where redistribution is encouraged. However, on
micro-blogging platforms it is customary to refer to the original source, since

Retweets>®

and repostings usually credit the first user who published it.

This story is clearly not political, nor does it offend anyone; yet, it is posted in
forums, obviously because it is entertaining and attracts a rather wide audience, as can
be seen in the number of redistributions of the story. The story itself is irrelevant for an
examination of its "travelling" or redistribution. However, its popularity is due to its
content and deserves to be briefly interpreted in the following. This story is clearly not
political, nor does it offend anyone; yet, it is posted in forums, obviously because it is

entertaining and attracts a rather wide audience, as can be seen in the number of

redistributions of the story. The story itself is irrelevant for an examination of its

366 Data distributed in this table is selected. For practical reasons the first result for the first 10 Google
search pages (September 2011) were analysed. In addition, a search for subsequent years of
distribution was conducted in order to get a broader idea of the story’s redistribution over a longer
period.

367 Survey data, 2010.

368 A distribution on Twitter is called a "Tweet", a re-distribution on Twitter is called a "Retweet".
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"travelling" or redistribution. However, its popularity is due to its content and deserves
to be briefly interpreted in the following. The story is written colloquial language and
includes several discourses that are already discussed in chapter three. These are
Discussing Norms, Gender Roles, and Globalisation. In the story of the used books,
gender segregation is an essential part of the text. The two characters have to
communicate in secret because society permits contact between men and women. Both
lovers overcome this social norms to pursue their own happiness. This communication
against traditional values in society adds excitement to their. Ex-pat labour is fequently
part of short stories, as the bookseller is from Sudan. The sales-men of the books is led
to his actions by the thought of increasing turnover. Feelings of the main characters are
abused for the sake of generating income. This could be interpreted as a funny way of
criticising capitalist society for giving monetary values a higher importance then the
value of love.

Two aspects of the story seem to attract a larger audience. First, the secret love
story may be exciting to read and second the dependency on institutions which provide
access to media appear to familiar to the reader.

The table shows that the story began to be published in 2006 in Saudi Arabia
and then slowly gained popularity. The same nickname is rarely used for redistribution;
rather, the nickname of users who repost the story changes frequently. The reposted
stories are not connected to the author any more. Larry Friedlander raises question
concerning stories that are not author controlled which can be related to re-distribution
and remixing of short stories in online forums. He sees "the reader/user/player” taking
over some of the functions of the author.**

The story does not "travel" outside the Gulf countries, a fact that might be due to the
story’s distinct plot and also because it is written in colloquial Arabic from Saudi
Arabia. Because of its extensive distribution in a variety of forums, it has never
received a large number of comments in one thread, but rather a modest number of
comments in a wider selection of forums. Some of the users who redistributed the story
clearly stated that it was not their own story but that they had heard it elsewhere or that

someone had sent it to them and they thought it was worth sharing with others.

369Larry Friedlander, "Narrative strategies in a digital age. Authorship and authority", in Knut Lundby
(ed.), Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories. Self-representation in New Media, New York 2008, pp.
177-196, p.180.
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IV.4 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the challenges of distribution in online literary platforms. Two
major factors were presented as influencing online publishing in the Gulf. First,
authoritarian pressure and power heavily restrict publication. Social as well as self-
censorship limit writers in their creative expressions. Different ways of dealing with
these problems can be observed. One of them is to turn to distributing elsewhere, either
online or in other countries. Online media are a convenient and less restricted space for
publishing literary works. The second challenge appears in relation to intellectual
property in online media. Two ways of dealing with this problem can be observed. One
is turning to blogs, where copying content is less common and texts are often ascribed
to one author. The other way of dealing with it is to accept the copying of cultural

products as a given in digital times.

Both challenges, censorship and copying, also show the benefits of the medium
in that it offers more freedom and is read by a vast audience even without a publisher.
Earlier chapters showed a wider selection of positive aspects of online distribution; this
chapter has presented the difficulties in online writing and highlighted the challenges

for the authors.
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V. Concluding thoughts

I have presented my findings in several steps from different perspectives. This field of
research is relatively unexplored so far, and a variety of considerations have to be kept in
mind while dealing with online literary texts from Arabic-speaking Gulf countries. I chose
the perspectives on composition and setup, linguistic features, heroes’ portrayal and ICT
use and restrictions because they were the most striking in the original sources. The results
extracted from my research opens up a view into new literary expressions and can be
applied to literary studies of the Arabic-speaking world.

My goal was to highlight this emerging cultural phenomenon from a variety of
perspectives. This research was a first attempt to outline what kind of online literary texts
can be found in the field of studies.

The research field is new both in terms of its physical location in Arabic-speaking
Gulf countries and of the novelty of research on online literature, because even in other

countries online literature did not emerge until the last two decades.

The following sums up my findings in order to shed light on the project as a whole
and the variety of connections between the perspectives that have been in the focus of

single chapters.

The form and appearance of texts are the first two elements of my analysis.
Examples in my presentation of text layout and usage of multi-medial elements illustrated
the integration of pictures and audio files. Results showed, on the one hand, that multi-
media features underline the message of texts and, on the other hand, that they exemplify
details within stories. Another feature of layout was the use of applied elements, such as
quotations and additional applications that structure blog entries. As the analysis showed,
these serve the purpose of self-representation. Consequentially, it turned out that the other
visual features, such as visitor counters, also function as self-representation by showing the
popularity of blogs. As I showed, multi-media elements are not employed in every literary
blog from the region; many blogs exhibit a rather modest layout and a clearer focus on the

literary text.
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It turned out that blogs do not represent one genre of texts but rather embody a
variety of subjects and writing styles. However, similarities can be observed in the setup of
blogs, because they are all organized chronologically and make use of links and
commentary. Blogs and forums often need to be examined separately, because they differ in
the style of writing and in a variety of visual aspects. An analysis of some samples showed
that short stories are popular in forums. The frequent distribution of short literary texts
might be due to the medium, which invites short text. Reading on-screen is usually not
popular for longer texts. In addition to the visual features used in online literature from the
Gulf, in forums a distinct form of composing and reposting short stories is observable. The
analysis of a selection of stories shows that many stories are introduced with a personal note
by the user that explains the circumstances or background of stories, followed by the story
itself, and then a discussion of the story in a separate section. The investigation of
composition and redistribution and rearrangement showed that this form of literary texts has
some resemblances to storytelling. These are the personal introduction by the user,
interaction with the audience, and a retelling of the same story in other locations, meaning

other forums.

One focus in my examination of original sources was on the style of writing and
narration. In the introduction I asked whether or not online literature can be seen within the
literary canon and whether it is a continuation of earlier literature or if it is not connected to
it. My analysis suggests that online literature may be seen as a continuation and a part of
contemporary literature, depending on its composition and style. An analysis of a number of
blog posts made it evident that Internet literature has much in common with printed texts,
mostly with regard to narration and language. Stories posted in forums are not as close to
earlier printed literature as blog posts are, because they are less careful with grammar and
seem to have as their major function the spreading of messages rather than concentrating
on aesthetic objectives. Narration does not strikingly differ from printed texts; the
distinctiveness of online literature is rather found in characteristics of participatory culture.
Noteworthy is autofiction, which stands between fact and fiction and blurs the lines
between personal narrations and literature; both blogs and forums reflect tendencies of
autofiction. Ongoing research on this subject is conducted by Teresa Pepe from the

University of Oslo.*”® As mentioned before, short stories in forums come with a personal

370 Teresa Pepe presented her result in presentations entitled "Autofiction on Screen: Self-representation of
an Egyptian “Spinster", at Technologies of the Self: New Departures in Self-Inscription, Cork September
2011 and at International Forum on 'Women and the New Media in the Mediterranean Region', Fez, June
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introduction that is not clearly marked as authentic or fictional. Blogs describe personal
opinions side-by-side with fictional texts, which often makes it difficult to decide what is

fiction or fact. In this sense, sources from blogs and forums show autofictional character.

To contextualize this relatively new literary category and to highlight differences
from and similarities to earlier literature, I conducted a comparison with literary texts from
the 1990s and postmodern perspectives. It showed that online literature tended to have a
simpler narration and a more linear story line, while the autofictional aspect resembles

earlier printed literature.

The first chapter examined the use of language, which is essential when dealing
with new forms of literature posted on the net. My analysis showed that blogs tend to be
written in Modern Standard Arabic, while forum postings are most commonly written in
colloquial language. An academic discussion on literary quality was presented to stress the
variety of perspectives on new literature. This showed that not all researchers accept new
forms of literary texts as quality literature. Connected to the use of language is also the
incorporation of dialogues that are essential to characterize class or heritage. An
examination of forum postings showed the significance of dialogues as a tool for
incorporating humorous arguments. Analysing the features of online literature helps us
understand blogs and forums and may also reveal new perspectives on recent published

texts (in print).

In the introduction I asked whether and how online literature from the Gulf is
unique. One of the most important aspects that contribute to its contemporary features is its
interactivity. But this poses certain challenges to authors: it influences text production from
the region in many ways, as is exemplified in the process of remixing and redistribution of
short stories in forums. This process is part of cultural production in Web 2.0 and of
participatory culture. The challenge to authors, however, is that texts are often reposted

without giving credit to the original authors.

Interaction and communication between readers and writers are closely related to
the notion of public and private spaces in online media. Since interactivity in open
platforms such as blogs and forums is a form of communication in public space, notions of

public and private come into play when examining interactive processes online.

2011.
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Additionally, this interaction impacts online writing. Authors and audience are both part of
the process of creating a cultural product as a whole because commentary from both sides
affects both current and future texts. Interaction also allows texts to be changed in a variety
of remixes and repostings of stories that are distributed in forums. On the other hand,
distributing cultural products or intellectual property without naming the original source is
a problematic trait of the medium. User participation in creating and remixing videos, audio
files and texts can be seen as one feature of the great freedom of possibilities on the web.
Still, not everyone who creates works and distributes them wants others to redistribute
them. In my sources, redistribution in forums inspired discussions, as the number of
commentators proves.

Writers can restrict the openness of personal representations online; this does not
contradict the idea of more freedom of publishing online, but is an aspect of this freedom.
However, for readers this might be restricting, since bloggers may limit access to their

personal blogs to just a selected audience by turning it into private mode.

Another advantage of distributing literary texts online is independence from
institutionalised publishers. This offers benefits and challenges at the same time and also
leads to unedited text publication because the instance of an editor disappears in blogs and
forums. On the other hand, this independence might be beneficial to the audience, since
texts can be distributed no matter what their content might be. Nevertheless, it may lead to
a lack of the quality control exercised by editors at publishing houses. This means that
amateurish texts are part of online literary production. Related to this is a scholarly
argument presented by Alan Kirby, which shows two different perspectives on the matter:
the strong impact of freedom in online media facilitates democratic processes in cultural
production; but these new possibilities are weakening literary quality.””' In either case,
online literary distribution allows publication apart from questions of profitability. Blog
posts and stories in forums show that literary quality varies, since some writers place a
higher value on the literary quality of texts while others focus on the message they want to

send to a broad audience.

Examining the appearance, composition and interactivity of the texts helped prepare
an analysis of content and recurring themes that provide deeper insight on important issues.
Chapter Three ("Who are the Actors? Portrayal of Heroes") examined fields of gender

representation and globalisation as well as dealing with social norms.

371 Alan Kirby, Digimodernism: How New Technologies Dismantle the Postmodern and Reconfigure Our
Culture, London 2009.
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The analysis of sources showed that the most frequently appearing subjects of
discussions relate to gender and a variety of notions on globalisation. Both topics are often
illustrated in the portrayal of heroes, which tends to be different in blogs from in forums.
Hero portrayal in blogs illustrates a striving for societal change, but most often heroes
cannot reach their ideals because they are handicapped by values and norms deeply rooted
in their normative culture. In forums, on the other hand, heroes and heroines not only desire
a change in society, but also actively work to reach their personal goals. Here, social rules
are sometimes broken to strive for an ideal of self-acceptance. I have not yet found an
explanation of this phenomenon, because not enough information is accessible on the

writers and users in my online literary sources.

An analysis of heroines in the short stories and blog posts of my material found no
homogeneous image of heroines. There is a tendency towards a preference for stronger,
active female protagonists, but other forms of female identity — "weak" characters — were
also present.

The representation of heroes is not homogeneous in online short stories from the
region, either. However, two different types of male actors can be described. On the one
hand, there is the vulnerable and indecisive character who also shows emotions. On the
other hand, a strong masculine protagonist appears in other stories. Stronger men are often
portrayed as violent and controlling their families. In some stories, the role of the villain is
taken by a male character who embodies stereotypical masculine features such as physical
and emotional strength. In these stories, villains oppress the stories' heroes and harm them

mentally or physically.

As is observable in the analysed texts, struggles with society are reflected in the
heroes’ descriptions; it appears to be intended that readers sympathize with the more
emotional heroes who struggle against oppression and abuse and societal controls. Heroes

try to overcome these conflicts going by through an individualization process.

Another aspect of hero portrayal can be seen when looking at the hero in a social
context. Globalization and societal norms are both part of identity and hero representation.

Settings and cultural impacts are often contextualised with global influences.

The last chapter of the thesis highlights challenges facing writers in relation to
literature distributed via the Internet. Two major factors affect online publishing in the Gulf.
Authoritarian pressure and forces that restrict publications are one factor: societal

censorship or self-censorship may limit writers in their creative process. Everything
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published needs permission from the Ministry of Information, so the choice of content is
restricted. Self-censorship and social censorship are personal and not a measurable
restriction on developing cultural products.

Online writers seem to have developed a variety of approaches to deal with these
issues. Online publishing is convenient because it is the least restricted space for
distribution. Anonymity serves as a beneficial tool to avoid social censorship. Nevertheless,
as mentioned before, the risk of abuse of intellectual property is present on the net. Authors
handle the problem of being copied in a variety of ways. The two most common forms of
dealing with this issue seem to be, first, that authors who frequently copied in forums may
turn to blogging, where the likelihood of being copied is said to be less than in forums.
Second is the possibility of accepting being copied, as is common in this medium, but also
in contemporary culture in general. Copying and remixing are part of cultural production
not only in digital media. One of the most successful artists of the last century, Andy
Warhol, based some of his success on remixing and reproduction. Stories published in
forms are often redistributed without changes. Nevertheless, it is also possible to see
repostings with changes in narration, introduction and media use.

My findings show that both challenges, censorship and copying, underline the
benefits of online distribution because they emphasise the opportunities and freedom of
expression and the writers’ responsibility to reach a wvast audience in real time.
Redistribution has good and bad aspects to it. On the one hand, a story finds its way to
many people, which may be the goal of writers who focus on spreading a message. On the
other hand, the author will most often not be credited for his cultural contribution. The
original author becomes irrelevant, as the retelling and redistribution of the story still

inspires discussions within the readership.

V.1 Perspectives

Online literature in the Gulf and all over the Arab countries is a rather new phenomenon
that is growing continuously and developing in many directions. It is vital to examine
developments and tendencies of future online literary production. Since wider cultural
tendencies can be inferred from and read about in online literary text, it is valuable to study

a wider variety of samples and more discourses that are recurring on a long-term basis.
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Studying short-term trends will also provide a broader picture of developments.

Cultural production and participatory culture online are still in their beginnings.
There is much scope for research on the field of online literature in Arabic-speaking
countries, for example, the huge variety of poetry that is distributed and discussed.
Additionally, an analysis of literary production of texts distributed on Twitter and Tumblr
might be enlightening. Also worthy of study is religiously or politically motivated cultural

production online.

Online literature is a global phenomenon. It allows new freedom in the distribution
of unique digital works. Comparing online literature from different regions of the world
will reveal a variety of motivations and aesthetic approaches. This could be modified
versions of digital literature that contrast or show similarities as for example SMS and

Twitter novels.

For future studies in the field it would also be of great value to look at the activities
and cultural developments of the reading public. That means how far will the readership

participate in the writing process and what will be its new role in this.

This exploration of distinctive features of literary text online attempts to grasp the
cultural phenomenon as a continuation of recent developments in Arabic literature. My
research examined the cultural processes of online writing, mainly in forums and blogs.
These processes needed to be highlighted from various perspectives to form an overall

picture of how these practices work.
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October 3, 2010 g€ ... il cua>
http://al-zain.blogspot.com/2010/10/blog-post_03.html

http://t716m.com
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(All accessed August 2011)

August 8, 2011 aalsd liszo>

http://t716m.com/2011/08/08/%D8%A C%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AA
%D9%86%D8%A 7-%D9%85%D8%BA %D9%84%D9%82%D8%A9/

July 25, 2011 2)lesU yaull)
http://t716m.com/2011/07/25/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%81%D8%B 1-
%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85%D8%A72/

July 24, 2011 L5 el
http://t716m.com/2011/07/24/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%81%D8%B1-
9%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85%D8%A7/

July 15, 2011 g | allacy capall
http://t716m.com/2011/07/15/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%8A %D9%81-
%D9%88%D8%B9I%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A9-

%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B 1%D8%A8%D9I%8A%D8%BY/

June 21, 2011 5 Ylg cJl] :asiall
http://t716m.com/2011/06/21/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%86%D9%81%D9I%87-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB-
%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AE%D9%8A%D8%B 1/

June 19, 2011 _ulil: aqiall
http://t716m.com/2011/06/19/%D8%A 7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%86%D9%81%D9%87%
D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A/

June 16, 2011 aaisll
http://t716m.com/2011/06/16/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%86%D9%81%D9%87/

June 15, 2011 wg_inol| 5
http://t716m.com/2011/06/15/%D8%B0%D9%84%D9%83-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%A8/

June 13, 2011 J=S
http://t716m.com/2011/06/13/%D9%83%D8%A C%D9%84/

http://www.salatmaiwa.com
(All accessed June 2011)

June 15 2011 ,u5Y1..Luigd
http://www.salatmaiwa.com/2011/06/blog-post_15.html
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April 6, 2010 gJg lio lail..
http://www.salatmaiwa.com/2010/04/blog-post_05.html

March 22, 2010 § ;jeoliny
http://www.salatmaiwa.com/2010/03/blog-post_5155.html

http://fawaghi.maktoobblog.com/
(All accessed June 2011)

June 25, 2011 JulJl &6

http://fawaghi.maktoobblog.com/1609731/%D8%AD%D9%85%D9%89-
%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AF%D8%A9/

April 22, 2011 85,b o>
http://fawaghi.maktoobblog.com/1609689/%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A3%D8%AD
%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%BA
%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%80-%D8%AD%D8%AC%D8%B1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%85%D8%B1/

July 25, 2010 ,0i)l 42> - leridl x>l (o
http://fawaghi.maktoobblog.com/1609689/%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A3%D8%AD
%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%BA
%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%80-%D8%AD%D8%AC%D8%B1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%85%D8%B1/

http://www.bothayna.net/
(All accessed May 2011)

May 4, 2011 ) gigSumo
http://www.bothayna.net/home/index.php?categoryid=13

December 21, 2009 Wewolallg olw
http://www.bothayna.net/home/index.php?categoryid=14&p2_articleid=196

December 14, 2009 109y s xiiall
http://www.bothayna.net/home/index.php?categoryid=14&p2_articleid=197

December 7, 2009 =l juaii, ol J21 o
http://www.bothayna.net/home/index.php?categoryid=14&p2_articleid=193

http://www.muawiyah.com
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(All accessed November 2009)

November 17, 2009 & j>goll..

http://www.muawiyah.com/search/label/
%D9%82%D8%B5%D8%B5%20%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%8A %D8%B1%D8%A9

October 30, 2009 3  §i>
http://muawiya.com/2009/10/3_30.html

October 26, 2009 (wilgull sdg ady lo e doiuw
http://www.muawiyah.com/2009/10/blog-post_8940.html

October 25, 2009 2  §i>
http://www.muawiyah.com/2009/10/2_25.html

October 25, 2009 1] i>]
http://www.muawiyah.com/2009/10/1_25.html

October 11, 2010 ¢a=lL abaoll 54l
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/10/blog-post_11.html

October 9, 2010 duwao Jsuid! als ..
http://muawiya.com/2010/10/blog-post_3723.html

September 25, 2010 ,o.@.m.o.-l wle U9 N5 -
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/09/blog-post_25.html

August 15, 2010 Tzl Juass ol o0& ..
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/08/blog-post_15.html

June 13, 2010 8Lzl Oob Sy (ol 8,das plS>1 .
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/06/blog-post_13.html

June 6, 2010 8Lzl Hon 1Sy (ol 8 las plS>1 .
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/06/blog-post_13.html

June 2, 2010 aslogll &, ] saiie] JoxSII Jlio w5 lo0]
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/06/blog-post_8164.html

June 15,2010 ;51 o b .
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/06/blog-post_15.html

June 8, 2010 LxJliwgs ..
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/06/blog-post_08.html
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May 25, 2010 (sdyouo b .. jusu oS ..
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/05/blog-post_25.html

May 7, 2010 »l59 b Uaul
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/05/blog-post_07.html

April 13, 2010 sgan ..
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/04/blog-post_13.html

April 10, 2010 dage 48,5 & 6 ule 65
http://www.muawiyah.com/2010/04/blog-post_10.html

http://baabalshams.blogspot.com/
(All accessed April 2010)

April 9, 2010 O guinogo
http://baabalshams.blogspot.com/2010/04/blog-post.html

March 4, 2010 a=949
http://baabalshams.blogspot.com/2010/03/blog-post_4260.html

February 23, 2010 &b U'oj
http://baabalshams.blogspot.com/2010/02/blog-post_23.html

February 18, 2010 leo asiusi o) Lo My
http://baabalshams.blogspot.com/2010/02/blog-post_18.html

http://believe-a.blogspot.com/
(All accessed October 2010)

October 2, 2010 alxo go oS, lite Jol !
http://believe-a.blogspot.com/2010/10/blog-post_02.html

October 1, 2010 g>3
http://believe-a.blogspot.com/2010/10/blog-post.html#links

September 3, 2010 ygols ¥ pdg ol cli]
http://believe-a.blogspot.com/2010/09/blog-post.html#links

August 25, 2010 o>l o>l cuil o piall (iso il
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http://believe-a.blogspot.com/2010/08/blog-post.html#links

July 3, 2010 s,5| &e23
http://believe-a.blogspot.com/2010/07/blog-post.html#links

http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com
(All accessed May 2009)

May 10, 2009 é&iysoll cixi
http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com/2009/05/blog-post_10.html

June 9, 2009 1,uS a2lg Taz cuiS ooy
http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com/2009/06/blog-post.html

May 23, 2009 J¥> g el
http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com/2009/05/blog-post_23.html

August 14, 1998 (sic) j— o 3|
http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com/2009/04/blog-post_04.html

August 12, 1998 (sic) jua sl LLa>
http://eclipse9932hd.blogspot.com/2009/04/blog-post_01.html

http://www.lair.ws
(All accessed May 2010)

May 1, 2010 pivall Jé
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=189

February 28, 2010 <l .. gus)l (yoi!
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=163

March 18, 2006 L — sb=xdl aud e cunn
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=22

May 1, 2006 izl J5ai il !
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=23

February 26, 2006 oyagily aw il 6,19 o U jaidy "l L sbxl) (2>l
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=17

January 26, 2006 aMaiw)| ol>g .. il !
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=13
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December 28, 2005 1-auYl 9sll @l jg o
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=11

December 20, 2005 laslow Sy oJlud Ul
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=10

November 19, 2005 < lsJ| 8390 !
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=6

November 22, 2005 >, laxJl alllg !
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=7

July 18, 2005 Lis Ul L !
http://www.lair.ws/ar/?p=2

http://othersandme.blogspot.com
(All accessed October 2010)

October 10, 2010 s_uud wls
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/10/blog-post.html

September 13, 2010 jui>
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/09/blog-post.html

May 20, 2010 U=, asl,
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/05/blog-post_20.html

May 2, 2010 pli> JUSe (silaci
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/05/blog-post.html

April 2, 2010 xpzand] Jz )1 Lgal 8aysaw aly)
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/04/blog-post.html

March 13, 2010 sixs 9 3> o)l el (ninig
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/03/blog-post.html

February 19, 2010 6 jo " juol>" cuSWS
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/02/blog-post_19.html

February 27, 2010 lio alat (9
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2010/02/blog-post_27.html

December 29, 2009 as Y zlolg Ul - uadl ool
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http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/12/blog-post_29.html

December 26, 2009 ébay 2o
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/12/blog-post_26.html

November 2, 2009 _siue 9 Jlgw s i ¥
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/11/blog-post.html

October 17, 2009 gx ) sisYg ... plao LY
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/10/blog-post.html

March 6, 2009 cudlg
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/03/blog-post.html

January 10, 2009 ac,6 W g b
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2009/01/blog-post.html

December 22, 2008 »>lg s
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/12/blog-post_22.html

August 16, 2008 J ,la>
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/08/blog-post_16.html

August 10, 2008 <5 pails b gozl ..cugall Ly
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/08/blog-post_10.html

August 5, 2008 &iid
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/08/blog-post.html

June 6, 2008 sal>  §euiy pu>
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/06/blog-post.html

May 18, 2008 Jlailall wgay
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/05/blog-post.html

April 22, 2008 & 20 dxud
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/04/blog-post_22.html

April 1, 2008 s 9> wl>
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/04/blog-post.html

March 11, 2008 ala=ll wlelx 9
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/03/blog-post_11.html
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January 13, 2008 ,Sow
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2008/01/blog-post.html

December 20, 2007 aalso 8] o)
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/12/blog-post_20.html

November 24, 2007 o>,
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/10/blog-post_26.html

November 9, 2007 éoliod| (pia> s oy >
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/11/blog-post_09.html

November 2, 2007 wll & ua> 9
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/11/blog-post.html

September 16, 2007 §liis (siggd
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/09/blog-post.html

September 4, 2007 &Jliuc
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/08/blog-post_20.html

August 25, 2007 JMo
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/08/blog-post_25.html

August 18, 2007 ,SJg w35
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/08/blog-post_18.html

Jllly 7, 2007 E9019 dghgd
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/07/blog-post_07.html

July 23, 2007 douall Jus; ¥ 2>lg)l One does not accept division
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/07/blog-post_23.html

June 16, 2007 wazxo olle
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/06/blog-post.html

June 9, 2007 &>l
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/05/blog-post_30.html

May 13, 2007 Swlsloid] 9 og ol adg5 Jn
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/05/blog-post_13.html
May 5, 2007 ju> dyguv
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http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/05/blog-post_05.html

April 27, 2007 <uily ololiz
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/04/blog-post_27.html

April 16, 2007 1900 WS
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2007/04/blog-post_16.html

October 5, 2006 qu.J)J.Jl OO0 (M9 U0
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2006/10/blog-post_05.html

September 23, 2006 s il asla;
http://othersandme.blogspot.com/2006/09/blog-post_23.html

Blogs MISC

June 2, 2006 "Back and Blocked"
http://eveksa.blogspot.com/2006/06/back-and-blocked.html
last accessed December 29, 2011.

Forums

http://www.alamuae.com

(all accessed 15.12.2009)

owla) gas au,e Wl . elsVl Yl
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=378

http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=393

* i Lol
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=396

Obgr I 9 o
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=391

99 Sl Y 95 0o bl s p0e ad.
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=395

196



http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=385

S w a2 y ¢ w é ‘O—a
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=389

6 o)l ol

http://www.alamuae.com/story/forumdisplay.php?f=3

http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=377

ls20iz| pos (o2 5 92
http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=330

To - 29
(http://www.alamuae.com/story/showthread.php?t=379
http://www.gulf-gate.net

(all accessed December 6, 2009)

October 2009 g_9_9.;.u_9 J.?Jl L;'A.Lo_g 49 .)y_gyl Jly
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/386164-post1.html

November 2009 iz bwwo : lin wlxao
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t19851.html

November 2009 x5 W cazxwol ol.2_9
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t19271-2.html

(all accessed December 15, 2009)

December 2009, jacg 6 us lgrd 6ou80 dad
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t20364.html

November 2009 .::: 52025 .11 au =l (wad
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t19427 . html

December 2009 wluv 3 9 95 75..paasll S Vg duad
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t20084.html

December 2, 2009 (uuSWI el dauad
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http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t18932.html

November 22, 2009 aixdl Ol i o>l Job
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t19402.html

October 21, 2009 clisuws| awad cul (Jolgd lag railo 2y
http://www.gulf-gate.net/vb/t18761.html

http://www.omanxa.com

(all accessed December 15, 2009)

August 28, 2010 alolS axuuid| 80 lie
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/archive/index.php/t-18161.html

November 26, 2009 British Airways
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?p=180729

November 27, 2009 caxb |, sla> , S
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?t=13437

October 30, 2009 (silogd <dJld sL__s9.............
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?t=13047

July 21, 2009 aiw 17 e
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?t=11678

March 11, 2009 x>lg 9 bbb (jo gomi Y ...
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?p=177558

November 17, 2009 asil aziwd allby] s, ol
http://www.omanxa.com/vb/showthread.php?t=13317

Forums MISC

July 31,2010 Wl I & gls o // U=, !
http://shjn-h.com/vb/showthread.php?p=23593

July 31, 2010 lizaz ... oY (sl
http://www.ksayat.com/showthread-t_78197.html

198



August 6, 2009 agiso b 9 lede e il au) LY sliel) oIl ansll/ edis oS
forum.uaewomen.net/showthread.php ?t=476260
last accessed January 30, 2012.

November 20, 2011, "British Airways"
http://www.alabudaiah.com/vb/showthread.php?p=17807
last accessed January 26, 2012.
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Survey Data

The survey was conducted from February 2010 until January 2012 through
freeonlinesurveys.com. Most answers were given in the first month of placing the survey
online.

& T8 oS
PercentageResponses

15-17 - 18.8 6
18-20 - 12.5 4
21-23 - 15.6 5
24-27 - 21.9 7
28-31 - 6.3 2
32-40 - 12.5 4
Other - 12.5 4

Total responses: 32

(all results shown)
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(all results shown)
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