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Memory, Participation and Resistance in ‘Global Conversation’: Discussing the 60th Anniversary of Al-Nakba on BBC, Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya Arabic and English Language On-line Forums

David Herbert, Ramy Aly and Tracey Black 

The online [news] agenda ... is very centralised and very, very narrow. ... that’s why I want World Have Your Say to grow so that we can have a bit of independence.  … If our...our blog grows, and the programme grows, and the brand of WHYS grows, we can have a different debate out there. (Mark Sandell, Editor, World Have Your Say
)

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes half one’s own when the speaker populates it with his own intention, her own accent. (Bakhtin 1981: 293)

The satellite dish and the internet are now among the greatest enemies of tyranny (then UK Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, Straw 2002)

Introduction

In recent years the BBC World Service, alongside other BBC services and other broadcasters, has sought to engage its audiences more fully through the development of online forums. These forums provide opportunities for audiences to give feedback on BBC output, but also for interaction between contributors, which vary according to how the forum is moderated, how long it runs, the links between forums and broadcast output, opportunities for participation via other media (such as text and telephone), and how the agenda for discussion is set. In spite of recent cuts to certain language services (discussed further below), issues around internet access, and restrictions on BBC broadcasting in some countries (e.g. Iran and China), these multiple language forums provide opportunities for ‘global conversation’ between a potentially vast range of participants, and even perhaps the chance to challenge dominant news discourses - as when content from forums is fed back into broadcast content creating media contra-flows - as the first quotation above suggests.  They also raises questions about the kind of discussion that they make possible, given their technical parameters and discursive contexts, and about their potential political impact – as the second and third quotations above respectively suggest. 

This article investigates these questions through the lens of an analysis of Arabic and English language forums focussed on of a single, but polysemous event: the commemorations to mark sixty years since Al-Nakba (‘the Catastrophe’), the displacement of Palestinians from their homeland as a result of the first Arab-Israeli war of 1947-9, as a counterpoint to Israeli celebrations of independence on 15 May 2008. The article springs from a collaborative project
 examining the history and present work of the BBC World Service, with a particular focus on how it fosters connections between globally dispersed communities of interest and origin. 

The BBC World Service is a London based public broadcast agency funded by the UK Government via a Grant-in-Aid from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO).  Nevertheless, like those branches of the BBC funded by UK licence fee payers and more recent international commercial services, it remains a constituent part of the BBC, operating under the same Royal Charter and accountable to the corporation’s independent governing body, the BBC Trust.  While the World Service exercises independent editorial and managerial autonomy, a Broadcasting Agreement with the FCO delineates how its broader objectives are shaped by a set of ‘strategic international priorities’ (FCO 2006), agreed with the Secretary of State. After the end of the ‘cold war’, and aimed at increasing the UK presence in the Muslim majority world (Chapman 2005) following 9/11 and UK forces' engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan, World Service provision was 'reprioritised’ (Straw 2005). This resulted in the closure of its Bulgarian, Croatian, Czech, Greek, Hungarian, Kazakh, Polish, Slovak, Slovene, Thai, and Portuguese (for Brazil) language services,  in order to make extra funding available for new Arabic and Farsi (Persian) satellite television channels. Attention also was focussed on online activity as an important new sphere of influence, and a number of ‘key’ language services, including Arabic, received extra funding to develop online services and expand their audiences. In this context, the BBC launched a new Arabic television channel in April 2008, including a flagship discussion show, Talking Point, linked to a World Service Arabic radio programme and on-line discussion.   

For the World Service, the concept linking on-line forums with broadcast content is that of a 'global conversation' (Chapman 2005). For example, the English language World Have Your Say phone in show (referred to in the first quotation above) is broadcast on each week day, is preceded by an interactive blog which tests and generates ideas for the topic for the show, and is followed by a forum for ongoing discussion, usually kept open for several days. Text messages are read out on the programme and added to the forum discussion, enabling representation if not participation, for those lacking on-line access. The forum is reactively moderated, allowing contributions to be instantaneously posted, increasing the sense of ‘live conversation’. 

In a literal sense, this phone-in programme often is a global conversation, in which a cast as unlikely as a Moscow-based Somali taxi driver, an Indian merchant seaman in the Bay of Bengal, and a Texan farmer discuss about American foreign policy in the presence of a live global audience
. Both forums and phone-ins feature regular contributors, and over time interaction through voice and text has arguably created a sense of community, as editor Mark Sandell argues:

[T]he blog certainly... has built a community to an extent.  I would say even more than a community, there are people who are regulars on our blog who, genuinely I would say have, have become friends of people who are on the team.  So it’s actually gone a stage further.  They actually feel they’ve become a part of it.
. 

What is the significance of this kind of transient virtual community? Can it provide some kind of counterpoint to dominant news discourses? And how widely is such a sense of community found here replicated across broadcast related on-line forums? The World Have Your Say media mix is richest and most interactive and participatory of the forums considered; other BBC forums have more limited opportunities for listener agenda-setting, and sometimes employ full moderation where topics are perceived as potentially controversial, creating delays in posting of comments, which reduces the conversational ‘feel’. Nonetheless, if not a sense of community, such ‘message board forums’ do generate strings of responses and global juxtapositions, if not conversations.  

This paper examines several types of such linked media configurations across the two languages. In order to assess the distinctive contribution of the BBC, and indeed its claims since the launch of its new Arabic television service in April 2008, we also consider forums or other forms of participation offered by rival satellite television services, again in both Arabic and English.       

Arabic Forums

The launch of the BBC’s new Arabic language television channel in April 2008 occurred at a time of unparalleled proliferation of government funded Arabic language television broadcasting from within and outside the Arab world.  This new battle over the “hearts and minds” of viewers in the Arab world is largely a contest over how the perceived existential threats in the region are described, framed and understood. Here the BBC joins an already crowded field, as Figure 1 demonstrates. 

Fig 1. Arabic language satellite television channels launched, 1996-2008 

	Name 
	Translation 
	Sponsor 
	Launch

	Al-Jazeera 
	The Island (peninsula)
	Qatar
	1996

	Al-Arabiya 
	The Arabic one 
	Saudi Arabia 
	2003

	Al-Alam 
	The World 
	Iran 
	2003

	Al-Hurra
	The Free One 
	USA
	2004

	DW Arabic 
	
	Germany 
	2005

	France 24/7 Arabic
	
	France
	2007

	Russia Today 
	
	Russia 
	2007

	BBC Arabic TV 
	
	UK
	2008


To compete in this crowded and charged news marketplace, the BBC has emphasised what it considers to be the strengths of its current and social affairs services compared to that of other Arabic satellite TV producers, emphasising its traditions of journalistic impartiality, distinctive content (discussing issues – such as   social and gender matters - not discussed elsewhere), and  participative ethos and process. However, preliminary assessment of the reception context suggests that each of these claims is problematic: notions of journalistic impartiality are likely to regarded with scepticism in a context in which all national and transnational news sources are popularly viewed as 'directed media', a European-based broadcaster's handling of sensitive issues such as gender is likely to attract controversy; and other providers also offer forms of web based participation linked to their broadcast output. Furthermore, the language of impartiality misses out on a key dimension of the 'battle for hearts and minds' in the Middle East – the role of social memory, loyalty and solidarity in the public sphere of Arab societies, and the need for any broadcaster to resonate or articulate with this to attract a popular audience.   

This part of the paper will first briefly outline how BBC Arabic, Aljazeera and Alarabiya dealt with the coinciding 60th anniversaries of the Palestinian Catastrophe (Nakba) and the creation of the State of Israel in terms of their editorial policy and online content as a context for considering the interaction between Arabic language web users and these three broadcasters. We will then attempt to address the following questions; how did the design and framing of web-discussions affect the type of conversation that took place? Who participated and what geographic locations were identifiable? 

Influenced by Habermas’ work on the public sphere and communicative action (1968 [1989], 1987), most analyses of the effectiveness of online discussion forums focus on the extent to which users  influence each other and achieve deliberative consensus through rational exchanges. However, we shall suggest that prior to deliberative engagement a level of background understanding between participants from diverse backgrounds needs be achieved, and that the exchanges/juxtapositions found on these forums are best understood in this light; in the later Habermas’ terms they are a potentially significant aspect of the developing civil-social periphery, rather than the deliberative public sphere (Habermas 1996 [1992]). We also suggest that even Habermas’ revised model of public communication underestimates the dimensions of inter-cultural hermeneutics and power relations inscribed in contemporary global exchanges, and therefore draw on Bakhtin to illuminate these aspects of the exchanges/juxtapositions discussed. 

The development of online discussions has been seen on the one hand as leading to increased fragmentation and polarisation of the public sphere, as users opt for increasingly specialised forums reflecting their standpoints (Wilhelm 1999). On the other hand, it has been argued that advances in design of the forum interface can facilitate deliberation increasingly effectively, despite empirical assessments sceptical of the medium’s democratising potential (Wright and Street , 2007; Jensen 2003; Dahlberg 2001, 2005).  We seek to develop this debate further by asking how the language, design and framing of online discussions affects the deliberative characteristics and dialogical qualities of the debate. 

While the BBC may seek to nurture the diversity of opinions and attitudes in the region on issues ranging from social change, democracy or minority rights, it is periodically confronted with the need to navigate issues for which it is less equipped to satisfy its institutional role of presenting the British approach, its professional pre-occupation with the notion of being “objective” with its audiences concern with “truthfulness”. The relationship between these two terms objectivity موضوعية and truthfulness مصداقية in the Arabic context perhaps best symbolises the challenge for any broadcaster.

 Do we have a sufficient understanding of how these terms and concepts are valued by viewers? Importantly while the BCCWS is celebrated (and indeed celebrates itself) for its wide global appeal and historical reputation for factual accuracy, perhaps we should ask critical questions like what value does factual accuracy carry in a media environment where facts have become so widely available and commoditized? In the context of the battle for hearts and minds being played out over the airwaves of transnational Arab news networks overt discourses, narratives and world views have gained renewed importance. How will the BBC confront these narratives and offer alternatives to the dominant narratives of the Arab public sphere, which perceives the Arab nation as the victim western neo-imperialism, illegitimate and authoritarian leadership and the object of multiple designs to ensure it remains paralysed, occupied, de-Islamised and conditionally democratised. The incident of the commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the Nakba and the creation of the State of Israel is arguably a vital testing ground for evaluating the BBC’s role of presenting the grey areas to a polarised audience.

Editorial Policies and Broadcast Content

BBC Arabic seems to have navigated the controversial waters of the 14th and 15th of May 2008 quite well.  The BBC global website contains an “Israel at 60” portal which contains interactive features and maps and testimonials from both Israelis and Palestinians on the contradicting celebrations and remembrance. However, the portal was not translated into Arabic or made available on the BBC Arabic website. Instead BBC Arabic’s coverage of the coinciding events was composed mostly of its own Nakba orientated TV news packages, along with a limited number of translated articles from the BBC World Service Middle East website.  The former spent on average one minute on Israeli celebrations and two minutes on the unresolved plight of the Palestinians. The stories clearly contrasted Israeli and “international” celebration of the creation of the State of Israel with the ongoing costs of 1948 to Palestinians. 

BBC Arabic’s editorial policy towards these coinciding events was not starkly different from other regional broadcasters. The events were recognised, confronted and quickly moved down the chain of ever unfolding historical moments of the region. Although Israel’s celebrations were acknowledged and pictures celebrations from around the country on the 15th of May were published on BBCArabic there was no celebratory or congratulatory tone to the coverage despite national celebrations in Britain and congratulatory messages and events in Europe and North America, and there was no sense that BBC Arabic would attempt to rebrand the Nakba narrative in a way that recognised the legitimacy of Israel and the redemption of the Jewish people. Instead there was a clear emphasis on the Nakba in the Arabic service’s coverage which began around the 5th to the 18th May 2008.  Some would argue that the “BBC” did not speak with the same voice in its Arabic and English coverage, but this would suggest some kind of political inconsistency which would not accurately reflect the editorial independence of the numerous services within the corporation and importantly their different mandates.  BBC Arabic had to cover the coinciding events as “Al-Nakba” as opposed to “Israel at 60” in order to survive an important test with its audience just 3 months after the channels launch and to ensure that it blended in with the mood of the region and its more well establish competitors. 

Al-Arabiya covered the Nakba theme for two weeks and began its coverage with the airing of a documentary called “The Road to 181”, a reference to the UN Security Council resolution of 1947 authorizing the partitioning of Palestine. The documentary was co-directed by a Palestinian and an Israeli claims to approach the issues from an impartial and impersonal perspective. Al-Arabiya’s editorial policy during this period is perhaps best represented by its programming on the 15th of May the day of official commemoration of the Nakba. The programme مقابلة خاصة (Mukabala Khassa) a one-on-one interview programme which featured President George Bush avoided the subject altogether, despite the President’s high profile address to the Knesset on the occasion of the establishment of the State. Instead the interviewer concentrated on the Presidents views regarding the fighting between Fatah and Hamas.  On another high profile and regular programme بانوراما (Panorama) on the 15th of May the subject was the Lebanese opposition and the Lebanese Army.  The only audience poll on the Palestinian issue during May asked “What are the reasons for the intra-Palestinian killings”. The focus of the channels programming during May was on events in Lebanon and not the Nakba. Alarabiya is widely seen as being unsympathetic to the Palestinian cause and evidence of this reputation can be found in many comments on the alarabiya.net website, for example: 

They praise themselves 

From: Stranger 

08:59 GMT 10/05/2008

The Al-Arabiya channel provides unique and diverse coverage” Lord only knows why Al-Arabiya praises itself and goes on to say that it will cover the history of the Palestinian Catastrophe in a unique and diverse way despite the fact that it is well known that this secular, non-native  and untruthful channel  is both out of touch and lacking in truthfulness.

The channel’s limited news production capacity means that the Al-Arabiya website in particular depends heavily on buying and translating news stories from Reuters, AFP and other agencies. This effectively means that stories published on the website viewed by Arab audiences as clearly formulating the conflict from a “Western” perspective. For example, the website drew heavy criticism from readers on the 10th of May when a news item describing an Israeli airstrike, in which 5 Palestinians were killed, as being caused by Palestinian rocket fire on Israel. The title “After a Qassam missile barrage kills an Israeli: 5 Palestinians die in two Israeli strikes on Hamas Police in Gaza” (AFP) was read as implying that the Palestinians and Hamas in particular were the initial aggressors, and that the airstrike came in retaliation to that incident. Furthermore the news item described Palestinians as simply having “died” which attracted dozens of readers to write in expressing their outrage that Al-Arabiya had not described the 5 dead as “martyrs”. 

In contrast, BBC Arabic’s coverage and clarity in terms of recognising the Nakba went far further than Al-Arabiya, which was clearly felt to have fallen short of the expectations of many of its users in terms “trustworthiness”. However, it may be that if Al-Arabiya were not a Saudi owned channel it would not have attracted as much criticism for not adhering to contextual norms of expression in the current political environment in the region; the BBC for example, was not criticised for not using the term ‘martyr’ to describe the Palestinian dead. 

Al-Jazeera prepared intensively for the 60th anniversary of the Nakba, producing a series of documentaries, interactive features and coverage under the title “An Unforgettable Truth”. This included a four part documentary Al-Nakba, as well as Mohammed Heikal’s recollections of the Nakba (with 32,000 people watching it on youtube alone in the 3 months following broadcast). Importantly, the documentary series represents one of the few attempts to produces an Arabic audio visual narrative of the events leading up to the Nakba and its aftermath. Al-Jazeera was unapologetically pro-Palestinian in its coverage of the Nakba, deploying a narrative of the devastation of historic Palestine by Zionist militias and British design. Personal testimonies of survivors of the Nakba were aired between programmes and news broadcasts along with short (1 minute) information films educating viewers about the size, geography, population, history and economy of over 400 Palestinian villages destroyed by Israeli paramilitaries in 1948.  All Al-Jazeera’s regular programmes dedicated at least one episode to the subject of the Nakba. Even programmes like “the opposite direction” which pit one viewpoint in opposition to another demonstrated that despite the guests fierce disagreement on the reasons for the Nakba and the failure of the Arab world to address the Palestinian and on ways forward, all guests were all in agreement that the establishment of the State of Israel was a disaster for the Palestinians and the region as a whole. Al-Jazeera’s mandate is to present the news “with Arab eyes” and therefore understandably there was no attempt by the channel to reconcile Israeli celebrations with Palestinian mourning. Al-Jazeera effectively made 2008 the year of the commemoration of the Nakba and received widespread acclaim from viewers for its coverage, which in particular was felt by Palestinians to surpass in detail, narrative and extent the attempts of all other Arabic language broadcasters to commemorate the Nakba.

Participation Compared

BBC Arabic’s flagship programme نقطة حوار (Nuktat Hiwar) or “Talking point” was the main platform for discussing the May anniversaries. Indeed the programme is one of the principle platforms for audience participation on the channel. It operates as a 50 minute television phone in discussion which continues on the BBC Arabic radio for a further 40 minutes. Throughout these broadcasts web users and viewers can write in with their comments via email, text or video, while a member of the programme’s team surveys the threads and contributions, providing a regular gauge of public opinion to the viewers. The format thus draws on established models for generating interactivity between media as described in the case of World Have Your Say above, and indeed Talking Point uses the title of the first World Service phone in programme to feature online engagement, launched in 1998. The offer of participation is central to BBC Arabic’s marketing strategy, and probably vital if as a European owned broadcaster it is to establish its credibility amongst Arab audiences.  Hence in addition to the Talking point programme BBC Arabic’s website contains a number of features eliciting audience participation; including a list of the most popular news items and a number of features calling on viewers to “participate with your opinion”, “contact us” or send “your video participations”.

The phone-in format is popular among television audiences and broadcasters across the Arab world, principally because in a region where the views of the average citizen are not taken seriously and where there are almost no effective mechanisms, platforms or forums where their personal opinions can be aired publically, the phone-in format provides viewers the rare opportunity to literally “air” their opinions.  In its early years many of Al-Jazeera’s programmes built their reputation and following on the fact that normal citizens were given the opportunity to call-in to live debate programmes to give their opinions. While Al-Jazeera still offers its viewers many opportunities to participate during live programmes, live phone-ins have decreased dramatically. Instead viewers are encouraged to write in via email or SMS. Possibly the tendency for phone-ins to attract views highly critical and often abusive of Arab leaders has led Al-Jazeera to opt for modes of participation that the channel can more easily control. 

Both BBC Arabic and Al-Jazeera offer viewers, listeners and web users the chance to air their views on open ended questions within their forums. In both cases participants must register as forum users and adhere to the rules of participation at risk of exclusion. These measure work towards creating a community of discussants and to encourage users accountability. However we faced a comparability problem, because surprisingly, despite the availability of an extensive and archived forums section on Al-Jazeera, , there were no forums open on the subject of the Nakba during May 2008, so a direct comparison of forum data from Al-Jazeera and BBC Arabic on the topic was not possible. In practice during May 2008 the overwhelming use of the comment forms on Al-Jazeera sent thanks and praise for the huge resources and attention the channel had given to the commemoration of the Nakba, with little or no discussion. Given Al-Jazeera’s audience and this evidence of unequivocal support for its openly partisan stance, it seems there was little to discuss; however, this was no true of its English forums, as we shall see below. 

Al-Arabiya does not have a forums feature on its website, but attracted feedback in reference mainly to translated agency news items or editorials from mostly Gulf newspapers republished on the channels website. Readers “comments” were therefore framed in reference to a particular article or programme and not an open ended question for deliberation. In contrast, BBC Arabic does not offer this facility to its readers. 

Because of these inconsistencies across the three services we were forced to take a less rigorous approach to comparative analysis of Nakba coverage. Effectively this meant that a regulated BBC Arabic forum on the Nakba and the creation of the state of Israel containing 892 participations was compared to, on the one hand, less rigorously regulated and framed talkbacks on 14 news items containing a total of 594 user comments on Al-Arabiya, and on the other hand Al-Jazeera’s strategy of incorporating audience participation into its Nakba programming. Despite its limitations, this approach allows us to compare three different strategies and evaluate their achievements and shortcomings. 

The framing of contributions as either تعليقات or “comments” or “مشاركات or “participations” has implications for the nature of the conversation. The framing of written audience participation on Al-Arabiya as تعليقات or “comments” gives the impression of being univocal as opposed to dialogical. Hence Al-Arabiya’s main forms of audience participation (video posts and comments) do not seem to encourage exchanges between users but instead singular expression. 

The substance of a number of comments on the Al-Arabiya website suggests that the talkbacks are not rigorously moderated. Some of the postings were provocative and occasionally inappropriately insensitive. These ranged from character assassinations of Palestinians, particularly those in the diaspora, as deceitful and money-driven, to accusations that Palestinians had brought about their own Nakba by selling their land to Jews. Many of the talkback threads became concerned with responding to these kinds of posts and in many cases responses were rather simplistic, creating a linear chain of comments where unmitigated personal opinions were aired and subsequently either echoed, condemned and very occasionally substantively responded to by others. A good example of this situation is available in the thread attached to the article ‘In commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the Catastrophe: An Elderly Palestinian woman tells of her life among the Jews and Christians before her forced migration’ (see table below). The first comment on the thread reads as follows 

1 – To the author, by the way my grandmother’s nephew was Lebanese - does that count?

By: saudicool 15/05/2008 03:18 GMT

From the way she looks its seems that her grandchildren must be in Chile or Brazil after her father was paid a few dollars and sold his land to the Jews and she never made it onto the boat from Cyprus because they didn’t have enough money for the ticket; and God brings all to the righteous path.

Of the 53 replies in that thread 36 of them or (68%) were in response to this comment, many of them condemning the author and accusing him of being amongst other things “shameless” “traitorous” or as one user wrote:

20- Tunisie

By: Moez 15/05/2008 04:30GMT

Attention, Number 1 is from Israel.

Adapting the coding scheme developed Street and Wright (2005) on the basis of previous studies’ attempts to quantify the deliberative and interactive properties of on-line forums, the contributions were coded according to whether each comment (i) simply provided information or opinion, without substantive engagement with other contributors, (ii) sought information or opinion from other contributors, (iii) posed a new but relevant question, thus ‘seeding’ a new thread of discussion (iv) replied to another comment, and (v) reflectively incorporated insight or argument from another comment. Clearly, there is a subjective element in judging allocation to these categories, which we attempted to address cross-referencing between Arabic and English to ensure consistency across the study. 

The results of coding the Al-Arabiyya comments suggest that the comment format is not conducive to deliberation or interaction between participants.

	Table 2: Coding of sampled comments on www.alarabiya.net

	Total number of posts
	594
	432
	12
	5
	130
	14

	
	Total
	Provide
	Seek
	Seed
	Reply
	Incorp’

	                                                                                        Coded as % 
	72%
	2%
	0.80%
	22%
	0.20%


As the table demonstrates that there are few direct engagements with the comments of other users in the talkback format. Furthermore, the relatively high number of replies (22%) cannot be used to support the argument that this type of online discussion board facilitates written exchanges of a deliberative nature without qualifying the substance of those replies: in the overwhelming majority of cases replies did not incorporate new information, or challenge other comments in a considered and constructive manner. 

Turning to the BBC Arabic’s forum one of the initial questions was, would there be a variation in the proportion of responses on the BBC Arabic that could be classed as deliberative or interactive in comparison to those on Al-Arabiya? Although we were unable to obtain a full recording of the “Talking point” programme relating to the establishment of the State of Israel and the Nakba we were able to obtain 5 audio/video contributions sent in by viewers and aired on the ‘Talking point’ programme along with the entire forum discussion containing 829 contributions.

Significantly, although the forum, published on 01/05/2008, was clearly designed to address both the impending Israeli celebration and corresponding Palestinian commemorations, the forum was carefully worded to draw it away from the issue of the Nakba and instead asked:  Why have international efforts to resolve this crisis been unsuccessful up to now? What steps do the two parties need to take to end the conflict?

In terms of forum design, BBC Arabic’s forum was reactively but extensively moderated, in common with the BBC WHYS format outlined above. Those wishing to take part had to register as a forum participant. Information was available on how to make a contribution, what rules applied to the discussion boards, and how to make a complaint about abusive or inappropriate posts by registered users. Some users complained about what they regarded as censorship of their freedom of expression, although they were in a minority. For example, ‘Abu Muhammed’ from Britain commented:

Added at04/05/2008 04:56 GMT

To those at the BBC, occasionally you are considered to be lacking in objectivity. For example when I say that Palestine is for the Palestinians and not for the gangs of the Hagana and I mentioned a historical fact that these gangs came from Europe and Russia; is there any justification for excluding historical facts from my participation[?] The exclusion of parts of participations related to the history of Palestine can have no justification.

Abu Muhammed – Britain

Unlike the talkback format used on Al-Arabiya, users on the BBC Arabic forum had the ability to recommend posts by other users. The following forum post by Abu Jabal from Cairo received the most recommendations

Added 06/05/2008 at 01:34GMT

To Sa’ad Al-Sa’di from occupied Baghdad; why look for answers at the distant and uncertain ancient past? Look at recent history which is more reliable and ask yourself, where are the Red Indians in the land of America? or look to the even more painful present and ask where the Iraqis in the land of Iraq? Have you left all this and relied on an ancient past that nobody but God knows. And another question - is religion static and unchanging over the course of history? How can we decide what is right and divide land based on religion? Giving a Jewish person a right to the land of Palestine even if they were a Hindu and just converted to Judaism yesterday and deny it to those who have left Judaism. That is the most absurd of absurdities

Abu Jabal – Cairo 

Recommended by 22 people. 

Yet despite the more rigorous methods used to facilitate and moderate the BBC forum, the coding revealed that, as with the Al-Arabiya comments, the vast majority of contributions were statements (86%) not substantively engaged with other comments, seeking information or seeding a new discussion, although the proportion of the substantively engaged comments did increase significantly (from 0.2% to 14%).  

[image: image1.wmf]Reply

Search

Support

State

Frame

Quote

Incorporate

Religious

WHYS E

Al-Arabiya

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

WHYS E

Al-Jaz E

HYS E

Al-Arabiya

BBC Arab


Thirty percent of the replies on the discussion were directed at one individual from Egypt, who argued forcefully and consistently on behalf of the Israeli position on a number of issues.  This participant, accompanied by two other forum participants’, deployed arguments that within an Arab context would be considered as “liberal” and overtly pro-Israeli. Their overtly pro-Israeli opinions drew criticism throughout the thread, as many questioned their loyalties and origins, for example: 

Added 30/05/2008 01:03GMT 

Sister Sarah from Kuwait, you said to me “You are Israeli in your thought and character”. And so what if I am? Have I imposed my opinion upon anyone? Is it necessary for me to think in the same way as you? My dear lady, are all your children identical in the way they think, in substance or in character? And you say to me “Hating Israel means resisting normalisation with it and a reminder to our children and grandchildren that Palestine is occupied”. I ask you, what about half of the Arabs that have normalised relations with Israel, which is recognised by the international community? You also said “If someone threw you out of your home and killed your children and displaced them, will you love them?” I answer you the Israelis not “coming” it is here and they came without my permission!!

Anwar Sidra – Cairo Recommended by 0 people  

The vast majority of comments came from the Arab world and of those the overwhelming majority were from Egypt (34%). Diasporic individuals outside the MENA region represented less than 10% of participations (9.9%).  Questioning the importance we give to the concept of diasporic audiences with reference to foreign language services. Of the 30 contributions from the UK, 17 came from one individual; similarly 4 of the 5 participations from Holland came from one individual. 

Statistics alone cannot help us to gain an accurate picture of the outcome or state or value of these exchanges and platforms. In this respect two research questions posed by Wilhelm (2000) are helpful:

i. To what extent is there in-group homogeneity of political opinion within usenet groups?

ii. To what extent are the substantive, practical questions debated rationally in contradistinction to ad hominem argumentation not susceptible to criticism or grounding?

As the focus of the project is BBC Arabic we undertook another level of coding using discourse analysis techniques asking the question: How do people talk about the 60th anniversary of the Palestinian Catastrophe and catastrophe and the establishment of the State of Israel on the BBC online forum?

Discourse analysis offers a wide range of tools with which to undertake a close examination of language in use.  Critical discourse analysis encourages the use of mixed methods departing significantly from the more formal analytic concerns of discursive psychology and the genealogical interests of Foucauldian discourse analysis.  It is grounded in ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and speech act theory. It treats discourse as action, and accepts the fluidity/ variability of discourses.  The most important analytical tool we will use is the concept of the interpretive repertoire.  An interpretive repertoire is ‘a lexicon or register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to characterize actions and events’ (Potter & Wetherell 1987, p. 138). 

In the case of our discussion the event is the anniversaries of the Palestinian catastrophe and the 60th anniversary celebrations celebration of the establishment of Israel

The repertoires identified from the forum were as follows:

1) The Islamist repertoire 

2) The nationalist repertoire

3) The Liberal repertoire

The most straightforward way of validating the existence of these repertoires is to present the evidence of their existence to the reader, the interpretive repertoires emanate from the discussion forum. In other words, phrases and metaphors in the repertoires can be found throughout the discussion forum with regularity of form and composition.  

	المرجع القومي
	The nationalist repertoire:

	إسرائيل ورم سرطاني
	Israel is a cancerous tumour

	إسرائيل اغتصبت ارض فلسطين
	Israel has raped the land of Palestine

	ما اخذ بالقوة لا يسترد إلى بالقوة
	What has been taken by force can be returned only by force

	المجتمع الدولي منحاز لطرف إسرائيل
	The international community is biased in Israel’s favour

	السلام مع الكيان الصهيوني الاستعماري مرفوض
	Peace with the Imperialist Zionist entity  is rejected

	ضعف و عدم شرعية الأنظمة العربية
	The weakness and illegitimacy of so called “Arab” regimes


	المرجع الإسلامي
	The Islamist repertoire:

	الصراع مع إسرائيل صراع عقاﺌدي
	The conflict with Israel is religious

	الرجوع للإسلام الوسيلة الوحيدة لمواجهة إسرائيل
	Returning to Islam is the only means to confront Israel

	قيام إسرائيل مذكور في القران الكريم
	Israel’s ascendance is prophesised in the Quran

	نكبة فلسطين نتيجة التأمر على نظام الخلافة
	The Palestinian catastrophe is the result of the abandonment of the Caliphate

	كما حرر المقاومة الإسلامية جنوب لبنان ستحرر فلسطين
	In the same way that Hezbollah liberated south Lebanon Palestine will be freed

	لا فاﺌدة في المعاهدات مع إسرائيل – ف وسفهم الله في القران بأنهم إذا وعدو اخلفوا وإذا أتمن خان
	There is no point in negotiating with theIsrael’s – Allah has described them in the Quran as breakers of trust and promises 


	
المرجعاللبرالي
	The Liberal repertoire

	دولة إسرائيل أصبحت حقيقة يجب التعامل معها
	The State of Israel has become a reality we must deal with 

	اليهود لديهم حق تاريخي في العيش في ارض فلسطين التاريخية
	The Jewish people have a historical right to live in the land of Palestine 

	لا يوجد بديل للمفاوضات مع إسرائيل
	There is no alternative to negotiating with Israel

	السلام مع إسرائيل خيار استراتيجي
	Peace with Israel is a strategic choice 

	الحقد والشعارات وتشدد الأعمى لا يؤدي  إلى شيء 
	Hatred, rhetoric and blind extremism has got us nowhere 

	مبروك لاسرائيل
	Congratulations to Israel 


Of the 829 contributions on the forum 93% (or 775) participations correspond to one of the three repertoires identified.                          

	 
	Repertoires  
	

	Islamist 
	Nationalist 
	Liberal

	87
	523
	165

	12%
	67%
	21%


The overwhelming majority of participations corresponded to a contemporary version of the pan-Arab nationalist discourse (67%). Although liberal repertoires were used in 21% of participations, those using them received predominantly negative responses from other users. 

It is important to put these participations into context; in brief, discursive psychology has shown how while basic conversational strategies are common regardless of the language, the appropriateness and norms of each language produce variations in the way that people tend to speak about particular issues (e.g. immigration and immigrants). Conversation, indeed deliberation, in English is governed by a different sense of what is appropriate to say (discourses rule in and rule out different ways of talking about an object) and what are appropriate linguistic means for delivering a message to Arabic. Therefore the use of nationalist repertoires by the majority of forum users says more about their concern to appear patriotic rather than necessarily a reflection of the way they think about the conflict.

The second point to take into account is that English, which is a global lingua franca, is more likely to attract a wider variety of people to participate in debates and consequently give rise to a larger number of discourses and require a more complex negotiation with the diasporic other. The global PR battle over the Arab-Israeli conflict is conducted in English and particular approaches to presenting the position of each side adhere particular repertoires which, according to speech act theory, are deployed as much to manage stake and identity in a particular interactional situation (TV interview, letter to the editor, online forum) as they are to present consistent and appropriate argumentation. As such those debating the Arab Israeli conflict in English are likely to deploy language in a way that presents them as rational, compromising, empathetic but dispassionate, and perhaps above all as deploying a Habermasian separation between politics and culture.  The universalist values associated with Hambermas’s communicative actions are a self fulfilling prophecy. They have become normalised as ideal speech acts and forms in “western” contexts and consequently “elite” or as Bakhtin would describe them “centrifugal discourses” have incorporated these values into western linguistic forms, repertoires and discourses. 

Consequently, forms of expression that are traditionalist, mythico-magical or religious-metaphysical are disqualified from being valid communicative acts, or in our case as not containing enough incorporation, seeking, seeding and replying; ultimately this approach rules out the validity of other “lifeworlds”. Bakhtin's concern with the aesthetic, the axiomatic and the emotional, and Ortiz’s concern with transcultural ethics can can help us to validate and understand forms of expression which are currently considered a problem for policy makers in the west. Such understanding is perhaps ever more urgent in the wake of the Arab Spring and the election of Islamist parties, so far in in Tunisia and Egypt, and very likely in other parts of the Middle East. .  

English Language Forums

The English language forums considered reflected the fact that English language audiences were concerned with marking not just the anniversary of Al-Nakba but also that of the state of Israel. Hence discussion included discussion of both Israeli and Palestinian issues and perspectives. The two BBC debates chosen were 'What does the future hold for Israel?' ('Have Your Say'; run by the BBC's News division, bbcnews.com) and 'Do Palestinians Need to Accept there can never be a home-coming?' (BBC World Have Your Say, run by the World Service). The Al-Jazeera English forum from 15-16 May 2008 was not available for analysis, so a similar topic from later in the year, 'Does Israel Need a Different Kind of Politics?' was chosen. The occasion for this debate was Israeli leader Tzipi Libni's call for early elections after her Kadima party's failure to form a coalition government on 26 October 2008.  

One interesting feature of these debates is that they provide a forum for some Arab-Israeli and Muslim-Jewish dialogue, with participants from Kuwait, Qatar, Iraq, and Iran  interacting with Israeli participants in each case, although these voices hardly dominated: US participation was highest except for WHYS, which attracts large African audiences. The proportions of contributors by country of origin (where known, by self report), are given in Figure 5.

	
	WHYS (n=44)
	HYS (n=346)
	Al-Jazeera (n=44)

	United States & Canada
	16%
	17%
	37 %

	Other sub Saharan Africa 
	30% (of which Nigeria 16%) 
	8%
	12%

	Western Europe 
	7%
	16% (of which UK 11%)
	11%

	Israel
	2%
	6%
	7%

	MENA (except Israel) 
	11%
	9%
	-

	South Asia
	-
	8%
	5%


The two BBC debates were hosted by different parts of the corporation, although both were linked to World Service broadcast content. HYS is hosted by bbcnews.com, which is linked to the BBC's main news site (and hence attracting the highest volume of traffic in our study), and is a fully pre-moderated message board, meaning that all content is read before it is posted and the proportion of material posted varies from 10-90% (Herbert and Black 2007). Although some responses to others' comments are published, pre moderation limits the conversational aspect of the format. This provides a very different feel to WHYS, where reactive moderation allows for a much freer flow of conversation, and longitudinal studies show greater regular participation. The connection between blog (where the content of the day's debate is discussed), broadcast radio phone-in show and follow-up forum has arguably created some sense of on-line community, and greater trust and intimacy is arguably evident between participants. Consider the following exchange:

Steve (UK?) May 15, 2008 at 4:16pm

There are refugees from every other conflict in history, and they all moved on. There are ethnic Germans got kicked out of the Czech republic after WW2. ... Israel isn't going to accept a large group of hostile people within Israel proper, just like the Jews expelled from Muslim countries realise it wouldn't be the wisest move to go back to those countries, yet history ignores Jewish refugees because Israel took them in, and didn't keep them in refugee camps like the Arabs do with Palestinians.

...

Lubna (Iraq) May 15, 2008 at 5:14pm and 6:56pm

Hello Precious Steve ... you go back to Precious Ros' post 'Happy Birthday Israel?' and read a comment of mine (no. 87 I think) in which I described how Baghdadi Jews used to live in Baghdad before 1948... The right of returning back home gain for Palestinian refugees never dies no matter how much time has passed ... the Jews were nearly 2000 years put of their homeland, and they still wanted to return.

This sense of online community influences the kind of interaction that the forum contains, and especially increases the proportion of participants who ask questions of others, and who show evidence of careful (if critical!) reading of others' comments, for example by quoting them. The Al Jazeera site achieves a sense of dialogue in a different way, by having many contributions from a small number of active individuals (who could be said to dominate the discussion); in this situation, there are no questions (other than rhetorical) of other participants, and no quoting, but a high proportion of replies. The proportions of comments by type in English and Arabic are presented in Figure 6:

Conclusion

The study highlights the importance of the recognition of cultural and political context for the comparative evaluation of on-line forums in different languages. The Arabic comment facilities primarily affirm solidarities and articulate resistance to what are perceived as antagonistic and globally dominant discourses, mostly articulated in English. However, the concept of transculturation, in which:  

dominated groups choose [& use] elements from the cultural products that are produced and distributed by the dominant culture (Nielsen 1995: 809)

...provides a way of conceptualising how engagement and articulation within forums opens the possibility of transforming dominant cultures through participation in their cultural practices, while the examples of media contraflow from WHYS exemplify (albeit limited) challenges to dominant geopolitical and commercial trends. 

Furthermore, Mayhew's (1997) understanding of rhetoric can help us to see how different patterns of discourse in English and Arabic language forums can both be seen as at least potentially linked to democratization or democratic deepening.  Mayhew offers an account of the 'New Public' of multi-media and professional communication which seeks to chart a course between an idealized account of public discourse that risks irrelevance to social analysis, and a realism that reduces the public sphere to the strategic action of power politics. His rehabilitation of rhetoric and concept of ‘forums for the redemption of rhetorical tokens’ is highly relevant to our concerns. Against Habermas he seeks to rehabilitate rhetoric as a social practice which can enhance participation:

Rhetoric is not merely the instrumental, not just a way of tricking your opponents with a flow of words, but a means of entering public life. Rhetoric integrates culture and eloquence by providing life enhancing vocabularies for social participation (1997 p. 35).

Rhetoric serves as a kind of shorthand because time, resources and space for argument are limited. As such, rhetoric relies on trust, trust that behind rhetorical 'tokens' lie arguments which could redeemed if necessary. Inflated rhetoric, based on unrealistic claims which cannot be redeemed, undermine such trust and lead to disillusionment with political institutions, decline in participation, apathy and resentment. To counter this problem, public forums for the redemption of rhetorical tokens are needed:

From a sociological standpoint, the public sphere does not depend on the unrealistic notion that rhetoric can be banished in favor of fully rational discourse on all issues at all times, but on the institutionalization of forums for the redemption of rhetorical tokens (ibid. p. 15)

Mayhew identifies several features of the New Public that serve to dissociate public deliberation from the structure of social life. These include the use of dissociated symbols which bear only weak ties to issues of public policy, techniques such as ‘narrowcasting’, or targetting influential groups and avoiding wider public debate, ‘spin’, in the sense of ‘strategic rhetorical devices to avoid answering questions directly’, and plain one-sided communication (ibid., p. 237). They also include the commericalization of political campaigning, the cost of television access, the compression of messages in this medium and the use of negative campaigning. Bearing in mind our earlier discussions, the differentiation of public space and the fragmentation of audiences must also be considered, even though the same trends simultaneously enhance the possibility of the presentation of diverse perspectives. 

As counter-trends, Mayhew identifies a variety of ‘deliberative forums for communicative redemption’ (ibid., p. 256) which have developed in America - milieux where the rhetorical tokens of civic leaders can be redeemed. He distinguishes ‘forums’ where more than one standpoint is represented from ‘platforms’ where a single position dominates. He further distinguishes between diffuse, third-party, and citizen forums, and between moderated or indirect and direct debate. Diffuse forums provide a good opportunity for broad participation, but the lack of constraints makes it easy for leaders to evade demands for the redemption of tokens. Third party forums are organized by independent groups and tend to be characterised by an opportunity for different sides to present their views, together with critical comment by a third party. Standard newspaper articles often follow this format. Citizen forums enable the general public to quiz leaders, and have multiplied with the proliferation of talk shows in recent years. The fact that the questioners are not known to the public arguably facilitates concentration on the quality of argument rather then the prestige of the antagonist, but many talk shows narrowcast to a particular constituency or focus on issues of little relevance to public policy. Indirect debate interposes a third party questioner between antagonists, typified by American presidential debates. Direct debate is favoured by most of the American public but resisted by candidates, presumably because indirect debate means they can avoid persistent awkward questions from actual antagonists. The BBCWS forums provide example of both moderated and direct forums in a transnational public space. Their direct impact on democratization and democratic deepening in the Middle East and the West is difficult to measure, but their potential to provide a transnational space for depending mutual understanding and the redemption of rhetorical tokens is considerable. 
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�	 Interview with Mark Sandell, April 2007, conducted by Tracey Black. Thanks to Mark Sandell for his time and permission to use his interview material.


�	Explain 'Tuning In'


�	  Sandell, Note 1 op. cit. 


�	Interview with Mark Sandell, date. 





