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“Democracy amid Media Fragmentation and Diversification: Iraq, 
Lebanon ‘Tishreen’ Movements” 

 
Fida Jamil Mikdashi 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Media pluralism and diversity are among indicators of freedom and liberalism in a 
society. Critics cautious of media polarization can undermine national cohesion and 
infuriate societal fragmentation. This paper explores both propositions through a 
comparative analysis of Lebanon and Iraq’s experiences. This thesis sheds light on media 
coverage of the popular protests that took place in both countries during the October 2019 
protests. It reveals that the broadcast media (traditional TV stations) has infuriated public 
tensions and polarization among different sectarian cleavages. The quality of information 
and news analysis provided was meant to infuriate and mobilize sectarian adherents, 
hence undermining the quality of information and up-raising sectarian political 
leadership. In contrast, alternative social media coverages (Facebook & Twitter) provided 
more accurate and objective coverage and analyses while being massively reported by 
protestors and loyalists. Thus, this thesis concludes that diversity in social media is 
emerging as an important safeguard for pluralism and informed citizens. This conclusion 
is supported by a qualitative comparative analysis of media contents from the beginning 
of the protests in October 2019 to the end of December 2019. The analysis utilizes 
content coded analysis to identify patterns of discussions around protest themes, such 
engagements and debate center around the slogan of “كلن 'عني كلن” (everyone means 
everyone), “نا)' &خذ حقي” (coming to claim my rights). Another conclusion of the 
comparative analysis indicates that traditional media (broadcast) has played a divisive 
and sectarian indoctrination role while being controlled by political elites. Hence, this 
thesis finds that democracy is better served through publicly run social media rather than 
by elite controlled traditional broadcasts. 

Keywords: Lebanon, Iraq, October 2019 Protests, Democracy, Broadcast Media, social 
media, Diversity, Fragmentation, Media Framing, Digital Elites, Coup Media, Electronic 
Army, Democracy, Sectarianism.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

MEDIA IN THE MIDDLE EAST 
 

1.1.  Democracy Amid Media Fragmentation 

  Initially, the October 2019 uprisings that took place in Lebanon and Iraq 

seemed to be different from one another in nature. Protests in Lebanon were peaceful 

movements all-throughout the nation, as people celebrated a renewed hope for a better 

future. On the other hand, Iraq’s protests erupted into anger and violence. Despite these 

apparent contrasts, the core demands of the people were the same—the overthrowing of 

the ruling sectarian elites and the call for significant modifications of the constitutional 

structures (Vohra 2019).  

 Such movements initiated by the people of both nations demonstrate the 

inefficiency of the media’s coverage of their demands throughout the years. This reality 

has played an integral role in the deterioration of democracy in Iraq and Lebanon.  

 Three years before the uprisings, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) reported 

that the media’s status in these regions had been gradually failing. According to their 

rankings, out of 180 nations for press freedom, Lebanon ranked 98th (Naharnet 2022) and 

dropped to the 101st in 2019 due to political unrest (Merlo 2019). On the other hand, Iraq 

ranked 158th in the 2016 World Press Freedom Index—a sign that shows Iraq as one of the 

riskiest countries for journalists to work in (Reporters Without Borders 2017). However, 

according to the RSF ranking in 2019, Iraq’s rank went up to 156th (Iraqi Thoughts 

2019)—an indicator of some, but not significant, improvement. 

 As a result, this study seeks to examine how pluralistic media institutions 

operate and how their operations influence political change and democracy in Iraq and 
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Lebanon. Additionally, it explores the content of news media published during the 

October 2019 uprisings that Social Media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, have 

endorsed, assessing the degree to which this has contributed to shaping public opinion and 

mobilizing the public. However, to be able to perform such assessments, it is first crucial 

to review the literature concerning media politics. According to the literature, the effect of 

politics on the media environment has been the subject of much research.  

1.2. Democracy Dilemma  

According to Literature, there is a divide among scholars concerning media 

fragmentation and its effect on democracy. Some scholars argue that the more fragmented 

media is, the more divergent dialogues exist, and the more represented diverse 

perspectives become. This is considered an indication of the implementation of a 

democratic system. Other scholars counter this argument by maintaining that such 

diversity has the power to polarize the community, establishing a cause for increased 

divisions and chaos, ultimately threatening democracy.   

Consequently, this paper investigates these two hypotheses through a comparative 

case study of Lebanon and Iraq, examining the conventional and contemporary media 

coverage of the October 2019 uprisings. Thus, not only does the study test how media, in 

its currently fragmented and pluralistic nature, can either exemplify or hinder public 

opinion and demands, but it also focuses on how the broadcast channels represent 

communitarian interests rather than national ones. The study then refutes that statement by 

making a case of how social media platforms act in a rather different capacity.   

Therefore, an important research question this study aims to answer is; how does 

media coverage and communication either promote or obstruct democracy? Accordingly, 

the study further explores the effects of protest mobilization and how it became conflict 
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management tool in such divided societies throughout the October 2019 uprisings by 

examining the data acquired from media content on broadcast and social media platforms.  

1.3. The Role of Media 

As aforementioned, this study examines how media contributes or obstructs 

democracy; therefore, it is vital to provide a general overview of the Literature 

surrounding this debate before narrowing the discussion to Lebanon and Iraq.   

1.3.1.      A Constructive Role 

As mentioned in a previous section, some scholars argue that media fragmentation 

promotes democracy through a higher possibility of equal representation of different ideas 

and perspectives in diverse forms of media platforms—private, public and communitarian; 

thus, preventing monopoly, promoting inclusion and contributing to a balanced media 

sector (Foss 2009). 

It is important to note that literature has shown that scholars have divided media 

plurality into two categories. According to Reporters Without Borders (2016), the term 

can either refer to a variety of viewpoints, analyses, and issues (internal pluralism), or a 

variety of media sources, mediums (print, radio, TV, or internet), and the cohabitation of 

privately owned and publicly supported media.  

Advocates of media pluralism maintain that the fragmentation of news channels 

and information not only caters to larger scopes of audiences with different views and 

tastes, but also allows greater citizen participation. As such, this provides citizens with the 

opportunity and power to become part of the conversation (Christians 2006; Ward 2009), 

raising the question of the media’s role as the fourth estate of democracy, an essential 

component of communitarian ethics (Christians, Ferre & Fackler 1993; Ward 2009). 

Christians (1993) and Saeedi (2021) claim that communitarian ethics emphasize the 
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media’s ethical obligation to participate in discussions with the people it serves. Thus, the 

news media provides a platform for diverse voices and perspectives, ensuring that a wide 

range of views and opinions are raised.  

Lebanon’s media environment, which emerged as a hub for regional media by 

becoming the first Arab country to permit private radio and television (BBC 2022), is an 

intriguing example due to the active participation of the nation’s political and opposition 

groups in media. Such an environment translates into the inclusion of a tremendous 

amount of political diversity despite their differences.  

The reality is exemplified by how, in the 19th century, diverse sects started 

producing their independent journals and publications, voicing their opposition to the 

Ottoman rule and later the French mandate, and vocalizing their ideals concerning other 

events that led up to Lebanon’s independence in 1943 (Media Ownership Monitor 2018). 

Additionally, in the context of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), communication 

experts highlighted the sectarian differences in the media environment and how they 

divided the nation’s media landscape. Throughout these years, political groups and 

battling militias took advantage of the state’s failed system and launched uncensored 

private radio and television channels that lasted from 1975-1990 (Friedrich Naumann 

Foundation 2021). As a result, these news platforms and networks were dominantly owned 

or supported by political elites and their regional sponsors.  

Nabil Dajani, a media lecturer at the American University of Beirut, viewed 

Lebanese newspapers as "viewspapers” (Dabbous 2011). The three television networks 

that emerged with the most influence are LBCI, Al Jadeed and MTV, owned by the Daher-

Saad, Khayat and Murr families respectively, and Hezbollah’s official television network 

is Al Manar (Reporters Without Borders 2022). Furthermore, the audiovisual media 
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industry became accessible again to new political views after the withdrawal of Syrian 

Forces from Lebanon in 2005 (Samir Kassir Eyes 2020).  

In later years, a significant amount of news websites began to develop. It became 

most evident during the October 2019 uprisings. Despite the existence of traditional media 

that serves as a megaphone for political elites, at the onset of the uprisings, Lebanese 

citizens saw the emergence of a new, independent media (De Lapparent 2021). The 2019 

protests provided alternative media the opportunity to infiltrate the media environment and 

present a counterbalance to the traditional platforms (Gibon 2021).  

In fact, according to Hammarberg (2011), proponents of media pluralism saw hope 

not only in traditional media, but also in the new form of media. Yan (2021), provides 

insight on how advocates emphasize social media’s role in creating new platforms for a 

more democratic political discussion, challenging the power of traditional media and 

increasing access to information.  

Such platforms include The Public Source, which focuses on in-depth reporting, 

and Daraj Media, a Lebanese digital platform founded by senior journalists. Both are 

leading the way in investigative journalism (Bahja 2021). Megaphone, another significant 

independent media platform established by young volunteers in 2017, uses a 

predominantly social media driven approach that aims at disrupting the established 

narratives of the politically controlled traditional media, and gives a voice to the 

marginalized and underrepresented populations (European Endowment for Democracy 

2021). Today, Megaphone has become among Lebanon’s powerful and vocal media 

platforms.  

Furthermore, research has also shown that investigative journalism has been 

implemented and incorporated by traditional media entities as well. In fact, it has proven 

to be a powerful tool for enhancing transparency and accountability by holding institutions 
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and corporations responsible for their actions (Free Press Unlimited 2020). An important 

example is MTV’s investigation into the fire service sector that took place before the 

Beirut Port bombing in 2020, exposing that the sector is critically underprepared to 

manage such fatal calamities (Bahja 2021). 

 Another example is Al Jadeed’s “Bring Down Corrupt Rule” show, wherein Riad 

Kobeissi, a prominent investigative journalist, aims to mobilize the public and hold 

political officials accountable. In fact, Kobeissi has profoundly investigated the corruption 

cases at the Beirut Port since 2012 (Abouzeid 2021), which includes the case of the 

director general of customs, Badri Daher. As part of a series of corruption scandals on the 

channel, Kobeissi openly engaged in a heated tug-of-war with Daher, presenting 

implicating documents and other evidence incriminating him and exposing his widespread 

corruption cases and a continuous ring of bribery. According to the channel, due to 

Kobeissi’s efforts, Financial Prosecutor Ali Ibrahim in Lebanon has formally accused 

Daher of "misusing public money" after taking these records into consideration 

(Beirut.com 2019). 

Finally, media platforms provide a space through political talk-shows for both 

political and opposing parties to appear together despite their differences, allowing a 

discourse of open political discussions, debates and expression.  

Consequently, the examples above show how diverse media platforms are essential 

to democracy. Advocates build on this claim by maintaining that media pluralism provides 

marginalized and impoverished populations the opportunity to be heard. Coronel (2003) 

claims that the issues of poverty and marginalization can be tackled by allowing these 

peoples to actively participate in political and social discourse through better access to 

information. As a result, an opportunity to resolve joint problems and promote social 

reconciliation among various social groups is created (Coronel 2003). Moreover, 
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advocates argue that media pluralism is a human rights obligation (Hammarberg 2011). 

Article 11 of the European Union's Charter of Fundamental Rights guarantees freedom of 

speech and press plurality. Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights 

ensures their safety (Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom 2021).  

Simultaneously, proponents criticized how certain states obscure media plurality, 

ignoring human rights commitments (Hammarberg 2011). They contended that while 

some countries have a diverse media environment, they lack diversity in content 

(Hammarberg 2011).  

According to the media’s status as the fourth estate, political participation is 

essential in the democratic state, and social media has provided this platform by opening 

the doors for political discussions (Margetts 2018). However, despite its substantial 

potential to redistribute power by changing how citizens and governments interact and 

how they participate in political discussions, and by being a tool for mobilization, 

advocacy and transparency (Yan 2021), there is a growing distrust with this medium. In 

fact, Hammarberg (2011), highlights the fact that there is a continuously growing need for 

conventional media, stressing the requirement of knowledgeable journalists who can give 

in-depth stories and analyses of world events, as opposed to the information people 

receive through digital media. Supporters of the conventional media platforms claim that 

digital media is becoming less trustworthy in the current environment of the proliferation 

of fake news and polarizing events. Consequently, people worldwide rely less on social 

media and more on conventional news sources that have been around for a long time and 

gained their trust (O'Neill 2022). 
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1.3.2.      A Destructive Role 

By contrast to the constructive role media pluralism plays in supporting 

democracy, other scholars have counter-argued that diversification of media would split 

society, endangering democracy.  

Literature acknowledges that religion significantly influences national politics and 

daily life in Arab countries. This influence and control extend to the media, wherein news 

outlets portray diversity as a threat and endorse information that supports the opinion and 

agenda of their respective owners (Safwan and Jarbouh 2020). 

The media in Lebanon exemplifies Lebanon's conflicting state of transformation 

and persistence. As per the current media regulations, neither the government, private 

parties nor politicians are allowed to manage or control television organizations directly. 

The practice, however, is distinct but consistent with the unique socio-political framework 

of Lebanese society (Dajani 2001). Media Monitor Ownership (2018) shows that 78 

percent of Lebanese media are politically affiliated.  

Therefore, although sometimes praised as the freest in the region, the Lebanese 

media hasn't contributed to the country's progress (Dajani 2013). In fact, the media uses its 

platforms to conflate key terminologies when labeling religious sects as political parties, 

not only resulting in misleading the population, but also in conditioning their mindsets. 

Consequently, inaccuracies of the current political and economic situation of a nation are 

inaccurately portrayed, diminishing objectivity, actual diversity and transparency in media 

(Safwanand Jarbouh 2020).  

Literature has shown that some of the most prominent reasons behind the 

deteriorating quality of media includes the exploitation and control of the diversification 

of media. Hammarberg (2011), highlights that businessmen and politician’s ownership of 

these media institutions as primary reasons for the media’s failure in providing objective 
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and transparent information to the public. In this sense, political parties, establishment 

leaders, or powerful people in business use the media to push their political agendas (De 

Lapparent 2021).  

El Hage (2018), maintains that the most influential political parties in Lebanon and 

their foreign supporters not only own the nation’s media institutions in all of its forms, but 

also control the information and narratives that the Lebanese population is exposed to, 

causing tensions and divisions among people.  

A direct consequence of this reality is the journalists’ shifting priority from 

investigating the truth and relaying trustworthy information to the public, to avoiding any 

information that contradicts and irritates gatekeepers (Dajani 2013). Therefore, journalistic 

ethics and status as the fourth estate, which aims to guarantee the flow of complete and 

truthful information, bas been violated (American Society of Journalists 2014).  

The spread of erroneous information through traditional and contemporary media 

platforms has a harmful impact. Disinformation's primary objective is to falsify facts for 

nefarious purposes (Al-Kaisy 2021). For example, false information has been used to push 

forward the agendas of foreign invasions, which has been the case for Iraq, a country that 

has become a battleground for power struggles of political players (Nitti 2020). Al Mutar 

(2018) builds on this claim by describing how television networks were controlled by 

political parties and militias following the 2003 invasion of Iraq. For example, the official 

television station of the new Iraqi government “Al Iraqiya” regularly highlights the 

military's outstanding victories in the fight against extremism. On the other hand, although 

Sunni or Shiite militias murder several people every day, Iraq is portrayed on the 

American-backed television program “Al Hurra Iraq” as the embodiment of democracy 

and peace (Al Mutar 2018).  
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Chomsky (1989) and Dajani (2012), describes the media’s role as a supporting tool 

for the interconnected goals of the state and business power by framing its coverage and 

analysis in a way that preserves existing power and, as a result, inhibits debate and 

discussion. Thus, the proliferation of fake news and the disrespect for journalistic ethics 

hinder democracy. If journalists only want to profit from the rewards of journalism, it will 

inevitably lead to a fall in the caliber of reporting, the growth of corruption, and the loss of 

the traditions necessary to build a powerful newspaper (Abdel Majid 2007).  

However, misinformation and fake news in Iraq aren’t something new. The 

Baathist government of Saddam Hussein used the media as a tool for propaganda. Since 

2003, various factions with political agendas have been behind disinformation efforts in 

the Iraqi media. Authorities and non-state entities have resorted to paying for media 

outlets to spread misinformation on their behalf (Al-Kaisy 2020). In Lebanon, foreign 

countries, businesses, local organizations, and the government all provide financial aid or 

other forms of subsidies to the media. In exchange, the beneficiary institution is required 

to promote and support the policies of its financial supporters (Dajani 2013). Dajani 

(2013), maintains that pluralistic societies are vulnerable to outside manipulation, wherein 

rival foreign nations vie for influence. Lebanon is an example of a pluralistic nation 

susceptible to foreign influence because of its collapsing political and economic system. 

Therefore, there is a lack of financial stability resulting from low salaries among 

journalists and other employees in Lebanon’s media institutions, pushing them towards the 

alternative—searching for outside funding and subsidies to survive, subjecting them to 

operate according to the interest and agenda associated with these sources of funding. 

(Media Ownership Monitor 2018); thus, negatively impacting the media environment.  
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Consequently, this study compares the roles of the old and new media channels in 

Iraqi and Lebanese contexts during the October 2019 protests to identify which media 

outlets better reflect national interests and promote democracy. 

1.4. The ‘Tishreen’ Movement 

As discussed earlier, this study aims to determine which media platform is 

appropriate for post-October protests in Iraq and Lebanon. It investigates the connection 

between democracy and the media-power sharing system to devise a solution. Therefore, 

the media power-sharing model (traditional vs. new) is the independent variable under 

investigation, and democracy is the dependent variable. The general idea that connects the 

two variables contends that democracy is undercut because the broadcast media doesn’t 

reflect national and communal concerns. This paper then tests how social media has 

become a tool for an alternative form of media and information-sharing platform.  

Moreover, a qualitative comparative case study design is the main research method 

used in this study. The situations of Lebanon and Iraq are thoroughly analyzed, 

highlighting the similarities and differences in their power-sharing practices and 

evaluating the strengths and flaws of each structure. By comparing the outcomes of 

national case studies, this paper enables a deeper comprehension of the interdependence of 

educational variables (Broadfoot 1977). 

Furthermore, there is a gap in literature concerning studies done on the relationship 

between media fragmentation in communitarian discourse and democracy. While Iraq and 

Lebanon have considerable differences in geography, population, and natural resources, 

there are numerous similarities in their political and media environments (Khairallah 

2019). Therefore, the added value of this paper is the fact that it treads on this topic by 
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examining and comparing the situation in Lebanon and Iraq, even though this is not the 

first research paper to study the circumstances of both countries.  

Thus, the study focuses on, and investigates, the impact of media on public 

perception and protestor mobilization during the Iraqi and Lebanese protests from October 

2019 to December 2019 to understand whether it hinders or promotes democracy. 

1.5. Iraq and Lebanon’s Political Models 

To understand the media institutions of Iraq and Lebanon, one must first 

comprehend the socio-political systems that have been influencing them. The absence of 

democratization in both states can be explained by communitarianism (Salamey 2021). 

Both nations place a greater emphasis on communitarian politics than on national politics. 

According to Salamey (2021), instead of setting long-term national ambitions, the Middle 

Eastern agenda appears to be influenced by communitarian perspectives. In this context, 

societies rally around their communities for socioeconomic survival, as seen in Iraq, 

Lebanon, and other nations (Salamey 2021). 

 Lebanon and Iraq have implemented the rule of communities or communitocracy, 

which has several forms determined by the degree of communal unity. Lebanon and Iraq, 

for instance, adopted the consociational formula because of their small geographic size 

and diversified populations (Salamey 2019). However, despite the diversity and dispersion 

of cultures, which has generated a wide range of richness reflected in the media landscapes 

of both countries, Iraq and Lebanon's multi-ethnic sociopolitical structures, along with 

foreign meddling in their domestic affairs, have created contradictory media landscapes. 

1.6. The Media Landscape 

1.6.1.      Lebanon’s Media Landscape 
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In Lebanon, the press is far from neutral, and political or official objectives sway 

almost every organization. In its report, the Media Ownership Monitor (2021) asserts that 

a limited number of privileged factions control Lebanon's mainstream media. Each media 

acts as a mouthpiece for a particular political or sectarian group, displaying the state’s 

political system. (Dajani 2013). Despite the lack of transparency, Lapparent (2021) 

estimates that at least 43 percent of Lebanese media enterprises are partially owned by one 

of twelve powerful families.  

For personal gains and to maximize their powers, political parties, leaders, and 

wealthy business figures control the media content that best serves their political agendas. 

Significant issues, including inadequate infrastructure, human rights, and migrant workers, 

are either marginalized or politicized (Lapparent 2021). 

1.6.2.      Iraq’s Media Landscape  
 

In Iraq, The Coalition Provision Authority conducted a scheme to foster the 

emergence of a more diversified and pluralistic media environment following the 2003 

Iraq war and the fall of the Baathist administration (CPA) (Al-Kaisy 2019). According to 

Al-Kaisy (2019), “CPA orders 65 and 66 created a public service broadcaster, the Iraqi 

Media Network (IMN), and independent media regulator, the Communications and Media 

Commission (CMC).”  

However, a lack of historical and political background, and limited engagement 

with media development professionals helped create an environment that permitted 

partisan media supported by political parties and businesspeople to thrive. Thus, this 

contributed to the growth of biased media supported by political groups and business-

people (Al-Kaisy 2019). Additionally, the media faced substantially more challenging 

conditions as the sectarian war grew more intense after 2005.  
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Paper distribution became difficult in some regions, with publications connected to 

the prevailing Shia narrative being barred from the Sunni areas conversely (Al-Kaisy 

2019). Furthermore, the media continues to face increasing restrictions on its freedoms, 

particularly when exposing corruption, whilst paramilitary groups’ potential influence and 

control of media platforms remain a constant concern. As a result, the Iraqi media's ability 

to contribute to better government and promote a pluralistic atmosphere has been 

hampered. 

1.7. The New Media’s Role 

This study adds something new to the limited research that has been done on the 

relationship between media fragmentation in communitarian discourse and democracy. It 

highlights how broadcast media has been reflecting collective interests rather than national 

ones and contends the claim that social media plays a different role in sharing information. 

As a result, the media is a vital actor in advancing or obstructing democracy. 

1.8. Thesis Structure 

The thesis is divided into five concise chapters. Chapter one introduces the 

research question and the methodology design. Chapter two provides a general overview 

of the academic literature on the debate and findings before discussing it in the context of 

Iraq and Lebanon.  

The thesis is then positioned within the relevant theoretical framework, which 

clarifies the context of the primary findings and draws attention to any gaps in the body of 

past literature. It then highlights the significance of the work, its contribution to the 

research, and the value of the results for future reference.  

Chapters three and four employ a comparative case study methodology to examine 

the coverage of the protests in October 2019. The media coverage in Lebanon and Iraq are 
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thoroughly evaluated, stressing the parallels and discrepancies in their power distribution 

approaches, assessing both structures' merits and shortcomings, and delving into media 

messages used by both traditional and new media during the demonstrations.  

Finally, the conclusions formed, and suggestions established for additional 

research are summarized in chapter five. 

  



16 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

THE POLITICAL INFLUENCE ON MEDIA 
The political environment's impact on the Middle Eastern media landscape has 

been the subject of much research. Researchers addressed how political unrest has molded 

and influenced the media environment. For example, because of Lebanon's sectarian 

structure, topics critical to a particular religious group are frequently given precedence in 

the media over those important to the Lebanese society (Dajani 2013). A similar political 

structure exists in Iraq (Yahya 2017).  

Furthermore, relationships between Lebanese and Iraqis and their respective states 

are governed by sectarian and ethnic entities, giving political elites from each group access 

to community representation (Yahya 2017). This fact has impacted all facets of life, 

including the traditional media system, which has served as the elites' megaphone 

(Trombetta 2016). This study aims to investigate how the political and media systems 

interact and how the latter has impacted the former. However, to do so, it is crucial to 

evaluate the literature on these interactions from the historical state-building process up to 

the 2019 protests in Iraq and Lebanon.  

2.1.          Instability in the Middle East 

Due to its geopolitical location, abundance of oil, and religious influence, the 

Middle East is one of the most critical strategic regions in the world (Rahman 2008). 

However, due to its geopolitical location, various forms of unrest have long plagued the 

Middle East. It is therefore acknowledged as a critical region for great-power conflict 

(Hoffman 2021).  
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As a result, conflicts over territory, ideologies, and races have become central to its 

internal politics and rivalries for Arab leadership (Rahman 2008). Political parties, military 

organizations, and societal leaders engage in rivalry and cooperation while gaining and 

retaining power through ideology, economics, and violence (Mansour and Khatib 2021). 

Moreover, foreign forces have been allowed to impact interstate ties in the region.  

As European influence in the Middle East waned after World War II, several post-

colonial states arose. These governments frequently used ideology connected to specific 

post-colonial political identities to defend their continued existence (Helfont 2015). 

Therefore, despite the fall of colonialism, each group remained loyal to its foreign patron, 

keeping these independent nations subject to consistent international influence. 

Furthermore, instability rose as these post-colonial states were imposed from the 

top-down, weakening their ability to implement their policies (Helfont 2015). By contrast, 

post-colonial communities are considered stronger, because individuals rely more on 

social networks than on governments to fulfill their requirements (Helfont 2015). 

Moreover, the Middle East's current political structure, with Sunnis and Shiites 

engaging in war in Iraq and Syria, as well as the existence of two powerful Sunni 

nations—Turkey and Saudi Arabia, and a powerful Shiite nation—Iran, dates to the 

seventeenth century (Baltacıoğlu-Brammer 2021). Then, the two great empires of the 

Ottoman Empire in Turkey (1299-1923) and the Safavid Empire in Persia (1499–1722) 

turned a geopolitical conflict into a string of outwardly sectarian disputes in which they 

asserted their respective roles as "representors" and "guardians" of Shiism and Sunnism in 

the region that is now made up of Turkey, Iran, Syria, and Iraq (Baltacıoğlu-Brammer 

2021). Thus, Middle Eastern nations have chosen to focus on their religious identities. 

(Kumaraswamy 2006).  
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The Middle East has a history of conflicts and crises that set regional states against 

one another and enlist extra-regional powers’ aid because it is home to various ethnic and 

religious groupings (Zulfiqar 2018). Despite having a wealth of natural resources and a 

stable geopolitical situation, the Middle East has seen several conflicts impacting its local 

media landscapes. 

2.2.          Lebanon’s Politics and Confessionalism  

Lebanon has a rich history due to its location at the crossroads of the Arabian 

Peninsula and the Mediterranean basin. It also established its cultural identity among 

numerous sectarian and ethnic diversities (Abboud 2019). In addition to its deep historical 

ties to the west, Lebanon has a lot of cultural similarities to its Arab neighbors, especially 

after being colonized by French colonial forces.  

Lebanon's political structure ensures that nearly all the country's 18 officially 

recognized religious communities are represented (Freedom House 2021). Lebanon’s 

political system is centered on power-sharing arrangements based on sectarian differences 

(Fakhoury 2014). Al-Mithaq al-Watani, or the National Pact, a power-sharing 

understanding established in 1943 in the Lebanese Constitution, is a direct representation 

of the aforementioned statement. According to this agreement, a Maronite Christian, a 

Sunni Muslim, and a Shi'i Muslim will hold the three top positions of president, prime 

minister, and speaker of the parliament, respectively (Carnegie Endowment 2010). In 

1989, the Taif Accord, an initiative supported by Saudi Arabia, was signed to end the civil 

war in Lebanon (Noun and Ezzeddine 2020). The Taif replaced the 1943 National Pact, 

which favored Christians by a 6:5 ratio and divided positions evenly between Christian 

and Muslim factions (Noun and Ezzeddine 2020).  

Since the country's independence, many political families have held prominent 

positions in Lebanese politics, including, but not limited to, the Gemayel, Jumblatt, 
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Arslan, Chamoun, Karami, Frangieh, and Salam families. Other families, most notably the 

Aoun and Hariri, developed during, or immediately after, the civil war. These political 

families have passed on their political positions from one generation to the next (Media 

Ownership Monitor 2018), establishing the political inheritance system known as the 

“za’im” culture (Dabbous 2010). The “za'im” or elite is a prominent politician with a high-

ranked position like that of an American gentleman in the 18th century who exerts his 

authority through his ancestry (Dabbous 2010; Gilmour 1983). His primary 

responsibilities are to serve his neighborhood and represent his sect's or ideology's 

viewpoints (Dabbous 2010).  

Furthermore, religion and politics are not separate entities; therefore, religious 

leaders are not chosen by the public, they are the output of political institutions (Henley 

2016). 

2.3.          Sectarianism in Lebanese Media  

Lebanon is a contentious country experiencing an existential crisis caused by 

sectarian divisions (Dajani 2010). Lebanon's political and religious differences have long 

been reflected in the country's media (Cochrane 2007). Given its pluralistic and media-

oriented population, and its varied and heated discussions on sectarian politics, Lebanon is 

the ideal location to test hypotheses concerning sectarian politics and press usage in the 

region (Salamey Hussain, 2013). 

2.3.1.  Media Ownership and Exploitation 

According to a recent analysis by Media Monitor Ownership in 2018, at least 78 

percent of Lebanese media outlets are politically connected (Gibon 2021). Elite control 

over the media outlets they possess has led to a politicized media with numerous—

occasionally contentious—agendas (Dabbous 2010). During the Lebanese civil war (1975 
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- 1990), many private radio and television stations were established, exploiting the civil 

unrest and the absence of the rule of law (Media Ownership 2018). As a result, Lebanon 

experienced a surge in private broadcasting, with more than 50 television channels and 

more than 100 radio stations operating haphazardly (Kraidy 1998). They all acted as 

platforms for expressing the various ideologies and sectarian viewpoints of the 

paramilitary organizations they supported (Media Ownership 2018).  

This sectarianism still exists today, overshadowing any freedom of speech that 

exists in the country as the industry is run by a small number of people who are either 

directly connected to political parties or come from local dynasties. Lebanon’s major 

networks including LBCI, Al Jadeed, and MTV are owned by the Daher, Saad, Khayat 

and Murr families, respectively. Hezbollah’s official channel is Al Manar (Reporters 

Without Borders 2022). Thus, the media in Lebanon does not exist to serve the population 

as a fourth estate, but rather to win over the public’s political and sectarian allegiance 

(Dajani 2013). As a result, biased and manipulative journalism significantly shapes the 

Lebanese national discourse (Gibon 2021). 

2.3.2.   Growing Turmoil in Lebanon 

El Charif (2021) observes that the unrest and turmoil were caused by the structural 

issues and corruption of the ruling class. The Lebanese population was being faced with an 

inevitably growing inflation and higher rates of poverty as the country’s debt-to-GDP 

ratios became one of the highest in the world and the banking industry was on the brink of 

collapse. 

Thus, the October 2019 uprisings were founded in political and economic 

insecurities and instability, as Lebanon was plunging towards poverty, misery, and 

instability (Sly 2020). 
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2.3.3.   Bank Sponsorships and the Media  

The country's local commercial banks have ties to Lebanon's political elites. 

According to the empirical mapping effort, 43% of the assets in Lebanon's commercial 

banking sector are under the control of people with close ties to political leaders. Major 

owners of 18 of the 20 banks are connected to the political establishment.  

Furthermore, crony capital is responsible for more than 70% of the shares in four 

of the top ten banks in the nation. According to a closer examination of the "political 

families" in control of the banking industry, eight families, collectively holding more than 

7.3 billion US dollars in equity, control 29% of the sector's total assets (Chaaban 2016). 

Additionally, the data suggests that all banks' boards of directors, including the 

chairpersons, are under intense supervision. The board chair of 15 out of 20 banks has 

political ties. Currently, serving public officials make up the management boards of six 

banks, and retired lawmakers or government officials make up the boards of practically all 

other banks (Chaaban 2016).  

The significance of this is that these Banks have utilized the media to spread 

propaganda to sway public opinion in the years preceding the banking crisis. From 2012 to 

2021, the banking sector spent nearly $1.17 billion on television advertisements, 80% of 

which were purchased before the 2019 financial crisis (Zoughaibet al. 2022). The six 

broadcast media companies in Lebanon with the highest viewership rates received most of 

the advertisements (97%), which includes Murr Television (MTV), Lebanese 

Broadcasting Corporation International (LBCI), Al Jadeed, National Broadcasting 

Network (NBN), Future TV, and Orange Television (OTV) (Zoughaibet al. 2022).  

As a result, the banking industry, controlled by most political leaders, has been 

subtly influencing the media landscape and molding public opinion. That was the case 

until 2016, when banks started providing astounding interest rates for new deposits in both 
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dollars—a recognized currency in the dollarized economy, and Lebanese pounds (Blair 

2021). As such, the average Lebanese person, whether he resided in Lebanon or abroad, 

was urged to deposit his funds at a Lebanese bank due to the increase in interest rates to 

approximately 7.5% for USD accounts and 10% for LBP deposits (Zgheib 2020).  

Consequently, even when the nation's economy began to deteriorate, the banking 

industry heavily invested in media commercials to promote a narrative of stability and 

prosperity. This spending has significantly impacted public opinion both before and during 

the crisis. This situation was crucial in extending the life of the earlier financial model, 

and, eventually, alleviating the magnitude of its realized losses. 

2.3.4.   Hezbollah’s Media Strategy 

During the financial collapse, Hezbollah developed a media strategy of his own to 

resist the economic meltdown. When eighty trucks carrying four million liters of 

gasoline—more than one million gallons—entered Lebanon, they were intended to fill Al-

Amana, a Hezbollah-owned fuel distribution firm that has been subject to US sanctions 

since February 2020 (i24NEWS 2021). Hezbollah-affiliated television networks covered 

the fuel tankers' arrival live, hailing the organization as "the rescuer that brought fuel to 

Lebanon to bring the country out of the crisis" (Frakes 2021). As such, Hezbollah flaunted 

this Iranian petroleum as a solution to Lebanon's fuel shortage and presented themselves 

as the only organization alleviating people's suffering.  

Additionally, to further push forward this “savior” agenda, immediately after the 

public began losing trust in the banking industry at the beginning of the economic crisis, 

Hezbollah promoted through their network Al-Qard Al-Hassan—a goodwill, interest free 

loan distributed for welfare purposes that has been subject to penalties since 2007 (Islamic 

Relief Worldwide 2019). In an address to the public, Hezbollah’s leader, Hassan 
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Nasrallah, claimed that his party was distributing this loan to approximately 300,000 

people in need, without discrimination (Mroue 2021). However, it is believed that the 

Shiite Muslim sect made up the vast majority (Mroue 2021). 

Thus, as the economy continued to collapse, more people felt forced to turn to this 

financial firm, which was more feasible and accessible to the population (Ghaddar 2020). 

Hezbollah’s actions, supported by Iranian efforts, infuriated Saudi Arabia, wherein Al 

Jazeera (2021) reported Saudi’s stance; “The association [ Al-Qard Al-Hassan] works on 

managing cash for the terrorist organization [Hezbollah] and its financing, including 

support for military objectives". Saudi’s allegation that the party is a terrorist group and its 

ban on carrying out any dealings associated with the organization, not only shows the 

state’s attitude towards Hezbollah, but also the ongoing Iranian-Saudi propaganda war in 

the country.  

The conflict between the two countries reached its peak when Saudi Arabia gave 

the Ambassador of Lebanon 48 hours to leave the country, called back its representative 

from Beirut, and halted all imports from Lebanon (Naharnet 2021). This led other Arab 

nations to take action by supporting the Kingdom, including Kuwait, Bahrain and the 

United Arab Emirates, who closed their embassies in Lebanon and expelled Lebanese 

Diplomats from their respective territories. (El Deeb 2021). As a result, Saudi Arabia and 

Iran have been utilizing the media to elicit fear throughout the region, create divisions and 

advance their political objectives. 

However, an extensive media coverage of the Iranian-Saudi Conflict in Lebanon 

was prompted by George Kordahi, Lebanon’s Minister of Information, who described the 

Saudi-led military action against Iran-backed Houthis as “pointless” (Arab News 2021).  



24 
 

2.3.5.   Impact of Foreign Intervention 

Dajani (2012), described Lebanon as a nation with many contradictions, defined by 

its extreme pluralistic, yet deeply divided nature. Despite society’s controversial 

transformation, it is still divided along sectarian lines. Furthermore, Dajani (2012) 

observes that the country’s institutions, defined by its modern laws and perspectives, are 

just as divided by the sectarian nature of the governmental system, hindering any form of 

change.   

Consequently, this became the recipe for the country’s dysfunctional political and 

economic system, leaving it critically vulnerable to foreign intervention and conflicts, 

which, in turn, influence its media institutions and environment (Dajani 2012). Literature 

has shown that through sponsoring sectarian factions—a fact that allows this dysfunctional 

governmental system to remain strong in the country, foreign countries gain control of the 

relevant media institutions to advance their agenda. Trombetta (2016), further claims that 

foreign investors interested in the country’s politics have been sponsoring Lebanese media 

since its inception. 

According to Dajani (2012), this was encouraged by the tendency of the majority 

of Lebanese journalists to violate their ethical obligations and speak for sectarian groups, 

relaying commentary and opinion that supports the relevant sect’s agenda over reporting 

facts. Trombetta (2016) and Dajani (2013) claim that former leaders of Iraq, Libya, and 

Tunisia, which include Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi, and Saudi Royals to 

aggressively engage in investing in media institutions and controlling the narrative.  

Consequently, most of Lebanon's media is governed, administered, or supported 

financially by local or regional authorities (Dabbous 2010; Baldwin 2003; Hammoud and 

Afifi 1994). Furthermore, the Lebanese media’s inability to financially support itself, 

leave it susceptible to accepting financial help from outside sources, particularly foreign 
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businesses, in exchange for editorial support (Dajani 2013). Thus, due to the financial 

grasp these investors have on every aspect of the Lebanese media, there is no actual 

freedom of speech, as none of the Lebanese news agencies can provide its citizens with 

independent journalism of high caliber and transparency.   

2.4.         The Iraqi Political System 

The Sectarian culture is a fundamental part of Iraq’s governmental and social 

structures. According to Sluglett (1991), Iraqis have experienced divisions across their 

society due to geographic, ancestral, communitarian and ethnic factors that determine 

one’s identity.  

Political forces used these factors to impose greater divisions among the nation’s 

population, making it easier to assert authoritarian rule. In 2019, the European Union 

Agency for Asylum claimed that the Arab Socialist Baath party, led by Saddam Hussein, 

and to which approximately10% of Iraq’s population pledge allegiance, was one such 

political force. Their authoritarian control was reinforced by employing diverse forms of 

oppression and repression, including threats of murder, torture and execution (European 

Union Agency for Asylum 2019). Furthermore, despite the fall of Saddam’s authoritarian 

regime in 2003 following the US invasion of Iraq (Al-Shadeedi and Van Veen 2020), the 

new Iraqi Constitution established by US experts in 2005, elicited further sectarian 

partitions in the country. The Constitution created a federal country, establishing a barrier 

between the Kurds in the north and the Shiites in the South (Wong 2005).  

Moreover, sectarianism of the governmental structure of the state was formed as a 

result of the constitution, even though this was not explicitly stated in the constitution. 

Thus, since 2005, Iraq's President has always been a Kurd, its Prime Minister has always 

been an Arab Shiite, and its Speaker of the House has always been an Arab Sunni (Mikail 
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2020). Therefore, Iraq’s political system developed similarly to the Lebanese 

consociational democracy, wherein Ezzeddine and Noun (2020) identify the candidates in 

governmental positions are appointed according to their ethnic or sectarian affiliations, 

rather than according to their merits, political agendas, ideals and policies. The name of 

this political framework is “AlMuhasasa” (Al-Shadeedi and Van Veen 2020).  

It is evident then, that the political will to act in Iraq's best interests is frequently 

overlooked and neglected among the country's sectarian leaders, wherein the Iraqi 

ministries maintain inefficient operations (Baker et al. 2006, p. 15). Such a dysfunctional 

political system creates room for exploitation and corruption, wherein, according to 

Transparency International (2009), Iraq is one of the world's top kleptomaniac regimes 

where small-scale bribery is common. The impact of the corrupt and unstable political 

system has extended to the nation’s media environment. 

2.4.1.  A Fragmented Media Environment 

Control over Iraq’s media environment significantly grew after the Baath Party 

seized power of the nation in 1968, and it became more prominent under Saddam 

Hussein's leadership in 1979. By drawing inspiration from the communist model, Saddam 

Hussein sought to reshape Iraq's media to guarantee state control at the expense of 

impartiality (Al-Rawi 2012). Literature has shown that the laws passed under his rule 

severely curtailed free speech, and those who attempted to break those rules were 

punished; thus, media independence and transparency did not exist (Al-Rawi 2012).  

 As a result, the regulatory system had to be re-established after the regime's 

collapse (Al Marashi 2007). Nevertheless, Vaughan (2002) and al-Rawi (2012) asserted 

that before the 2003 invasion, the U.S. administration had also exploited the media to 

implement propaganda operations in Iraq to fight the Soviet Union's communists and 



27 
 

Gamal Abdul Nasser's Pan-Arab nationalism. Due to the new political situation in Iraq, the 

nation divided yet again, wherein ethnic and religious groups such as sectarian Islamist 

organizations now controlled the media (Al Marashi 2007).  

As a result, the media environment became more fragmented, defined by its 

partisan nature and overt racial and sectarian bias as political parties and religious sects 

founded their own media channels and publications (Al-Rawi 2012). Groups including 

Turkmen, Iraqi Kurdish, Arab Sunni and Arab Shiite parties have become the dominant 

forces controlling the means of communication and information-sharing platforms in all its 

forms. Bahiya (2015), observed that their primary objective was to propagate their 

political agendas, ideals and beliefs. Therefore, despite the existence of independent media 

dissociated with ethnic and religious groups, they remained dwarfed by the sectarian-

owned media platforms as they lacked access to sufficient funding (Al Marashi 2007).  

This phenomenon was defined by Cochrane (2006), as the “Lebanonization” of 

Iraqi media outlets, as the similarities between Lebanon and Iraq became evident. 

Consequently, the Iraqi media environment can be categorized as such; those owned by 

the Iraqi Government; those owned by Islamist political organizations (religious/sectarian 

factions); those owned by ethnic political parties; those owned by organizations that call 

for violence; and those owned by independent companies (Al Marashi 2007).  

Consequently, despite the diversity and pluralism in Iraq’s media platforms, it is 

critically fragmented (Al Marashi 2007). According to Literature, these divisions were 

most significant during media coverage of the Iraqi war. Nawar (2013), maintained that 

war reports were relentlessly biased, wherein certain media outlets covered the operations 

of the victorious forces, while others focused on the sufferings of the victims of the war. 

Thus, the Arab media criticized the field journalists, claiming they were pro-allied forces 

propagandists, rather than unbiased and independent reporters (Nawar 2013).  
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Additionally, political parties directly influence editorial perspectives in Iraq’s 

media. Reporters Without Borders (2022) highlighted the Islamic Supreme Council of 

Iraq’s affiliation with the television station Al-Forat (one of the main Shia parties), the 

religious groups’ access their own media, such as the Christian Ishtar TV, the Kurds’ well-

organized presence in the media, and the opposition groups’ established networks like 

NRT TV associated with the "New Generation" movement. Therefore, reporters who 

criticized these political parties or offended their existence were brutally attacked (Al 

Marashi 2007).  

Literature underlines that this was most evident during the October 2019 protests, 

wherein Iraqi official institutions routinely censored activists, demonstrators, and 

journalists (Shea and Al Hassani 2021). The Nalia Radio and Television (NRT) offices 

were raided by the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) regularly, and broadcasts were 

halted because NRT covered protests in the Kurdish region (Shea and Al Hassani 2021). 

Thus, it was nearly impossible to find impartial, balanced information because of both the 

extreme censorship and fragmentation of media (DeVries 2003).  

Accordingly, Al Marashi (2007) identified four factors that influenced the media in 

Iraq: a robust ideology, dominance of mainstream media outlets, psychological incitement 

to hatred, and an invitation to compulsion. Therefore, academics contend that the political 

system has critically influenced and shaped the media environment and its operations. 

2.4.2.  Saudi – Iranian Power Struggle in Iraq 

It is important to note that Iraq is situated along several major ethnic fault lines, 

including Kurdish-Arab, Sunni-Shiites, and Arab-Persian. Additionally, Iraq has one of 

the most significant oil reserves in the world. Salem (2013) observes that Iraq has the 

potential to either be a catalyst for ethnic and sectarian war or a force for regional 
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conciliation and stability, given its pivotal location in the Middle East's resource-rich and 

unstable core. As a result, its foreign policy has a national, regional and international 

impact (Salem 2013).  

Mausner et al. (2012) ascertains that the strategic rivalry between the U.S. and Iran 

centers on Iraq, as both countries for control over Iraq’s politics, governance, economy, 

and security since 2003, after the fall of Saddam’s regime.  

2.4.3.  The War of Information 
 

As discussed earlier, the U.S. government was responsible for running propaganda 

campaigns in Iraq before the 2003 Invasion. The act became effective after President Bill 

Clinton signed the Iraq Liberation Act on the 31st of October 1998, wherein several 

attempts to invade Iraq and overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime took place (Al-Rawi 

2012). According to The National Security Archive (2001), the act did not specifically call 

for U.S. military action, instead, it made regime change an official U.S. policy objective, 

initiating the funding of opposition organizations and media campaigns in Iraq (Al-Rawi 

2012).  

Furthermore, regional and Arab interference have been major players in 

manipulating the media landscape. Kalantari (2020), remarks Iran, Turkey and Saudi 

Arabia’s control of Iraq’s media narratives to advance their political interests. In fact, 

during the Iran-Iraq war, the media became essential for the ruling elites of each country 

to propagate their respective ideological agendas, promote their military achievement, and 

boost morale of their troops on the front lines (Kalantari 2020). Under such circumstances, 

the political elites exercised extensive control over their respective medias (Kalantari 

2020).  
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For example, the Voice of the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), later known as 

Voice of Rebellious Iraq, was one of many anti-Saddam radio and TV stations that Iran 

actively supported (Al-Rawi 2012). Other regional powers, such as the Wahabi/Salafi 

organizations in Saudi Arabia, the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, the Shiite Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, and other Shiite groups in the wealthy Arab Gulf, displayed sectarian ties 

through media affiliations and spread of propaganda. Turkey offered its assistance to the 

media of the Iraqi Turkmen (Al-Rawi 2012).  

Al-Rawi (2012) underlines the organizations’ use of various tactics to influence the 

Iraqi media, including funding political parties, promoting ideologies, disseminating 

information, and luring particular Iraqi audiences with promises of reward or terror. 

Ultimately, this resulted in increased civil tensions and turmoil, not only further dividing 

the media, but also the Iraqi population (Al- Rawi 2012).  

It is evident then that the political impact on media has been the subject of 

abundance research. Traditional media outlets have served as the megaphones for racial, 

sectarian, religious, and international groups, as television and radio stations have received 

both domestic and foreign funding. Furthermore, scholars have questioned how the media 

undermines democracy and its integrity by failing to uphold its ethics and regulations.  

However, the literature has not considered the media's positive impact in certain 

political circumstances. Thus, this research will attempt to bridge this gap in literature by 

highlighting this aspect of media’s impact in certain political situations.  

To do so, a qualitative comparative case study will be performed in Chapters 3 and 

4 of this paper to evaluate and compare the coverage of the “Tishreen” 2019 protests of 

both the traditional and contemporary media in Iraq and Lebanon to better understand 

media's role in influencing the political sphere. The study will explore Al Manar TV, a 

dominantly Shiite Channel, and Mutt TV (MTV), a Christian Channel in the Lebanese 
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context, whereas in Iraq, the study will focus on the Iraqi Shiite Channels Alahad TV and 

the Iraqi Sunni station, Fallujah TV.  

The paper will go further by taking into consideration the alternative media, better 

referred to as social media, in the context of Facebook and Twitter. The study underlines 

the platforms’ crucial role in the influence of the masses and public mobilizations, whilst 

also highlighting this medium’s shortcomings and challenges.  

Thus, this analysis focuses on the similarities and differences between Lebanon 

and Iraq’s organizational models.  It evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of their 

traditional and contemporary media outlets to determine which contributed to Democracy 

and which hindered it. A comparative case study was chosen as the research design as it 

allows the examination of two or more circumstances to produce more generalized 

knowledge about causal issues, such as how and why particular policies or programs 

succeed or fail (Goodrick 2014). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LEBANON’S TISHREEN MOVEMENTS 
According to Lijphart (1969), consociational democracy is an elite cartel system 

designed to stabilize democracy in a political environment split along racial, religious, and 

cultural lines. The political systems in Lebanon and Iraq have attempted to handle ethnic 

and religious plurality through consociationalism. However, this formula has proven 

troublesome and a failure since it institutionalizes the identities of different ethnic or 

religious groups rather than promoting a shared national identity (Mohsen 2021). The 

hegemony of the ruling class over the media establishments has reflected this reality, 

whereby these states have been unable to serve the country because they prioritized their 

interests over the need for systemic change (Ezzedine and Noun 2020).  

Chapters three and four examine how the media environment in Lebanon and Iraq 

have impacted political stability or exacerbated conflict and violence. Therefore, the 

subsequent chapters evaluate the media coverage of the protests in October 2019 and 

whether they fairly represented the many viewpoints or served to amplify the elite’s 

power. 

3.1.         Lebanon’s System of Consociationalism  

To comprehend the country's media-political structure and how it managed to deal 

with plurality, it is crucial to fully understand the Lebanese "mosaic" (Barakat 1973). In 

Lebanon, 18 officially recognized sectarian factions make up the population, with Sunni 

Muslims, Shiite Muslims, and Maronite Christians making up the majority (Mohsen 

2021). According to Calfat (2018), The proportional allocation of power among the 

various religious communities following their demographic weight and geographic 
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dispersion is a distinctive feature of the Lebanese confessional system, closely referencing 

the power-sharing work for highly divisive communities described by Arend Lijphart 

(1969). 

Adopted at the formation of the Lebanese state (Ezzeddine and Noun 2020), the 

consociational paradigm, a formal confessional model developed by the 1943 Lebanese 

National Convent (Al-Methak Al-Watani), acted as the nation’s de facto system for the 

distribution of power among the nation’s various sects (Salamey 2009). However, 

demographic shifts in the population over the past century, initiated by the arrival of a 

considerable number of Palestinian Sunni Muslims and the migration of Lebanese 

Christians overseas leading to a dramatic increase in in the percentage of Muslims in the 

country, have disrupted the function of this system (Kisthardt 2013; CIA 2018). Further 

implications of demographic changes include the Syrian Sunnis, who comprise over 20% 

of Lebanon’s population, which threaten the country’s cohesion and political stability 

(Karasapan and Shah 2021).   

Nevertheless, the model remained, and not only did it establish confessional 

divisions at the forefront of all aspects of the nation’s politics, but it has caused the 

institutionalization of sectarianism (Salamey 2009). In fact, the 1943 National Pact 

established an equitable power share between the Muslim and Christian communities. 

Demographic calculations at the time showed that Christians outnumbered Muslims, 

granting Christians a six to five advantage over the Muslims in the House of 

Representatives (Bahout 2016). Simultaneously, other administrative governmental bodies 

were also involved in this sectarian split (Bahout 2016). Thus, according to Salamey 

(2009), under institutional confessionalism, political and other governmental positions are 

assigned according to racial and religious affiliations. 
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Under this pact, the president held executive authority in the nation, a dilemma that 

ignited the Lebanese Civil war in 1975 due to the weakening of the power-sharing 

agreements (Aboultaif 2019). According to Aboultaif (2019), the signing of the Taef 

Accord in 1989, a Lebanese agreement signed in 1989 in Taif, Saudi Arabia under the 

supervision of Riyadh and the Arab League, with the help of the U.S. and with the proper 

guidance of Syria 1989 ended the civil war. Karam (2012) maintains that the formal 

institutionalization of the sectarian system became more prominent as a result of the Taef 

Accord.  

Accordingly, as this power-sharing arrangement became formal, various 

government offices in Lebanon were filled based on sectarian affiliations (Ezzeddine and 

Noun 2021). Sectarianism was then heightened as each of the 18 officially valid religious 

factions has been given a politically powerful position—the Speaker of the Parliament is a 

Shiite, whereas the Prime Minister is a Sunni, and the President is a Maronite Christian 

(Matamoros 2020).  

Additionally, in recognition of the changing demographics, the Accord changed 

the Christian-Muslim ratio in high-ranking positions from 6:5 to 5:5, introducing a new 

power-sharing mechanism (Karam 2012). Despite the fact that Taif created a unique 

structure for a sectarian power balance, its implementation and application proved 

challenging (Bahout 2016).  

It can be observed that the Accord granted Lebanon the authority to implement 

more significant reforms. However, the adjustments weren't sufficient to address 

Lebanon's considerable demographic shifts (Saseen 1990). The Agreement has been 

selectively implemented according to political interests, contradicting the core of its 

declared goals (Karam 2012). For example, solid elite opposition groups prevented 

Lebanon from implementing a bicameral and administrative setup (Salamey 2009). 
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Furthermore, the form in which the decision-making framework in the Accord was written 

made it difficult to understand; hence, making it almost impossible to efficiently 

implement it (Bahout 2016).  

Nevertheless, the National Pact of 1943 and the Taif Accord of 1989 sought to 

operate as the pillars of an inter-communal consensus to safeguard coexistence by 

establishing mechanisms that allow efficient power-sharing among sectarian groups 

(Saseen 1990). However, due to the political elites’ manipulation of these accords and 

abuse of power, it became evident that successful and effective nation-state governance 

was impossible (Baytiyeh 2019). Instead, clientelism has been encouraged, leading to an 

ineffective and failed system (Khatib and Wallace 2021). Elites frequently promoted fear 

of others as justification for their implicit rules and unconstitutional decisions (Abouaoun 

2022). 

3.1.1.  A Divided Allegiance 

Despite the Taif agreement's emphasis on eradicating political sectarianism as a core 

national goal (United Nations 1989), elites nonetheless enforced sectarian tactics since it 

allowed them to maintain control (Ezzedine and Noun 2020). 

The citizens' divided allegiance to their respective religious groups reflects this 

reality—an attempt to address the inequities brought along by the liberal economy and the 

state's reliance on banking at the expense of other sectors (Khalaf 2002; Traboulsi 2007; 

Dabbous 2010). On the other hand, confessional groups that seem unsatisfied with the 

misdistribution of advantages have adopted radical ideologies and declared their 

allegiance to robust clientelist systems that prioritize the welfare of their adherents over 

the nation’s interests (Khalaf 2002; Dabbous 2010). Therefore, it can be concluded that 
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there is a rising allegiance and loyalty among populations towards their sectarian groups 

rather than to the nation as a whole.  

3.1.2.  The Impact of Foreign Meddling  

Another factor contributing to the escalation of partisanship was foreign meddling. 

The political elites in Lebanon have historically relied on outside factions to expand their 

domestic influence and control. Simultaneously, Lebanon's diversity and partisan structure 

have helped regional and international forces advance their goals by making partnerships 

or initiating internal wars (Dabbous 2010).  

An example of this dynamic is the Maronites’ alliance and dependence on the 

French to protect their right to rule the state post-colonialism (CRU Report 2020).  

Alliances such as the example provided above has unintentionally left Lebanon 

vulnerable to international unrest and susceptible to external intervention due to the 

sectarian political formula’s traditional fragility and its central location in the Middle East 

(Bou Serhal 2021). Another example is the interference of the Syrian and Iranian states in 

Lebanese political, economic and social affairs. Other than the fact that Syria has invaded 

Lebanon in the 1980’s and stationed over 15,000 soldiers on Lebanese soil, Hezbollah, a 

militant Shiite group operating at large in the southern-most region of Lebanon, is 

supported by both Syria and Iran (Pan 2005).  

Furthermore, by funding internal militias and political parties, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia took advantage of Lebanon’s weak administrative framework to engage in a new 

form of sectarian warfare. The power-struggle of Iran and Saudi Arabia in the country is 

evident in Tehran’s support of Hezbollah to maintain Shiite interest in the region, and in 

Riyadh’s financial support of Rafik Hariri, a former Sunni Prime Minister, and then his 

son, Saad Hariri to exert its influence in the country (Fisher 2016). Thus, the Lebanese 
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government, comprised of political figures dependent on foreign support, has little to no 

loyalty or motivation towards establishing a functional country.   

3.1.3.  Overview of Lebanon’s Revolt 

As a result of the accumulation of corruption and abuse of power, Lebanon’s 

economy collapsed, governmental services became largely inefficient, and prices 

skyrocketed, triggering a nationwide protest in 2019 as most of the Lebanese population 

called for fundamental political changes and the end of the sectarian rule. For the first time 

in Lebanon’s history, mass demonstrations occurred, demanding governmental reforms 

from the political elite (Assi 2021). 

Before the large-scale protests of October 2019, Lebanon's political economy was 

in disarray due to the country's fiscal policies, which generated great inequality and a 

mountain of debt (Baumann 2019). Despite this, the political figures found found interest 

in maintaining the status-quo, for they have long emphasized the claim that Lebanon has a 

remarkable power-sharing formula with a liberal economy based on the banking and real 

estate sectors (Assouad 2021). Thus, sectarianism has been used to keep their confessional 

supporters under control and to thwart attempts at mass engagement that would pose a 

danger to their status-quo (Baumann 2019). 

The political parties’ claims were reinforced by the traditional media outlets, 

essentially controlled by political or governmental bodies (Melki et al. 2011). Dajani 

(2013) asserted that instead of the media acting as a watchdog and providing the public 

with facts, it has been operating according to the interest and agenda of the ruling class by 

reinforcing and promoting socioeconomic inequalities. As such, it is crucial to examine 

the media landscape and how it has been influencing public opinion to comprehend the 

political elites' messages during the protests in October 2019. 
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3.2.         Media Polarization amid Pluralism 

On the surface, the Lebanese media appears to be one of the most democratic and 

diverse in the Middle Eastern (Rugh 2004; Dabbous 2010). However, upon understanding 

that each news outlet acts as a mouthpiece for its respective political party with the 

purpose of supporting and maintaining divisions, the Lebanese media no longer reflects a 

democratic role (Dajani 2013).  

Therefore, despite the establishment of a pluralistic media environment, the Taif 

Agreement permitted sectarian control of media operations under the Audio-Visual Media 

Law that was intended to reform the media industry (Fawaz 2013). Accordingly, each 

group had a legally recognized audio-visual station. Thus, this framework gave rise to 

media consociationalism that reinforced sectarian divisions, subsequently dividing society 

(Fawaz 2013). 

3.3.         Comparison of Two Networks’ Coverage of the 2019 Protests 

In response to the country's dire economic situation, hundreds of thousands of 

demonstrators have congregated in locations all around Lebanon, chanting "revolution, 

revolution" and "the people demand the collapse of the regime" (Soussi 2019). The 

attempt by the cabinet to pass new taxes in Lebanon on October 17— including the 

WhatsApp tax—against the backdrop of an intensifying financial crisis served as the spark 

that ignited the nationwide demonstrations (Majed 2021). Socioeconomic and political 

concerns were at the forefront of the movements.  

 According to Surprenant (2019), the protests have widened existing rifts in the 

media. This section examines two private television networks’ coverage of the protests 

from October to December 2019. Al Murr TV (MTV) and Al Manar TV offer a 
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comprehensive look at Lebanon's whole media landscape. They represent the main 

Lebanese sects — the Greek Orthodox Christian and Shiite Muslims.  

3.3.1.  Overview of Murr & Al Manar Channels 

MTV was founded in 1991 by businessman Gabriel Murr. It is important to note 

that the Murr family are not only a notable family of the Christian minority, but they are 

also known for their opposition to the Syrian hegemony over the country (Adams 2002). 

The MTV station supports the March 14th Coalition, a combination of political groups 

established after the assassination of former Prime Minister, Rafic Hariri (Media 

Ownership Monitor 2018). Additionally, the TV station is renowned for fostering and 

exhibiting Western solidarity, and as a result, its programs have embraced foreign genres 

(Trombetta 2016; Pinto 2018).  

On the other hand, Al Manar launched its initial signal on June 3, 1991 (Jorisch 

2004). Al Manar TV station operated without any legislative framework in its early years. 

However, a license was granted to the Station in 1996 after advocating that its message 

and purpose, mainly attacking Israel, ensured its continued right to broadcast (Jorisch 

2004). Since then, the Channel has been known as Hezbollah's voice, which receives most 

of its funding from Iran (Topalian 2022). Moreover, recognized for supporting the March 

8 Alliance, comprised of the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) and Hezbollah as its two 

main parties (Khatib and Wallace 2021), most of its themes served to advance anti-

Western ideas while promoting the "resistance” agenda that justified aggressive reactions 

to both Israel's existence and American engagement in the region (Jorisch 2004). 

3.3.1.1.         October’s Newscasts' Introductions 

Regardless of their political affiliations, both Al Manar and MTV made a national 

commitment to supporting the demonstrators during the early stages of the protests. At the 
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onset of the October protests in 2019, each news station had its own distinct opening line 

as they covered the protests, and its impact on the political figures.  

On October 20, MTV’s newscast's opening line stated that "the uprising had 

successfully brought all of the citizens together" while denouncing the "politicians who 

withdrew because they weren't able to confront the populace due to the dreadful 

circumstances and costly consequences they had caused" (National News Agency 

2019).On the other hand, Al Manar's introduction announced that "the Council of 

Ministers started considering a strategy for national reform," emphasizing that "the 

public's uproar compelled the cabinet to start acting right" (National News Agency 2019).  

Through these statements, the media impacted the ongoing situation, implicitly 

encouraging people with party affiliations and otherwise to protest together throughout the 

first week of the uprising (Kozman and Melki 2022). As a result, thousands of people 

gathered in the streets of Beirut and other major cities of Lebanon to oppose the 

implementation of new taxes on goods and services, including the WhatsApp 

communication application. Demonstrators called for the overthrowing of the 

governmental system, chanting the slogans “the people want the fall of the system” (CNN 

Arabic 2019) and "all means all" to call for the eradication of sectarianism and the 

resignation of the current political figures without exception (Farhat 2019).  

According to Daraj Media (2019), Hezbollah was enraged and terrified by the 

slogan, as it explicitly meant that the Lebanese protestors were against all elements of 

existing authority, without exception. This was evident as all sects participated in the 

protests against their political and religious leaders—the Sunnis in Tripoli revolted, the 

Christians in Jal el Dib revolted, citizens of Beirut took to the streets, and so did the 

Shiites of the South. Despite this, Hezbollah felt that the protests should include all 

political leaders and parties, except itself.  
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This sentiment was reflected in the aggression protestors in the Southern areas of 

Lebanon—Nabatiyeh, Tyre, and Bint Jbeil were subjected to as they demonstrated against 

the rule of Hezbollah. It is important to note that the South is known to be a stronghold of 

the Hezbollah regime. The political party’s supporters took to the streets, holding their 

flags and chanting “all of them means all of them, but Nasrallah is not one of them” with 

the intention of harming all those who were protesting in Riad-al-Solh.  

Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah’s leader, took this opportunity to appear on Al Manar 

TV and give an extensive speech, denying the party’s connection with the events that 

caused chaos and harm. However, Daraj Media (2019) criticized Nasrallah's speech, which 

was longer than that of the Prime Minister and the President of the Republic, whereby he 

reaffirmed his support for the present political system while questioning people's desire to 

end sectarian rule. Accordingly, Hezbollah used the media to divert the protesters' 

attention towards the Lebanese Forces political party and Banque du Liban Governor 

while neutralizing the rest of the leaders (Daraj Media 2019).  

Despite the unrest, the atmosphere in the heart of Beirut remained ferocious and 

joyous as protestors of all ages waved flags and chanted national songs from all over the 

area (Bassam and Al-Khalidi 2019). To symbolize their newly found solidarity as a nation, 

tens of thousands of Lebanese protesters successfully constructed a human chain that ran 

from North to South throughout the nation (France 24 2019).  

Thus, the number of protestors increased over the second week of October 2019, 

despite the prominent leaders’ urges for the people to withdraw from the streets (Kozman 

and Melki 2022). The ongoing protests lead the now former Prime Minister Saad Hariri to 

resign from his position (Azhari 2019). Two distinct media coverages emerged concerning 

Hariri’s decision. MTV praised Hariri’s resignation and hailed it as a victory for upholding 
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his duty to the people and his commitment to maintaining public order, portraying these 

actions as his firm faith in democracy (National News Agency 2019).  

On the other hand, Hezbollah’s Al Manar TV viewed Hariri’s departure as an 

attempt to avoid responsibility. In fact, despite Hezbollah’s frustration with Hariri’s 

resignation, National News Agency (2019), reports that this was triggered by the chaos 

caused by Hezbollah’s supporters. Additionally, Nabih Berri, Speaker of Parliament, and 

leader of another Shiite political group cautioned that this decision calls for restraint and 

prompt communication between the constituents (National News Agency 2019).  

Hariri’s resignation became a pivotal point for both MTV and Al Manar, wherein 

their stance shifted from supporting the demonstrations and serving the people, to favoring 

and defending sectarian beliefs, pushing national and foreign political and economic 

interests and instilling fear and unrest among the people of Lebanon (National News 

Agency 2019). As protestors persevered and their demands intensified, they began calling 

for the end of clientelism and sectarianism that has defined the governmental system for 

too long.   

Hezbollah’s media strategy attempted to question the loyalty, credibility and 

impartiality of the protestors at the opening of Al Manar’s newscast. After all, Iran can’t 

sustain the fall of Hezbollah in the region; therefore, it contributed to fueling the 

insinuation that the protestors are being funded by the embassies, and there’s a plot being 

organized between them (National News Agency 2019). Accordingly, the station's 

introduction highlighted Nasrallah's accusations against the demonstrators, alleging that 

they were engaged in foreign endeavors, associated with embassies and intelligence 

agencies, as well as corrupt networks and that they should be transparent about their 

intentions (National News Agency 2019).  
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These shifts in coverage of the protests are referred to as the third phase of the 

protests, which lasted from the 30th of October to the 19th of December, beginning with 

Hariri's resignation and ended with Hassan Diab's appointment as the new Prime Minister 

(Kozman and Melki 2022). Thus, pluralistic media now appeared to be divided and 

divisive in nature. Both MTV and Al Manar reaffirmed their sectarian affiliations and 

roles in society.  

The power-struggle between the West and Saudi Arabia with Iran was asserted 

through media coverages throughout that period, further showing how political and 

economic unrest leaves the region vulnerable to foreign interference and manipulation.  

On November 8, 2019 MTV highlighted the U.S. Secretary of State, Mike 

Pompeyo’s call to assist Lebanon and Iraq in dismantling Iranian hegemony in the 

country, with a direct attack on Hezbollah, while reiterating the significance of supporting 

the protesters, condemning the political elites, and issuing a warning against outside 

interference from both the regional and international levels (National News Agency, 

2019).  

On the other hand, Al Manar has been more vocal in accusing the United States of 

fueling instability in the country. On November 11, 2019, Al Manar noted, "As part of 

‘Hezbollah's Martyr Day,’ Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah unveiled the cause of the illness 

ravaging the nation and hindering its economy—the U.S.A.’s obstruction of the financial 

recovery and restoration of Lebanon.” According to Al Manar, the U.S. “threaten 

Lebanese companies from investing in the reconstruction of Syria, prevent the delineation 

of the country’s oil borders, and impose sanctions on Lebanese banks, crippling an entire 

nation with the intention of sedition and incitement. This is the main illness” (National 

News Agency 2019).  
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Additionally, Hezbollah's Minister, Mohamad Fneish, reiterated the anti-Western 

narrative on November 24, saying that "the Americans bear a great deal of responsibility 

for what the economic situation has reached, whether through sanctions because we 

refused to accept an agreement with Israel in defining our borders, or through pressure on 

banks and Lebanese remittances, and by barring certain parties from receiving aids from 

other nations in the past and present” (National News Agency 2019). Al Manar even 

attacked Jeffrey Feltman, Former U.S. State Department Undersecretary and Ambassador 

to Lebanon, asking him to "remain silent” during the discussions concerning the formation 

of a new cabinet on that same day (National News Agency 2019).  

On December 15, tensions increased in Beirut's Khandaq Al-Ghamiq district, a 

Shiite-dominated area near the city's center (LBC Group 2021). Using a covert entrance, 

groups from the Al-Khandaq neighborhood entered the area, yelling, "Shiites, Shiites," as 

they tore down and burned protestor’s banners (Lebanon Files 2019).  

The opening of MTV's broadcast described the situation as "disgraceful while 

protestors were treated with brutality" and warned about the "emergence of a second 

security force or gangsters, which might lead to the breakdown of the state and cause 

further unrest." It seized the opportunity to indirectly criticize Hezbollah by mentioning 

the "mafia militia system," which it saw as "a source of pride and a safety net for the riots" 

(National News Agency 2019). On the other hand, Al-Manar's introduction accused the 

demonstrators of adhering to U.S. orders, producing turmoil, and preventing the protests 

from being peaceful (National News Agency 2019).  

These divisions in narratives not only failed to provide a unified title for what the 

people considered to be a “revolution”, but they also refused to proclaim it as such—an 

intentional strategy to insinuate confusion and undermine the population’s demands. 
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While Al Manar labeled it as a "hirak" or a “movement,” MTV referred to it as an 

“uprising” or “intifada” (National News Agency 2019).  

Furthermore, traditional media have intensified their biased stance through their 

political programs, which serve as primary platforms for political analysis, economics and 

ruling figures to debate amongst themselves while overlooking the general public’s 

concerns about the failing state. 

 For example, when George Ghanem, who is a recurring political analyst on 

MTV's "Sar El Waet" or "It's Time," hosted by Marcel Ghanem, said: "I apologize to all 

the poor, the impoverished, and the marginalized who consider that this revolution will 

bring them bread and wealth, but in Lebanon, all wars started with revolutions” 

(Sarelwa2et 2019). Despite sowing fear among audiences, the channel kept on supporting 

the movements.  

Furthermore, on October 31, when Marcel hosted Simon Abi Ramia, a member of 

parliament and the FPM movement, and Ali Hamade, a political analyst and a Future party 

member, rather than focusing on the needs and demands of the public, political debates 

kept on emphasizing political interest, party stances and commentary on Hariri’s decision.   

Similarly, Ghassan Jawad, a political analyst well-known for his affinity for the 

Hezbollah party, spoke on Al Manar TV's "Hadeeth Al Saa" or "Talk of the Hour" 

program hosted by Imad Marmal. During his analysis of the protests and Hariri’s 

resignation, he not only blamed political parties, but also reinforced Hezbollah’s claims 

against the U.S. and the impact the capital control they imposed on remittances in 2002 

prevented the Lebanese people in Africa from transferring money to their families, further 

contributing to the current financial crisis (Al Manar 2019).  

As a result, it can be observed that media outlets were split among political 

factions and reflected their subjective narratives. Traditional media remains a force of 
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influence in Lebanese society, wherein Maharat Foundation (2020)’s report show that it 

contributed to the dividing demonstrators, insinuating fear, and propagating political 

agendas instead of maintaining its ethical obligations as the fourth estate and check to 

power.  

3.4.         The New Media’s Role 

Although the 17 October Protests in Lebanon appeared to be an accidental 

movement that aimed to remain dynamic without a clear leader, it was apparent that the 

youth was the driving force behind this mass mobilization (Osseiran 2019). Many young 

adults’ grievances during the protests stemmed from their inability to join the labor force 

and establishing their careers upon obtaining their undergraduate degrees. The situation is 

a direct reflection and consequence of the country’s growing inflation rates. Thus, 

Lebanon's youth unemployment rate reached 30% in 2019 (International Monetary Fund 

2019; Osseiran 2019). The rate of Lebanese adolescents between the ages of 15 and 29 

who participated in the labor market, was as low as 41%, with only one in three holding a 

job (International Monetary Fund 2019; Osseiran 2019).  

Their precarious living situation became the main stimulus for the October 17th 

mobilizations in Lebanon. The slogans used by the protesters, such as "You can't force us 

to emigrate" and "We want to quit dreaming of acquiring visas," mirrored this reality (El 

Amine 2020). Ironically, WhatsApp became the demonstrator’s main platform for 

managing their movements and activities, while WhatsApp groups served as channels for 

news about protest activities, wherein political and economic updates were swiftly and 

widely spread (Selvik 2021).  

As such, citizens acted as amateur journalists on social media, using their cameras 

to document events and publish timely news and videos. Those on the move reported 
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events and actions outside of Beirut beyond the scope of news reported on traditional 

media platforms. This was a direct reaction to growing frustrations with traditional media 

sources purposefully omitting incidents for political reasons; hence, the average citizen 

upheld the task of presenting the events as they were (El Halabi 2022). 

3.4.1.  The Facebook Revolution 

Facebook, the most popular platform in Lebanon, contributed significantly to the 

uprisings as well. Activists created special accounts and websites to disseminate 

information about what they called "the revolution," while the average citizen captured 

live recordings of the demonstrations. In fact, the Live Broadcast option on Facebook 

made it difficult for the authorities to monitor and sensor information (Selvik 2021). 

As a result of this phenomenon, several prominent Facebook pages, such as 

“Alternative Media” or “ ”,%لبد'ل %لإعلا!  emerged as trustworthy sources that audiences relied 

on as sources of information throughout the protests. The page offered complete, round-

the-clock coverage of the protesters’ activities on the ground. According to its mission 

statement, it aimed to "relay the news of the October 17, 2019, demonstrations in a 

transparent manner, free from the media blackout that it is occasionally exposed to.” Thus, 

the page shared live videos of sandbags being thrown in the middle of the streets and the 

destruction of the wooden fence surrounding the Hamra headquarters of the Banque du 

Liban. It also live-streamed videos of the demonstrators calling for access to 24-hour 

electricity outside the Electricité du Liban building (Alternative Media 2019). Videos of 

Lebanese migrants coming from Dubai to participate in the protests have also been shared 

online. 

Due to its growing following, the page became a significant influencer on the 

protestors, actively mobilizing the population. Following Hariri’s resignation, blocked 
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roads were immediately opened and cleared; however, the administrators of “Alternative 

Media” requested that protestors go back and block public roads (BBC 2019).  

Similarly, the "Al Saha News" Facebook page covered the protests in Lebanon that 

were overlooked by the traditional media. According to the page’s administrators, the 

page’s goal is to reach out to the communities that aren't covered by traditional media 

(BBC 2019). As a result, the main focus of the media was on reposting footage people had 

already published on their pages, especially concerning content that covered remote areas. 

Additionally, much like “Alternative Media”, the page actively called for the people of 

Lebanon to take to protest and participate in demonstrations until their demands are 

fulfilled.  

 Moreover, in response to Nasrallah's claim that the embassies are funding these 

activities, protesters from Nabatieh, South Lebanon, published a picture on the page with 

the caption, "We are not sponsored by embassies - the free Nabataean revolutionaries" (Al 

Saha News 2019). Thus, the page articulated the populace’s need to embrace a national 

identity rather than a sectarian or partisan one.  

Furthermore, “Megaphone,” an independent news website, gained popularity on 

Facebook during the Tishreen movements. Marginalized groups in society like women, 

youth, immigrants, and refugees, who were underrepresented in traditional media, were 

given a voice through this platform. “Megaphone” also adopted a critical tone against the 

country's political class. Within a week after the launch of the protests, Megaphone's 

Facebook followers had doubled, and the dozens of videos it had posted had collectively 

been viewed millions of times. Most of these followers and site visitors were under 30 

years old (Kadi 2020) 
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 These pages and their growing number of following from the youth not only show 

the scope of influence the page has on adolescents, but it also indicates the emerging need 

for transparent reporting away from traditional and sectarian narratives.  

3.4.2.  Tweeting the Revolution 

Twitter is another platform primarily employed for information sharing and 

opinion gathering to unite a community and encourage people to participate in protests 

(Wang and Caskey 2016). The October uprising was trending across Lebanon, because 

activists used several hashtags on Twitter such as: “All of them means all of them,” 

“Revolution not a Movement,” and “I am the Leader of the Revolution,” among other key-

terms (American University of Beirut 2019). These hashtags had a unique message and 

were utilized as street slogans, defying the terms and definitions of the traditional media of 

what the people affirmed to be a revolution.  

The phrase "all of them means all of them," which signifies that every member of 

the ruling class is accountable for the situation in Lebanon, was popularized in 2015 at the 

height of the popular movement sparked by the garbage problem (Mouawad 2020). This 

slogan became the theme of the 2019 uprisings.  

It expressed people’s anger towards the ruling class and discontent with their 

socioeconomic status (Turkmani 2021). Activist Carmen Geha (2019), maintains that 

“The media's decision to refer to it [revolution] as a movement is not arbitrary; rather, it is 

part of a scheme to disregard the street and mock the political environment.”  

Additionally, Twitter was used as a primary tool by young activists to fight against 

the traditional media’s claims that protestors were being funded by embassies due to the 

lack of a “leader figure” by launching a video campaign with the hashtag 

#IamtheLeaderoftheRevolution (Halabi 2019). As these videos went viral on social media, 
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diaspora residents came together to support the protesters by holding demonstrations 

outside the embassies of their country of residence. As innumerable solidarity marches 

against corruption took place worldwide, from Sydney to Toronto, and Lagos to Warsaw, 

the Lebanese diaspora used this alternative platform to spread the word and raise 

awareness of the protests (Ali Ahmad 2019).  

Consequently, the critical role of social media in the 2019 uprisings in Lebanon 

became more apparent. It developed into a tool to control and manage protests. It provided 

the population within and outside of Lebanon the opportunity to keep track of the 

movements across the country, as activists and protestors posted daily videos, pictures and 

information on their online platforms. It is evident then that the role of contemporary 

media exceeded its standard role of mediating news, and turned into a space of solidarity, 

debate, and discussions among the supporters and opponents of the protests.  

At the onset of these movements, several independent journalists and 

revolutionaries were encouraged to publish a free, monthly black-and-white newspaper 

called "17 Tishreen." The newspaper's editorial team honored Hussein al-Attar, Omar 

Zakaria, and Alaa Abu Fakhr, three revolution martyrs, on its front page with illustrations. 

Bashir Abu Zaid, the newspaper's director, and a founding member explained that the 

name of the publication symbolizes "the birth of a new Lebanon" (Abdallah 2019).  

3.4.3.  Emerging Digital Elites 

The digital space, however, is not devoid of counter-revolutionaries who seek to 

undermine the purpose of the protests, and spread fake news, sow fear and propagate 

sectarian beliefs (Atallah 2019). In fact, Fake news is easily and widely spread in 

Lebanon, wherein everyone—online users, political parties, security services, and foreign 

governments, strives to shape how events are portrayed.  
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As mentioned earlier, Lebanon’s corrupt and deteriorating overall system leaves it 

vulnerable to such events. Controversies spread, whether true or not, lead to instant 

tensions among the people, and the digital space can be exploited by political parties to 

ignite these tensions (Maharat Foundation 2019). Twitter is recognized as a dangerous 

weapon in this power struggle.  

Strategies, such as typing hashtags with spelling mistakes are done to tamper with 

the algorithm, ultimately misleading users away from the main campaign. Thus, rapid 

clicks on these deceptive keywords prevent legitimate hashtags supporting the campaign 

from trending and reaching a wider audience. Hezbollah used this tool strategically and 

applied it during the Secretary General’s speech on October 25, 2019. Analysis revealed 

that about 80% of the accounts that propagated these hashtags were formed on the same 

day, demonstrating that the campaign was powered by software (Atallah 2019).  

Acknowledging the power and influence of social media platforms, Lebanese 

political elites have increased their online visibility to be ready for this possibility and 

benefit from reporting and commenting on current events.  

As a result, social media did not only provide a platform for the protestors to 

mobilize the community, but it has also generated "electronic elites" (Breuer 2012)—a 

term that emerged since the 2011 Arab Spring. Independent journalists refer to them as 

“cyber troops” and highlight the threat they pose on freedom of speech on these platforms, 

as they frequently attack and report journalists who highlight issues concerning corruption 

within the political class (Maharat Foundation 2019). As a result, WhatsApp 

conversations, and Facebook posts have put protesters' lives, freedom of speech, and 

future demonstrations in peril, wherein they have been arbitrarily detained and questioned 

by authorities about their social media activities (Cherici 2020). 
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According to the Samir Kassir Eyes Center for Media and Cultural Freedom 

(SKeyes), a media and press freedom watchdog in Beirut, 106 media professionals were 

targeted by non-state entities between the start of the revolution in October 2019 and 

March 2021. SKeyes claimed that between October 2019 and March 2021, 80 attacks by 

governmental agents occurred, targeting journalists who were broadly covering protests. 

No security force member has been tried despite the abundance of video and photographic 

proof of these incidents (Majzoub 2021).  

Thus, the Internet has become the new battlefield in Lebanon between protestors 

and security forces, whose mission is to silence criticism by threatening and apprehending 

political critics for their condemnation of the political system (Amos 2020).  

3.5.         Conclusion 

Despite the forced sectarian divisions that have regularly appeared in public and 

political discourse over the past few decades, and despite the expansion of the electronic 

army as a counter-media tactic, the new media has given the people a platform to address 

social issues and criticize the political system outside the scope of governmental control 

and censorship. By contrast, Lebanon's traditional media has done more to foster societal 

unrest, conflict, and violence than it has done to address urgent national issues. 

Hence, alternative media has demonstrated that it advances freedom by reflecting 

timely and important public problems. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

IRAQ’S TISHREEN PROTESTS 
 

4.1.         Iraq’s Ethno-Sectarianism 

 
Iraq's ethnic groups comprises of 60% Shiites concentrated in the South, 20% 

Sunnis in the North-west, and 20% Kurds in the North—geographically, the most 

fragmented community of the three main sub-communities (Mohsen 2021). Iraq is divided 

along ethnic and religious lines. The Sunni and Shiite factions identify according to their 

respective religious sects; however, Kurds identify with their ethnicity than their religious 

community (Mohsen 2021). 

Additionally, the remaining population is made up of various religious minorities, 

which are widely dispersed throughout several territories in Iraq (Holden 2015; Mohsen 

2021). The religious minorities include Christians, Yezidis, Kaka'is, Sabean-Mandaeans, 

and a very small number of Bahá's. The majority ethnic group in the nation is Arab, with 

Kurds coming in second. Among the ethnic minorities are Turkmen, Yazidis, Shabak, 

Chaldeans, Assyrians, Armenians, black Iraqis, and Roma (Minority Rights Group 

International 2018).   

4.1.1.  Historical Background 

Although Sunnis dominated Iraq's political landscape while it was ruled by the 

Ottomans and the British, the state of Iraq post-colonialism was established as a secular 

state, separating religion and politics (Baramet al. 2016).  

Despite the secular status, The Sunni control remained dominant, particularly 

during the military coup that established Saddam Hussein Baath Party into power in 1968 
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(Beehne, 2005). As a result, all governmental formed before the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 

2003, were controlled by the Sunni elites (Al!Qarawee 2013). However, in-spite of the 

Sunni’s dominance of power, divisions in the country were heightened due to the ethnic 

and cultural barriers that define the country. These barriers are exemplified by the tensions 

between Sunnis and Shiites and Arabs and the Kurds, wherein socio-political differences 

establish clashing interests and struggles for power rather than unison (Al-Qarawee 2013).  

Modica (2005) maintains that tensions between Sunnis and Shiites have been 

increasing, particularly because Shiites are marginalized. Additionally, since the 1930s, 

Kurds have not held positions of authority under Hussein's tenure (American Institute for 

Peace 2003). Thus, tensions between the Kurds and the government developed because of 

the government's fierce responses to the Kurdish uprisings of 1975 and 1991. As a result, 

in 1992, the Kurds formed their autonomous state (Mohsen 2021). 

4.2.         Political Structure 

After the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, and the toppling of Saddam’s regime, the 

Americans established Consociationalism as the democratic framework of Iraq’s 

governmental system (Abu Ltaif 2015).  The aforementioned system was meant to counter 

Iraq’s chosen political structure based on a power-sharing formula among the elites 

represented by the diverse sects of the country—similar to Lebanon’s democratic system 

(Saouli 2019). 

Furthermore, the ratification of the constitution in 2005 not only recognized the 

numerous ethnicities, religions and sects that exist in Iraq, but it also established Iraq as a 

federal parliamentary democracy, guaranteed self-governance for Kurdistan, and 

reinforced liberal standards (McGarry and O’Leary 2007). Nevertheless, despite 

democratic ambitions of these utopic systems, power-sharing principles were implemented 
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instead (McGarry and O'Leary 2007). Thus, similar to the Lebanese context, 

Consociationalism led to the inevitable emergence of an ethno-sectarian representation, 

discourse, and more significantly, rivalry—a system better known as “Al- Muhasasa” 

(Saouli 2019). Despite the fact that the constitution did stipulate that power should be 

distributed according to communities, the predominant practices in Iraq have further 

validated sectarianism as an essential political category. 

Accordingly, Iraq's three largest ethnic groups—the Shiites Prime Minister, the 

Kurdish President, and the Sunni House Speaker—became the state's dominant leaders 

(Bourhrous et al. 2021). It is important to note that the Shiite hold the most powerful seat 

in Iraq, followed by the Kurds. In fact, the marginalization of Sunni control and 

representation is the consequence of Saddam’s regime, dominated by Sunnis, which 

oppressed and excluded Shiites and Kurds from power (Al-Qarawee 2014).  

Hence, Iraq’s inability of efficiently implementing a democratic system left its 

economic, social and political structures weak and vulnerable, wherein violence and 

tensions threaten its stability (Al-Qarawee 2014). The sectarian differences further 

contribute to instability due to the ruling class’s inability to transform their distinct 

ideological visions of how Iraq’s political system should be developed into a unified, 

inclusive and patriotic vision (Al-Qarawee 2014).  

4.3.         Radical Factions 

Radical factions in Iraq pose a great threat to the security and stability of Iraq; 

however, these factions are the direct consequence of the sectarian system the country has 

adopted after 2003 (Al-Qarawee 2013). The system deeply alienates the Sunni faction 

among other minority groups in the country, increasingly marginalizing, and ultimately 

radicalizing them. Today, the state has not yet taken active action to alleviate this situation 



56 
 

and create a more unifying approach, diminishing any hope for genuine sectarian 

reconciliation.   

Consequently, Dodge (2018) and Al-Qarawee (2014) maintain that the present 

system that favors the Shiite majority not only paves the way for a divisive authoritarian 

rule, but also deepens sectarian divisions that build on the politics of exclusion. This has 

given the President, Malik, an implicit mandate of holding office indefinitely. In fact, this 

divisiveness is supported by both the U.S. and Iran; despite their differences, both 

countries understand Iraq’s ethnosectarian political dynamic, a notion that will continue to 

legitimize the indefinite mandate of the president’s leadership as long as it continues to 

deepen the rift among Iraq’s communities (Dodge 2018).   

 Such a political dynamic provides elites and foreign countries with the right 

instruments of communal mobilization to set Iraq’s communities against one another, 

leaving the country vulnerable, weak and unable to establish a unified identity. In fact, this 

defines the on-going struggle between the Shiite and Sunni groups, and the increase in 

extremist groups that aim to eradicate the existing segregating system. As a result, it is 

evident that Iraq’s political model produced a fragile democracy, poor governance, and 

minimal inclusion (CRU Report 2020). 

4.4.         Communitarian Conflicts 

Conflicts over politics, ideologies, and doctrines have long been the cause of the 

Sunni-Shiites divide; because sectarian identities have become institutionalized, conflicts 

regarding each community's status have emerged (Al-Qarawee 2014). 

 In the wake of the US-led invasion in 2003, Hussein's Baath Party members were 

expelled from Iraq's governmental institutions as part of the de-Baathification operation. 

This operation split Iraqi politics and dismantled diverse governmental bodies, and the 
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consequences of the operation are still evident today (Alamiry 2013). However, Iraqi elites 

exploited the newly-established system by ignoring the democratic potential of the 

structure and implemented sectarian agendas that served political interests and visions. 

Maliki's administration took advantage of his new-found power and concentrated his focus 

on Sunnis, under whom the Shiites faced immense oppression throughout Saddam’s 

regime (Keskin Zeren 2014). Thus, Shiite parties employed this tactic to criticize 

Baathists, which increased their popularity, particularly during elections. Furthermore, the 

collapse of security forces after the toppling of Saddam’s rule led to the unemployment of 

over 350,000 Iraqi, comprised mostly of Sunnis. Such a situation threatened the safety of 

the Sunnis, as it exacerbated the sect's fears of marginalization, ultimately creating the 

conditions for extremism (Saouli 2019). 

During the discussions for the new Iraqi constitution, Shiites and Kurdish factions 

made explicit claims to political power, compelling the nation's Sunni Arabs to take steps 

to put together a unified coalition (Tripp 2007; Saouli 2019). As a result, Sunnis in the 

new Iraq gradually started to develop a community identity (Saouli 2019). 

As a result, more significant communitarian rifts appeared, shaping the 

environment for conflicts among Iraq’s communities. Thus, the conflict in Iraq expanded 

from an engagement between Coalition forces and former regime adherents to a civil war 

and struggle for power—a conflict that included several local militias and Islamists 

(Cordesman 2007).  

4.5.         Foreign Meddling  

Foreign countries have historically supported and intervened in Iraq, using 

sectarianism as a tool to advance their interests. Hence, the fragmentation in Iraq along 
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ethno-sectarian and political lines was aggravated by the geopolitical conflicts between the 

U.S. and its neighboring rivals (Saouli 2012; Saouli 2019).  

Sunni organizations and some Shiite forces opted for military opposition against 

the US, harmonizing with Iranian and Syrian initiatives to undermine U.S. occupation of 

Iraq (Saouli 2019). Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar, who were 

US allies in the region before American troops withdrew from the area in 2011, had an 

intriguing privilege to halt Iranian development in the region and Shiite supremacy in Iraq 

(Saouli 2014; Saouli 2019). As such, Iraq serves as a platform for foreign meddling. 

4.5.1.  Historical Background 

Saudi Arabia and Iran are regional competitors in Iraq. The former supports the 

United States, while the latter is hostile to it (Library of Parliament 2019).  

In 1980, Saudi Arabia backed Iraq financially as it launched a deadly conflict with 

Iran to destroy and topple the newly created Islamic Republic (Mousavian 2016). Soon 

after entering office in January 1981, the Reagan Administration decided to allow Israel to 

send Iran several billion dollars’ worth of American arms and spare parts. This action, 

along with Washington's decision to directly aid Iraq in 1982, demonstrates that the U.S. 

had a much greater influence on the outcome of the protracted and expensive Iranian-Iraqi 

war than was previously acknowledged when the U.S. declared neutrality (Hersh 1992).  

In addition, as a result of the financial burden caused by the conflict, Hussein 

invaded Kuwait, Iraq's smaller, oil-rich neighbor, in 1990. However, a U.S.-led force that 

exploited Saudi Arabia as a crucial staging area, forced Iraqi forces out. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that before the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, turmoil surrounded the 

country and its political environment, caused by foreign powers implementing their 

interest in the country and exploiting its political instability.  
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 Due to the absence of Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic ties with Iraq, Iran has been more 

active and influential since 2003 (Library of Parliament 2019). To protect its interests in 

the region, Iran supported the Shiites in Iraq in their fight against ISIS. However, to stop 

Iran’s growing influence in Iraq and to reclaim its authority in the region, Saudi Arabia re-

established its diplomatic ties with Iraq (Fayyad 2017). Saudi Arabia might have believed 

Iran would gain from the escalating political upheaval in the neighboring Kingdom of 

Bahrain during this time. Accordingly, the Saudis, along with the UAE, sent troops to aid 

in the restoration of control.  

Yemen, located along Saudi Arabia's southern border, is also involved in the 

strategic rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia (Library of Parliament 2019). Both 

countries have easy access to Iraq as they share a border with the country; however, Iran’s 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corpse has a shared connection with Iran’s Shiite militias. 

However, since the United States terminated its multi-national agreement addressing Iran's 

nuclear program and intensified its economic sanctions against Iran, tensions have been 

rising between Iraq's two main international partners, raising tensions in the country 

(Library of Parliament 2019).  

Iraqis have also experienced instability because of Syria’s ongoing war. Terrorists 

were allowed to cross Iraq's borders and target U.S. forces, threatening the lives of Iraqi 

civilians because of the Assad regime (Ibrahim 2022).  

Thus, it is in the best interest of foreign nations like Iran, Saudi Arabia and the 

U.S. that Iraq remains an unstable nation to exert greater control over the system with the 

purpose of advancing their regional and international agendas (Abdulrazaq 2019).  
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4.6.         Media Dynamics 

The traditional media has contributed to the spread of sectarian discourse by 

serving as the voice of the ruling class. As their primary source of information, the 

partisan media in Iraq played a significant role in forming and bringing the ideologies of 

the various social groupings together (Al Rawi 2012). 

 After the Baathist party took over in 1968, the leading publications were either 

shut down or confiscated, and the head of the Iraqi Journalists' Syndicate, Aziz Abdul-

Barakat, was sentenced to death (Glioti 2016; Dawood 2018). During Hussein’s rule, Iraq 

had only two government-run satellite television stations. Their content was carefully 

constructed, and the government strictly regulated what Iraqi civilians needed to view (Al-

Bayaa 2021). As such, Iraq was governed by an authoritarian regime that extended into the 

media environment; there was no place for free opinion, and those who opposed the 

regime faced severe punishments (Al-Bayaa 2021).  

However, after 2003, hundreds of publications and radio and television stations 

suddenly emerged, and Iraqis experienced a media that reflected their political, racial, or 

religious origins (Al Rawi 2012). The Communications and Media Commission (CMC) 

was established to reform the media as an independent sector; however, it reinforced the 

deeply ingrained sectarian culture. This is despite the fact that the Coalition Provisional 

Authority (CPA 2003–2004), under Hussein’s rule, played a significant role in shaping the 

new Iraqi media framework, which was considered a pillar of the country's 

"democratization" (Glioti 2016; Dawood 2018).   
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4.6.1.  Media Ownership 

Iraq today has over fifty TV channels, most of which are financially backed by 

militia groups and political parties. Instead of adopting a nationalistic theme, each station 

acts as a megaphone for its sponsor (Salem 2022). 

4.6.2.  Misinformation 

Furthermore, the proliferation of false information threatens Iraq's already 

vulnerable political structure. Due to the public's deteriorating trust in the government and 

its institutions, plutocrats have been disseminating misleading information through 

rhetorical manipulation (Al-Kaisy 2021).  

According to studies, the audience is more likely to link misinformation with the 

bias of a conventional media outlet than with social media (Al-Rawi 2018). Iraq has also 

been a risky landscape for journalists. After 2003, the status of journalism briefly 

improved before swiftly regressing to a deteriorating reality—the freedom of speech was 

briefly lived. Such a situation was heightened when Shiite militias and Al-Qaeda and its 

affiliates began murdering journalists who disagreed with their viewpoints—an aggressive 

form of control of the narrative, which adds to the spread of misleading and false 

information. Today, the Iraqi government still fails to adequately protect journalists while 

continuing to pursue libel claims against them (Al-Rawi 2012).  

As a result, journalists in Iraq have become receivers of information rather than 

investigators of the truth, contributing to the propagating of ethno-sectarian perspectives 

(Al-Rawi 2012). 
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4.7.         Media's Role in Covering ‘Tishreen’s’ Protests 

The largest mobilization of unarmed civilians in Iraq occurred during the “Tishreen 

Revolution,” spearheaded by the youth (Rennick and Bakawan 2022) against the Shiites-

led government, erupting in Iraq's central and southern provinces, which have traditionally 

been strongholds of Iranian power in the region (Al Jazeera, 2019).   

"I'm descending [into the streets] to claim my rights" was the most popular slogan 

among Iraqis on Facebook in the final days of September (Youssef 2019). On the 1st of 

October, 2019, Iraqis demanded a "homeland," an end to foreign intervention and poor 

governance, and the right to basic needs (Elbaldawi 2020).  They urged the deconstruction 

of the ethno-sectarian political system that has contributed to their marginalization and 

suffering. Some of these activists attempted to make radical changes in the government by 

forming their own political parties and running for elections (Abdo 2022). Their efforts 

were rewarded as some successfully earned parliamentary seats in the October 2019 

national elections (Abdo 2022).  

Despite this, protestors in the Shiite areas were heavily repressed by Iranian-

backed forces in Iraq. On the other hand, Sunni and Kurd elites, who did not experience 

protest in their areas, neither declared any support for the protests, nor did they speak out 

against the repressions going on of fear of losing their benefits and rights under the present 

political system (Hasan 2019). As a result, protesters have faced harsh and continuous 

violent campaigns aimed at discrediting their efforts and cause (al-Hassani 2021). 

4.7.1.  The Decline of Freedom of Expression 

Human Rights Watch (2020) deemed free expression in Iraq to be in jeopardy after 

observing the attacks on activists and journalists. Security personnel used excessive 

violence with the intent to harm or kill, to repress protests between October 2019 and 
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March 2020. The forces killed at least 544 people and caused severe injuries to 

approximately 24,000 (Human Rights Watch 2020). 

 None of the responsible authorities for this brutality was held accountable, 

validating and normalizing the aggression against activists in the country (Hasan 2019). 

Furthermore, in an attempt to alienate the Iraqi protestors from the world and to control 

the narrative of the scope of the response of the government, political elites have shut 

down some audio-visual stations (Human Rights Watch 2020), whereas pro-protest news 

outlets have been completely blocked, and the internet has been intermittently shut off 

(Hasan 2019). Hence, the decline of freedom of speech came to a new low in the country.  

This section analyses the coverage of two private television networks—Al 

Sharqiyah TV and I-News TV, which represent Iraq's two major religious groups, Sunnis 

and Shiites. The TV Stations further represent the Station’s foreign allegiance, the first 

with Saudi Arabia (Al-Rawi 2012), and the latter with Kata'ib Sayyid Al-Shuhada, an 

Iranian proxy armed group (Hassaan 2021).  

The aim is to investigate and analyze the messages of elites during the Tishreen 

revolution from October 2019 to December 2019, to determine how the media 

infleuncesthe quality of democracy.  

4.7.2.  Traditional TV Stations 

Although Iraqi Radio and Television Union, closely tied to the Iranian Islamic 

Radio and Television Union, has set and directed the media strategy of the pro-Iranian 

militias, certain militias adopted a modern approach to conform to Iraqi culture (Hassaan 

2021).  For example, the Al-Ahad TV channel, which is the media branch of the Asa'ib 

Ahl al-Haq party, also known as the "League of People of Righteousness," an Iranian 

proxy militia (Middle East Forum 2022), changed from one that prohibited sports and 
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unveiled women due to religious orders to one that promotes sports and allows non-veiled 

women (Hassaan 2021). This transition is part of a tricky process in which militia stations 

have attempted to draw audiences' focus to the network's main propaganda. As such, the 

liberal agenda has been replicated by other pro-militia networks, such as I-News, which is 

associated with Kata'ib Sayyid Al-Shuhada (Hassaan 2021). 

4.7.2.1.         I-News TV

During the “October 2019 revolution”, observers claimed that the Iraqi channels 

politicized the demonstrators, portraying them as rebels and agent provocateurs, fabricated 

false information and twisted the narrative by indirectly blaming the protestors for the 

violence that erupted with the security forces. Oda (2019) claims that the news station 

deliberately left out the protestor’s side of the story, which included the violence that 

harmed some protestors and killed others; thus, they were not "honest in delivering 

information and lost their impartiality" (Oda 2019).  

Additionally, rather than investigating into and exposing the consequences of 

decades of political ineptitude and corruption, the channel accused demonstrators of 

escalating the economic crisis. According to the "Jordan: Iraq Protesters Delay Aqaba Oil 

Pipeline Project" news piece on the channel's website, the ongoing protests in various Iraqi 

governorates posed a security threat, causing the postponement of the completion of the 

oil pipeline extension that the two countries agreed on years ago (I-News TV 2019).  It 

claimed that "the concentration of the resigned Iraqi administration on dealing with 

protests and addressing the country's security problems has shifted the attention away from 

finishing the oil pipeline construction project agreed upon between the two countries" (I-

News TV 2019).  
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Furthermore, the channel framed the security forces as victims by showing images 

of them lying in hospitals, despite human rights organizations claiming that Iraqi security 

forces have used “excessive and unnecessary lethal force in confronting at times rock-

throwing protesters, killing hundreds and injuring thousands since October 1, 2019” 

(Human Rights Watch 2019).  

Moreover, following the deaths of hundreds of protestors, the channel attempted to 

portray the cabinet as being against the violent attacks on protestors through Farouk Amin 

Othman, Iraqi Justice Minister, who claimed that he is against the use of live ammunition 

to disperse protests and sit-ins (I-News TV 2019). Human Rights Watch, (2019) 

questioned his intentions, particularly after human rights organizations accused the 

government of being complicit in killing demonstrators. In addition, displaying a footage 

of a fire breaking out in the southern Iraqi city of Nasiriyah while security personnel stand 

back (I-News TV 2019), implies that the government blames the protestors for all the 

unrest, chaos and death tolls.  

The channel also indirectly accused the protesters of inciting conflict with 

neighboring nations, such as Kuwait. Although the channel highlighted that "the 

demonstrators in the Basra governorate are continuing their sit-in in the Safwan border 

district for the sixth consecutive day to press the government to implement their 

demands,"; however, it implied that if the protesters acted violently, it could cause 

problems with neighboring border countries. Furthermore, it hinted that the aggression of 

the sit-in activists could harm the country's natural resources, despite claiming that "the 

conditions in Zubair are normal, and there are no roadways connected to oil installations" 

(I-News TV 2010). 
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4.7.2.2.         Al-Sharqiya TV

On the other hand, Al-Sharqiya TV station, a private channel owned by Saad al-

Bazzaz, an Iraqi Businessman and former crony of Saddam Hussein, co-financed by Saudi 

Arabia (Al-Rawi 2012), has been supporting the protests and portraying the positive side 

of the demonstration.  

It portrayed the non-violent protests that government-controlled stations did not, by 

filming protesters chanting and painting graffiti to demand their rights peacefully. One 

post titled "Tahrir Square Tunnel Turns into Miniature Museum" showed Iraqi volunteers 

drawing city sketches on the street walls at midnight. The channel praised the efforts of 

these youngsters, arguing that the new Iraqi generation is a “mindful generation” (Al-

Sharqiya 2019). The news station has also demonstrated how the new generation is 

rebellious against Iranian-militias in Shiite regions known for their allegiances to Iran, 

such as Karbala, a sacred city for Shiites (Wikipedia 2022), and Dhi Qar, where the 

majority of its people are Shiites Arabs (NGO Coordination Committee for Iraq 2015).  

Furthermore, it has repeatedly been mentioned that the numbers of protestors were 

enormous (Al-Sharqiya 2019), in which the majority of young people, regardless of their 

religious or sectarian affiliations, were revolting against the mismanagement and 

clientelistic nature of the government and its political elites, peacefully demanding their 

rights (Al-Sharqiya 2019).   

However, despite having a broad margin of freedom, Al-Sharqiya station's 

coverage of the protests has been restricted. As mentioned earlier, pro-protest news 

stations were shut down by the government. The Communications and Media Commission 

has issued a warning and closed 17 media outlets. The offices of Al-Sharqiya channels, as 

well as those of “Al-Fallujah,” “Huna Baghdad," "Al-Hurra," and others, have been 
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prohibited. Other media outlets, like “Al-Soumariya,” “Asia,” and others, have been 

warned to change their tone (Saadoun 2019). 

4.8.         Seeking an Alternative Voice  

This period has witnessed increased social media activity among the general 

public, particularly among the youth, bringing more people together to Tahrir square 

(International Crisis Group 2021).  

According to the Digital Media Center, 21 million Iraqis use social media. 

However, this figure has risen to about 30 million, indicating an increase of 11 million 

users during October 2019 (The New Arab 2021). Such an increase and dependence on 

social media emerged as a result of the previous government’s pressure on the media to 

not report the human rights violations committed against demonstrators, giving social 

media a critical role in upholding transparency and truth in this time of turmoil (The New 

Arab 2021).  

Additionally, Iraqis have expressed a desire for non-sectarian media, mostly 

rejecting the political outlets that are currently accessible (BBC Media Action 2019). As a 

result, demonstrators in central Baghdad's Tahrir Square published a four-page newspaper 

called "Tuktuk" after the three-wheeled vehicle, which is recognized as a symbol for its 

role in the protests (Al Jazeera 2019).   

4.8.1.  Twitter & Facebook 

Activists used hashtags on Facebook and Twitter like "descending to claim my 

rights" to mobilize thousands to attend rallies in the capital and southern regions. Civil 

society and student organizations quickly banded together and garnered widespread public 

support (International Crisis Group 2021).  
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Social Media became the fuel and engine for public mobilization and the inclusion 

of a wide scope of the population in this movement. Additionally, social media platforms 

were strategically utilized by the people to counter the traditional media’s misleading 

coverage of the protests (International Crisis Group 2021).  

As such, young activists launched an online campaign, dubbing their protest 

"Tishreen" (October) and identifying themselves as “Tishreenis” (International Crisis 

Group 2021). Protesters have also said in rallies and on social media, "we want a 

homeland," to show support for Iraqi national independence from external intervention 

(The Arab Weekly 2020). One slogan, “Iran out, out,” was aimed at what the “Tishreenis” 

considered Iran's meddling in Iraqi political affairs (International Crisis Group 2021).  

Another prominent hashtag on Twitter was "An Iraqi Revolution - Not Eastern or 

Western," highlighting protesters' opposition to both U.S. and Iranian intervention in their 

state (International Crisis Group 2021). Some Twitter accounts, like the well-known "Iraqi 

Revolution," have covered the crimes perpetrated during the protests against activists. A 

video made public by the page's administrator depicted violent altercations between 

protestors and security guards providing legitimate proof of their use of live ammunition 

against unarmed protesters. To allow the video go viral, the administrator used the hashtag 

"Iraq Protests" and called on people to re-share it on their profiles (Iraqi Revolution 2019).  

Such protests that challenged the entire political system proved the existence of a 

new kind of national identity that the new generation aspired to build and belong to, 

devoid of sectarian divisions and foreign interference (International Crisis Group 2021).    

4.8.2.  The Digital Coup 

According to network data from the NetBlocks internet observatory, many internet 

service providers in Iraq have blocked Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram, and other 
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social and messaging apps during the early days of the protests (Netblocks 2019). The 

Iranian-backed electronic army also hacked several protesters’ phones and social media 

accounts. Blocking and hacking users’ social media and communication platforms was the 

government’s attempt to not only monitor and control the information being spread, but 

also to threaten the protestors from denouncing the political system (Abdulrazaq 2021).  

Despite these restrictions, the protesters developed new tactics to carry on with 

their activism, document transgressions, and safeguard their data. One of the most widely 

used technologies is virtual private networks, or VPNs, such as Sentinel, a decentralized 

VPN, also known as a dVPN. These cutting-edge technologies were tools of resistance 

against government attempts to block the server and IP addresses (Abdulrazaq 2021). 

As a result, the government and militias have been circulating false information 

online and offline to distort activists’ goals (Al-Kaisy 2021). For example, when activist 

Safaa Al Sarai was assassinated on October 28, 2019, various narratives depicting him as 

anti-religious and denouncing him as the face of the "Tishreen" uprising in Iraq were 

widely shared online (Middle East Eye 2019). They have also accused protesters of 

engaging in behaviors counter to Islamic principles, such as homosexuality.  

Additionally, the name "Jokeriya," used to describe protesters who had worn 

clothing similar to the "Joker" character, is another derogatory accusation the electronic 

army had adopted (Al-Kaisy 2021). As such, the satirical Facebook page "Reveal the 

Secrets" posted a video depicting protesters storming the regional government building 

and setting it on fire with the caption: “Jokeriya” celebrating the burning of the 

motherland and chanting we want a country" (Reveal the Secrets Page 2019).  

Since then, politicians and the media have used the phrase to insult the protesters 

and link them to international agencies, suggesting that “jokeriya” are individuals 

affiliated with U.S. and Israeli agendas (Al-Kaisy 2021). Additionally, social media 
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websites have seen an increase in online sectarian-backed campaigns criticizing the 

October Revolution. 

These tactics, which attempted to demoralize and intimidate demonstrators, were 

allegedly being carried out by Sadr's digital flies with assistance from internet operations 

funded by militias with ties to Iran (The Arab Weekly 2020). Accordingly, several 

hashtags designating demonstrators as "conspirators," have gained popularity (The Arab 

Weekly 2020). Moreover, because the popularity of Shiite religious leaders has been 

dwindling, the founder of the Sadrist movement has ordered a team of social media 

influencers to promote narratives about the "resistance" (The Arab Weekly 2020).  

4.9.         Conclusion  

The ethno-sectarian approach, intended to represent and offer a voice to each 

faction, has instead given political elites and militias authority over the public. As a result, 

media outlets have been exploited as tools to advance private agendas, rather than to 

address public needs and demands. As a result, Iraq's sense of national identity and the 

quality of democracy have been distorted. 

Unlike the events and consequences of the Lebanese protests, the Iraqi Tishreen 

movement was defined by the government’s violation of human rights. It not only 

suppressed its citizen’s right to freedom of speech through restricting their access to the 

internet and spinning the narrative through government-backed channels, but it also used 

violence with intent to harm its citizens. Despite the continuous efforts of the civil society 

to raise fundamental issues, freedom in Iraq has been deteriorating.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

5.1.         Discussion and Lessons Learned 

Due to the media’s role in promoting the image of politicians, parties and militias, 

supporting, the populations of both Lebanon and Iraq were misinformed about the reality 

of the economic, political and social situation of the countries. As a result, citizens were 

stunned by what they considered to be a sudden unprecedented economic, financial and 

social crisis that befell on both countries—a situation that triggered the events of the 

Tishreen movements.   

The major player throughout the events of the protests was the media, which is 

considered as a vital pillar of a democratic nation, and a fourth estate that upholds its 

power as a check on the governmental entities and political activities. Its ethical standing 

is meant to serve the people by providing them with the truth and transparency. However, 

due to the control the sectarian political system and foreign sponsors have on media, its 

pluralistic nature is reduced to being restricted as channels for propagating the political 

viewpoints and advancing the agendas of the political party it is affiliated with.  

This research aimed to investigate how the media has been affecting political 

discourse under the setting of the ethno-sectarian political models in Iraq and Lebanon. 

Additionally, it highlighted how contemporary media provided a vital and open platform 

for the people to reclaim some power and advocate their demands outside of the scope of 

the traditional media’s fragmented structure.  

Therefore, the paper introduced the hypothesis that contemporary media, or social 

media, can play a constructive role when it is used as a tool to reflect public opinion 
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without censorship and control of the sectarian parties. Thus, this shows that a pluralistic 

society is not to blame for the turmoil, as they were able to come together to protest the 

injustice of the ruling class. Harm comes as a result of the ruling class that employs 

deceitful tactics and strategies to advance their interests above the interest of the nation as 

a whole; thus, obstructing freedom and democracy.  

Democracy is the government of the people, for the people, by the people, which 

implies that governments serve their citizens, not control them (National Geographic 

Society 2022). Through the Tishreen movements, the Iraqi and Lebanese movements 

aimed to usher in a new political class that would implement reforms to ensure 

transparency and accountability and end decades of systematic political and economic 

dereliction (Talabany 2022). For the first time in years, the demands opposed the sectarian 

identity.  

As a result, the government of Iraq and the militia organizations have used 

repressive tactics to combat this, murdering hundreds of individuals; whereas in Lebanon, 

the public's demands for reform were far from achieved (Salloukh 2019). The traditional 

media in both countries failed in supporting and protecting protestors. These media 

institutions helped the ruling class in fabricating stories, misleading the public, insinuating 

fear, hiding the truth, creating societal divisions and ultimately violating human rights, 

obstructing freedom of speech and justice, and demolishing democratic standards.  

Despite this, social media platforms demonstrated a substantial potential of 

redistributing power, by changing how citizens interact with governmental entities through 

social media. These platforms provided protestors the ability to not only include 

themselves in the conversation, but also to participate in the distribution of information, 

discussions and debates. As such, protestors were able to share with the world their 

protests and mobilize activists from around the world, while expressing a form of unity 
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with their chants against the corrupt political system. This portrays how, when used for 

purposes of freedom rather than control and manipulation, social media contributes to a 

more democratic society.  

The Tishreen movement, with the help of social media that mobilized people 

nationally and internationally saw some hope in both Iraq and Lebanon. First, the 

demonstrations resulted in Abdul-resignation Mahdi's and a pledge by his successor, 

Mustafa al-Kadhimi, to convene early elections in October 2021. Second, despite not 

being uncommon, an extraordinary intra-Shiite division was made public by the 

“Tishreen” movement. It developed as an unorganized, youth-led mobilization that the 

“Sadrists” party occasionally supported, and others opposed. These protests, which were 

non-sectarian, led to a new and inclusive Iraqi identity (International Crisis Group 2021). 

Finally, the Tishreen movement opened the door for a new group of independents to win 

seats in the parliament. (Al-Shakeri 2021).  

Similarly, in Lebanon, the new media’s coverage of the demonstrations resulted in 

the resignation of Prime Minister Saad Hariri. Second, the demonstrators shed their 

sectarian identity and adopted a patriotic one when they chanted "all means all." Thirdly, 

the revolution's initial victory in that area was distinguished by the appearance of 

independent candidates in syndicates and unions. Finally, and most importantly, the rise of 

independent media in both countries (Zrein 2020).  

5.2.         A Way Forward 

Finally, consociational democracy was created to stabilize democracy in a political 

setting divided along racial, religious, and cultural lines (Lijphart 1969), however, it has 

proven to be problematic because it institutionalizes the identities of various ethnic or 

religious groups rather than fostering a shared, national identity (Mohsen 2021). This fact 
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has been reflected in the ruling class's power over media institutions, which have been 

unable to operate under a nationalistic framework due to prioritizing the political elites’ 

and militias’ reputations over the need for structural change (Ezzedine and Noun 2020).  

Social media has been a crucial instrument for informing and mobilizing the 

public. It has succeeded in promoting transparency and demanding accountability from 

public servants. Social media offered citizens an alternative voice to express and challenge 

the elites. Despite the high level of freedom of expression that the “Tishreen” uprising has 

been offering, the activists nevertheless have been facing severe issues. Violence and 

abuse have been applied to suppress their demands. The citizens have been subject to all 

forms of repression, and the road to reform appears to be a very drawn-out process. This 

was evident through the government’s use of social media to further repress, hack, 

threaten and bully activists.  

To increase their level of democracy in all mediums of information sharing and 

communications, Lebanon and Iraq must therefore work on restructuring their media 

sector to advance free speech, de-marginalize citizens, and diminish the use of media for 

manipulative purposes. Nevertheless, for this to be possible, this must be done 

independently of sectarian influence and foreign funding.  
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