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Abstract  
 

The role of the new media in young people’s lives has led to a debate about the 

potential of the internet as a means of influencing identity formation and youth 

participation. A growing body of academic research has shown an interest in 

understanding this influence. This thesis sets out to study political participation 

as a form of online engagement through the use of the various new media 

platforms and how it may affect the process of identity development of Arab 

youth in Britain. Prior to the recent political developments in the Middle East and 

the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, British Arab youth were suffering identity 

uncertainty and had expressed little interest in political participation. During the 

early stages of the Arab Spring, British Arab youth became involved, in one way 

or another, in political activities, mainly online.  

This research combines quantitative and qualitative methodologies in order to 

achieve accurate results. The targeted group for this study is those between 18 

and 25 years old, who were born in Britain or have been living continuously in 

Britain for at least 10 years.  Data collected includes a total of 178 questionnaire 

samples, and forty individual semi-structured interviews.  

The core argument of this study is that British Arab youth are willing to 

participate in politics as long as it is meaningful to them and to the people of their 

countries of origin. This engagement helps them to balance their cultural identity 

(Arab) with the host culture (British). That may not contradict with the fact that 

British Arab youth describe Britain as ‘home’ with confidence. In fact, the 

balance between Arab and British cultures serves as a stabiliser in the process of 

identity formation and reformation. The thesis also explores how this active 

political engagement is reflected, in general, on their own identity construction 

and development. The evidences of this study suggest that, while online media 

has a role in providing British Arab youth with accessible and effective online 

tools, the mechanism of participating and debating all issues without reservation, 

may contradict the cultural heritage of stepping back from political participation. 

Therefore, this research affirms the importance of online media tools for British 
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Arab youth reaching new horizons. Participating in political activities is one form 

of negotiating identity formation or reformation, that in one way or another can 

contribute to a more effective role of the British Arab community in the public, 

political and cultural spheres of multicultural Britain.   
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Chapter One 

British Arab youth online media and identity  

 
This thesis aims to explore a hidden ethnic minority within British society. It 

recognises the complex relationship between identity construction of British Arab 

youth (second generation) and online media. The British Arab community has 

been described as ‘invisible’, mainly because of a long and misleading 

misconception caused largely by the British mainstream media. The Arab 

community in Britain has always been submerged within the Muslim community, 

which is largely made up of South Asian ethnicities, and although a significant 

proportion of Arabs are Christian, the Arab community is a distinguished 

community that has its own cultural differences and similarities with other 

minorities in Britain. British Arab youth in particular are gaining increasing 

attention from British policy-makers, politicians and society leaders, especially 

after the Arab Spring.  

 

This study aims to explore the British Arab youth (second generation) as they 

represent the backbone of the British Arab community. The Arab Spring marked 

a new era for Arab youth’s political participation in the Arab world and in the 

diaspora. Engaging online with a global political issue, such as the Arab Spring, 

influences British Arab youth in terms of their identity construction. This 

influence is enhancing their sense of belonging and balancing both parts of the 

Britishness and Arabness of their identity. That ongoing process of identity 

construction and reconstruction influenced by extensive usage of social media 

empowers youth’s position within the wider British society. To prove this, the 

present study adopts qualitative and quantitative research methods to produce 

rigorous empirical data based on close contact with the Arab community. 

The thesis aims to examine the relationship between British Arab young peopl’s 

active interaction with online media and their cultural identity, particularly 
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exploring notions of youth identity construction in relation to online media as an 

alternative to mainstream media. In doing so, it examines the lived relationship 

between online media and British Arab youth culture and identity; investigating 

the way young British Arabs derive meaning from online media offerings, and 

what role interaction in a global political issue (the Arab Spring) using online 

media, plays in the way they construct their identity/ies.  
 

1.1 Research objectives 

The following objectives provide the basis of this study: 

- Study the main forces that influence the construction of identity/ies of British 

Arab youth from the second generation;  

- Explore the role of the new media in creating platforms for discussion, debate 

and engagement which may empower British Arab youth; 

- Explore the extent to which British Arab youth are interested in engaging with 

the politics of their countries of origin and how that may have an impact on their 

sense of belonging to British society. 

 

Arab youth (2nd generation) in Britain are part of the multicultural society, but as 

much as this provides opportunities to empower youth of ethnic minorities it also 

can expose them to means of stereotyping and alienation. The construction of 

their identity/ies is a complex process that incorporates the effect of various 

forces interchangeably. The level of effect of these forces such as family, religion, 

society and media, may vary depending on the circumstances that youth are 

exposed to. Most recently, online media is looked at as a major player in the 

construction of youth’s identity/ies (Livingstone, 2002). Youth have the ability, 

skills and knowledge to select the content of online media to interact/engage with, 

which in return defines the way they choose to construct their identity/ies, and 

stands as a theoretical ground to understand how the circumstances that influence 

youth play a significant role in constructing their identity/ies. That is what 

motivates youth to turn to online media and select the content that fulfils their 
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needs. This process is reflected back on their identity, which keeps the 

construction and reconstruction of their identity ongoing. 

 

This thesis aims to fill a gap in the literature about Arab youth by providing an 

insight into their lives, realities and concerns. It gives them a voice to speak about 

themselves and assert their point of view about concepts of cultural identity, 

understanding the role of online media, political participation, and the 

relationship between them. Their interpretations are significantly different from 

how scholars and researchers understand it, as they represent a generation that 

grew up with these technologies, unlike the older generation that is trying to 

understand these technologies and adapt to them, and consequently use their 

existing concepts as a way of understanding new influences and impacts. 
 

1.2 Gap in Knowledge 

After a considerable search, little could be found about the second generation of 

British Arab youth. The mainstream media is filled with themes of stereotyping, 

labelling youth of certain ethnic minorities and posing them as a threat to British 

values. These themes are mainly based on commentator’s opinion rather than 

scientific research or empirical data.  If we recognise first that the Arab 

community belongs to a civilization that dominated the world just a few centuries 

ago, it deserve to be explored on its own.  Considering the potentials and risks of 

this ‘invisible community’, policy-makers and community leaders are required to 

explore and understand it. Ionescu (2006) states the importance of such 

knowledge: ‘There is a knowledge gap at the policy level regarding the policies 

being implemented, the institutions in charge, the programmes and tools that 

actually facilitate diaspora contributions, and of what works and what does not’ 

(p. 9). The Arab community is heavily under-researched as a consequence of 

being invisible. As Georogiou (2002) puts it: ‘Significant ethnic groups (e.g. the 

Arabs) are left between the white, the black and the others. Non-recognition and 

non-visibility in official statistics is twofold in its consequences - it increases the 
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sense of symbolic exclusion and it decreases social and cultural service provision 

towards ‘invisible’ groups’ (p. 7). Miladi also observed back in 2006 that ‘so far, 

little research has been done on the Arab diaspora in the UK and its perceptions 

and uses of linguistically diverse media’ (p. 948).  

Empirical academic research in this field is valuable to identify the actual role of 

the new media, taking into account the rapid development of its tools, influencing 

the identity construction of Arab youth. This issue is crucial for UK policy-

makers, academics, media owners and social movements in order to offer British 

Arab youth a platform to be visible and positively engage in the society, and that 

can also prevent leaving them in the shadows of society, where unfavourable 

outcomes are inevitable.  

Livingstone (2002) asserts the importance of empirical studies: ‘Empirical 

research is essential if we are to understand the balance between the potential and 

the dangers of today’s new media’ (p. 18). 

All this indicates a gap in knowledge that this research attempts to narrow while 

also encouraging further research on this particular ethnic group. 

This study, therefore, arose from a recognition of the lack of detailed and 

empirical information on Arab youth and the relationship between their 

interaction with online media consumption and their identity. 

1.3 Why British Arabs? 

British Arabs are a racially and religiously diverse community and the situation 

is becoming even more complex with the burgeoning of the second generation 

who are sometimes of mixed heritage. 

According to Mellor et al. (2013): ‘Arab does not refer to a particular race, as 

Arabs are of diverse religions and ethnic origins. Various ethnic groups such as 

Nubians, Bedouins, Kurds, and Berbers are encompassed by the term, as well as 

other religious groups including Christians (of various denominations) Muslims 

(Sunni, Shiite, Bahhai, Druze), and  Jews. Several terms denote Arab identity: 

Arab, Arabic, Arabian. These are used interchangeably’ (p. 9). 
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It is estimated that more than half a million British of Arab origin live in the UK, 

with London attracting the majority of them (Jalili, 2004). They have settled here 

largely from Egypt, North Africa, Palestine, Yemen, Lebanon, and Iraq. 

However, it is almost impossible to estimate the actual number; given that there 

have been very few attempts to track it down. Some sources estimate more than 

750,000 British Arabs live in the UK (Jalili, 2004). 

Migration to the UK began substantially in the 1940s with the Egyptians (the 

Yemenis were the first group to migrate to the UK in the nineteenth century but 

in small numbers). It started again during the 1960s. A mixture of the professional 

and the unskilled came in waves of immigrants in search of employment, mostly 

from Egypt and Morocco. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, general Arab migration to Britain increased as the 

Arab world struggled to emerge from the era of colonialism. Despite that, British 

Arabs are virtually invisible within British society as a group. Their presence is 

largely a consequence of Britain’s colonial past.  

1.4 Why British Arab youth? 

Arab youths are a very important segment of Arab community as they belong to 

the second generation that can define the future of the Arab community as a whole 

in Britain.  

This study approaches this segment of the Arab community in Britain using 

qualitative and quantitative research methods in an attempt to provide more 

accurate and reliable data for analysis. British Arab youth are caught between 

their portrayal by British society as if their sense of belonging is always 

questioned, and the assumptions or ambitions of the Arab community. Therefore 

their loyalty in turbulent times is scrutinised, that is when the media play a 

negative role in putting them under the pressure of positioning themselves; with 

‘us’ or with ‘them’. This position puts British Arab youth on a more complex 

ground, requiring them first to map their identity and second to identify their 

sense of belonging culturally and emotionally.  
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For this study, the age group between 18 and 25 years old has been selected as 

this age is considered a transitional stage between childhood and adulthood. This 

age group is sometimes undermined as a transitional category.  Moreover, in the 

cultural context, they are expected to behave like full adults, when in fact they 

are still discovering themselves and the world surrounding them. In Arab culture, 

they are considered ‘no longer children’ at an even younger age (Al-Askary, 

2001). 

Around the end of 2010, political changes, known as the ‘Arab Spring’ by the 

media, swept parts of the Arab world. Arab youth, who were considered the 

backbone of the protests, mobilised, relying heavily on social media tools to 

communicate and forward messages. Facebook, Twitter and YouTube were 

effective tools used by Arab youth to challenge the total blackout by the 

mainstream media in their countries. British Arab youth were not far from this 

global Arab youth movement and participated in many ways. Engaging with the 

events over almost three years has arguably had an impact on their confidence 

and sense of belonging and strengthened their cultural ties with their countries of 

origin. It later on caused a wave of disappointment and frustration after the 

situation in the ‘Arab Spring’ countries turned into political instability and social 

incoherence, which also had an impact on them. 
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Figure 1 - Main forces influencing identity construction of British Arab youth 

 

1.5 Breakdown of chapters 

This research discusses three themes; identity construction, usage of new media, 

and political participation. It seeks to connect them and form a model of 

investigation. In Chapter Two these themes are discussed in terms of the available 

scholarly literature. The themes appear systematically in the discussions. The 

forces that influence youth identity construction are discussed in light of concepts 

of construction of ethnic identity, primarily the circumstantialist/instrumentalist 

approach. The emergence of the new media (online media) is also discussed along 

with its main implications and role in the process of identity formation. The ‘uses 

and gratification’ approach is seen to provide an explanation for the extensive use 

of online media amongst youth. The explosion of social media use during the 

Arab Spring triggered an interest in investigating its role in encouraging the 

political engagement of youth in public life. In addition, the evolving theory of 

‘uses and gratification’ has been discussed in relation to the circumstantialist/ 
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instrumentalist approach of identity construction. Connecting both approaches 

serves as a theoretical background that can explain the connection between the 

themes.  

 

In Chapter Three, the research methodology and the main primary and secondary 

sources of data are explained. This research combines quantitative and qualitative 

methods in order to answer the research question about the role of the new media 

in enhancing identity, and how identity, in return, is reflected at the level of 

political engagement as a form of engagement with the online media. A survey 

was designed for this purpose and the results are combined with forty individual 

interviews with British Arab youths.   

 

In Chapter Four, extensive background information is presented about the Arab 

world and the Arab community in Britain. The Arab community or the so-called 

‘invisible’ community, is the oldest, non-European immigrant group in the UK. 

It has been described as one of the most vibrant, and as contributing towards 

culture, the economy, and the health sector. It is, however, a widely diversified 

community that shares history, culture, language and religion. This chapter also 

provides a view of the most significant organisations that promote Arab culture 

or are concerned with Arab-British relations.  

 

In Chapters Five, Six and Seven, the findings of both the questionnaire samples 

and group interviews are presented. Many aspects of British Arab youth are 

revealed. Family, religion, British society and British media are the main 

influences on the process of British Arab youth identity formation. The majority 

of Arab youth (82.9 percent) see themselves as British Arab and 93.5 percent 

believe the UK is a diverse and vibrant multicultural society that gives them a 

sense of belonging with confidence. British Arab youth criticises British 

mainstream media, and accuses it of stereotyping Arab youth, in a way that 

British Arab youth consider unfair. Thus, they turned to online media at the time 
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of the Arab Spring which enhanced their engagement with political issues. 

Consequently, a group of youth (one third) suggests forming political bonds and 

engaging with British politics on a wider scale.  

 

In Chapter Eight, A deep and thorough discussion is generated to reflect upon 

the findings and to link the three themes discussed systematically in the literature 

review. The aim of this chapter is to answer the main question and the sub 

questions of this research, against the theoretical framework of the uses and 

gratification approach, as grounds to understand how and why British Arab youth 

use online media. It also considers the circumstantialist/ instrumentalist approach 

to understanding how British Arab youth choose their identity and how that 

identity is influenced by various forces.   

 

Chapter Nine, concludes the findings and the discussion around the three themes; 

identity construction of Arab youth in Britain, their usage and interaction of 

online media, and how their political engagement as a form of online interaction 

empowers them and enhances their sense of belonging. This chapter aims to 

answer the main question of this thesis 'what is the role of the new/online media 

in the construction of British Arab young people's identity and political 

engagement?' Finally, it concludes that British Arab youth are still searching for 

their identity and the construction of their adaptable identity is a mechanism of 

survival and a base for a more stable identity, enforced by a strong of sense of 

belonging to the wider British society. The figure above (Figure 1) demonstrates 

the main forces influencing the process of British Arab youth identity 

construction and the size is symbolic of the level of influence. 

 

The next chapter engages with the discussion in the available literature concerned 

with the concepts of cultural identity construction within the framework of the 

circumstantialist/instrumentalist approach (Cornell and Hartmann, 1998). It then 
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discusses the use of media among youth and links it to political participation as a 

form of online engagement with media platforms.  
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Chapter Two  

Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

The objective of this chapter is to examine the conceptual framework within 

which this study is set. As outlined in the introductory chapter, the research 

examines aspects of the lives of a selected group of young British Arabs in 

relation to their identity. It also explores the relationship between identity and 

interaction with new media (social media), with a focus on online political 

participation. The three themes to be outlined and developed, with specific 

reference to my own research, are aspects of identity formation of British Arab 

youth, new media uses and their relationship with identity formation, and the 

political participation of Arab youth with reference to online media usage. 

Identity development is an emergent process that develops through sustained 

participation in existing community structures and discourses. The concept of 

identity has been widely discussed, analysed and researched. The first section of 

this chapter discusses various issues of identity formation, such as, ethnic 

identity, cultural identity, formation of multiple identities and the formation of 

Arab identity.  

The second section looks into identity formation and how it influences the uses 

of online media and vice versa. It also examines the effect of new media 

technologies on identity formation and how in return these media technologies 
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influence the formation of identity with reference to new media use habits 

amongst younger generations. The third section relates the previous sections’ 

discussions with political participation. Online media has provided powerful tools 

for engagement with politics. Youth, who are seen as the internet generation, are 

known for being less engaged in politics or having less interest in politics. The 

aim of this chapter is to explore the existing research which is relevant to the 

topic.  

2.1 Identity construction  

Many identity researchers (e.g., Hall, 1992; Hogg et al., 1995; Weber, 1997; 

2002; Harter, 1999; Brinthaupt and Lipka, 2012) regard ‘the self’ and ‘identity’ 

as two different, yet related constructs. They assume that while individuals have 

only one self, they have many different identities. These identities vary across 

relational contexts, such as the family, peer group and school (Harter, 1999; Hogg 

et al., 1995). Identity is partly a matter of what we share with other people. As 

Pilkington (2003) points out, ‘human beings have always differentiated 

themselves from others, named themselves and in the process distinguished 

between those who are deemed to be members of their community and those who 

are not’ (p. 171). Here, ‘identity is about identification with others whom we 

assume are similar to us (if not exactly the same), at least in some significant 

ways.’ (Buckingham, 2008, p. 1). 

This introduction of identity formation, takes the discussion to another level. Do 

we have one fixed identity? Do we have more than one identity? Pilkington 
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(2003) argues that ‘people do not have one fixed identity but a range of shifting 

identities, including ones based on ethnicity, gender and class’ (p. 18). The next 

section discusses a wider range of ethnic identity construction. 

2.2 Constructing ethnic identity and Arab youth 

The term ‘ethnic’ is relatively new in terms of usage in literature. It first appeared 

in the Oxford English Dictionary in 1953 but the origin of the word can be traced 

back to Greek. It has been used to define a group of people, a race, a swarm or a 

tribe. In other words, it is used to assert the sense of ‘belonging to a particular 

group and sharing its conditions of existence’ (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992, 

p. 8).  

Smith (1986) identifies an ethnic group as ‘a population whose members believe 

that in some sense they share common descent and a common cultural heritage 

or tradition, and who are so regarded by others’ (cited in Pilkington, 2003, p. 

192). The group does not necessarily have common descent or cultural heritage; 

the key point is that they ‘believe’ they do. That is what can make them claim 

they have a common identity. 

Nagel (1994) attempts to answer some questions related to ethnic identity and the 

external social, economic, and political processes and actors as they shape and 

reshape it. He identifies the cornerstone of ethnic identity construction, saying, 

‘ethnicity is constructed out of the material of language, religion, culture, 

appearance, ancestry or regionality’ (p. 153). Ethnicity is most closely associated 

with the issue of boundaries. Nagel, (1994) states that, ‘ethnic boundaries 
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determine who is a member and who is not and designate which ethnic categories 

are available for individual identification at a particular time and place’. He also 

argues that these boundaries are ‘dynamic’ and are constantly undergoing 

changes in times of social, economic, and political transformation. Nagel’s point 

of view stresses the boundaries of ethnic identity. Although the issue of 

boundaries could be crucial at times, in the very next point he discussed he 

acknowledges the fact that they are ‘dynamic’, in other words there can be other 

grounds to determine the formation of an identity that is affiliated with ethnicity, 

for example, being of Arab origin but living outside the Arab communities’ 

boundaries and therefore being forced to form another identity, that is consistent 

with the host community.  

From a related perspective, the term ‘ethnic’ implies the dichotomy of ‘us’ and 

‘them’. Hutchinson and Smith (1996) define six main features of the term ethnic 

group, or ethnicity. These features are: 

1. A common proper name, to identify and express the ‘essence’ of the 

community; 

2. A myth of common ancestry that includes the idea of common origin in time 

and place and that gives an ethnic a sense of fictive kinship; 

3. Shared historical memories, or better, shared memories of a common past or 

pasts, including heroes, events, and their commemoration;  

4. One or more elements of common culture, which need not be specified but 

normally include religion, customs, and language; 
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5. A link with a homeland, not necessarily its physical occupation by the ethnic, 

only its symbolic attachment to the ancestral land, as with diaspora peoples; and  

6. A sense of solidarity on the part of at least some sections of the ethnic’s 

population. 

One of the limitations of these key features is that they do not recognise the 

influence of the environment/circumstances in creating new realities that affect 

the formation of an ethnic group.  They are, rather, of a descriptive and generic 

nature, for a homogenous ethnic group that in most cases belongs to one 

geographical area or region. An ethnic identity can be formed as a result of 

common circumstances as pointed out by the circumstantialist (instrumentalist) 

approach (Cornell and Hartmann, 1998).  

This approach emphasises ‘the socially constructed nature of ethnicity and 

provides a convincing explanation of ethnic change and variation’ (Pilkington, 

2003, p. 22). It conceptualises ethnicity as ‘contingent on circumstance and 

therefore fluid’ (Cornell and Hartmann, 1998, p. 71). If identity formation in its 

modern definition asserts the fact that it is not fixed and is constantly changing, 

in the globalised context of modern societies, the circumstantialist 

(instrumentalist) approach is worth considering in the attempt to understand 

ethnic identity. 

The approach emphasises that circumstances play a role in forming an ethnic 

group, and at the same time it admits the creative role of people in creating their 

own identities (Pilkington, 2003). Cornell and Hartmann’s approach ‘makes 

ethnic groups active agents in the making and remaking of their own identities’, 
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and ‘views construction not as a one-time event but as continuous’ (Cornell and 

Hartmann, 1998, p. 85). 

An interesting example illustrated by Pilkington (2003) is black people in the 

United States of America. The origin of these people is in West Africa, from 

many different countries and diverse tribes. They were brought by force to the 

USA to become slaves. As Pilkington points out ‘they were assigned a common 

racial identity’ as their original identities ‘counted for nothing’ (p. 19). Although 

they had diverse roots and probably shared less common memories of history, 

they shared their skin colour and also, thereafter, slavery. These circumstances, 

according to Pilkington, ‘formed a new ethnic group and asserted their own 

identity’ (p. 19). The black community can claim that they are an ethnic group 

that shares a ‘common descent (West Africa) and common memories (slavery 

and continuing racial disadvantage); and, despite often not being very culturally 

distinctive from the wider society, draw upon a variety of cultural features (from 

language to music) to signal their difference and common identity’ (Pilkington, 

2003, p. 20). 

Ethnic groups that have been formed in accordance with the circumstantialist 

(instrumentalist) approach, might have their variations and differences, especially 

if they come from the same region, but diverse beliefs or faiths. An example 

would be the Eastern Jews (or Arab Jews) who originally used to live in Arab 

countries and migrated to Israel after 1948, or have lived in Palestine before 

Israeli occupation. Although they define themselves as Israelis for others, they 

define themselves as ‘Eastern’ in contrast to the Jews of Western origin.  They 
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share the origin and history, the language (the majority of first generation 

immigrants still speak Arabic), and they share common interests in Eastern art 

(music) (Shohat, 2003). Shohat recognises the dilemma of these Jewish Arabs, 

saying that the new Israeli authorities attempted to force them into accepting a 

new identity by ‘provoking the geographical dispersal of Arab Jews, by placing 

them in a new situation "on the ground", by attempting to reshape their identity 

as simply "Israeli", by disdaining and trying to uproot their Arabness’ (2003, p. 

52).  

One of the most significant examples in the last decade is demonstrated in the 

awaking sense of ‘one Muslim nation’ and the ‘Muslim identity’. Post the events 

of 9/11, Muslims in the West had to prove their innocence by asserting their 

belonging to the wider society, no matter whether they were immigrants or born 

in the West. This pressure of the hosting societies forced Muslims to regroup. 

Despite their variations, distinctions in terms of their roots (Asian, African, 

European, Latino etc.) they started to regroup based on religion, as all of them 

were under fire. The differences had significantly vanished between liberals and 

conservatives, feminists and anti-feminists, Arabs and non-Arabs or rich and 

poor. In the United States as well as in Europe, the sense of ‘one Muslim 

community’ is not the same as before 9/11. The rise of Muslim identity amongst 

the new generations in the West can be defined as a form of identification, largely 

determined by ‘them’, not by ‘us’.  

That is what Alba (1990) means by stating that ‘ethnic identity is no longer 

anchored in strongly ethnic social structures’ (cited in Cerulo, 1997, p. 389). He 
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presents ethnicity as ‘a symbolic entity concerned with the symbols of ethnic 

cultures rather than with the cultures themselves’ (ibid). Ethnic groups adapt to 

their environment by ‘modifying’ some cultural symbols in order to present them, 

for instance, as part of traditions. Alba also argues that symbolic ethnicities are 

easily reshaped in response to varying situational contexts and growing social 

needs’ (ibid). 

The main point of these examples is to demonstrate that identities are socially 

constructed and are not fixed. The influence of circumstance is evident on 

occasions of unusual events. That said, the circumstantialist approach has been 

criticised for undermining ‘the power of ethnic ties and the stubborn nature of 

persistence in contexts where they do not seem to have an obvious practical use’ 

(Pilkington, 2003, p. 23). However, the circumstantialist approach provides a 

solid ground for interpreting the formation or development of identities under the 

pressure of circumstances that force a group of people to form a new group 

affiliated by race, skin colour, religion, gender or language. 

2.3 The formation of multiple identities 

It is not unusual for people to have multiple identities. People ‘could be pulled in 

different directions by their competing identities, unsure whether their 

sympathies should be determined by their ‘race’, gender, class or political 

attitudes’ (Pilkington, 2003, p. 172). If we acknowledge that the ‘belief’ factor 

can determine the formation of a certain identity, the ‘belief’ shaped by inevitable 

changing forces can provide the ground for another form of identity, and so on. 
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For instance, speaking the Arabic language in a foreign country can be grounds 

to form a group, who are originally from the same region but of ethnically diverse 

origin. An Arab Iraqi can be a member of that group, the same as a Kurd, a Farsi, 

an Arab Armenian, an Arab Amazigh or an Arab Chechnyan. They are of diverse 

ethnic origin but all speak Arabic, and could have common customs or similar 

traditions. Religion in that case is an ‘added value’ factor. They have the common 

ground to form a group no matter what their religion, however, being Muslim or 

Christian can add a value to their relationship. An emerging identity does not at 

all mean giving up other identities, it simply means that ‘different identities will 

be salient in different contexts’(Pilkington, 2003, p. 174). Nazaroo and Karlsen 

(2010) point out that, ‘ethnic identity cannot be considered as fixed, because 

cultures develop and adapt and, as such, are not autonomous and static features 

in an individual’s life’ (p. 904). Another similar approach to defining ethnic 

identity argues that it is determined by a complex interplay of social, cultural, 

developmental, personal, and situational influences that help shape any 

individual’s sense of self (Ichiyama et al., 1996). 

2.4 Globalisation and cultural identity formation 

The influence of globalisation on modern societies is no longer questionable. The 

question is, to what extent it is influential and what makes the influence vary 

between one society and another. One can argue that technological advances have 

bridged the gaps between countries, societies, and cultures. Pilkington (2002) 

states that ‘in the last two decades we have entered a qualitatively new phase of 
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globalisation. One of its main features has been described as ‘time-space 

compression’, in recognition of the fact that our lives are increasingly and 

remarkably quickly influenced by distant events’ (p. 195). This statement of 

Pilkington’s shows the globalisation dimension as an influential factor in our 

modern lives. Its influence is enhanced by advanced communications technology 

and the explosion if information and human knowledge, which have expanded 

exponentially, particularly in the last two decades.  

One of the key points when discussing globalisation is that it ‘tends to undermine 

the power of tradition and custom in our lives, by making us aware of alternative 

ways of living’ (Pilkington, 2003, p. 197). What Pilkington is trying to 

demonstrate is that ‘we can no longer take our identity for granted but are obliged 

to choose who we are, albeit within social constraints. Some identities may 

disappear as people assimilate in response to a trend towards cultural 

homogenisation, but this is only one possibility’ (ibid, p. 197). Nonetheless, the 

homogeneity of a globalised tendency can be challenged by local identities. Local 

identities have their own dynamics to resist change from ‘outside’. We here have 

two examples to compare. The first is the global trend that is trying to invade the 

boundaries of localised societies. These boundaries could be social, economic or 

political. The values embedded in globalisation could be seen as ‘offensive’ or 

‘disrespectful’ and, therefore, could be identified as a ‘threat’. In tribal 

hierarchical communities, such as most Arab societies, a defensive mechanism 

has the power to challenge the influence of globalisation. However, this does not 

mean it can prevent it from causing the change.  
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The other example is the diaspora communities, which sense the threat even 

more. The influence of the host society is strongly on them and their children. 

That is when the reaction is expected to perhaps be greater, and when new 

identities could emerge in the search for cultural roots in ‘people who have been 

dispersed forever from their homelands’ (Hall, 1992a, p. 310). 

In Britain, which has a long history of being a multicultural society, containing 

English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish, and later waves of immigrants of Caribbean 

and Asian origin, the diaspora communities are having this battle of identity 

formation. Pilkington (2003) argues that ‘as members of the new diasporas 

created by post-colonial migrations, they have to learn to live in more than one 

culture. Rejecting the search for cultural purity, they may opt to fuse different 

cultural traditions and create new hybrid identities’ (p. 201). members of diaspora 

communities have to face the reality that sticking to one fixed identity is rather 

an illusion, as it is more difficult for people to ‘hold onto the illusion of one fixed 

and unchanging identity and the experience of identity as inherently in flux 

therefore becomes a common one’ (McGuigan, cited in Pilkington, 1996, p. 141).  

Both examples, lead us to the point that globalisation has an evident influence on 

pushing people to create more than one fixed identity. Even for ethnic minority 

members, no matter what they do, holding to on one fixed identity is de facto not 

possible. The dynamics of a diaspora imply adapting to a changing way of life, 

even if it is with the hope of returning home one day. Pilkington notes that the 

immigrants of the first generation realised that there was no going back and 

therefore started to reconstruct ‘a familiar social order around themselves’ as their 
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‘confidence in the possibility of creating a civilised life in Britain grew. Extended 

families were reunited, properties were bought and religious institutions were re-

established’ (Pilkington, 2003, p. 202).  

The main two examples of ethnic identity formation extensively exposed in 

Britain are the Caribbean and the Asian. Together, they form the majority of non-

European immigrants in Britain. However, far too little attention has been paid to 

other smaller groups such as the British Arab community. Their presence has 

grown quietly, effectively since the 1960s. The issue of Arab identity has gained 

ground in the Arab world as part of the fear of the influence of globalisation 

(Barakat, 1993).  

Barakat (1993) recognises that ‘Arab identity is shaped by specific, shared 

external challenges and conflicts’ (p. 27). As discussed earlier, language can be a 

‘unifying factor’ for regrouping, and that is what Barakat stresses, saying, ‘Arab 

identity has been seen as based primarily on language. Arabs are more conscious 

of their language than any people in the world’ (Hourani cited in Barakat, p. 27). 

If we take the statement of Hourani at its face value, it can explain how the Arab 

community in Britain feel attached to each other by considering that Arabic is 

their identifying factor of ethnic identity. Although, the Arab community has 

come to light lately, there have been very few attempts to study it as an ethnic 

minority in Britain. The aim of this study is to investigate British Arab youth’s 

identity formation. Taking into consideration that there has been very little 

academic research investigating Arab youth, the literature review relied primarily 
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on similar examples in Britain, such as studies of the black and Asian 

communities.  

2.5 Muslim identity vs. Arab identity  

The emergence of the term ‘Muslim identity’ in the Arab world as well as in the 

Western diaspora, sparked discussions around it. The so-called revival of Islamic 

identity followed, to a great extent, the success of the Islamic revolution in Iran, 

the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan and the arrival of pro-Islamists rule in 

Sudan. (Barakt, 1993, p. 101; Esposito, 2003, p. 4). Since then, Islamic 

movements have gained popularity. Prominent names representing ‘the notion of 

restoring Muslim identity started to attract followers’ (Badran, 2012). In addition 

to mosques, online media has witnessed an early presence of Islamic movements, 

who mobilised towards the idea of reviving Muslim identity. Badran (2012) notes 

that ‘in the presence of advanced communication technologies and in the age of 

globalised materialistic values, Muslims should be aware of these “sneaky 

values” that could threaten the Muslim identity’ (ibid). Here it is remarkable how 

academics and Muslim scholars are engaged with people not only in mosques, 

the traditional place for Islamic lectures, but also online, where, not surprisingly, 

they are very active.  

 

The online sphere has been seen as an alternative to traditional media in the Arab 

world, that are dominated by either secularists or leftists; the traditional 

opponents of Islamists. Badaran continues to argue that Muslims should not close 
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their eyes and let go. They must engage proactively with the media using all 

available platforms. Online media has provided a powerful tool that, on one hand, 

can reach almost everyone who has a computer or a mobile, and bypass the 

obstacle of barring them from appearing on traditional satellite channels, on the 

other hand (ibid). This discourse is only a drop in the ocean of the ongoing debates 

around Muslim identity, however, there are dilemmas facing the notion of 

reviving Islamic identity. Firstly, there seems to be a disagreement amongst 

Islamists about defining Muslim identity. The dominant movement, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, adopted a moderate definition, while the emergent Salafists adopted 

a radical understanding of Muslim identity. Also other non-politicised Islamic 

streams, such as the Dawah group and Sufis, developed a spiritual understanding 

of how a Muslim must be. Secondly, the rise of a religious sectarian divide raised 

concerns within the Muslim community that going that way is too dangerous for 

the cohesion of their societies, so they would rather stick to a less radical 

understanding of Islam.  

 

Arab nationalism was at its peak in post colonialism times; most notably during 

the rule of the Egyptian leader Gamal Abdul Nasser in the 1950s. Other Arab 

leaders followed in the 1950s to 1970s. However, many figures turned into 

dictators. Corruption infiltrated their entire regimes and slowly they became a 

symbol for oppression, injustice and poverty. Consequently, Arab people lost 

faith in Arab nationalism. The rise of Islamic movements signalled a shift in the 

public mode. Arab identity was challenged by the notion of Muslim identity. 
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Islamic revival was seen as an alternative way of achieving social justice and 

better economic prospects, as people put their trust in the ‘anti-corruption’ and 

‘anti-injustice’ people; the Islamists. The point here is that we can see how the 

Arab people were torn apart between the two notions. Not only that, but also the 

emergence of globalisation and the so-called ‘Westernised’ generation, who 

respect religion but do not believe much in ideologies such as Arabism or political 

Islam, started. This is the ongoing conflict in defining Arab identity and Muslim 

identity. 

 

Moving on to academic and non-academic studies concerned with the term 

‘Muslim identity’ as a generalised concept, there is not yet clear evidence that 

this notion exists. The term ‘Muslim identity’ is still wide open to discussion and 

disagreement in both the Muslim and the Arab World, and even among Muslim 

scholars (Samad, 1998). However, within the Western-based research community 

there is a claim that they have managed to find a definition of Muslim identity 

(Choudhury, 2007), whereas, in fact, there is a basic misconception in the way 

scholars and researchers in the West identify Muslim identity. There is less 

evidence available as to whether a unified definition has been reached, or whether 

there is unity, among all Muslim communities on one definition. Each community 

is a product of its own history, culture, language and local traditions. The same 

applies to ‘black identity’, ‘Asian identity’ or ‘Latino identity’. Are all black-

coloured communities the same? They may share their skin colour, but not 

necessarily their cultural identity (Sellers et al., 1998). There are Muslim blacks, 
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Christian blacks, Jewish blacks, atheist blacks, African blacks, sub-Saharan 

blacks, Caribbean blacks, just as there are white Muslims, white Christians, white 

Jews, white atheists, or white Buddhists, West European whites, East European 

whites, North American whites etc. The point is, when discussing the religious 

dimension of identity, we cannot assume that the whole race is homogenous. For 

instance, how can we assume that there is a notion of ‘Muslim identity’ for 

Muslims coming from all over the world?  

The reason that I argue about these notions and thus, implicitly, their implications, 

is that there is no real or actual unity among Muslims, who come from more than 

120 countries (Peek, 2005). There are certain commonalities, in terms of their 

religious practices, but even these are far from being identical. It is equivalent to 

discussing the Christian identity of EU citizens. Such an identity does not exist 

and it will never exist, since differences in cultures, traditions and languages play 

a crucial role in defining one's identity. What defines Muslim identity? Is it a man 

with a beard or a woman with a head covering? What would define a Muslim 

child? How different is a Muslim child from a Christian or a non-religious child?  

All these questions highlight the contradictions in the common misconceptions 

around so-called ‘Muslim identity’. So far, the only known Muslim community 

that had shared common characteristics of Muslim identity was the first 

generation of Muslims in the early years of Islam in Medina (Holt, Lambton and 

Lewis, 1970). That community, which was 99 percent Arab, created a unique 

community from scattered Arab tribes in part of the Arabian Peninsula 1400 years 

ago. After the death of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and the expansion of 
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Islam outside the Arabian Peninsula, other nations converted to Islam but 

continued to practice their own cultures. Certainly, there are opponents of this 

concept, who argue that such a united Muslim identity does exist and is what 

unifies all Muslims around the world (Mehmet, 1990). 

One can argue that religious belief and practices might be reflected in one’s 

personality, which is true, however, this might unite a group of people who live 

isolated from the rest of the community, and not only isolated from the rest of the 

community, but also isolated from any cultural influence that was not related to 

their own.  

The same principle applies to the term ‘Arab identity’. Arabs across 21 countries 

may share the formal Arabic language, similar cultures, shared history and 

common ancestors but they have different traditions and costumes, and different 

attitudes towards the economy, education and civil rights. The increasing 

presence of religion in the Arab world and in the diaspora is believed to lie in the 

sense that religion (and here I refer mainly to Islam) enhances its role as a 

safeguard of cultural identity following the fall of Arab nationalism. 

2.6 Arab identity in the global context 

Western literature has tended to have a stereotype of the Arab social structure, as 

if it were one homogenous society. Many observers (e.g., Barakat, 1993) have 

pointed to the collective nature of social life in Arab societies and to the central 

role played by family members in shaping the values and self-conceptions of 

individuals (Joseph, 1994; Rugh, 1997). Barakat (1993) highlights the importance 
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of Arabic as a common language and of Islam as a religion in the creation of a 

‘common culture’ and therefore ‘next to language, a single, shared culture has 

often been cited as the most basic element in Arab national identity’ (p. 41).  

From the point of view of some Arab social scholars, the Arab world is 

experiencing a socio-cultural transition (Bishara, 2011), which will consequently 

have implications for the way Arab youth portray themselves, in both the Arab 

world and in the diaspora. The intensely transitional nature of contemporary Arab 

society makes generalisation difficult. Barakat (1993) summarises the general 

characteristics of Arab society in this transitional era (pre-Arab Spring), which 

has lasted longer than Barakat himself anticipated when he said:  

‘Arab society today is neither traditional nor modern, old or new, capitalist or 

socialist or feudal, Eastern or Western, religious or secular, particularistic or 

universalistic in its cultural orientations. It is this very complexity that, led to my 

definition of Arab society as an association of all these contradictions and several 

others in a contradictory world.’(p.93) 

 

This argument may explain the reason that Arab societies, most specifically the 

younger generation, have decided to undergo a radical change towards this 

undeniable and undefined orientation at the end of 2010. On the other hand, this 

explanation shows us the bigger picture for Arab immigrants to the UK. This 

uncertainty about national identity has been replaced to a great extent by a stress 

on the importance of the cultural sense of belonging. This, in my opinion, has 

made it less painful for many Arab immigrants to integrate into the new societies 
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into which they migrated, while still showing great attention to their cultural 

identity. From my own experience of living in the diaspora for more than 20 

years, I find that many immigrants of the first generation prefer to talk about their 

villages and towns. The image of greater family, relatives and the memories of 

social relationships, have replaced the sense of national identity, especially when 

there is no clear explanation of why their original countries live with poverty and 

corruption.  

Arab immigrants in other English-speaking countries (e.g. the United States, 

Canada and Australia) have proved their ability to be easily assimilated. The main 

reason for their ability to assimilate in the US for example is that the Arab-origin 

population is highly educated and financially well-off relative to the population 

at large, and Arab-Americans claim the highest per capita ownership of 

businesses of any ethnic group in America (Arab American Institute, 2001).  

 

It is essential here, to mention an important fact that makes all the difference 

when it comes to understanding the construction process of young people’s 

identity in Arab societies. Arab youth typically live at home until they are married 

and remain dependent on older family members for financial and emotional 

support, and this determines the framework within which the process of identity 

construction is incubated (Arab American Institute, 2001). Consequently, the 

influence of family is greater on youth’s identity formation process. That strong, 

and sometimes conflicted, influence shapes Arab youths’ social behaviour, their 

definition of themselves and also their relationship to the outer world. Arab 
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audiences, youth in particular, in the diaspora may have different habits, needs 

and dynamics when consuming or producing new media. 

Broadly speaking, Arab youth of the second generation in the diaspora, 

particularly in Britain, are facing a crucial time. They have the responsibility to 

define their cultural identity under several influences, which will vary between 

one youth and another. The cultural background of the family, for instance, may 

play a crucial role in a youth’s life, or even undermine it. Before going into 

discussion of these forces, it should be made clear that other forces may also 

contribute to the identity formation of British Arab youth, however, a few forces 

are significantly influential, according to scholars (e.g., Barakat, 1993).   

The first and most influential aspect is the family. Various literature asserts the 

strong influence and position of the family in Arab youths’ lives (e.g., Abu-

Lughod, 1989; Barakat, 1993). Barakat (1993) states that ‘the family is the basic 

unit of social organisation and production in traditional and contemporary Arab 

society, and it remains a relatively cohesive institution at the centre of social and 

economic activities’ (p. 23). The family in the Arab social context could represent 

stability and cohesion, especially if we acknowledge that the structure of Arab 

societies is strongly influenced by tribalism and recognises its hierarchical order. 

Barakat (1993) argues that ‘the traditional Arab family constitutes an economic 

and social unit in all three Arab patterns of living - Bedouin, rural, and urban’ (p. 

23).  Therefore, Arab youth grow up with respect for the position of the family, 

and of members of the family, in their lives. Families are a central institution in 

Arab culture (Read, 2004). Hence, the influence of parents - the first immigrants 
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- is considerable, and is of great importance when trying to understand the process 

of identity construction. Challenges to the role of the family are growing through 

the increasing presence of individualised new media platforms (Hasan, 2010).  

Influence of religion: Religion has always been of special importance for the 

Middle Eastern and North African region (Barakat, 1993). According to Modood 

(1997) ‘Religion is particularly important and worth exploring in relation to 

British socialisation. Firstly, it marks a significant dimension of the cultural 

difference between the migrants and the British society’ (p. 305). Modood argues 

that ‘migrants, including Christians, were more religious than the society they 

were joining (the British)’ (p. 305). This point is particularly important when 

studying ethnic minorities in Britain. As we discussed in the previous point 

regarding the influence of family on youths’ identity formation, the transmitting 

of attitudes towards religion, from parents to children, is evident. Presumably 

however, the children’s generation is influenced by the host culture, hence they 

are less religious or religion is less important to them. Modood in his empirical 

study of cultural identity on ethnic minorities in the UK proves that the second 

generation ‘are most likely to keep alive a distinctive religion rather than a 

distinctive language’ (highlighting the cases of Jewish and Indian diasporas) (p. 

305). There is a level of agreement that the longer a migrant lives in a host culture, 

the less he/she is influenced by the original culture. However, in Britain, ‘age and 

length of residence work against each other in the particular case of religion’ (p. 

305). Many Western studies have pointed out that the role of religion in modern 

Western societies is shrinking massively (Modood and Ahmad, 2007). However, 
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the case in the Arab/Muslim communities this seems to be different. Barakat 

(1993) argues that ‘religion constitutes the most significant force shaping Middle 

Eastern societies’ (p. 119). In a quick comparison between the mid-1950’s and 

the last decade, studies suggest that one can clearly notice the growing position 

of religion, especially Islam, in the life of Arab communities (Barakat, 1993; 

Sharabi, 1988).  

Influence of host society (British culture): Modood (2013) says, ‘the longer a 

migrant has been in Britain the greater the likelihood of a decline in their original 

culture’. If this is the case for the migrant, the second generation is even more 

likely to be influenced by the host culture. Modood notes, in his study about Asian 

and black ethnic minorities in Britain, that ‘ethnic identity for the second 

generation was very important but was influenced by a number of factors. Their 

cultural practices did not just reflected the influence of their families but were 

acquired from the wider British society shared with the white British’ (p. 337). 

The point made by Modood makes it clear that the influence of the British culture 

on the youth of ethnic origin can outweigh the influence of family and religion.  

More importantly, Modood, highlights that the ‘strength of these youth’s ethnic 

identity was owed to a group pride in response to perceptions or racial exclusion 

and ethnic stereotyping by the white majority’ (p. 337).  This could be, in a sense, 

instrumental in stressing ethnic identity and ‘forging new anti-racist solidarities 

and hyphenated or even multiple identities’ (p. 337).  

From that perspective, Arab youth of the second generation in Britain who 

entwined their parent’s culture with British culture, hypothetically, are not much 
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different. Although the second generation of Arab immigrants are one of the 

relatively recent ethnic minority generations to emerge, as an ethnic minority they 

could have similarities to other non-White ethnic minorities in Britain.   

That assertion, nevertheless, needs empirical academic evidence. Comparing 

Arab youth with other ethnic minorities’ youth, simply underlines the cultural 

differences and variations. For, instance, Modood’s (2013) empirical findings on 

the ethnic identity of black, Asian and Chinese ethnic identity formation, 

confirms these cultural differences (p. 337). By acknowledging these differences 

and singularities, empirical findings are needed to confirm or contradict similar 

findings. Within that framework, this empirical study contributes towards more 

understanding of Arab youth’s identity formation with relation to media usage.    

2.7 New media and identity formation 

The debate about how influential new media are on people’s actions, interactions 

and perception has never come to an agreement. McLuhan (1994) proposes a 

deterministic outlook on the way in which technologies ‘have a direct yet 

imperceptible effect on our culture’ (McLuhan, 1967, cited in O’Neil, 2008, p. 

2). The famous edict of McLuhan ‘the medium is the message’ (McLuhan, 1967) 

is an attempt to make us aware of the influence of media on our perceptions and 

interactions with the world around us. It shapes the way in which we relate to the 

world without us being aware of it; that is the core argument of McLuhan. 

Although it may be reasonably argued, Raymond Williams (1974) has challenged 

this deterministic view. Williams’ point of view is quite the opposite; he proposes 
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that ‘human agency and the activity of the societies and culture are in fact 

affecting the nature of technology’ (cited in O’Neil, 2008, p. 3). For Williams, 

what is important is that people ‘develop the technology with the aim of fulfilling 

human needs, solving some problems, or improving some pre-existing social 

situation’ (p. 3). Another interesting point in Williams’ anti-deterministic view is 

that he argues that ‘due to the nature of social dynamics and cultural diversity, 

not all the outcomes of some technological development project can be foreseen’ 

(p. 3). The introduction of the cultural aspect shifts the discussion to another 

sophisticated level of human behaviour in relation to new media. Williams 

acknowledges that ‘indeed different groups of people use different technologies 

for different ends. People can appropriate, adapt and subvert technologies beyond 

their initial purpose’ (p. 4).  

The debate between the two contrasting points of McLuhan and Williams is 

extended beyond these particular points discussed above, which is outside the 

focus of this thesis. The main concern here is the interpretation and explanation 

of media usage by people. The debate around these issues is ongoing, and the 

argument and counter argument will continue as technologies and people’s 

interaction with media continue to advance.  

The ‘uses and gratification’ (U&G) approach was developed by Katz, Pulmer and 

Gurevitch, around the same time (1973). Its main argument is about what people 

use the media for, not what the impact of media is on them. This was originally 

proposed by George Gerbner in 1969. The model is concerned with the ‘social 

and psychological origin of needs, which generate expectations of the mass media 
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or other sources which lead to differential patterns of media exposure resulting in 

need gratification and other unintentional consequences’ (Rosengren et al., 1985, 

p. 14). It was used primarily to question the validity of the claim of direct and 

short-term media effects. The focus, therefore, shifted from ‘effect’ to ‘uses’. This 

shift was seen as an evolution of the effect theory. The uses and gratification 

approach ‘can help us understand relationships among people and technologies. 

This is specially the case for people using technologies to negotiate their 

identities, social positions, and emotional lives’ (Williams, Strover and Grant, 

1994, p. 463). Williams (1994) promotes the advantage of deploying the U&G 

approach in order to understand the relationship between people and technology 

and how people negotiate their identities by using new media technologies.  

Nevertheless, that shift in theory is taking into consideration the nature of the new 

media, specifically the Internet, which has completely shifted from a 

predominantly passive, one-way, and controlled message to an interactive, 

multidirectional, and uncontrolled medium (O’Neill, 2008, p. 14).  

Therefore, the shift to interactive media has changed ways of consumption, and 

the purpose of using the new media needs a shift in theorising the effect of it. 

O’Neill argues that ‘interactive media are now much more complex and subtle in 

manifestation than simple desktop delivery through a PC’ (p. 27). 

 

We will now look at how youth use the new media and in which contexts they 

negotiate their identities. New media is increasingly utilised by youth, yet little is 

known about the ways in which it influences their identity development. This 



47 
 

section explores the influence of online media on youths’ identity development. 

Emerging forms of media are critical to the identity development of many youths, 

in particular the youth of ethnic minorities. However, the relationship between 

diaspora and the influence of new media on the formation of youth identity, in 

light of the fast pace of advancing communication technologies, and the 

outcomes, could significantly vary.  

 

Recent studies suggest that youth in general may use new media to explore 

identities, behaviours, and lifestyles that might remain inaccessible offline 

(Hillier and Harrison, 2007; Pascoe, 2011). One of the factors that have largely 

fuelled the shift of identity studies is the growing presence of new communication 

technologies (Cerulo, 1997, p. 386). Cerulo asserts that in the present 

environment one cannot consider identity without reference to new 

communication technologies. Online participation may be a key element of 

identity formation or expression for youth, as it allows the opportunity to explore 

their identity (Marwick, Diaz and Palfrey, 2010). Some scholars assume that new 

media’s influence on identity formation among youth may be different from 

traditional media (McQail, 2010). Others argue that the extent of any influence 

on youth has not yet been clearly proven in relation to the formation of a 

developed identity in youngsters (Livingstone, 2008). However, the intensity and 

interactivity of usage of new media formats ‘have a prominent role in shaping 

part of the soft area of identity’ as has been described by Livingstone (2008, p. 

400). 
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We can say that the online environment has changed the traditional conditions of 

identity formation, in the sense that it has become an extra factor among the most 

influential factors that shape young people’s identity. It becomes possible for 

individuals to interact with one another on the Internet in a text-only mode that 

reveals nothing about their true characteristics. Cerulo (1997) notes that ‘new 

communication technologies have freed interaction from the requirements of 

physical co-presence; these technologies have expanded the array of generalised 

others contributing to the construction of self’ (p. 386). 

 

A significant body of research suggests that the media, as a key transmitter of 

representations and as a major source of information within society, has the power 

to control and shape attitudes and beliefs held in the popular imagination (e.g., 

Cohen and Gardener, 1982; Ferguson, 1998). Online media facilitates the flow of 

people across the planet and the formation, growth and maintenance of diaspora 

communities and family ties, in particular through easy access to personal 

computers and mobile phones, which are normally provided with access to the 

Internet. According to Oiarzabal and Reips (2012) they ‘became quotidian 

resources among migrants, who use them to develop, maintain, and recreate 

informal and formal transnational networks in both the physical and the digital 

worlds, while reinforcing and shaping their sense of individual and collective 

identity’ (p. 1333). 

 

Tubella (2012) in her work on new media effects in Spain agrees with Cerulo that 

‘new forms of social interaction allowed by the Internet oblige us to reconsider 
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the meaning of concepts such as community or identity’. She notes that ‘the 

process of self-formation as individuals and as collectivities becomes 

increasingly dependent on access to mediated forms of communication’ (p. 3). In 

this sense, new media tools (here I refer mainly to the online media) create a new 

dimension, in which the younger generation construct and develop their own way 

of identification. New media platforms are for every age group; youth are, 

however, the main players in the field, both in producing and consuming its 

products. Internet services that allow like-minded people to gather and 

interconnect are booming. The most social corners of the Internet are populated 

mostly with young users (Biocca, 2000, p. 26).  

Youth in the age of globalisation is facing challenges in terms of forming and 

reforming cultural identity. Identity formation becomes more a complex process 

in the presence of open access to all cultures. Immigrants who settle in other 

countries bring their culture with them; youth who engage with various forms of 

online media are exposed to different cultures as a consequence of globalisation 

and easy access to online media.   

Altheide (1995) argues that new media ‘enable new communication formats - 

new modes of selecting, organising, and presenting information. In turn, these 

new formats reshape social activity; they modify or dismantle current practices, 

and spur or shape new ones’ (cited in Cerulo,1997, p. 398). Shaping practices or 

dismantling them mean a process of adapting them to the current environment. It 

also includes the ‘belief’ that change is inevitable and necessary. This process of 

being exposed to new facts, accepting the idea of the need to change, negotiating 
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current cultural beliefs, and finally undergoing the change, is looked at as 

negotiating identity using online media. This way of constructing youth identity 

may pose a new challenge for the position of the family as the main contributor 

to the Arab youth’s identity creation process. Hamley (2003) argues that ‘it is no 

longer possible for an identity to be constructed merely in a small community and 

only to be influenced by family. Nowadays, arguably everything concerning our 

lives is seen to be “media-saturated”. Therefore, it is obvious that in constructing 

an identity young people would make use of imagery derived from the popular 

media’1. 

2.8 Arab youth: identity formation and online media 

Scholars such as Katz and Rice (2002), Smith and Kollock (1999) and Wallace, 

(1999) note that the Internet can offer its users tremendous opportunities to 

discover, and experiment with, their identities. Arab youth are no exception, but 

rather, they are subject to more powerful factors that may affect the way they 

consume new media, and therefore influence their identity. Since the emergence 

of new formats of communication and mobilisation, Arab youths have created 

hundreds of chat rooms, forums, blogs and, most recently, Facebook websites, to 

discuss everything, breaking all of the taboos, from state politics to sexual issues. 

When there was only TV, young people had less choice of what and when to 

watch, in the presence of others, such as parents and other family members. This 

has changed fundamentally through the presence of the Internet on personal 

 
1 Hamley, K. (2003) [Online source]. Available from: 
http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Students/klh9802.html [Accessed at 07/02/2010].  

http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Students/klh9802.html
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computers in their rooms and on their mobiles. In that sense, Hamely (2003) 

acknowledges the increasing role of the Internet in the life of young people and 

its powerful influence in the construction of their identity. He states, ‘so, if young 

people have such frequent access and an interest in the media, it is fair to say that 

their behaviour and their sense of “self” will be influenced to some degree by 

what they see, read, hear or discover for themselves’ (p. 4). Unlike previous 

generations, young Arabs enjoy the privilege of having more access to other 

cultures, whereas the older generations used to be informed by out-of-date school 

books, selected images and stories and programmes in the media about other 

cultures. This ‘open access’ seem to have paved the way for Arab youths who 

live in the West to interact with their country peers. This has helped to some 

extent to change their ‘imagined’ picture of the world ‘outside’. This kind of 

interactive communication, in fact, benefitted both sides. Ghareeb (2000) notes 

how important online media is to the younger Arab generation. He states that 

‘many Arabs are thirsty for objective information and diverse analyses and 

viewpoints on the issues facing their societies. Hence, the importance of new 

media (online) is crucial for the new Arab generations, both across the Arab world 

and in the diaspora. It provides them with an alternative story; the story they 

themselves now create’ (p. 400). 

 

Although studies around Arab youth engagement with online media started to 

emerge in the last few years, there has been less evidence of the availability of 

such studies on British youth of Arab origin. The only recent study found to look 
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at the relationship between new media (satellite TV) and the sense of belonging 

in Britain is the study of Miladi (2006). Miladi highlights how under-researched 

the Arab community is in Britain by stating that ‘so far, little research has been 

done on the Arab diaspora in the UK and its perceptions and uses of linguistically 

diverse media. Growing numbers of Arabs in the UK view themselves as part of 

the fabric of British society, but feel themselves to be poorly served and 

represented by the British media’ (p. 48). Significantly, more empirical evidence 

is needed. The qualitative and quantitative data collected for the purpose of this 

research, should contribute to the knowledge concerning British Arab youth in 

Britain.  

2.9 Online media and political participation 

Online media has taken on a great role in contemporary politics. Its nature, as 

interactive simultaneous communication, has been regarded as a democratic 

advantage. Online media is also credited as increasing people’s opportunities for 

political mobilisation by operating outside traditional political channels (Nilsson 

and Carlsson, 2013). It is argued that ‘new media enable marginalised groups to 

make their voices heard in public contexts’ (Coleman and Wright, 2008).  

Political participation in general, may go through three phases, according to 

Gerodimos (2010), starting with ‘awareness: becoming aware of a public and 

gaining enough knowledge so as to form a rational judgement or opinion about 

it’ (p. 21). Awareness of the importance of any issue can be developed after 

receiving the appropriate knowledge and being informed, which in turn enhances 
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judgement as it shapes ‘our understanding or our own interest and helps us 

empathise with the interests and viewpoints of others’ (Gerodimos, 2010). 

Availability of, and access to, knowledge makes it easier for individuals and 

groups to educate themselves, so they are equipped with it when it is needed. 

Online engagement could push people, including the youth, to search for extra 

sources of knowledge in a particular subject, to keep up with online/offline 

discussions. Nowadays, knowledge can distinguish people from each other. 

Accessing the appropriate sources is crucial here; the point being that stepping 

into the first phase is critical, as it may lead to a different way.  

 

The second phase suggested by Gerodimos (2012) is interaction. He says that 

interaction is ‘discussing a public affair with others; constructing a political 

argumentation based on evidence, values and ideas; affecting – and being affected 

by – other citizens’ (p. 21). While in normal circumstances, it is assumed that 

people acquire knowledge to engage or interact with each other, for some it could 

be to jump to conclusions instead. Gerodimos’ hypothesis is that people move 

from awareness to interaction then positive participation. However, with respect 

to the ordinary process that Gerodimos suggests, in odd circumstances, people, 

especially young ones, can interpret knowledge in their own way or according to 

their understanding. Information available in online media is, firstly, not 

censored, secondly it could be a contribution of other users, thirdly it is not age 

categorised. Therefore, misinterpretation and misperception could be expected, 

which could lead to alienation, exclusion and negative participation. Here, for 
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instance, we can take the example of political participation in the Arab world. 

According to Shanker et al. (2011) Arab youth (in the Arab world) have grown 

up ‘being told that they could trust no one, social media allowed the youth 

population to come together in meaningful ways, to bypass political repression’ 

(cited in Hoffman and Jamal, 2012, p. 121).  

Attitudes towards politics in some parts of the world could have concluded that 

participation in politics is not an option, as we saw in the previous example. 

Available experience and knowledge can push people to abandon participation 

altogether.  

 

The third phase of political participation suggested by Gerodimos (2010) is 

‘active participation: being actively involved with the affairs in the local 

community, society and, more recently, the world at large’ (p. 21). He explains 

the activities involved in positive participation could include ‘voting and 

campaigning; volunteering or donating money to a charity, political organisation 

or cause; demonstrating and protesting’ (p. 21). The main concern with that point 

is that active participation is not constrained by the borders of the community or 

society but it could be extendable to ‘the world at large’ (p. 22).  

Youth nowadays, are showing an increasing interest in global, but not necessarily 

political, issues. Taking for instance the Arab Spring or the Occupy Movement 

(Reimer, 2012, p.1), young people of all backgrounds are engaged in one way or 

another, via social media, with these issues. The globalised effect and the 
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advanced media and communication technologies have shrunk the singularities 

of it, and could be believed to affect the rest of the world (Reimer, p. 3). 

2.10 New media and politics: the Arab context 

The new media may be creating new, Arab, public opinion (Ghareeb, 2000) One 

of the main characteristics of new media is that they are not limited to addressing 

only a local or regional audience, but can reach out to a wider audience in the 

Arab world and among Arab immigrant communities in Europe, the Americas, 

and Australia. Online media have widened the horizons of a new era, in the Arab 

world, on all levels. Forums, chat rooms, mailing groups, blogs and the social 

media, all have a history of Arab youth engagement online in an attempt to bypass 

the ‘ignorant’ mainstream media of the Arab world (Hamdy, 2009, p. 92). The 

last trend before the age of social media was blogging. Hamdy (2009) notes, 

‘Arab citizens have adopted the blogging technology of the internet to create a 

venue for alternate viewpoints in a manner similar to their global counterparts’ 

(p. 92). Social media’s potential represents ‘the brightest hope for greater freedom 

of expression in the Arab region, enabling tens of millions of people, and 

ultimately many more, to actively pursue civic engagement, free and fair 

elections, political accountability, the eradication of corruption, as well as free, 

independent, and pluralistic media in a rapidly changing media environment’ 

(Ghannam, 2012). 
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Another reason why social media has a special meaning for Arab youth is 

explained by Hoffman and Jamal (2012). They state that ‘many have argued that 

this frustration is the reason why social media has been such an important 

instrument for this youth population. Crucially, social media allows these youth 

to overcome and bypass political repression. Growing up being told that they 

could trust no one, social media allowed the youth population to come together 

in meaningful ways’ (p. 171). 

 

Young people in the Arab states constitute about one-third of the region’s 

population (30 percent are between 14 and 24)2 , and more than half of the people 

in the Arab world today are under the age of 253, yet they are often excluded from 

decision-making because of a lack of education, high unemployment, and 

poverty4. As the youth took to the streets, and the political regimes in Tunisia and 

Egypt collapsed, many governments and organisations had to rethink their 

engagement with youth5. 

 

In the Arab world, Arab youth have always been marginalised in terms of political 

participation. Political attitudes in the Arab world tend to consider youth as 

‘unsuitable’ to participate in policy making, as noted by Hoffman and Jamal 

(2012). They are exempted from taking part in any form of political activities. It 

 
2 USAID, ‘USAID Convenes Conference for Arab Youth Development,’ press release, 14 
November 2011, http://www.usaid.gov/press/releases/2011/pr111114.html.  
3 Mounira Chaeib, ‘Young in the Arab World: Lebanon,’ BBC World Service, 8 February 
2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/documentary_archive/4559765.stm 
4 The State of World Population 2011 report, launched in the Arab World by the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) at the Arab League. [http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe, 
last visited 18.01.2013]  
5 (ibid) 

http://www.usaid.gov/press/releases/2011/pr111114.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/documentary_archive/4559765.stm
http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe
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is not unusual to see most, if not all, political parties exclude anyone one under 

the age of forty from any senior position. The youth objected to the repression 

exercised by regimes in their countries and their inability to express their political 

and social opinions openly (Hoffman and Jamal, p. 171). Al-Askary (2001), the 

editor of Al Arabi Magazine, described the situation of Arab youth almost a 

decade before the Arab Spring and drew a bleak picture of the youth’s reality and 

their relationship to politics and society. He warned of the ‘very grim' reality of 

youth (p. 1). Al-Askary argues that ‘Arab youth are distant from society as a result 

of a deliberate policy to keep the youth away from political and social activities’ 

(ibid). He also notes, ‘today’s youth have become distant from taking part in the 

issues of society, as well as political and social activities’ (ibid). Al-Askary 

cannot be blamed for his predictions, as the picture was genuinely gloomy. It is 

probably the introduction of online media and in particular social media that 

contributed to the ability for youth mobilisation and interactive communication 

(Stepanova, 2011, p. 2). 

Recent studies reveal a significant change in Arab youth’s tendency towards 

political participation (e.g., Hoffman and Jamal 2012; Ghannam, 2012).  

The reason for noting the relationship between youth and politics in the Arab 

world is to have a general background on the attitudes of Arab people towards 

politics and political participation. Although Arab youth in Britain have a 

completely different political atmosphere, the attitudes held by their parents could 

still have an effect on them. Thus more empirical studies need to be conducted. 

Most studies concerning political participation after the Arab Spring have mainly 

focused on Arab youth in the Arab world. This study attempts to investigate some 

empirical evidence around that issue.  

2.11 Conclusion 

Empirical research concerning Arab youth in diasporas, specifically in Britain, 

hardly exists. There is little accurate information about the Arabs in Britain, 

which is one reason they are relatively ‘invisible’ (Tarboush, 2010). Crucial to 
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ethnic identity formation of Arab youth in Britain is understanding their cultural 

variations and singularities. Ethnic identity formation of other ethnicities, such as 

blacks and South Asians in Britain, can be a viable comparison to understand the 

influences on the identity formation of Arab youth. The 

circumstantialism/instrumentalism concept provides plausible grounds to explain 

ethnic identity formation (Pilkington, 2003). New media became a crucial player 

in the process of identity formation, although empirical evidence needs to be 

brought forward to prove that such influence is evident. New media nowadays is 

largely linked with youth and younger generations as the main consumers and at 

the same time, the main contributors. Youth are also regarded as lesser 

participants in politics, however, the online media, which are equipped with 

powerful tools, can encourage them to engage with political issues more 

effectively than before. Within that framework, Arab youth in Britain remain 

under-researched and mainly subsumed within the larger category of the Muslim 

community. The main aim of this research is to highlight the importance of 

understanding cultural variations in the Arab community and how they may differ 

from other ethnic minorities with regard to identity formation in a globalised 

context.  
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Chapter Three 

Research Design and Methodology 

Introduction 

Conducting research in a converged media environment such as the online 

media, requires researchers to develop or test theories and define appropriate 

analytical tools that examine uses, activity, engagement, and content across 

media. These tools must also recognise that in a converged environment, media 

usage considers audiences as both consumers and producers of media content, 

frequently at the same time. 

Therefore, a quantitative and qualitative interpretive research approach has been 

adopted for this study. The qualitative approach breaks with traditional research 

methodology in that it does not focus on the production of objective and 

reproducible data but is concerned with meaning and how it informs subjective 

understanding (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000; Banister, 1995). A qualitative 

interpretive approach attempts to tell the story from the participant's perspective 

(Elliot et al., 1999). The on-going events in the Arab world, which started at the 

end of 2010, have caused a shift in the way young people of Arab origin in the 

diaspora look at their cultural heritage, the main component of identity 

construction. Recent surveys suggest that young Arabs around the world have 

shown increasing interest in engaging with current affairs in their home/parent 

countries or in other 'Arab Spring' countries (Ghannam, 2012). 

 

A report published by UNESCO (2011) states that the Arab region has ‘witnessed 

the readiness and ability of young men and women to mobilise the society and 

become an integral part of the social transformations in tandem with the Arab 

spring in 2011’. This is only one of the reports that support the concept that young 

Arabs around the world are increasingly engaging in the process of change, 

whether it is in the Arab world or among their own communities in the diaspora.  
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A question arises here; why would British Arab youth engage with activity which 

might have no, or a very limited, direct effect on them? 

3.1 Aims and Research Question 

The overall aims of the primary research are to: 

1- Study the role of the new media in the construction of identity/ies of Arab 

youth from the second generation in Britain. 

2- Explore the role of the new media in creating platforms of discussion, debates 

and engagement which may empower British Arab youth. 

3- Explore the extent, to which British Arab youth are interested in engaging with 

politics of their countries of origin and how that may have an impact on their 

sense of belonging to British society. 

Based on the above aims, this research addresses the following question: 

 

'What is the role of the new/online media in the construction of British Arab 

young people's identity and political engagement?' 

3.2 Theoretical framework 

The first part of the theoretical framework of this research is based on the ‘uses 

and gratification’ approach. The reason for selecting this approach is that it 

focuses on why people use particular media rather than on content, but not what 

effect it has on them (Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch, 1973). This approach is in 

contrast to the concern of the 'media effects' tradition of 'what media does to 

people’. It also looks into the social origin of needs (Rosengren et al., 1985, p. 

14). The second part of the theoretical framework looks into the social 

constructionism approach. Social constructionism is a theoretical orientation to 

sociocultural processes that affect humans' basic understandings of the world. 

Scholars who take a social constructionist stance claim that anything that has 

meaning in our lives originates within ‘the matrix of relationships in which we 

are engaged’ (Gergen and Gergen, 2000). Social constructionism could also be 

defined as a perspective which believes that a great deal of human life exists as it 
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does due to social and interpersonal influences (Gergen, 1985). Moreover, ‘the 

claim that people do not have a fixed identity, but a range of shifting  identities, 

indicates that cultural identities are socially constructed’ (Pilikington, 2003, p. 

174).  

Social constructionists also stress the significance of language in construction 

processes, including its ramifications for identity development (Leeds-Hurwitz, 

1995).  This approach has been discussed in Chapter Two. The two sections 

manifest grounds for constructing/reconstructing identities using online media as 

a force which influences that process. The ‘uses and gratification’ and social 

constructionism approaches have an integrative relationship. Identity is learned. 

As Pilkington (2003) points out ‘the claim that people do not have a fixed identity, 

but a range of shifting identities, indicates that cultural identities are socially 

constructed’ (p. 174). The learning process is derived from the surroundings of 

one’s world. Online media extended that world and made it more complex. For 

young people, online media became, to a great extent, a source of negotiating 

their identities. Online media provided the tools that ease selectivity and enhance 

interactivity with the content they are interested in or the feeling that it fulfils 

their needs. That in a sense can be interpreted as reconstruction of identity as a 

result of constant interaction with selective content.    

3.3 Uses and Gratification: an approach to online media use? 

Researchers such as Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch (1973) have shifted their 

approach from 'Gerbner's model' to a new theory called 'uses and gratifications'. 

This model is concerned with the 'social and psychological origin of needs, which 

generate expectations of the mass media or other sources which lead to 

differential patterns of media exposure resulting in need gratification and other 

unintentional consequences' (Rosengren et al., 1985, p. 14). It was used primarily 

to question the validity of the claim of direct and short-term media effects. The 

focus, therefore, shifted from 'effect' to 'uses'. 
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This shift was seen as an evolution of the effect theory; however this shift was 

also based on the traditional media, mainly television. According to O'Neill, the 

nature of the new media, specifically the internet, has completely shifted from a 

predominantly passive, one-way and controlled message to an interactive, 

multidirectional and uncontrolled medium (O'Neill, 2008, p. 14). 

 

Therefore the shift to interactive media has changed ways of consumption, and 

the purpose of using the new media needs a shift in theorising the effect of it. 

O‘Neill argues that 'interactive media are now much more complex and subtle in 

manifestation than simple desktop delivery through a PC' (p. 27). 

That means that 'the notion of the effect of the mass media (traditional media) 

becomes problematic in relation to understanding the change in the characteristics 

of an older medium that has undergone a transformation through the convergence 

and computerisation of various media forms' (p. 14). 

 

Williams, Strover, and Grant (1994) observe that 'perspectives such as uses and 

gratifications can help us understand relationships among people and 

technologies. This is especially the case for people using technologies to 

negotiate their identities, social positions, and emotional lives' (p. 463). 

The internet contrasts with television in many ways. One is that the modest effects 

of television are found in the context of a highly regulated environment, one in 

which parents have played an active mediating role. 

 

The internet, by contrast, 'intensifies the media experience, including the very 

best and very worst of society, while also removing, to a certain extent, mediation 

by parents. Not only are children often significantly  more  expert online than 

their parents, but the internet also offers children more subjective positions, not 

just as the recipients of mass-produced content, but also as player, searcher, 

communicator, content creator, victim and, I'm afraid, perpetrator' (Livingstone,  

2008). 
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McQuail (2005) goes a step further and explains when media can be effective. 

‘We cannot rule out the possibility that media are actually more influential in 

certain ways at times of crisis or heightened awareness’ (p. 71). 

The argument of McQuail seems to be based on Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur 

(1976), and Ball-Rokeach (1985;1998) when they say, 'in times of change and 

uncertainty it's highly probable that people are more dependent on media as a 

source of information and guidance' (cited in McQuail, 2005, p. 71). 

McQuail continues to argue that 'media have also been shown to be more 

influential on matters outside immediate personal experience. Under conditions 

of tension and uncertainty, government, business and other elites and interests 

often try to use media to influence and control opinion' (p. 73). 

3.4 Theory shifting to interactivity and selectivity 

According to the uses and gratification perspective, media use is determined by a 

group of key elements, including 'people's needs and motives to communicate, 

the psychological and social environment, the mass media, functional alternatives 

to media use, communication behaviour, and the consequences of such behaviour' 

(Rubin, 1994, p. 419). It is a perspective of how an individual uses mass media 

and other forms of communication such as interpersonal communication to fulfil 

their needs and wants (Rubin, 2002, p. 526). Papacharissi and Rubin had 

previously argued that 'it creates a sociocultural network where people can fulfil 

informational and interactive needs' (Papacharissi and Rubin, 2000, p. 176). 

Primarily, this approach questioned the validity of the claim for direct and short-

term media effects. The focus, therefore, was shifted from ‘effect’ to ‘uses and 

gratification’. 

 

The theory has continued to evolve over the past decades after receiving serious 

criticism of its early predictions (Schramm, Lyle, and Parker, 1961; Klapper, 

1963; Greenberg and Dominick, 1969). In response, Katz, Gurevitch and Haas 

(1973) assembled a comprehensive list of social and psychological needs said to 
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be satisfied by exposure to mass media. They suggested that there were four main 

needs of television audiences that are satisfied by television. These were 

‘diversion’ (a form of escaping from the pressures of every day), ‘personal 

relationships’ (where the viewer gains companionship, either with the television 

characters, or through conversations with others about television), ‘personal 

identity’ (where the viewer is able to compare their life with the lives of 

characters and situations on television, to  explore, re-affirm or question their 

personal identity) and ‘surveillance’ (where the media are looked to for  a supply 

of information about what is happening in the world). 

McQuail (1987) offers the following typology of common reasons for media 

use: 

Information 

• Finding out about relevant events and conditions, immediate surroundings, 

society, and the world  

• Seeking advice on practical matters or opinion and decision choices 

• Satisfying curiosity and general interest  

• Learning; self-education 

• Gaining a sense of security through knowledge 

Personal Identity 

• Finding reinforcement for personal values  

• Finding models of behaviour 

• Identifying with the valued other (in the media)  

• Gaining insight into one's self 

• Integration and social interaction 

• Gaining insight into circumstances of others, social empathy  

• Identifying with others and gaining a sense of belonging, finding a basis for 

conversation and social interaction  

• Having a substitute for real-life companionship 

• Helping to carry out social roles 

• Enabling one to connect with family, friends and society 
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Entertainment 

• Escaping, or being diverted, from problems, relaxing 

• Getting intrinsic cultural or aesthetic enjoyment, filling time 

• Emotional release 

• Sexual arousal (McQuail, 1987, p. 73).  

This model includes a variation of selections that people use the media for. 

According to McQuail’s model, people use the media to identify with others, 

which could be like-minded people or those belonging to the same ethnic group. 

He also indicates that it could be used to communicate with friends and family. 

In other words, people nowadays use the content and select the way of 

communication with others that in general fulfils their needs.    

This shift has been seen as an evolution of the effect theory; however this shift 

was also based on the so called traditional media, mainly television. According 

to O'Neill, the nature of new media, specifically the internet, has completely 

shifted from predominantly passive, one way and controlled messages to being 

an interactive, multidirectional and uncontrolled medium (O'Neill , 2008. p. 14). 

The shift to interactive media has therefore changed the way of consuming and 

the purpose of its use (the computerised-based media), and so needs a shift in the 

theorising of its effects. O'Neill (2008) argues that interactive media are now 

much more complex and subtle in manifestation than simple desktop delivery 

through a PC. 

Discussions of mass media (traditional media) become problematic in relation to 

understanding the change in the characteristics of an older medium that has 

undergone a transformation through the convergence and computerisation of 

various media forms. 

 

O'Neill argues that ‘when we become adapted to using media in such a way, they 

become natural to us. We only see what they allow us to see, or touch what they 

allow us to touch. The mediating technologies themselves seem to disappear as 

the content is delivered and yet continually have an effect on our perceptual 
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capacities, shaping the way in which we relate to the world, without us being 

aware of this’ (p. 15). 

 

Here a question will arise. In light of the shifting concept of how new media 

have changed the reach of information, is there a need for a new theory 

to understand this shift? Given that most communication theories were 

developed thirty to forty years ago and were based on studying the traditional, 

predominant and unidirectional media, the need is growing. The reason for 

the need for a new theory is argued by O'Neill (2008), who refers to the 

fundamental changes in our cultural life. 'It has become clear that the whole 

of our cultural life and environment is now entwined with mediating 

computerised technologies. Culture is being transformed by technology and 

technology is being transformed by culture. Technology is alternating the 

way in which we interact with the world and with each other' (p.15). Hawk 

(2007) argues that theories of new media have yet to establish a rhetorical 

and theoretical paradigm that fully articulates this emerging digital life. 

 

McQuail (2010) has also raised a question about attempting to theorise new 

media. He argues that 'the central problem lay in defining media accordingly 

with its aspects’ (p. 73). He raises questions about what we mean by media; 

is it mass media, media news, artistic and creative media or communications 

media? What are the distinctions, if there are any, and how might we be able 

to use them to theorise more clearly about how we interact with them? (McQuail 

, 2010). 

This study is not concerned with finding a new theory to understand new media, 

but rather tries to place the spotlight on the validity of old theories in an attempt 

to understand a new phenomenon. I shall focus on understanding this 

phenomenon within the cultural conceptual framework. Slevin (2000) pointed out 

the importance of understanding the cultural aspects underlying new media. In 

his book The Internet and Society, he discussed the notion of cultural 
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transmission. John Thompson (1995), cited in Slevin (2000), says that the 

circulation of information within socially structured contexts involves aspects of 

cultural transmission. There are three such aspects: 

1- a technical medium of transmission 

2- an institutional apparatus of transmission 

3- a certain kind of space-time distinction involved in transmission. 

 

Slevin argues that the internet combines these three aspects in a unique way 

(ibid). Gulisano (2008) explains that ‘these other outlets include the news, 

newspaper advertisements, commercials, magazines, radio, music, movies, 

documentaries, and several other sources. While many of these outlets do also 

reinforce negative racial stereotypes - like advertisements, commercials, and 

movies - many other sources provide millions of people with far more objective, 

accurate information on a daily basis’ (p.118). 

3.5 Shifting from consumption to interaction 

Audiences are increasingly self-selecting content. The term associated with all 

traditional media content used to be 'consumption'. The traditional model of 

media is based on the dominance of message maker, and the audience who are 

the passive receivers of the one-way message. The model of new media has 

completely shifted the way the message is created, audience interaction, the 

medium, and the gate keeper. As put by McMillan and Hwang (2002) ‘the word 

"interactive" is often used as a synonym for new media such as the World Wide 

Web’ (p.29). Although the notion of interactivity is relatively new, it received 

more attention after the introduction of social media. Social media tools have 

taken the definition of interactivity to a higher level. It created powerful tools, 

enabling individuals to contribute to inter-personal communications and human 

knowledge. In other words, it has given the user the power to create the content 

and armed him/her with the ability to reach other users directly and instantly 

undermining traditional gatekeepers.  
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The new generation (aged now 25 years old) has lived its entire life in the age of 

new media; the age that has witnessed the launch of satellite media and the 

Internet. According to some sociology scholars, this generation understands 

media in a different way to previous generations. Their uses of media are 

different, their needs are different and therefore, there is a need to understand new 

media from their point of view, as they interpret it. 

 

In response to this point of view, in this study I allowed youth more space to 

describe that world in their words. From my point of view, this will give me the 

opportunity to have a wider understanding of their needs, concerns, and hopes for 

using online media. I will also link their response to the uses and gratification 

approach in order to explain the theory and examine its validity in understanding 

their way of gratifying their needs by using online media. 

Based upon what has been discussed above, the viability of the 'uses and 

gratification' approach to online media is part of the research aims, in terms of 

validity and functionality. Furthermore, the theory is to be linked to identity 

studies in order to explore the impact of the new media on Arab youth. 

3.6 Research Design and Methodological Approach 

Based on the theoretical discussion in the previous chapter (the literature review), 

this chapter attempts to describe the aims of the present study, beginning with an 

outline of the methodological procedure and how this was informed. The chapter 

then discusses the sampling strategy, as well as the data­ collection methods 

utilised, and provides a detailed overview of the collage-making exercise and of 

the groups involved in this research project. 

Qualitative and quantitative methods were employed for this study, taking 

advantage from both techniques and supplementing one form of data with 

another, for example, when administering a questionnaire to a large number of 
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people and then from these respondents selecting some participants for individual 

interviews. 

 

 
Figure 2 - Basic model for research design and methodology 

 

In order to explore young people's identity formation and their use of new media 

tools, a questionnaire was circulated using a combination of traditional means 

(distributing printed forms) and electronic ones. 

The reason for using this combination was to reach as many as possible of the 

targeted group. Distributing printed forms is one of the most complicated 

procedures and there is no guarantee that whoever receives a form will make the 

effort to return it. For this reason, I learned how to use tools to do this online and 

to simply distribute it through mailing lists, place it on a website designed 

particularly for the research and place it on my Facebook site. The response after 

each shot at distribution was much more encouraging than the results from the 

printed forms. Nowadays, there are strict ways to ensure the accuracy, as far as is 

possible, of the responses. There are different ‘make sure' methods used to ensure 
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this accuracy, such as 'by invitation only’ or through an IP checker. Designing 

the questionnaire online assures that the basic questions are answered, 

preconditions are checked and uncompleted questionnaires cannot be submitted. 

The next step is the semi-structured individual interviews. The aim is to arrange 

interviews with a total of 40 participants. The aim being to interview participants 

from major British cities, London, Birmingham, Manchester and Newcastle; 

however interviews are not limited to these cities, it depends on the reach and 

possibility. 

3.7 Collection of samples 

In order to investigate the media audience in a country, nationally representative 

population samples had to be surveyed. They reveal, from a micro perspective, 

which persons use and do not use the mass media, and why (Lindner-Braun, 2007; 

Meyen, 2004; Schweiger, 2007) 

Youth of Arab origin are to be found mainly in larger cities, such as London, 

Manchester, Birmingham and Newcastle. As one of the principal aims of the 

investigation was to explore how young people use the media in the 

conceptualisation and construction of their identities, it was deemed appropriate 

to select male and female participants from a variety of social and economic 

classes. 

It is important to make sure that the sample represents most Arab countries and 

in particular those which have been involved in the Arab Spring, such as Egypt, 

Tunisia, Libya, Syria and Yemen.  This allows for a broad spectrum of responses.  

It required contacting most of the London universities, especially around the 

North West and West London areas, and some major universities in each of the 

other cities where Arab communities are present. Samples from other cities would 

greatly benefit this study, but the limitations of time and finance and a sample 

size that would be beyond the abilities of one researcher meant that it was limited 

to the cities mentioned. This should have no significant impact on the accuracy 
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of sample results, since most of the Arab community live in those cities, 

particularly London. 

Samples were not limited to universities, but were extended to mosques, youth 

centres and any community based organisations. 

The primary source of quantitative data is questionnaire samples. Whereas the 

primary source of qualitative data is semi-structured interviews with 40 British 

youths of Arab origin. 

 

3.7.1 Questionnaire 

Questionnaires are an efficient way to reach a large number of respondents at 

relatively low cost, and are often used in social research (Bertrand and Hughes, 

2005, p. 69). 

A self-completion survey questionnaire was sent through contacts, Arab 

community associations, contact lists, university networks and known 

community centres throughout London, Manchester and Birmingham. 

Friends also offered to help with distribution of hard copies (see appendix F) and 

an online link6. Electronic distribution proved to be more effective and more 

‘attractive’, as it was described by a community worker. The starting point for 

reaching out to the targeted group was my personal contacts. Then I asked the 

respondents to help circulating the link. In order to make it easier for people to 

understand the purpose of the questionnaire, I created a page (blog) and put all 

relevant information on it. I also contacted some active Arab NGOs to help 

circulate the link and motivated them by mentioning how important that could be 

for the future of the British Arab community. Student unions were another helpful 

way to reach students who are the core of the targeted age group.   

The online link received 129 completed samples, and the researcher received 

sixty-seven hard copies, fifty-seven of which were completed correctly. 

However, eleven samples had to be excluded as they were completed by youths 

 
6 Link for online survey [online] available on: 
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rjIuWmuqhPTvvWUVm9kYygfMo_lACobbQYg77bl1QBk/viewform?f
ormkey=dFVBamcwbmY3QUZqaVFqVEplV2xCQVE6MA [active]. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rjIuWmuqhPTvvWUVm9kYygfMo_lACobbQYg77bl1QBk/viewform?formkey=dFVBamcwbmY3QUZqaVFqVEplV2xCQVE6MA
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rjIuWmuqhPTvvWUVm9kYygfMo_lACobbQYg77bl1QBk/viewform?formkey=dFVBamcwbmY3QUZqaVFqVEplV2xCQVE6MA
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of Somali origin (Somalis are considered Arab by the Arab League, however most 

of them do not speak Arabic). 

The aim of the survey is to examine various social and cultural issues in term of 

the usage of online social networks (Facebook, forums and Twitter), and media 

consumption in general, both new and traditional media. It also aims to explore 

youth's relationship to their culture and how it is reflected in their sense of 

identity. The questionnaire provides basic data about the degree to which Arab 

youth, who are living in the UK, engage with or separate themselves from 

mainstream British society. 

 

Universities 

The targeted age group is mainly at university/college, therefore samples are 

mainly collected from the following universities in major cities, where there are 

indications of an Arab community, London (University of Westminster, School 

of Oriental and African Studies, University College London, Goldsmiths College, 

Brunel University and University of East London); Manchester (Manchester 

Metropolitan University, University of Manchester and University of Salford); 

Birmingham (University of Birmingham and Birmingham City University); 

Newcastle (Newcastle University and Northumbria University). In addition to 

universities, the students were asked to help reach more youth by using personal 

contacts. The response was fair and many samples were received from the above-

mentioned universities and cities. 
 

Mosques and churches 

Mosques and churches are possible places where young people of Arab origin 

can be found. There are mosques and churches in the main cities of Britain that 

are run by people of Arab origin. However, this was a secondary option that was 

not needed. 

 

Local youth clubs and centres and community events 

There are very few clubs and youth centres which are specifically for youth of 

Arab origin, however, youths themselves have helped in many ways to reach as 
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many as possible. There were very few places where groups of youths were to be 

found. It was only possible in London and Manchester. It was very helpful to 

attend events organised by sub-communities over a period of almost two years. 

Apart from one event in Birmingham, only events in London were attended, given 

the limited time and budget available. The researcher also worked full­ time. 

Online forums and groups 

The recent events in the Arab world have witnessed an increasing number of 

online groups, websites, Facebook sites, blogs and forums being established by 

Arab youth living in the diaspora. Most contacts were with Facebook account 

holders and youth groups who were active during the early stages of the political 

developments in the Arab world, as well as some bloggers. 

 

3.7.2 Semi-structured individual interviews 

The primary source for qualitative data was ‘focus group’ interviews. However, 

after this option turned out to be difficult to achieve and entailed a long and 

complicated process, an alternative tool was needed. Semi-structured individual 

interviews were the only practical way to collect qualitative data which offered 

the range of qualitative data desired for this research. On very few occasions there 

was more than one person involved in the same interview session, that is, when 

they were allowed to direct questions to each other and make comments. 

Gill et al. (2008) explain the main purpose of semi-structured interviews as a 

source of qualitative data. 'Qualitative methods, such as interviews, are believed 

to provide a 'deeper' understanding of social phenomena than would be obtained 

from purely quantitative methods, such as questionnaires. Interviews are, 

therefore, most appropriate where little is already known about the study 

phenomenon or where detailed insights are required from individual participants’. 

Instead of forcing participants to position themselves between their Arab and 

British identities, each mode of identification could be tested independently. This 

model allows the researcher to directly assess the link between these two 

identifications. 
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The planned interviews attempt to fill in the gaps that the questionnaire misses. 

They will support the main findings of the questionnaire and they will therefore 

be a primary source of data. 

Due to cultural aspects, and for academic reasons, the number of females should 

match the number of male respondents. There were 2 sessions where a mixed 

group of females and males have been interviewed. There were no significant 

differences in the answers, apart from one group, where there was a very brave 

female, who encouraged the others to speak freely. 

Interviews took place at universities, cafes, religious institutions or private 

homes. The ethical considerations were always explained ahead of any interview. 

A special document was created to explain all the ethical considerations and the 

rights of the interviewees (see ethical considerations section at the end of this 

chapter). 

The main questions of the interviews were around family, cultural aspects, using 

new media communication tools, social media, mainstream media, political 

engagement, online engagement, especially with the Arab Spring and their 

perception of the future of British Arab youth in the UK. There was a set of 

questions for the interviews; however there have always been additional 

questions, depending on the discussion's direction and results (see Appendix F 

for interview questions). Questions are understandably indirect to assess the 

outcomes of direct questions. 

 

3.7.3 Personal observations 

Taking a year off at the time when the Arab Spring broke out, and spending 

hundreds of hours following the participation and mobilisation process of Arab 

youth, step by step and in each country of the Arab Spring, has enriched the 

researcher, giving a golden chance and a unique opportunity to notice, analyse 

and take notes of each moment of it. Starting from the moment when news was 

scarce and no reliable sources of information were available, it moved forward to 
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youths using nicknames, passing pieces of news using short messages (SMS), 

Tweets on Twitter and code names on Facebook.  

On top of that, I was selected as a moderator of a Facebook-based-website. This 

allowed me to monitor the whole process of gathering news, collaborating 

between groups of sources, posting it to the moderator, publishing it, witnessing 

the experience of other youth interaction, forwarding the news throughout their 

own networks and so on. This personal involvement and experience is invaluable 

in terms of the unseen knowledge passed to me about this huge process of 

mobilisation and participation. Additionally, five years have been spent on this 

research. These years, were spent constantly exploring British Arab youth 

attitudes with regards to many issues, no matter how important these issues are 

or where, for instance the Arab Spring events, the London riots (2011), Islamic 

movements winning elections in the aftermath of toppling totalitarian regimes in 

the Middle East, the Syrian civil war, the instability in Libya, the political 

tensions in Egypt, the stumbling peace process, the Gaza siege and many more. 

3.8 Case Studies 

Case studies for two examples of respondents can also provide more in-depth 

data. As Yin (1994) puts it, 'a how or why question is being asked about a 

contemporary set of events over which the investigator has little or no control' (p. 

9). Despite the criticism of the case study as a research method, in comparison 

with other social research methods, Eisenhardt (1989) explains how the case 

study strategy is useful. 'It is particularly well suited to new research areas or 

research areas for which existing theory seems inadequate' (p. 548). Therefore, 

this method is deployed to gain more insight into my respondents. 

Both case studies were selected from the respondents who completed the 

questionnaire and completed my interview schedule. The decision to focus on 

these particular cases came as result of the wish to highlight the diversity among 

my respondents. The two chosen represented opposite ends of the spectrum. The 

first preferred to be called 'British only' and the second one 'British Muslim', 
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whereas the rest varied between British Arab or British plus local Arab 

nationality. The focus on both cases provides more insights into the development 

of their sense of belonging and self-identification. 

3.9 Why using these methods? 

Looking at the research concerning the issue of Arab youth in the UK, there is 

very scarce data about the community itself; therefore, there was a need to collect 

quantitative data. A questionnaire was designed especially to extract the required 

data. For the same reason, there being very little in-depth information about the 

Arab youth of second generation requires qualitative methods which are 

represented by a combination of group interviews and personal observations 

parallel to informal conversations with specialists and community leaders. 

Individual interviews proved to be a highly insightful research technique for 

engaging with respondents that provides insightful findings and ecologically 

valid interpretative techniques (Livingstone and Lunt, 1994). 

Social media provide a platform on which researchers are able to observe the 

generation of content, in real time, by real users (Anderson and Cortez, 2012, p. 

50). 

 

3.10 Data analysis 

In order to analyse the quantitative data collected through the questionnaire 

samples, SPSS was used as primary software and responses were divided into 

categories. Based on the responses, questions were designed for the group 

interviews. A total number of forty young British Arab youths have been 

interviewed from across Britain. Given the respondents were distributed over a 

large geographical area, Skype was considered as an alternative option as well as 

the phone, in limited cases.  A thematic analysis based on the literature review 

was deployed. The outcomes of questionnaire samples and interviews were 

analysed using the themes identified in the literature review. The analysis of the 
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empirical data that I collected proved invaluable, given that there were very little 

data concerning the British Arab community to rely on. 

 

Notes on data collection 

A number of respondents asked for permission to combine English with Arabic 

while they responded to questions during the interviews. In order to get the 

maximum out of these interviews this was permitted. I translated the Arabic into 

English myself. I also asked a bi-lingual friend to verify the translation in most 

cases. 

 

Snowballing sampling 

Collecting samples of a targeted group within a small ethnic minority is not an 

easy job. The snowballing method was almost the only option available, and in 

my view, the most effective way to collect accurate data. I had to deploy my 

personal contacts to select the samples and then asked them to help through their 

own circles of contacts and so on. This method enabled me to identify an 

appropriate sample in a cost effective way. It also enabled me to convince people 

to participate and encourage them in turn to motivate their own contacts to 

participate. The whole process required wide knowledge of the culture of the 

targeted group, convincing argument and most importantly knowing the key 

figures and bodies of the community. 

 

3.11 Limitations to generalisation 

Although the study has successfully demonstrated that accessing British Arab 

youth is possible and they are willing to cooperate and talk, it has certain 

limitations in terms of the distribution channels, which gives a limited 

representation of the Arab community in Britain. However, it still represents a 

major contribution of Arab youth in Britain. The analysis of data has considered 

this and it has been reflected in the findings. Making generalisations for the rest 

of the youth of Arab origin in other European countries is not my intention as 
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sociological difference apply and differences in host societies have crucial 

implications on the outcomes.  

3.12 Ethical considerations  

The Code of Ethics and Conduct of the 'New Media, Identity and Arab Youth in 

the UK' was adhered to. The following procedure was followed to in order to 

secure each participant's consent: 

•  All participants will be over 18 years of age. 

• They will be informed of the aims and nature of the research by an information 

document. The sheet will be given to them at least 48 hours before they are 

asked to complete a consent form. 

• The participants will be informed that they may withdraw from the research at 

any time during the actual research and within one month from a given date, 

without giving a reason and their record of participation will be destroyed. 

• Contact details of the researcher will be provided for participants in case they 

wish to obtain further information. 

Conduct of research 

• There will be no element of deception. 

• Interviews will take place in a venue and in a setting, which provides a 

private, comfortable and safe place for both the participant and the 

researcher. The research supervisory team will be notified in advance about 

procedures and interview circumstances. 

• Interviews and observations will be tape recorded with the participants' 

permission. 

• Participants will be informed that they are not obliged to answer any 

question or to respond to any statement unless they wish to do so. 

• Participants will be made aware that they may stop the interview at any time 

and, in addition, they may withdraw from the research. 

• Personal details will be kept confidential and separate from the data, and 

stored in a locked filing cabinet or on a password protected computer. 
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Participants will be informed that their personal details will only be kept for 

the sole purpose of the research and will be destroyed 6 months after the 

completion of the research. 

• Participants are not expected to respond adversely to the interviews. 

However, if a person becomes distressed, I will respond in a sensitive and 

appropriate manner by either allowing him/her to leave the interview or 

referring them to a specialist counsellor. 

• Participants will be advised to see their general medical practitioner if they 

suffer upset or distress as a result of the interview and will be advised of a 

Help Line as follows: National Youth Association: 0808 2000 247. 

3.13 Conclusion 

Researchers who choose fieldwork and empirical studies face all possible 

obstacles to conduct their research appropriately. It is definitely not a soft option, 

but rather represents a demanding craft that involves both coping with multiple 

negotiations and continually dealing with ethical dilemma (Punch, 1998, p.159). 

This chapter has outlined the aims, rationale and underlying philosophy of the 

thesis' primary research, while setting up the methodology to attempt to answer 

the main question of this thesis. This research looks into the increasing usage of 

new media tools and how it affects, in one way or another, the process of identity 

construction of Arab youth in Britain. First, quantitative data was collected 

through a questionnaire, which was designed for this purpose. There was a time 

limit which had to be extended to allow more responses. Of the 178 correct 

responses collected from mixed gender respondents, all were from Britain. SPSS 

was used to analyse the quantitative data while thematic analysis was deployed 

to analyse qualitative data. The data was analysed in light of the available 

literature and the questions of this thesis have been answered accordingly. 
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Chapter Four 

British Arab community between ‘Here’ and ‘There’ 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, some basic information about the Arab world, Arab culture 

and Arab communities in Britain will be presented. Arabs can be defined as a 

group of people who share a common heritage and culture and who have evolved 

over the millennia with dynamism riding the wheel of history. Their roots, like 

Aramaic, the source of the Arabic language, have grown not only deeper and 

deeper, but have spread wider and further than any other civilization and, in so 

doing, have absorbed extensive cultural feeds throughout the generations.7 

The Arab world has been the incubator of the three major religions; Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam.  

4.1 Geography, demography and language  

The Arab region extends from the shores of the Arabian Gulf (or Persian Gulf in 

some literature) to the shores of Morocco on the Pacific Ocean. Of the seven 

billion population of the world, more than five percent are in the Arab world, 

amounting to 367.4 million. Over seventy million are youths between the ages of 

15 - 24, who represent 19.2 percent and are expected to reach 72 million by 2015. 

 
7 Ismail Jalili (2004) Arab population in the UK. [link: http://www.naba.org.uk/the-
library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm, last visited 12/11/2013]. 

‘Significant ethnic groups (e.g., the Arabs) are left between the White, 

the Black and the others. Non-recognition and non-visibility in official 

statistics is twofold in its consequences – it increases the sense of 

symbolic exclusion and it decreases social and cultural service 

provision towards ‘invisible’ groups.’(p. 242) 

(Georgiou, 2008) 

http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
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Egypt’s population, the largest in the Arab world, is currently at the eighty- three 

million, representing twenty- three percent of the Arab world, and is projected to 

reach eighty -eight million by 20158.  

 

Arab countries  

 

Figure 3 Figure 2 (map of Arab countries, source: official Arab league website) 

The Arab League is an organisation that consists of independent Arab states on 

the territory of the northern and northeastern part of Africa and southwest Asia. 

Representatives of the first six member states – Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, 

Syria and Saudi Arabia –initiated the League’s formation signed the agreement 

 
8 The State of World Population 2011 report, launched in the Arab World by the 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) at the Arab League. 
[http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe, last visited 18.01.2013] 

http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe
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in Cairo, on March 22, 1945. Its establishment was seven months earlier than the 

establishment of the United Nations in October 1945.  

Since then, sixteen more states have joined the organization, but due to the recent 

uprising in Syria and their government’s brutal way of dealing with political 

opponents, the league suspended and now counts twenty-one members. They are 

Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 

Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, 

Sudan, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen. 9 

4.2 Diverse geography diverse culture 

The Arab world extends over two continents. It is at the heart of the so called the 

‘Old World’, that consists only of Europe, Asia and Africa. The Arab world faces 

southern Europe, occupying the North African continent and the southwest corner 

of Asia. Therefore, it has witnessed almost all the historical empires in the region. 

Emergent Arab society has been in flux, pulled constantly between opposite 

poles: past versus future, East versus West, tradition versus modernity, sacred 

versus secular, ethnicity versus class solidarity, unity versus fragmentation, and 

so on (Barakat, 1993).  

It is important to note that the Arab world, is geographically, historically, and 

geo-politically divided into four main blocks: 

1) the  Arabian Peninsula states: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the UAE, Oman, Kuwait 

and Bahrain and Yemen 

2) The Levant or Al Sham:  Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan and Iraq 

3) Egypt and Sudan 

4) The Arab Western Alliance: Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya and Mauritania.  

These four blocks vary politically and economically and this variation has 

increased in the last two decades. There are many commonalities between these 

main blocks, more of common history, however the artificial political boarders 

may have succeeded to some extent in creating divisions and in certain areas 

 
9 Arab League online. [http://www.arableagueonline.org/hello-world/#more-1, last 
visited on 10/02/2014]. 

http://www.arableagueonline.org/hello-world/#more-1
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escalating sectarianism. These political borders have enhanced national identity 

over cultural identity in the Arab nations. So, instead of the existence of one Arab 

nation up until the end of the |Ottoman Empire, in the early 1900’s, there are 

twenty two Arab countries, which are in constant crisis with each other over 

borders or natural reserves. Among these Arab counties there are oil rich 

countries and very poor countries as well. For instance, the GDP (per capita) for 

Qatar (the highest) is $103,900, whereas in Yemen it is $ 2,30010.  

4.3 Arabic language  

Arabic is the native language of more than 220 million people living in twenty- 

two Arab countries. In 1948, the third General Conference of UNESCO, held in 

Beirut, Lebanon declared that Arabic, in addition to English and French, would 

become the third working language of the governing bodies meeting in an Arabic-

speaking country11. It was declared an official language of the UN in January 

1974. The six official languages of the UN are: Arabic, Chinese, English, French, 

Russian and Spanish. Arabic is also the language in which Islam’s holy book, the 

Quran, was revealed. Hence, it is the liturgical language of the nearly 1.3 billion 

Muslims around the world, who comprise 20% of the world’s population. 

Muslims today are spread across more than 60 countries. 

 

Arabic has been in usage in the Arabian Peninsula for at least 2000 years. 

Classical Arabic is the formal version that was used in the Al-Hijaz region 1500 

years ago. Written records of the language include poetry that was composed in 

pre-Islamic times (ca. 600 AD). The Quran was revealed in Classical Arabic, 

which is the main reason why the language has preserved its purity throughout 

the centuries. Arabs consider Classical Arabic as an important part of their 

 
10 European Institute for Research on Mediterranean and Euro-Arab Cooperation 
(MEDEA). (2012). [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.medea.be/en/themes/economy-and-trade/gdp-per-capita-for-arab-and-
mediterranean-countries/ [accessed on: 08/03/2013].   
11 UNESCO website. [http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665 last visited October, 
2013] 

http://www.medea.be/en/themes/economy-and-trade/gdp-per-capita-for-arab-and-mediterranean-countries/
http://www.medea.be/en/themes/economy-and-trade/gdp-per-capita-for-arab-and-mediterranean-countries/
http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665
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culture. Throughout Islamic history Classical Arabic has been the language of 

royal and princely courts, the bureaucracy and the learned. Literary expression 

was conducted mainly in Classical Arabic. Mastery of Classical Arabic and the 

exhibition of this mastery, using both written and oral media, have always led to 

respect and awe. Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), as its name indicates, is the 

modern counterpart of Classical Arabic. It is the official language of twenty-two 

Arab countries where it is used in the oral and written form on all formal 

occasions12.  

4.4 Arab culture 

The Arab community is a distinctive community. This distinction came about not 

by colour, looks or attitudes, but it came about mainly by a deep residue of 

subtlety in language, social and cultural values among other things. 13 . The 

majority of Arabs are the inheritors of the world’s oldest urban civilisations14, 

unlike the way they are portrayed in Western movies as Bedouin on camels, and 

living in tents. The three major religions are all originated within the Arab region, 

specifically in Palestine, which makes it quite diverse in terms of religion. It has 

acted as a passage connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe. It has produced some of 

the most important intellectual, cultural, and religious contributions of recorded 

history (Barakat, 1993, p. 25).  

Rapid human development and the ascendance of the Abrahamic religions, gave 

these societies their continuous social experience and very rich history.  

 Barakat (1993) gives the Arab societies of today a unique description, ‘Arab 

society today is neither traditional nor modern, old or new, capitalist or socialist 

or feudal, Eastern or Western, religious or secular, particularistic or universalistic 

 
12 UNESCO website. [http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665 last visited October, 
2013] 
13 Ermis, A. Invisibility of the Arab community in Britain. [link: 
http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/invisibility_of_the_arab_inBritian.
htm, last visited 18/11/2013]. 
14 The Arab World: An Introduction To Cultural Appreciation. (2007), Governmental 
unclassified document.  
 

http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665
http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/invisibility_of_the_arab_inBritian.htm
http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/invisibility_of_the_arab_inBritian.htm
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in its cultural orientations’ (p. 17). The reality of Arab society today may not 

differ much from Barakat’s description, of twenty some years ago. The situation 

of the Arab world demonstrates one fact, that these societies are in transition and 

the process is at its highest peak. This transitional phase is associated with 

contradictions and instability that consequently affects the social structure and 

coherence of Arab societies. 

4.5 Religion and family: the Arab context 

Many forces influence British Arab youth’s identity formation process, so it is 

worthwhile looking at the background of these forces. Along with the effect of 

the exportation of western values through globalisation, particularly that of the 

mass media, one can conclude that Arab culture is undergoing profound changes 

at the present time. 

Commentators argue that this has led to an Arab ‘identity crisis’, focused around 

the paradox created by, on the one hand, a desire on the part of many in the Arab 

world to study and work in the West, and the threat to traditional Arab and Islamic 

values which many conservatives view western culture as representing, on the 

other. 

Over the course of the next few decades, it is clear that the exposure of Arab 

populations to Western cultural values will continue to deepen as globalisation 

accelerates, but this does not mean that Arab culture will itself wither and 

disappear in response. Indeed, anthropologists and psychologists have often 

argued that cultures become more resilient when their members perceive them to 

be under threat. In this way, the negative opinion which much of the Arab 

population currently holds towards the West, particularly the US, may be viewed 

as an attempt to defend their own culture from the penetration of what remains a 

highly alien world-view. 

 

Next to look at is the concept of family. Family has always been a powerful source 

of values and attitudes for individuals. However, in the last few decades the role 

of the family has shrunk significantly in Western societies as result of the 
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dominant capitalist values of life. The Arab family has also been affected, 

partially by that, but these effects vary between urban and rural areas, rich and 

poor, Bedouin-dominant and city-style, and religious and less religious 

communities. In general, the family represents the most fundamental institution 

in Arab societies, according to Barakat (1993). It is by far the most significant 

focus of allegiance for all individuals, and is instrumental in the regulation of all 

major events in the life-cycle15.  

Despite an increasing trend of globalised influence on family structures, the 

extended family remains very important in all Arab countries. Whilst in the West 

it is rare for more than two generations to live together in the same household, it 

is a common pattern in many Arab cities for several related families to live in the 

same neighbourhood or apartment block. Most individuals are close to relatives 

outside their immediate family (such as their cousins, aunts and uncles) and 

remain so for the whole of their lives. Loyalty to one’s kin group often takes 

precedence over personal needs and desires. To a large extent, the family is 

responsible for governing many aspects of social and economic life that in 

western societies tend to be the preserve of bureaucratic, political or economic 

bodies. Whilst social relationships in the Arab world are often formed around 

extra-familial business, geographic, or religious associations, particularly in 

urban areas, it is the kin group to which the individual turns in times of need, or 

when other forms of identity unravel16. 

The extended family also plays an influential role in some Arab communities. It 

may vary between one country or another but in the in the rural areas especially,  

the extended family is not different from the very  closest members of the family. 

Members tend to reside in the same area, often share economic resources, and 

usually act collectively in disputes with other families17. 

 
15  
16 The Arab World: An Introduction to Cultural Appreciation. (2007), Governmental 
unclassified document. 
17 (Ibid). 
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Islam is the predominant religion among Arabs, and is practised by around 210 

million people in the Arab world, 90% of its population. The proportions of 

Muslims in different countries range from around 60% in Sudan to almost 100% 

in Oman and Qatar. Many countries have significant Christian minorities, 

particularly Sudan, Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq. Prior to 

1948, Morocco, Egypt, Yemen, and Iraq also had significant Arabic-speaking 

Jewish populations. Islam permeates almost every aspect of life in the Arab 

world. For religious Muslims, it is considered a way of life, whereas for the 

nonreligious, it is a cultural guardian.  

4.6 Politics in the Arab world: autocracy and authoritarian era   

Although the Arab World is the most important source for gas and oil in the 

world, its contribution to international literary, cinematic, theatrical and musical 

production is highly disproportionate to its population. The region is also severely 

deficient in scientific and technological research. Plus the region’s value system 

– its attitudes toward human rights, gender equality and the role of religion in 

political and social life – is hardly a model for others to admire and emulate18. 

Alongside economic concerns, the youth population is also quite frustrated with 

the political circumstances present in the region. The lack of freedom and the 

abundance of political oppression has left a potentially dynamic youth population 

feeling rather sullen19. 

Unemployment is rampant in MENA (Middle East and North Africa), and the 

rate of unemployment is four times as high for young people as compared to the 

rest of the population. The average rate of unemployment among youth across the 

region is currently more than 25% – the highest in the world – and forecasters do 

not foresee a decrease over the coming years20. 

 
18 (Osman, 2014). [last visited: 08/05/2014]. 
19 Shenker et. al . Young Arabs.[cited by Hoffman and Jamal. (2012)].  
20 World Economic Forum 2012-2013, http://www.weforum.org/content/global-agenda-
council-arab-world-2012-2013  

http://www.weforum.org/content/global-agenda-council-arab-world-2012-2013
http://www.weforum.org/content/global-agenda-council-arab-world-2012-2013
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4.7 Arab community in Britain and Europe 

There is evidence that people from Arab lands visited Britain in pre-Roman times, 

trading tin in Cornwall. During the Roman occupation, Britain and many Arabs 

lands formed part of a vast empire, trading goods and people moving relatively 

freely21. 

The Crusades were hardly a high point in Arab - European relations. They did, 

however, have the beneficial effect of introducing Arabic ideas and knowledge 

into Europe, and this had a significant part to play in sparking the Renaissance 

from the end of the 14th century22 (ibid). 

From the 1580s onwards there is evidence of increasing trade between Britain 

and the Middle East, with numerous references to Arab figures in Shakespeare 

and other literature. These people would largely have been visiting merchants, in 

London for short periods only23. 

 

Cultural influence and learning 

The Middle Ages in Europe were a time of cultural and scientific stagnation, with 

much ancient learning lost. In the Arab and Muslim world, however, this ancient 

learning, much of it from Greece and Rome, was preserved and built upon. 

For a thousand years, Arabic Muslim civilisation stretched from southern Spain 

as far as China. From the seventh century onwards, scholars of many faiths built 

on the ancient knowledge of the Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, making 

breakthroughs that paved the way for the Renaissance. Arabs played a major part 

in all of this and their influence on Europe was profound. 

In southern Spain, the Andalusian Arabs developed a thriving culture that had a 

steady influence on the rest of Europe. For example, by the tenth century, it is 

said that the city of Cordoba had 700 mosques, 60,000 palaces, and 70 libraries, 

the largest of which held up to 600,000 books. The largest library in Christian 

Europe at the time had no more than 400 manuscripts. 

 
21 History of Arabs in London. (Ibid) 
22 (Ibid) 
23 (Ibid) 
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Andalusian Arabic culture had a wide-ranging influence on Europe in areas such 

as medicine, philosophy, agriculture, cooking and the sciences24. 

The first sizeable Arab community in Britain was made up of Yemeni sailors who 

settled in the docklands area of London and in some other major ports, including 

Cardiff and South Shields, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The British had a strong presence in the Yemen at the time, at the port of Aden, 

which was hugely important because of its strategic location25. 

These early Arab residents were almost all men, many settling down in the 

country and marrying local women. As the importance of these ports started to 

decline in the 1950s, the populations tended to disperse. 

 

 4.8 The Arab community in the UK today: presence, media, new media 

Over the decades between the 1940’s and  the 1990’s, many parts of the Arab 

world suffered due to continued political instability. This instability forced some 

people to leave their countries either for political reasons or in search of a more 

stable environment for their businesses. Here are the major waves of immigration 

to UK in the last century26:  

- In the 1930s, a number of Iraqi Christians arrived, followed by a wave of political 

refugees subsequent to a revolution in Iraq in 1958. 

- Between 1947 and 1967, many Palestinians arrived in the UK following the 

Israeli occupation of their land. They also headed to other destinations such as 

the United States and South America.  

- In the 1950’s and 60’s, many North African Arabs from countries like Morocco 

came to London to work in the hospitality and hotel industries. 

- In the early 1980’s Lebanese, fleeing from both  the civil war and the Israeli 

invasion of south Lebanon,  landed in the UK, while others landed in other areas 

such as North and South America.  

 
24 (Ibid) 
25 Ismail Jalili (2004) Arab population in the UK. [link: http://www.naba.org.uk/the-
library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm, last visited 12/11/2013]. 
26 History of Arabs in London. (Ibid) 

http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
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-  in the late 1980’s the Syrian regime cracked down on the 

- ‘Muslim Brotherhood’ and other leftist movements. A group of them landed in 

the UK. 

- In the 1990’s Algerians fled from the military crackdown and a large group came 

to Europe. The UK was one of their destinations. 

- Over the last three decades, students from many parts of the Arab world continued 

to come to the UK and settle in after finishing their studies.   

In the UK today, there are hundreds of thousands of people of Arab origin, whose 

exact population is unknown. According to Tarboush There is little accurate 

information about the Arabs in Britain, which is one reason they are relatively 

“invisible”. There has been much government emphasis on encouraging the 

engagement of British Muslims in mainstream politics since, and the Arab 

identity tends to be submerged within this larger category.’ (Tarboush, 2010). 

There has been no official or unofficial count of them, apart of the estimation of 

the National Association of British Arabs in the UK (NABA), which estimated 

that there are at least half a million British citizen of Arab origin who live in the 

UK27.  

Arabic is now the seventh most commonly spoken language in England and 

Wales with 159,000 people in this category making it spoken by 0.3% of the 

population28. 

London is the most ethnically diverse area with the highest proportion of minority 

groups. Two London boroughs had the highest proportion of people who 

identified as Arab, Westminster at 7.2% and Kensington & Chelsea at 4.1% 

(ibid). 

 

The Arab community in the UK, as mentioned before, is divided into smaller 

national-based communities. They form a kind of organisational structure for 

each community, with many belonging to have more than one, depending upon 

 
27 Ismail Jalili (2004) Arab population in the UK. [link: http://www.naba.org.uk/the-
library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm, last visited 12/11/2013]. 
28 UNESCO website. [http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665]. (Ibid) 

http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
http://www.naba.org.uk/the-library/reports/arabPopUK_04.htm
http://www.unesco.org/new/?id=73665
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their political, religious, faith, and origin orientation. They tend to celebrate 

certain national and religious events together. There are some sort of connections 

between many of them, especially those with a similar orientation. Families and 

youth find it very beneficial for them as a form of cultural gathering and an 

opportunity for non- Arab friends to join them to learn about their culture. London 

is the base for all these community-based forums as it is described by many as 

the capital of all Arab communities in the UK. 

Arabs in the UK enjoy a unique multicultural environment that exists almost 

nowhere else in the Europe. Although the majority of Arab community are based 

in London, their existence in few other major UK cities, such as Manchester, 

Birmingham, Exeter, Liverpool and Leeds, is evident. Feeling confident living 

within a large community next to other communities from all over the world 

encourages many Arab families to feel they are not alienated and they are not 

alone. According to statements by some Arab parents, that made it easier for them 

to be part of the wider society without losing much of their culture of origin. 

Unlike for instance the Arab and Muslim communities in France who  are under 

huge pressure to give up most of their culture of origin, because of the prevailing 

assimilationism propagated by the state, many Arab respondents saw British 

society as become increasingly multicultural with multiculturalism rather than 

assimilationism comprising the dominant ideology. The more liberal anti-

discrimination legislation mean that more people of all origins are able to adapt 

to live their cultures within the frame of British society.   

 

Professional, academics and business  

Arabs in the UK tend to be more highly skilled and qualified than the average for 

the population as a whole, with a relatively high proportions involved in 

managerial or professional occupations. 

Arabs have also established many successful businesses in the UK over the years, 

especially coffee shops, patisseries and restaurants, which can be found all over 
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the capital and in other major UK cities29. The majority of Arabs in London today 

come from countries such as Egypt, Morocco, Palestine, Yemen, Lebanon, the 

Gulf States, and Iraq (ibid). 

 

They tend to fall into one of four categories:  the wealthy migrants, the 

professionals, the migrant workers and the refugees.  

There are well-established Arab media institutions and outlets. The UK has 

always attracted various pan-Arab media outlets. That is why there are many 

well-known Arab newspapers, websites and satellite channels. The BBC Arabic 

Service was launched in 1936, which made it the first language of the BBC World 

Service with a link to the Palestine Broadcasting Service set up in Jerusalem by 

the British Colonial office. Establishing the Arabic radio service in London 

attracted many Arab journalists and broadcasters to join it. Later on, many Arab 

newspapers started to establish their presence, give the growing numbers of Arab 

immigrants and diplomats. Among these famous newspapers are: Al Sharq Al 

Awasat (1978), Al Hayat (refounded in London in 1988), Al Quds Al Arabi 

(1989), Al Arab (1977), Almushahid Assiyasi, Al Zaman, AL Haqaeq, Al Araby 

Aljadeed and the last pan-Arab newspaper to be launched  Al Araby Al Jadeed in 

2014. There were a few other newspapers, which have disappeared. In terms of 

online media, there are uncounted websites based in London, many with a 

political orientation. The first ever satellite channel Middle East Broadcasting 

Centre (MBC) was been launched in London and later moved to Media City in 

Dubai. In addition there are many satellite channels, based in London, the 

majority of them represent the voice of Arab political opposition.  

It must be noted, that most of these media outlets audience are the Arabic speakers  

in the diaspora and in the Arab world. However, given that they are Arabic 

oriented, they have failed to some extent to attract the second generation of 

British Arabs, probably because their main scope is the Arab world. Moreover, 

its political alienation limited their viewers among the British Arab youth.  

 
29 The history of Arabs in London. (Ibid) 
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Online media have opened the horizons of a new era in the Arab world on all 

levels. Forums, chat rooms, mailing groups, blogs and the social media, all have 

a history of Arab youth engaging online in an attempt to bypass the ‘ignorant’ 

mainstream media of the Arab world. The last trend before the age of social media 

was blogging. As Hamdy (2009) notes, ‘Arab citizens have adopted the blogging 

technology of the internet to create a venue for alternate viewpoints in a manner 

similar to their global counterparts’ (Hamdy, 2009, p. 92). ‘Social media’s 

potential represents the brightest hope for greater freedom of expression in the 

Arab region, enabling tens of millions of people, and ultimately many more, to 

actively pursue civic engagement, free and fair elections, political accountability, 

the eradication of corruption, as well as free, independent, and pluralistic media 

in a rapidly changing media environment’(Ghannam, 2012).  

 

Another reason why social media has a special meaning for Arab youth is 

explained by Hoffman and Jamal (2012). They state that ‘Many have argued that 

this frustration is the reason why social media has been such an important 

instrument for this youth population. Crucially, social media allows these youth 

to overcome and bypass political repression. Growing up being told that they 

could trust no one, social media allowed the youth population to come together 

in meaningful ways.’ (ibid) 

 

Young people in the Arab states constitute about one-third of the region’s 

population (30 percent are between 14 and 24)30, and more than half of the people 

in the Arab world today are under the age of 2531. Yet they are often excluded 

from decision-making because of a lack of education, high unemployment, and 

 
30 USAID, “USAID Convenes Conference for Arab Youth Development,” press release, 14 
November 2011, http://www.usaid.gov/press/releases/2011/pr111114.html.  
31 Mounira Chaeib, “Young in the Arab World: Lebanon,” BBC World Service, 8 February 
2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/documentary_archive/4559765.stm 

http://www.usaid.gov/press/releases/2011/pr111114.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/documentary_archive/4559765.stm
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poverty, according to the report32. As youth took to the streets and political 

regimes in Tunisia and Egypt collapsed, many governments and organisations 

had to rethink their engagement with youth33. 

 

In the Arab world, Arab youth have always been marginalised in terms of political 

participation. Political attitudes in the Arab world tend to consider youth as 

‘unsuitable’ to participate in policy making. They are exempted from taking part 

in any form of political activities. It is probably not unusual to see most, if not 

all, political parties exclude anyone one under the age of forty from of any senior 

position.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 The State of World Population 2011 report, launched in the Arab World by the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) at the Arab League. [http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe, 
last visited 18.01.2013]  
33 (ibid) 

http://tinyurl.com/boo5poe
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4.8 The Arab Spring 

 

 

The ‘Arab Spring’ is a term that was invented by the media to describe the 

political changes which hit the Middle East at the end of 2010. The wave of 

political protests began first in Tunisia at the End of 2010 then to spread to Egypt, 

Libya, Yemen, Bahrain and Syria. These countries were exposed to fundamental 

political instability, when people took to the streets to demand democracy, 

equality and freedom. The latest political development which overthrown of a 

few Arab regimes in the Middle East, was labelled by the media as a youth-based 

revolution. As mentioned earlier, one out of three of the Arab population is a 

youth. As Hoffman and Jamal (2012) put it ‘The popular media has painted these 

uprisings as youth revolutions, in which young citizens-perhaps aided by social 

media-took to the streets in opposition to oppressive regimes. The sources driving 

youth discontent in the region are multifaceted. They range from frustration with 

economic conditions, to opposition to the political status quo, to a lack of a sense 

of efficacy in general’ (Hoffman & Jamal, 2012). 

In the 21st century, the revolution may not be televised ‘But it likely will be 

tweeted, blogged, texted and organized on Facebook, recent experience 

‘While (Arab) citizens had lived under a social contract for 

decades in which they sacrificed freedoms for government 

services, in the lead up to the Arab Spring many people found 

themselves without freedoms and without adequate education, 

healthcare, housing, transportation, and other services.’ 

 (Mogahed, 2012) 
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suggests’34. In one of the comprehensive studies about the role of the social media 

in the Arab Spring, O’Donnell (2011) observes that ‘after analysing more than 3 

million tweets, gigabytes of YouTube content and thousands of blog posts, a new 

study finds that social media played a central role in shaping political debates in 

the Arab Spring.  Conversations about revolution often preceded major events, 

and social media has carried inspiring stories of protest across international 

borders’ (O’Donnell, 2011). 

On the other hand, the changes proposed by many sectors of the Arab 

communities proved not to be an easy process. As noted by Miller and Martini 

(2012) ‘The Arab Spring has generated pressure for political change, but counter-

pressures in the region remain strong’ (Miller & Martini, 2012). 

In terms of the Arab youth in diaspora, the influence of the unfolding political 

changes in parts of the Arab world should be noted. British Arab youth who 

showed interest in participating in the the politics of the Arab Spring, can be 

conceptualised as partly negotiating their sense of belonging and identity. Before 

2011 a group of British Arab youth preferred to be linked to particular Arab 

country instead of identifying themselves with Arabness per se. For instance, 

youth of Egyptian origin often preferred to be identified as British Egyptian. That 

applies also ton youth from other Arab countries such as Tunisia, Lebanon, 

Morocco and Syria. However, in the early months of the Arab Spring, the word 

 
34 (O’Donnell, 2011) 
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'Arab' gained wider currency and presented on the whole in the news in positive 

terms. Many youth consequently liked to be linked to the Arab Spring and found 

the term 'British Arab’ more 'attractive'. In the aftermath later of the violence 

which swept away the Arab Spring, things started to change again and the 

excitement began to vanish. The group that felt proud to be identified as British 

Arab shrunk and confusion about the Arab part of their identity started to take 

place. This has not affected everyone in the same way and it is difficult to predict 

what will be the dominant sense of belonging in the future. 

The Arab Spring may face a variety of obstacles and serious deteriorative 

situations but it will always remain a remarkable political and social movement, 

which has its influence in the near future of the Middle East.  
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Chapter 5  

Identity: The creation of adaptable and 

multicultural presence  
 

  

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of both the questionnaire and the group 

interviews. It discusses many issues around youth identity and the main factors 

influencing the process of constructing and developing their self-identification. It 

compares the findings from both sources and explains any differences and 

contradictions. The main sections presented here are the main influences on 

identity creation, the role of language in linking youth to their cultural identity, 

the role of family, religion and British society. The first to be presented is the 

usage of language (Arabic and English). The purpose of presenting these findings 

is to identify the role of the influencing forces on the construction of British Arab 

youth identity. That put the basis to establish the link between identity and online 

media in the following chapter. 

 

5.1 Usage of language (English and Arabic)  

Language is one of first symbols a human learns to communicate with other 

humans. Therefore, our questions started with the language British Arab youth 

use to communicate with parents, siblings, friends, and others. Respondents were 

asked about the primary language of communication used with parents, siblings 

“My Family is everything in my life… I know who I am and what 

I’m going to be after 10 years. I like the country of my origin but 

I know that I belong to here more than any other place”. 
(Ibrahim, 23, London) 
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and friends of Arab origin, differences emerged in relation to the main language 

used in different contexts.  

Language Percent 

English only 17.8 

Mixed (E and Ar) 26.8 

Arabic only 62.4 

Other  (ignored) 

Table 1 - Use of Arabic or English with parents 

 

With parents, Arabic rather than English or another language was reportedly used 

as the primary language by nearly two thirds of respondents, 62.4 percent, mainly 

when both parents come from Arab countries, yet 80.7 percent reported using 

English as their main language of communication with friends of Arab origin.  

Language Percent 

English only 12.9 

Mixed (E and Ar) 78.7 

Arabic only 6.2 

Other  (ignored) 

Table 2 - Use of Arabic and English with siblings 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, nearly all respondents, 96.1 percent, used English as their 

primary language of communication when one parent or both did not speak 

Arabic. 

 

5.1.1 Arabic is the link between diaspora and culture of origin  

Generally, learning Arabic has a great degree of importance for parents of Arab 

origin. This is probably why in the capital alone there are dozens of Arabic 

schools and mosque classes, held mainly on Saturdays or Sundays, which vary 

between three to six hours. Parents try to enroll their children at as young an age 

as possible (mainly six plus), so that they have a good ten years of learning time. 

Learning Arabic is logically divided into three stages. Firstly conversational, 

which usually starts at home from birth as with the majority of Arab families, 
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who have at least one parent of Arab origin. Secondly, learning how to read, at 

least at a basic level, is of importance for many Muslim families, so the children 

are able to recite the Quran. Thirdly, learning how to write; although this stage 

seems to be of less importance for families who have made their decisions to stay 

in the UK for good. However, in the last few years there has been a growing 

interest in being competent in Arabic as a second language among school 

students, especially for those who sit GCSE exams.  

Taouba (F, 23) from London and originally from Tunisia, came to the UK when 

she was ten years old. Her mother is a French teacher. She says: ‘I learnt Arabic 

in Tunisia and when we came here my parents spoke always Arabic at home. 

They always insisted we speak Arabic; sometimes it can be mixed with French 

or English. I’m truly happy that I can speak both languages (English and Arabic) 

fluently now’. She pointed out that she continues to use social media in Arabic 

especially with her relatives in Tunisia or with other friends of Arab origin.  

Interviewees showed a keenness to maintain their Arabic language for various 

reasons. The majority of youth use it to communicate with their relatives in their 

original/parents’ countries. Social media has proved to be the main medium of 

communication with family and relatives for them. At least three interviewees 

said that they can now use English letters to write Arabic words. It is a way found 

by many in the past, even Arab natives, to deal with not finding the Arabic 

language on their computers. Now it is widely used by those who can speak 

Arabic but cannot write it.  

Although many youth, in particular those born in the UK, face difficulties in 

written Arabic or sometimes in using local Arabic dialect, they keep improving 

themselves. As Taouba puts it, ‘we appear so naive sometimes when using wrong 

words in conversations with our relatives. It could cause us embarrassment or 

even argument because we use the wrong word’.   

Walid (M, 19) born in Manchester and originally from Syria, agrees. He says: ‘It 

really put me off communicating with my relatives when they laugh or make fun 

of some Arabic words I use by mistake. I remember once talking to my uncle on 
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Skype, he made a ridiculous comment about how I pronounce the letter ‘R’ which 

is a bit different from Arabic pronunciation. He makes fun of it so I told my mum 

I don’t want to speak to him again. I actually stopped for some time until he 

apologised’.  

Reading and reciting the Quran was one of the other reasons for stressing the 

importance of Arabic. Many Muslim parents who migrated from Arab countries 

put great emphasis on teaching their children the Arabic language not only to 

communicate but also to be able to read, recite and memorise the Quran.  

Abdullah (M, 20) from London originally from Palestine says: ‘My parents are 

religious. They always talked to me and to my brothers and sisters about the 

importance of learning Arabic, so we can read the Quran. I grew up with that and 

now I can speak and read Arabic fluently. I also memorised many Suras35 from 

the Quran by myself’. 

A third reason for learning Arabic mentioned by interviewees, is that they think  

it can open opportunities for them as bi-lingual workers in the UK or in the Arab 

world.  Amal (F, 25) from Birmingham originally from Egypt talked about her 

experience in that sense. She says: ‘I studied business in the UK and in the final 

year I visited my aunt in UAE with my family. We spoke about my studies and 

how I’m keen to work in the Gulf when I finish my degree. I speak English and 

Arabic fluently. Two months later my aunt called me and said she’d arranged 

something for me. It was a German company who needed someone who speaks 

English and Arabic. I applied for it and got an offer to work for two years. That 

was amazing. Without my Arabic, I probably wouldn’t have had the opportunity 

to get the job’.  

Laila (F, 20) from Manchester and originally from Libya, agrees with Amal. She 

is studying IT in Manchester and hopes that after the Arab Spring windows have 

opened for those who can speak both languages fluently. She admitted when she 

was younger she was annoyed by the way her parents wanted her to learn Arabic.  

The main reason for her feelings was that she had to go to Arabic school on 

 
35 Sura or Surah refers to a division of the Quran 
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Saturday when she wanted to do something else or just have fun. She says: ‘When 

I went to university, I began to notice how fortunate I am because I can speak 

Arabic. My friends thought I can get a job easily in one of the rich Arab countries. 

I then started to learn Arabic hard and I’m having classes in Arabic now to be 

fluent in writing’. 

However, in two separate interviews Sami (M, 18) from Exeter, whose father is 

from Morocco and whose mother is English, and Nancy (F, 20) from London 

whose parents are originally from Syria, but whose mother was born in the UK, 

downplayed the importance of Arabic to them. Sami mentioned that he always 

hated the Saturday school and always complained about it. His parents then 

stopped sending him to Saturday school. He says: ‘I’m interested in what’s going 

on in the Arab world. I followed the news about the Arab Spring. It’s all available 

in English. I don’t think there it would have made any difference if I could read 

and write in Arabic’. When I asked him about his ability to communicate with his 

relatives, he says: ‘I don’t speak too much to relatives in Morocco as much as my 

Dad. I can speak a little if I have to and I can understand when they speak to me. 

All my friends speak English, including those of Arab origin’.  

This example shows a second choice for those who are cannot speak Arabic or 

are not interested.  

Nancy is an example who has a different reason why her Arabic is not fluent. She 

mentioned that she was bright at school and interested in learning French and 

Spanish. She was one of the top in her maths and science classes as well. Her 

parents wanted her to learn Arabic but because she was already learning other 

languages, she did not have much time to learn Arabic. She mentioned that her 

father spoke to her in Arabic and therefore she can understand a lot of Arabic but 

in only the Levant accent. She admits though that it would have been great if she 

had learned how to read and write. ‘I might do it later on when I finish my degree 

but I don’t feel it would add much to me. I would focus probably on 

conversational Arabic’.  
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In an interview conducted with a Syrian family in London, the parents expressed 

their concern that their children (aged 16, 18 and 21) are not learning Arabic 

enough. Their children said that their parents ‘simply exaggerate it because their 

Arabic is very good, the only problem is their writing is not as such, which they 

think is not that important as long they can speak and read fluently’.  

Respondents indicate that family has an influence their lives and ceartainly a great 

deal in forming their cultural identity. Interviewees were approached with 

questions about the role of family in their lives, here are some responses: 

Iman (F, 20) from Reading, studying IT at Brunel University, was born in Gaza 

(Palestine) and thinks that her family is ‘the most important thing in her life’. She 

added: ‘I live in a happy family. We understand each other and we talk about 

everything. I grew up respecting my parents but this respect never deterred me 

from expressing my opinion. My parents do listen to us and they admit it if they 

are wrong. We learnt that as well. I learnt a lot from my dad about life, politics, 

and history and about our original city in Palestine when they were forced by 

Israeli occupation to leave it in 1948’.  

 

5.2 Association between family and identity 

In the literature review, the importance of family for youth was discussed. There 

was strong evidence of the importance of the family in general in Arab youths’ 

lives. The literature addressed the role of the family in Arab culture in the Arab 

world. In the diaspora, it is argued that other forces may interfere in the role of 

family and weaken it in one way or another. After spending around three years 

with Arab youth in London, I found that the family is still at the top of Arab 

youths’ preferences when listing ‘the most important things’ in their lives. 

In all of my interviews, my first questions were around the family, language and 

day-to-day habits of using the Internet. The words ‘parents’ or ‘family’ were part 

of the majority of answers. One of the main reasons is that Arab youth usually 

remain with the family until marriage. The length of time spent with the family 

makes it influential in all aspects of life.  
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Ali (M, 24) from Leicester confirms that his family is ‘the most important thing 

in his life’. He explains: ‘We have our disagreements around many things, 

especially when my parents say, we used to do so, and we are supposed to deal 

with it that way. We have different life... different experience. We are here not 

there! I don’t blame them for that way of thinking... this is normal between two 

generations. They taught me how to respect differences of opinion. I am thankful 

to them because they made me who I am now. Between us, sometimes, when we 

disagree about my personal life I think of leaving but on the other hand, I cannot 

do that. I love them and I know they love me more than anything else.’ 

 

A female (25, refused to reveal her identity) disagrees with Ali. She is against 

what she called the ‘unjustified’ control by her parents of her personal life. She 

argues that the role of parents should have ‘red lines’, where they should let go 

of their children. ‘Look at the English youth, after 18 they are on their own, they 

do mistakes, we all do... we need to be on our own to learn how to make our 

decisions. I know Arab girls at the age of 22 and older who are afraid of making 

decisions. I am against the way many Arab families raise up their children, 

especially the girls.’ 

This answer may reflect a certain experience that has affected the view of an Arab 

female youth, who also refused to have her identity revealed. That was not the 

case with rest of my interviewees who in one way or another admitted the role of 

the family is important in their lives. Nevertheless, there were disagreements 

about to what extent parents should intervene with their personal lives after a 

certain age.  

Marwa (F, 25, London) has unusual experience among Arab youth. She explained 

that when she was 18, it was time to go to university and she decided to leave her 

parents’ home. She mentioned that her mother was not in favour of this move. 

She insisted and left for some time. Then she thought she could not stay away 

from them the way she thought was the norm among youth. She said then: ‘I 
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realised how much the family is important to me. Even I’m married now, but I 

still think family is the most important thing in my life.’ In this example for 

instance, the influence of British social values is evident, where Marwa tried to 

be inspired by other British females.  

 

Sumaya (F, 24, London) is another example of that influence of British society. 

She agrees with Marwa in terms of willingness to leave the family, at least for a 

few years. Sumaya describes how her mother refused the idea of her leaving the 

family home by saying: ‘We are unlike the others, we should always stick 

together. When you get married, you can leave. We are different.’  

It is clear that Arab families maintain the way they grew up in their homeland. 

They transfer the values of the importance of the family in various ways to their 

children.  

 

5.2.1 Family or Facebook? 

With the emergence of social media networks, as usual, Arab parents did not 

welcome this new guest who appears to be everywhere. It is on the computers, 

mobiles and is present when family and relatives or friends get together. Many 

Arab parents expressed their anger when they noticed how this ‘book’ took their 

children away from their studies and family events. After some time they realised 

as with many parents around the world that it is not the evil they had thought. So, 

they joined their children to discover a whole new world. For Arab families it was 

an additional way to communicate with family members around the world. The 

Arab communities put much emphasis on socialising with family, relatives and 

friends.  

In an interview with a Palestinian family who migrated in the 1960s to the USA 

then to Britain, they admitted that they had had little contact with their culture in 

the early years of their journey in the diaspora. Mohammed (76 years old) says: 

‘I remember how it was so difficult to send and receive a letter. It used to take 
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months. I missed listening to Um Kolthoom36 and was eager at the time to eat 

proper Palestinian food. These days it’s like you are back home’. His wife Rihab 

(72 years old) described her first visit to her family in Egypt as, ‘back to paradise. 

The faces of her family, the Arabic newspaper on the table, the songs coming out 

of the radio in the living room... I still can recall that moment when I arrived at 

my parents’ house in Cairo. That moment I broke into tears like a baby.’  

Mohammed added: ‘Now I have a Facebook account and I can communicate with 

almost everyone in my family. They are scattered all over the globe, USA, 

Canada, Egypt, Palestine, Jordan, Kuwait and Qatar. I can see my grandchildren 

who live in Doha via Skype and they put jokes on my Facebook wall. That’s 

simply amazing. This generation is fortunate.’ 

This example of a couple who left their home country and lived since then in 

diaspora, shows how difficult it was for them to communicate and negotiate 

‘home culture’.  

Their grandchildren have a different story as they belong to the digital age. Their 

English is perfect, their Arabic is improving, and they are integrated in both 

cultures and can communicate with their relatives in the Arab world without 

difficulties. Husam (M, 18 years old) was sitting next to his grandfather 

Mohammed. He spoke in perfect English: ‘What I hear from granddad is like a 

fairy tale. I can’t imagine how they lived without a mobile or internet’.  

 

5.3 Religion and identity 

Results indicate that religion has an important position in youth’s lives and in one 

way or another a certain influence on the construction of their identity. The 

questionnaire answers came with no surprises and confirmed this fact. 75.2 

percent of all respondents confirmed the importance of religion in their lives. Less 

stress on the importance of religion was found in fourteen percent of all 

 
36 Um Kolthoom is a famous Egyptian lady singer. She was the most famous singer in Egypt between the 1930s 

and the 1970s. She was internationally well-known and has the title ‘Star of the East’. 
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respondents. There were significant differences among those of Christian and 

Muslim parents.  

 

Figure 4 - Importance of religion amongst Arab youth in Britain 

The average for respondents with one or both parents Christian is 18.5 percent. 

The number of respondents with both Muslim parents is 68.3 percent (Table 4). 

The rest are of either mixed Muslim and Christian parents or with one parent 

Muslim or Christian. Among Muslim families, religion has a higher importance 

than in Christian families, although the majority of both noted ‘it is important’.  

 

In an interview with a Palestinian family of mixed religion parents (Muslim 

father, Christian mother) in London, the parents stressed the importance of 

teaching their children about their religion (father and mother agreed to raise 

children as Muslims), The mother Nadin (48) said: ‘Religion helps our children 

to maintain our culture and our language. But this means also to encourage them 

to respect others’ beliefs and be open-minded to debate with anyone regardless 

of their religion or faith’. Father Isam (51) added: ‘In Palestine we were brought 

up without any prejudice against anyone’s religion. My wife’s family, who are 

Christian, were our neighbours. This is how actually I met Nadin. Both our 

families were happy and they are still friends up until today. This is how we want 

75%

16%

9% 0%

Importance of religion amongst Arab youth

Important

Less important

Not important
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our children and their children to be. This is our culture. We are proud of it’. It is 

worth mentioning here that in Palestine both Muslims and Christians live in 

mixed neighbourhoods and have a long tradition of mixed marriage. It is unlike 

any other Arab country where Christians live mainly in separate neighbourhoods 

and there is less of a tradition of mixed marriage.  

 

Importance of 

religion Among Arab 

Muslims and 

Christians 

Religion of parents 

Muslim Christian 

Both 

parents 

One 

parent 

Both 

parents 

One 

parent 

Very important 90.2% - 66.7% - 

Somehow important 8.1% - 23.8% - 

Not important 1% - 5%  

Missing 9 (either left it blank or answered I don’t know) 

Table 3 - Importance of religion among Arab Muslims and Christians 

Recent studies in the Arab world, show a growing interest in religion among 

youth. Arab youth in the UK show similar results. In an interview with Touba 

(23) from London who was born in Tunisia, she says, ‘I do respect our religion. 

Although I don’t wear hijab, neither does my mother, but we grew up respecting 

the values of our religion (Islam). However, I must say that I think we in North 

Africa have an open-minded understanding of Islam. You can say we are 

moderate’. Although the word ‘moderate’ could be interpreted in many ways and 

according to different standards, in most places in this thesis, where the word is 

mentioned, it is the counter meaning to ‘extremist’.  
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Hamza (M, 21, London) emphasises the role of religion by saying: ‘Unlike many 

youths’ views in the west about religion, Islam has a meaningful aspect in our 

lives. It is simply a source of inner peace and guidance through this rough life. 

Islam for me is a guard for morals, and behaviour. Islam is not some rituals 

performed in the mosque and that’s it. It’s much more beyond that. Whether some 

people accepted or not, it is part of “ourselves” and an important part. Islam is 

mixed with our culture, our identities. It’s defining who we are. I always believe 

religion has a positive influence on our attitudes and beliefs. The true Islam is not 

what some people claim that is Islam!’ 

 

Yara (F, 18 , Guilford) however, thinks that the behaviour and attitudes of some 

Muslim boys and girls distort the image of Islam. ‘I feel sometimes ashamed of 

their behaviour, especially when they reflect their attitudes upon Islam. I think 

the real essence of Islam is to reflect that every human is respected. All humans 

have equal rights, no one is above anyone else.’ 

Some youth went further to distinguish between religious and non-religious 

people, regardless of their ethnicity. One of the very few examples was Osama 

(M, 21, Glasgow) who disagrees with the notion that religion should be in the 

mosque or in the church only. He says; ‘I feel more comfortable with religious 

people, no matter which religion they believe in. Two of my close friends are 

Christian. It seems we can easily go with each other and have many things in 

common. My parents like them as well. We visit each other as a family regularly. 

This is why I think those who believe have the manner and discipline more than 
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non-believers’. There was no similar point of view and therefore this cannot be 

considered as mainstream among Muslim believers.   

These views reflect recognition and acceptance of the role of religion in British 

youths’ lives, on the one hand. It also reflects respect for religion in general, on 

the other. According to my personal observations, collected from informal 

interviews, the majority of British Arab youth has a fair understanding of religion 

and its role in preserving their cultural identity, bearing in mind that many 

members of British society have negative attitudes towards Islam in particular. 

Having said that, there are some Arab youth who are influenced by extreme 

religious views, but I see this in the context of a ‘self-defence mechanism’ against 

isolation, lack of recognition and alienation by society and the community. It is 

also an effect of society’s behaviour against some members, who lean towards 

extremism, regardless of religion, faith or race.  

 

5.3.1 Influence of religious views in interaction with media content 

The questionnaire supports the results of the questionnaire that the highest 

proportion of those who tend to think that religion plays an important role in their 

lives are among the heavy online users (using online media 5 hours a day or 

more). They present a majority of 62.7 percent of the highest daily consumers of 

the Internet.   
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Figure 5 - Importance level of importance amongst heavy online media users 
 

In interviews, youth were extremely divided about the role of religion in their 

lives. Arab youth generally show respect for religion (Islam and Christianity) 

regardless of their commitment to practice it. They revealed that their 

understanding of religion might differ from their parents.  

Hussain (21, Bristol) mentions that he learnt how to recite the Quran while he 

was in primary school. His father was keen to teach him Arabic in order to be 

able to recite and understand the Quran. He says: ‘After I moved to Bristol to 

study at university, I am still praying, but I do skip sometimes because of classes 

and commuting. My dad knows... he gets upset, but he understands that I don’t 

do it deliberately. You know, I think I have to pray on time... I do my best.’ When 

I asked Hussain if he drinks alcohol or has a girlfriend, he said he is committed 

to the rules of Islam in this regard. 

Yumna (F, 19, London) asserted that she respects what her parents taught her 

about respecting the rules of religion. Yumna, explains further: ‘I also do not 

81%

12%

7%

Importance of religion amongst heavy online users

Religion is important

Religion is less important

Religion not important at all
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accept extreme views or allow anyone to monitor my behaviour. I think Islam has 

great rules and ethics for every human being, not only for Muslims. Of what I 

learnt about Islam, God is the only one who has the right to penalise me if I do 

something wrong, not humans’.  

 

Karim (M, 25, London) says about practicing Islam in the UK: ‘I feel absolutely 

free to practice Islam in the UK, more than I do in Egypt. No one judges you 

because of how you dress or look like. My behaviour is part of my identity, so no 

one has the right to argue it with me as long I behave responsibly and respect 

others’ rights. Some Muslim mates, easily judge you because of your behaviour... 

I think this is very absurd. I am sorry to say that but I think many Muslims have 

no clue what Islam is all about’. 

 

Ezzeddin (M, 23, Birmingham) says that ‘religion is one of the important 

regulatory factors in our lives, as I believe. I consider it as a guard or as a sign on 

our journey. It should not be of total control of my life but rather a guidance when 

you need a guidance’.  

Hussam (M,19, London) suggests that religion plays a role in his life but as much 

as everything else does. He says his parents have ‘moderate views’ of religion 

and he and his two sisters and brother think alike about religion. He argues that 

‘the practice of religion is up to the individual to decide what is best for 

him/herself.’ He describes religion as ‘part of a cultural tradition’. He does not 

consider himself as ‘religious’ but at the same time he is not against religious 
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people if this is their own choice. Here we can see a different understanding of 

religion, where young people put freedom before religion.   

 

Samira (F, 20, London) stands against the idea of religion controlling someone’s 

life. She suggests that ‘everyone should make his choice and not be influenced 

by anyone’. She says: ‘Even parents should not make the choice on behalf of their 

children. Children should be given the choice to make their way in life. Religion 

can sometimes be an obstacle if it is taught to children mixed with extreme views 

or wrong practices. I am not against religions but I am against the way it is 

brought to us by people who do not even understand it. Look at those extremists 

who harm Islam with their scary views about non-religious or non-Muslim 

people. If this is religion, I don’t accept it’. 

 

Khubaib (M, 18, London) says: “Religion is the most important thing in my life, 

It is shaping my identity and tells me who I am. I admit my parents brought it to 

me but after I became eighteen, when I have the right to make my own choices, I 

continued to consider religion as the most important thing in my life. I also like 

to learn about other religions and respect them as well.”  

 

It is clear that religion plays an important role in youths’ lives, in particular within 

the younger age group. Although there are differences among Arab youth in terms 

of how important a role religion should play in their lives, there is a sense of 

admittance that religion is an important player in Arab youths’ lives. It is also a 
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reflection of differences of perceiving the role of religion among the parents’ 

generation who came from various parts of the Arab world, where understanding 

and practices of religion are not the same.   

 

5.4 Identity confidence 

Respondents were asked to choose one of the following answers to the question: 

‘How confident do you think you are about your identity?’ Their answers were as 

follows: 

Gender/Confidence confident Less confident confused 

F 94.7% 4.3% 1.1% 

M 91.6% 6% 2.4% 

Total 93.2% 5.1% 1.7% 

Table 4 - identity confidence among British Arab youth 

Although this question was put for testing the answers against the outcomes of 

the interviews, the numbers showing confidence about their identity are 

astonishingly high. Respondents of both genders show almost the same 

confidence in defining their identity. Participants in interviews showed similar 

levels of confidence. There were marginal differences between the questionnaire 

and the interview responses. In the interviews, respondents were asked direct and 

indirect questions to verify the level of confidence they have.  

Yumna (F, 19, London) answered the question of whether she ever felt 

unconfident because she might look different for not being white; she said: ‘I 

can’t recall a serious incident of that kind. Apart from the media and the way they 

sometimes stereotype the overseas immigrants, it is rarely that I felt discriminated 

against. I was born and raised up here, so I know who I am and what I am. In 
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Britain, many people are of different origins but they are all Brits. There are Irish, 

Scottish, Welsh, Muslims, Christians, Jews, Sikhs as well as the English majority 

but we are all British’.  

 

Yara (F, 18, Guilford) mentioned another point of view, that Arab youth of the 

second generation probably feel more confident than their parents’ generation. 

She said: ‘Some Arab people who migrated to Britain were not so sure if they are 

going to stay in Britain or leave. That could have affected their ability to integrate 

with the life in Britain. The younger generation was either born here or came at a 

very young age. They know that they have Arab descendance and at the same 

time they are part of the British society, I really don’t see any problem’.  

 

Walid (M, 19) thinks that since he identified himself as a British Muslim, he feels 

that this is his ‘true identity’. He suggests that ‘Islam gives a sense of stability no 

matter where the person lives. I used to feel uncertain about who I am. Am I 

Syrian? Arab? British? Or am I all of them. After I rediscovered Islam, I found it 

easier to say that I am a Muslim. Given that I lived my whole life in Britain so 

you may say I’m a British Muslim. There are no contradictions between the two 

terms.’  

The example of Walid is the only one I came across in my interviews. His case 

might represent a point of view similar to those found amongst South Asian ethnic 

minorities who believe in Islam. Given that Walid is surrounded by the South 

Asian Muslim community he might be influenced by these views. The next 
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section is related to this section in terms of the validity of results. Confidence 

about identity has a link with a youth’s sense of belonging.  

 

5.5 Sense of belonging and self-identification  

One of the main objectives of this research was to examine how British Arabs 

define themselves, in terms of cultural identity. Respondents were therefore asked 

how they would describe their own identity, against three possible factors based 

on cultural ethnicity. First, they were asked to tick the category they felt most 

closely describes their identity, and then a subsequent question asked them to 

indicate their sense of belonging. 

The distribution of answers to both questions is shown in Table 5. 

 

Gender/ Belonging Arab British Arab British only 

F 4.2% 84.2% 11.6% 

M 6 % 81.9% 12.1% 

Total % % % 

Table 5 - Sense of belonging among British Arab youth 

Of all the categories, ‘British Arab’ was used by the highest percentage of 

respondents (82 percent) to define their primary identity. When those figures, are 

examined one can notice that within the groups there are slight differences in 

terms of gender and period of living in UK. Statistically, both genders show 

almost equally high for a mixed sense of belonging (female = 53.8 percent, male 

= 54.4 percent). The sense of being pan-Arab though is surprisingly very low 

among both male and female (just less than 5 percent of all respondents). 
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Similarly, the results for respondents’ answers to the question ‘given your ethnic 

origin, do you think you belong to the multicultural British society?’ (in the 

interviews, the question was broken down into 2 questions; ‘do you think the 

British society is a multicultural society?’ and, ‘do you think you belong to it or 

part of it?’) the majority were in favour: ‘Yes, I belong somehow to it’ (82 

percent); with (16.3 percent) saying they belong ‘completely’ to it. Surprisingly 

again, only three respondents answered ‘I don’t belong to here at all’, and all of 

them were born outside the UK. 

 

Some of the literature around ethnic minority group identity singles out the 

dilemma of identity among younger generations in diaspora. Among the 

questions in the questionnaire, participants were asked how confident they feel 

about their identity. Answers were remarkable, with 92.7 percent of both genders 

answering ‘very confident’. Females showed slightly more confidence about 

identity compared to males (f = 94.7 percent, m = 91.7 percent). 

 

Interestingly, in the group interviews and informal discussions with youth, there 

was a different story. Youths of Arab origin, in particular the top age group (22 - 

25) showed signs of uncertainty when it came to answering the question: ‘What 

is the best description of your self-identification?’ It was no surprise to hear quite 

a few saying ‘I don’t know’. That group explained in more detail that they have 

to admit that they were uncertain if they are asked to define their identity, as a 

matter of fact, ‘we always did’ (Yumna, Yasin, Mohammed, Ahmed, Marawa 
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and a few others). ‘We just ignore it because most likely we are not going to 

receive an answer, from anyone’ (more on this point will be discussed in Chapter 

8). 

To a great extent, these answers revealed some degree of uncertainty among a 

few interviewees, as mentioned above. However, the interviews revealed an 

element that explains that outcome. Uncertainty about identity among some Arab 

youth has its roots in the family and as a result of feeling alienated by some British 

media. Those who revealed a degree of uncertainty about their identity admitted 

that their parents were not so sure about their Arab identity and what that means 

to them. Although they have a strong affiliation to their cultural identity, the term 

‘Arab’ was unclear, apart from the link between being Arab and speaking Arabic. 

In addition, some British media outlets are constantly questioning the loyalty of 

ethnic minorities to the British society. They contribute directly and indirectly 

towards alienation of youth of ethnic minorities. More about this appears in the 

discussion chapter. Next, an important issue is to be presented that has direct and 

indirect implications on the youths’ sense of belonging and self-identification. 

 

5.6 Values of Arab culture 

In response to a question discussing Arab values embedded in cultural practices, 

Arab youth were not reluctant to express their ‘pride’ in it. However, they noted 

that sometimes they are annoyed or embarrassed by the behaviour of Arab people 

or people of Arab origin. They point out a dilemma as theory contradicts practice 
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when it comes to Arab and Muslim ethics. In that sense, the table below shows, 

significantly, differences in attitudes. 

 

 

 

 Very proud Proud but Not proud at all 

Females A Insignificant 98.1%   - 

B 9.5% 83.3% 7.1% 

Males A 6.8% 86.3% 6.8% 

B 7.7% 92.3% - 

Table 6 - Link between British Arab youth and values of Arab culture 

[A = Born in the UK  B = Born abroad but lived 10+ years in the UK] 

It is apparent from this table that the majority of respondents to the questionnaire 

have a conditional ‘proud’ attitude towards Arab cultural values. In other words 

they consciously asses these values, rejecting what they think is against their 

learnt common sense. The overall majority of females and males (on average 

90.7% and 89.2% respectively) are ‘proud of their cultural values’ but noted they 

are against behaviour which contradicts these values. Females born in the UK 

showed the highest sensitivity in that sense. 

 

Fatima (F, 23, Leeds) came to Britain with her family when she was one year old. 

She explains why she respects Arab cultural values: ‘To a great extent, those 

values are derived from Islam or from universal human values. I am very proud 

of it. Unfortunately, many Arab Muslims or non-Arab Muslims don’t understand 

that and their behaviour reflects a false picture of these great values.” 
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Abdulssalm (M, 18, Reading) born in the UK agrees with Fatima and adds a new 

point: ‘I think most young Arabs living in the UK have combined Arab and 

British values. This probably made us more critical towards any behaviour we 

believe is against the true values embedded in our culture, which I respect and 

think they are great.’ 

A male from London (M, 21, identity hidden upon request) oddly disagrees with 

the many other respondents by stating that Arabs ‘should be ashamed of many 

practices towards women, children, servants and foreigners’ (he referred mainly 

to practices in the Arabian Gulf). ‘When someone, speaking about what we Arabs 

should be proud of, is talking about people who died out more than 1000 years 

ago! This is ridiculous… OK our ancestors did great but what about today? We 

talk about Islam and its great values, look at those extreme Muslims… they kill 

innocents, they blow up civilians, they have a destructive mind rather than a 

productive one. I don’t see what I should be proud of. I always hear, “in the past 

we did this or that”. We need to look at ourselves today. I’m telling you... I think 

those who grew up here are lucky… not all of them but most of them. They have 

the opportunity to learn from others how to live their lives.’ 

This male illustrates an opposite attitude, being the only one who attacked not 

Arab values but the practices of Arab people. His arguments were built on views 

driven from the Arab world rather than from the diaspora. He also explicitly said 

that he is a ‘proud British citizen’ who was born and lived his life in the UK. 

A similar attitude by a participant, who asked to hide his name for this statement, 

argues, from a different perspective, that in this country, youth of Arab origin 
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should only be proud of being Muslims. He puts it this way: ‘Here in Britain, we 

should admit that this country offers its citizens a wide margin of freedom. We 

can live our lives and practice our religion without oppression. As long you 

respect the law and the others, no one would come near you. This is why I prefer 

to say I’m a proud British Muslim’. We can see from the previous two examples 

that both respondents tried to disassociate themselves from the term Arab.  

I tried to follow up these answers to find out what the reasons are behind that 

attitude. He continued to explain: ‘Could you explain to me what does it mean to 

be an Arab? Is it speaking Arabic? There are thousands of people around the 

world speak Arabic but they are not from the region? There are also entire ethnic 

communities who live in the Arab world who speak Arabic but they are not Arabs. 

Even people from the Arab region speak many accents, so that one from Algeria 

can’t understand someone from Iraq! The notion of being Arab is rather a myth. 

I prefer to belong to the ummah37 which counts over 1.3 billion, not fractured 

communities who call themselves Arab!’.  

 

Recent trends among Arab youth to affiliate themselves to religious-based 

concepts are increasing. There are political reasons behind this, but as they are 

beyond the scope of this research, the issue is not going to be discussed. In 

addition, this example is only one of forty of my sample interviews, therefore, it 

is considered insignificant to comment on.  

 
37 An Arabic word for the whole community of Muslims bound together by ties of religion (Oxford dictionary). 
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Following the issues raised about sense of belonging, and Arab values, the notion 

of ‘being Arab’ has to come into question. It has direct implications on British 

Arab youth as it may or may not influence the overall certainty about identity and 

also may define the sense of belonging.  

 

5.7 Arab youth and ‘Arabism’   

Growing up in the Arab world, I know how our generation inherited the concept 

of being ‘one Arab nation’. However, I was surprised when I listened to youth of 

Arab origin in the UK. Interestingly, the majority of interviewees were not of the 

opinion, that the ‘one Arab nation’ is real or does exist, although they deeply 

wished it.  Almost seven out of ten think that the notion of one homogenous Arab 

nation does not exist in reality and it is rather imagined. The Arabic language 

combined with Islam could be the only commonality between them. They 

embrace Arabism in this larger context in order to share their interest in the Arab 

world and connect with one another. 

 

Ahamd (M, 20) a political science student from Birmingham whose parents are 

from Egypt, describes it as an ‘imagined nice dream that we wish it becomes a 

reality one day; like what happened in Europe but we are far from it at the 

moment. Abdul Nasser has been behind it when the Arab world was trying to get 

up on its feet after the colonialism and the war with Israel. Look at our 

communities in the UK we have small groups that live almost isolated, Egyptian, 

Moroccan, Palestinian, Iraqi, Lebanese, Syrian etc.’ I asked him about the reason 

behind this situation, he says: ‘This is what our parents brought with them when 



123 
 

they came to live here. We grew up learning how to stereotype every Arab 

country’. Yasmin (F, 19) from London, whose parents are from Algeria, agrees 

with Ahmad and mentioned examples of her parents telling her ‘not to mix with 

Tunisians, Libyans or Iraqis because they have a different mind-set and better to 

keep away from them. Now I think they are not as bad as my parents told me but 

this is how they grew up’.  

I asked Yasmin if she thinks the notion of an Arab nation exists, she said: ‘Yes, I 

think it does. For instance, when I went to junior school, I found myself looking 

for friends who are originally from Arab countries. My parents are quite 

conservative and they always wanted to know who our friends are and preferred 

those who have Arabic background. I think we can easily understand each other 

because what we have in common. When we celebrate Eid we visit our Arab 

friends. In Ramadan we invite them to break the fast with us. We have Syrian, 

Palestinian, Egyptian and Yemeni friends. We get together because we are Arabs 

and Muslims.’   

Carmen (F, 24, from London of Lebanese parents) admits that the notion of ‘one 

Arab nation’ is rather confusing. She explains: ‘Sometimes, we feel like we are 

together, maybe when we have a common cause like Palestine, Iraq or when 

Lebanon was at war with Israel. In other times, it is like each group is secluded. 

Even we Lebanese are split into smaller groups. We do have our dividing 

differences in the Arab world even in our Arabic accent. Unfortunately, this is the 

reality but I like it when we are together in crises.’  
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This interesting finding is not new as a point of view but the originality is that 

there were sceptics about Arabs constituting a society during the 1990s. Arab 

youth after more than two decades assert the same view. The sense of belonging 

to the wide Arab community comes mostly at times of crisis when they feel that 

their common culture is threatened.  

 Barakat (1993) in a study about the Arab world, discusses this point as well. 

‘Sceptics conceive of the Arab world as a collection of independent states 

increasingly asserting their differences, peculiarities, and separate identities, an 

image reinforced during periods of intra-Arab conflict’ (p.12). 

 

5.8 Youth and British society 

On the issue of integration into British society, one respondent, Karim (M, 25, 

London) says: “The problem is, no matter how long you live in this country, some 

still look at you as if you entered the country illegally! I was born here, went to 

school, then to university, I speak English as good as a white British person. This 

is the country, I call home. I am familiar with Egypt, I speak Egyptian Arabic but 

it doesn’t make it my real home. Home is where I feel convenient and comfortable 

and most importantly shared memories, behaviour and practice.”  

Yumna, (F, 18, London) points out another angle on the role of British society in 

the process of influencing their identity construction: ‘Most of the time, you don’t 

have the sense that anyone is discriminating against you as an Arab Muslim 

female. But at times, the media, out of the blue creates a fuss about anything in 

relation to any usual incident and connects it with Muslims. This is when you do 
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sometimes need to defend yourself as if the rest of the community is responsible 

for every single one of its members… this is ridiculous! Crime has no faith, no 

race, and no nationality. But it is mainly the media that is responsible for 

poisoning social coherence.’   

Nada (22, F, Manchester) takes this discussion to another level by accusing 

politicians of fuelling anti-immigrant attitudes. She notes that: ‘Before local or 

general elections, you would notice the tendency of some politicians of accusing 

the immigrants (mostly those of Muslim faith) of causing the hole in the Ozone 

layer or the economic crisis in world. They only do that to play on some people’s 

string to win their votes. This is a crime, they must be prosecuted for that because 

they are causing trouble in the society and encourage discrimination against 

immigrants. Immigrants are contributing massively to the economy of Britain and 

have loyalty to the country as much as white British do.”    

In other words, we can draw a line here to map the relationship between British 

society and the British Arab youth. This is a two-way relationship and society 

should be responsible for its share of encouraging British Arab youth to integrate 

in the wider British society, which proves all the time that it is capable of forming 

a unique mosaic of ethnic minorities. London is one of the most successful 

examples in that sense and has proved it is possible and doable. British society, 

therefore, shares responsibility for either the creation of a well-integrated British 

Arab youth or a radicalised one.  
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British Arab youth are seeking to identify what it means to be a British Arab in a 

troubled time, where many political crises are sweeping the Arab world, their 

countries of origin, in addition to the pressure put on them by British politics. 

Throughout this critical process, negative behaviour from society, in the form of 

discrimination or racism, will subconsciously contribute to unwanted outcomes 

and consequently keep the crisis of constructing stable identity circulating in a 

loop. Moreover, taking this crisis from a simple level to a more complex level, 

misinterpreted religious beliefs sneak into this structural process, as has been seen 

on many occasions in the past few years. Radicalisation can be seen by the most 

vulnerable youth, at times of crisis, as a way out to confront society’s intolerance 

and lack of recognition. 

This model explains the cultural forces influencing British Arab youth’s identity 

construction process.  

 

Figure 6 - A simple demonstrative model of forces influencing identity formation 
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5.9 British Arab youth: Is Britain ‘home’? 

After long discussions with British Arab youth, exploring their attitudes towards 

themselves, their families, community and society, they were approached with a 

direct question that required a direct answer: ‘Do you consider Britain to be a 

multicultural society and do you see it as ‘home’? The responses are 

demonstrated in the following table.  

 Yes No Prefer home of origin 

Females A 96.2% - 3.8% 

B 85.7% Insignificant 14.3% 

Males A 97.7% -  Insignificant 

B 94.9% Insignificant Insignificant 

Table 7 - Britain as a home among British Arab youth 

A = Born in the UK  B = Born abroad but lived 10+ years in the UK 

The percentage of those who think Britain is a multicultural society and a great 

place to live, represented a massive majority. This was surprisingly high, to my 

personal expectation. The slightly different expectation I had is a reflection of the 

views of Asian Muslims, who I had started to investigate at the very beginning of 

this research, before I changed direction to focus on Arab youth. There was no 

significant difference between British Arab youth females or males born in the 

UK. However, almost one in seven born outside the UK, expressed that they 

would prefer to live in their parents’ country of origin or any other Arab country. 

There are personal, and expected, reasons that could explain this percentage of 

females unhappy with living in Britain. 
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Firstly, some families were not successful in coping with the cost of living in the 

UK and probably had to depend on social benefits provided by the state, and 

though this might be enough to live on, it is not enough to live a comfortable life. 

Consequently, thinking of alternatives is inevitable. 

Secondly, extreme religious attitudes may make life in Britain a bit of a struggle 

and force some youth to think of alternative routes to relieve the pressure of 

parents who think the West is not the right place to raise children and in particular 

girls. Those who were forced to migrate or sought an economic opportunity for 

some time, turn to think of alternative places to raise children. During this 

process, adolescents and teenagers will be scrutinised by parents, perhaps making 

them feel that they are in the ‘wrong place’. 

 

5.10 Conclusion 

Despite its exploratory nature, this study offers some insights into the ongoing 

process of identity formation of British Arab youth. There may be no major 

differences in the process itself between British Arab youth and British youth of 

other ethnicities. Nevertheless, there are issues that have a significant influence 

on this process. The role of family, religion, media (mainstream and online), and 

British society, are all influences that contribute, on different levels, to that 

process. Notably, British Arab youth are developing more connection to their 

countries of origin through online media. Given that the Arab region is 

undergoing massive political, social, and economic changes, British Arab youth 

noticed that British society has only just started to recognise them but still has a 
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long way to go. This dynamic environment undoubtedly has consequences for 

British Arab youth’s identity confidence and social integration. These influencing 

forces acknowledge their power in strengthening or weakening the youth’s sense 

of belonging and self-identification. The balance between these forces can 

establish confident identity and in contrast, if any of these forces plays stronger 

role over the others, identity uncertainty is inevitable. The majority of British 

Arab youth considers Britain a ‘great multicultural society’ and position 

themselves among the mosaic of the society with full confidence. The next 

chapter will look into the results of using online media and how it is connected to 

British Arab youth’s identity formation/reformation process. 
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Chapter 6 

Arab youth and online media: bridging cultures 
 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the outcomes of the questionnaire and semi-

structured interviews which relate to the users and the major differences between 

them. It looks into the habits of watching mainstream TV both British and Arabic. 

Then it explores the habits of using online media, the time Arab youth spend on 

it and what they are using it for. In order to understand the variations of using 

online media and specifically social media, the Arab Spring is used to benchmark 

the scale and purpose of using online media before and after the events. It makes 

sense of these differences and how they are related to their identities and their 

motives for political participation, details of which are presented in a separate 

chapter.  

 

 

 

“I believe online media are the media for our generation. We spend 

more time online than with our families. It might be negative on one 

hand, but on the other this has become the norm of today’s life”. 

     (Nada, 22, Manchester) 



131 
 

6.1 Habits of watching Arab TV 

Participants in the questionnaire were asked why they watch Arab TV, if they 

watch Arab TV at all. Here are their answers: 

 

Figure 7 - Reasons for watching Arab TV 

 

Results show, surprisingly, a high proportion of both genders do not watch Arab 

TV channels at all. Although studies on TV habits in the Arab world (see Karam, 

2009) show that the majority of Arab youth spend an average of three hours on a 

week day watching TV, Arab youth in Britain show less interest in watching Arab 

TV channels as well as British TV. Figures (above) show that 48.2 percent of 

male and 32.6 percent of female youths do not watch Arabic TV. However, the 

reasons for those watching Arab TV vary between the two genders. While only 

7.2 percent of males watch programmes (these programmes can be any sort of 

programmes i.e. religious, political or social), a higher number of females 27.4 

percent do that. Interestingly, males (16.9%) watch songs (video clips) almost 

twice as much as females (8.4%). Both genders show an interest in watching 
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Documentari

es
Don't watch

Arabic TV

Female 27.4% 13.7% 16.8% 8.4% 0.0% 1.0% 32.6%

Male 7.2% 9.6% 13.3% 16.9% 1.2% 3.6% 48.2%
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movies; males (13.3%) and females (16.8%). Another interesting result is that 

more females (13.7%) than males (9.6%) watch Arabic news.   

Laila (F, 20, Newcastle) explains why she rarely watches Arab TV: ‘I’m 

originally from Libya, honestly no one used to watch Libyan TV. It was like 

Muammar’s private channel (Muammer Gadhafi former leader of Libya). I used 

to watch some movies on other Arab channels such as MBC. If I want to watch 

news, then it is certainly Al Jazeera, which is the only trustworthy channel among 

other news channels.’ 

Samira (F, 20, London) agrees to a great extent with Laila, downgrading Arab 

channels. 'First of all, the time difference makes it hard for me to follow 

programmes on Arab channels. Second, because it is Arabic speaking channels, 

it doesn’t really attract me that much. My Arabic is good… but I don’t pick up 

everything. Thirdly and most importantly, the programmes are mainly for 

entertainment. I do need entertainment but not all the time. I believe it’s not 

designed for us but rather, with all respect, for people living in the Arab world.’ 

Samira raised a very interesting point, by pointing out the type of programming 

and the targeted audience. Many Arab youths living in the UK have learnt how 

to critically assess programmes according to standards they deal with every day. 

The language barrier is evident and undoubtedly effective in preventing youth 

from watching Arab channels.  

Nada (F, 22, Manchester) notes that since youths of Arab origin living in the UK 

are part of multicultural British society, their choices of interacting with media 

outlets are in line with the rest of society, most of the time. Being of Arab origin 
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does not make them very different. Their preferences for interacting with various 

media outlets are similar. ‘So, I don’t expect as many of them will turn to Arab 

media only because they are of Arab origin. Of course some may do that for the 

sake of maintaining their cultural relationship but I don’t expect this is the only 

way to do so’.  

This view may take us to a different level of understanding the behaviour of Arab 

youth interacting with online media.  

The top three topics that most interest Arab audience in Britain are: news, 

religious programmes and politics, respectively (Miladi, 2009, p. 952). In a 

relatively recent study on Arab immigrants in Germany, Rinnawi (2012) 

examined the effect of new media (satellite and online) consumption on the sense 

of belonging to their homelands. The study, which involved both older and 

younger generations, concluded that among the Arab community in Berlin, there 

are two main tendencies, ‘first, people feel better linked to the Arab nation, 

culture and heritage’ (which he called ‘imagined coherence’), and second ‘media 

also functions as a ‘cyber mufti’ bringing Islamic values and customs into the 

homes of Arabs living in non-Muslim communities in the diaspora’. He also 

argues that this practice was consequently ‘largely responsible for a return to 

Islam and Islamic traditions and way of life among members of the Arab refugee 

community living in Berlin’ (ibid). He described the importance of mass media 

by stating that: ‘The mass media is an integral part of their lives and a vital tool. 

Participants felt that the media not only plays a crucial role as a pastime, but is 
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also the main tool that connects them to their homeland and retains their sense of 

belonging to their heritage’ (Rinnawi, 2012).  

However, it is thought that the figures (figure 6) could mainly apply to 

immigrants of the first generation, who are still connected physically and 

emotionally to their ‘home’ culture. The figures presented above, show that 

British Arab youth are much less interested in watching Arabic TV. Those who 

watch Arabic TV have different interests, for example, British Arab youth prefer 

to watch Arabic movies and watch songs and video clips more than news, which 

came in fourth place of interests (see Figure 5). Numbers found in the survey 

show that youth have significantly less interest in the content of Arab-speaking 

TV channels. As previously mentioned, Arab youth nowadays have less interest 

in watching TV, given the fact they are now spending more time online. Around 

40.4 percent of respondents answered the question ‘What interests you the most 

in Arabic speaking TV channels?’ by saying they ‘don’t watch Arabic TV’. 18 

percent said they watch programmes (unspecified) and 11.8 percent said they 

watch the news.  

In order to investigate the differences between the media consumption habits of 

the two generations, a few participants were asked about this particular point: ‘Do 

your parents watch TV more than you do? Why in your opinion?’ Here are some 

responses: 

Yasmin (F, 19, London): ‘My dad is always on TV, if he’s at home the TV is 

always on. He keeps jumping from one news channel to another. If there is 

anything in particular on Algeria he would eat his dinner in front of the TV. If we 
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get a visit from Algerian friends (men), all they talk about is politics. Sometimes 

I find it annoying but on the other hand I don’t blame him, at the end of the day 

it is his country’. 

Laila (F, 20, Newcastle): ‘We rarely watch Libyan TV, only recently after the fall 

of the dictator (Libyan former leader Muammar Gadhafi). My parents watch other 

Arab channels such as MBC or Al Jazeera or Al Arabiya. My dad is very busy, 

he’s a surgeon and my mum is a GP. We watch TV mainly on weekends; our 

parents encourage me and my sisters to watch it. We sit together and share nice 

time. In general, we are not attached that much to TV. We prefer to go visit friends 

or spend time out together’.  

Ahamed (M, 20, Birmingham): ‘Please don’t mention it! I used to like watching 

Egyptian TV, especially movies. Now my parents when they are both home, the 

only thing they do is watching programmes and news. You know the situation in 

Egypt is quite muddled. It gets even worse when other friends of my parents come 

in. I had to argue many times with my dad over it as it gets really loud and I have 

to study. In fact they get carried away, I understand the sensitivity of the situation 

for all of us and I also understand that they cannot ignore it’.   

These responses reflect two attitudes, the first; full engagement with ‘home’ news 

and actively following up all political matters. The second one, less attention to 

‘what is currently happening back home’. Again, these are the attitudes of the 

first generation of immigrants. The huge selection of satellite channels enhances 

their capability to being connected with ‘home’ culture. Online media comes 

second to the younger age group of the first generation of immigrants. What 
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sometimes deters them from using it is the fast pace of its evolution. On the other 

hand, the TV is much easier to connect to and makes them feel less ‘diasporic’, 

especially when they communicate with relatives and give them the impression 

that they are following up everything and are able to discuss every single detail 

of current affairs.   

 

6.2 Online media is preferred source of news 

So, based upon the attitudes towards the British mainstream media in the previous 

section, there was a follow up question concerning the online media as a ‘source 

of news’.  The vast majority of respondents said they ‘prefer online sources’ over 

mainstream media. 87.6 percent (see table of both females and males are in favour 

of online sources for news. 

Gender/ Online media Yes No 

F 85.3% 14.7% 

M 90.4% 9.6% 

Total 87.6% 12.4% 

Table 8 - Online media as a source for news 

 The reasons they give for the online media as a main source for news are as 

follows: 

 

Interactivity More details Prefer MSM 

Don’t watch 

news 

regularly 

58.4% 100% 17.4% 6.2% 

Table 9 - source of news preferential 

Respondents could select as many reasons as they think applied. Although the 

majority of respondents were in favour of online media as a source of news, 
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especially during the peak time of Arab turmoil (Arab Spring), in the later 

interviews, the trust of online sources had declined. An explanation of this is that 

after the fall of a few regimes in some Arab countries, all of these countries 

suffered (and still suffer) chaotic political and social disorder. Therefore, the 

online media in the Arab world went through a process of aligning itself with a 

certain group. Rumours started to spread, mainly online, tweaked news, false 

allegations and irresponsible accusations became the norm in countries such as 

Egypt, Syria, Libya and Tunisia. Mainstream media in these countries were not 

able to cope with the ‘online war’ declared by online users against each other, so 

most of these media outlets joined this war. Consequently, trust in sources which 

used to be the only source of news and video footage fell sharply and British 

mainstream media gained more ground in the opinion of British Arab youth.  

 

One respondent commented on this issue by stating that: ‘In general, I trust the 

news covered by British media. They are smart in the way they cover it if it harms 

the British government or its allies. Take for example the Palestinian news. 

During the violent Israeli attacks on Gaza in 2009, it was remarkable how they 

cared about handmade rockets falling on residential areas around Gaza, barely 

anyone hurt. On the other hand, they describe the vast amount of destruction and 

killing in Gaza ‘as retaliation’ for the Palestinian rockets. Around 1500 

Palestinian were murdered, hundreds of women and children were among them. 

On the other side, only 13 Israelis killed, most of them soldiers killed in the field. 

British media, I’m talking about the BBC here, have portrayed it as a war between 
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two equally armed forces. Israeli commentators allowed much time to their 

narrative, whereas Palestinian commentators or witnesses have been always 

interrupted with questions and comments. This is only one example’.  

That conclusion leads us to explore how much time British Arab youth spend 

watching British TV. 

 

6.4 Time spent watching British TV? 

The figures below show the time spent by Arab youth watching British TV. It is 

worth mentioning that the question of watching TV was intended to refer to 

screen TV. In other words, these figures do not investigate whether they watch 

TV programmes using online outlets or on-demand service. The main concern of 

the question was to investigate the habit of using the mainstream TV as a classic 

way of watching whether individually or with other members of the family. The 

majority of the respondents (females and males) fell into the group which 

watched TV for one hour or less on a daily basis. There was a significant 

difference between males and females in watching habits. About 85.5 percent of 

males watch TV 1 hour or less a day, whereas 61.1 percent of females do the 

same. There was a minor difference between those born in the UK and the other 

group. 
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Watching TV 

habits (daily) 

2 + (hours) 1 hour or less Rarely 

F M F M F M 

Born in the UK 25 6 27 36 1 2 

10+  11 3 31 35 0 1 

Total 

36 

(37.8%) 

9 

(10.9%) 

58  

(61.1%) 

71 

(85.5%) 

1 

(1.1%) 

3 

(3.6%) 

Table 10 - Youth habits of watching British TV 

The table above shows a significant difference between females and males in the 

first group (watching TV two hours or more a day). Females, particularly those 

born in the UK, are far more interested in watching TV. When I investigated more 

by asking female participants in interviews, they watch soap operas or 

programmes concerned with women, movies or documentaries. In that sense, 

they show no difference than any other British females in their age group.  

Male respondents, significantly, watch TV less than females, even among those 

who were born in the UK. Trying to find an explanation, the only reason seemed 

to be that British Arab males tend to prefer either online activities or outdoor 

activities, whereas, their females peers prefer indoor activities, mostly socialising 

with friends and family. To offer a reasonable explanation for the general low 

numbers watching TV, whether British or Arab, most of my respondents are 

either working or still in education. This automatically reduces the time they 

spend in front of the TV. However, the time spent online shows a different 

attitude, no matter if they were in education or working. 



140 
 

The figures below show a comparison between British Arab youth males and 

females in terms of the time spent watching British TV.  

  

6.5 New media: the age of social media 

As mentioned in the literature review chapter, for Arab youth living in the West 

in general, and particularly in the UK, social media have created a simple and 

effective way to communicate with their friends in their country of origin. It has 

paved a ‘highway’ by which to communicate with the roots of their cultural 

identity. This is in line with Tubella’s (2012) argument that ‘the process of self-

formation as individuals and as collectivities becomes increasingly dependent on 

access to mediated forms of communication’ (p. 3). 

Before exploring British Arab youth’s habits of using social media, a quick look 

on the time they spent online can lay a ground for reasons of using online media.  

Length of time 

(daily) / 

Gender 

5 hours or more 2 – 4 hours 1 hour 

F 65.3% 30.5% 4.2% 

M 90.4% 8.4% 1.2% 

Total 77.8% 19.5% 2.7% 

Table 11 - length of time spent online 

Majority of British Arab youth can be described as ‘heavy users’ in terms of the 

time they spent deliberately online. There are significant differences between 

males 90.4% and females 65.7%. These differences can be attributed to a 

tendency amongst females to free more time for actual social activities and 

probably more time than males on household activities, which is quite common 
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within Arab communities. Females also prefer to spend more time on TV (see 

table 7). 

 

6.5.1 Usage of social media in the Arab world and Britain 

Looking at the high usage habits among Arab youth in general to use social 

media, the questionnaire found that 97.9 percent of respondents have Facebook 

accounts, with no significant differences between the two genders, however only 

29 respondents reported having a Twitter account and many fewer have a 

personal blog (5.1 percent) or a ‘Google+’ account (9.6 percent). 

 

Social media penetration  
Facebook Twitter 

F M F M 

Born in the UK 94.3% 100% 9.4% 22.7% 

10+  97.6% 100% 23.8 10.3% 

Total 95.8% 100% 15.8% 16.9% 

Table 12 -  Social media penetration among British Arab youth in the UK 

 

Respondents were asked to tick any box that matches their participation in any 

social media network. Therefore, there is a possibility that one participant could 

have an account on more than one social network. However, this is a minority 

group and does not affect the results.  

The high Facebook penetration is normal and consistent with Facebook users in 

the UK. Some online media say that Facebook has become ‘mainstream’ among 

all social media networks, with 1.31 billion active users38 and so is by far the 

 
38 Statistics Brain, http://www.statisticbrain.com/facebook-statistics/ [Last accessed 15/05/2014]. 

http://www.statisticbrain.com/facebook-statistics/
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largest media outlet ever.  Twitter gained popularity among Arab, and other, 

activists and journalists during and after the Arab Spring. As of May 2014 Twitter 

has reached 255 million users39 around the world. So, the differences between 

Facebook and Twitter users are remarkably high. The Google Plus network has 

gained much popularity since it was launched, with reportedly more than 540 

million active users 40  as of October 2013. A year after conducting the 

questionnaire, participants in interviews, mentioned that they had turned to other 

social media networks that met their interests. In the Arab world, the use of social 

media networks has witnessed a boom, with Facebook notching up more than 

54,552,87541 users as of the end of May 2013, up from 45,194,452 in June 2012, 

while one year earlier it was only 29.5 million, according to the Arab Social 

Media report (2012). In August 2010 it was reported that Arabic had become the 

fastest growing language on Facebook. According to a study by the Paris-based 

agency ‘Semiocast’, out of approximately 180 million tweets posted on a daily 

basis in October 2011, 2.2 million of them were posted in Arabic, a boost of 2000 

percent in only 12 months. Arabic may account for a very small share, but it 

continues to be the fastest growing language on Twitter (same source). The total 

number of active Twitter users in the Arab world reached 3,766,160 as of March 

2013. This is far behind the number of Facebook users, which is in line with my 

findings, comparing Facebook account holders to Twitter account holders.  

 
39 Twitter official website. https://about.twitter.com/company [Last accessed 15/05/2014]. 
40 Google Plus official website. http://googleblog.blogspot.co.uk/2013/10/google-hangouts-and-photos-save-

some.html [Last accessed in 16/05/2014] 
41 Fifth Arab media Report, published on 23/06/2013. 

http://www.arabsocialmediareport.com/Facebook/LineChart.aspx?&PriMenuID=18&CatID=24&mnu=Cat 

[Last accessed 06/05/2014] 

https://about.twitter.com/company
http://googleblog.blogspot.co.uk/2013/10/google-hangouts-and-photos-save-some.html
http://googleblog.blogspot.co.uk/2013/10/google-hangouts-and-photos-save-some.html
http://www.arabsocialmediareport.com/Facebook/LineChart.aspx?&PriMenuID=18&CatID=24&mnu=Cat
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The trend nowadays is towards more categorised networks, such as Linkedin (for 

professionals), Pinterest, Instagram and many others. 

Uses of online media (social media) 

Use of the new media tools, is the second theme discussed in the literature review. 

Again, when the term new media is mentioned, social media is mainly intended. 

There were no surprises in the results as it is very similar to the results of any 

survey conducted to measure uses of social media among other non-Arab youth. 

About 80 percent of Arab youth use online media for five hours or more on a 

daily basis, whether on mobile phones, laptops, PC or tablets (Table 9). Those 

who can be described as ‘heavy users’ of online media, are the group that spends 

less time watching TV. The survey found 87.6 percent of those ‘heavy users’ 

watch TV for one hour or less a day (Table 9).  This table shows the time spent 

online against the time spent watching TV. 

Time spent 

online hours  

(daily) 

Time spent on TV (daily) 

2+ 1+ Rarely 

5+ 10.2% 87.6% 2.2% 

2-4 75% 22.2% 2.8% 

1 or less 80%  0 

Table 13 - Time spent online against time spent on mainstream TV among British Arab youth 

 

Being online for longer times does not necessarily mean that they spend all of 

that time on social media. Recent statistics42 say that part of being online is 

watching TV programmes selectively. General studies (TV licensing, March 

 
42 OFCOM official website. The Communication market report. (2013). 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/cmr/cmr13/UK_4.pdf . [Last accessed 14/05/2014] 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/cmr/cmr13/UK_4.pdf
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2012) found that an increasing number of online users watch TV programmes 

(e.g. Catch Up and iPlayer) or listen to radio online. 

 

Participants of group interviews confirmed the findings of the questionnaire. 

Arab youth have expressed ‘gratitude’ to social media for many reasons. In 

addition to what any youth, regardless of ethnicity, use social media for, Arab 

youth have found themselves using it to communicate with their countries of 

origin. This is not limited to communications with family members and relatives 

but can include becoming more informed about their country of origin. It is in 

fact a journey of rediscovering their cultural identity. They have generated huge 

numbers of discussions with regard to their identity and their heritage of social 

traditions. 

Mona (F, 20, Bradford) argues that social media ‘gave me a life line to discover 

my roots beyond what I already know’. She added: ‘It’s not that I don’t know 

who I am but I need to know more. When we travel as a family to our country of 

origin, it’s just a holiday. If I need to know something about anything, I get the 

feeling that it’s not the right time to investigate or ask. When we are back in 

England, I start to ask questions. For Mum and Dad, many things are obvious, 

when I ask them sometimes a questions with why, the main answer starts with 

because it’s so!’  

Mohammed A. (M, 23, London) agrees with Mona: ‘Social media is a great place 

for me to ask, argue, agree, disagree, discuss or simply watch what others do or 

say. I discovered many youth like us living in diaspora, who have similar 
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concerns and attitudes when it comes to traditions and customs we share. You 

have no idea how I feel when after a discussion I find out what I was looking for 

or an indication of it. Without social media, I don’t know what we could have 

done!’ 

Yasin (M, 22, Cardiff) gives another dimension to the advantages of social media: 

‘I would lie to you, if I tell you that I use the internet for few hours a day. I exist 

in that world more than anywhere else. I disagree with the term ‘virtual world’, 

because it is not virtual anymore! Everything is real, our names, identities, jobs, 

and friends even our money... it is all there! It has changed my life in many 

aspects. I go out with friends to get some fun but other than that, I use the social 

media to engage in any topic. It helped me for instance during my study at 

university. There are hundreds of networks for students, where you can find 

anything you need to know about your study’.  

 

A significant opinion I found very interesting was that of Hind (F, 21, London). 

When I asked her what social media means to her, she said: ‘Social media is 

integrated in our everyday life. You can’t segregate it anymore, I guess. It has 

become my secondary family, I have all my family there on Facebook (Mum, 

Dad, sisters and brothers), relatives from Syria, USA, Saudi Arabia and UAE, 

and many friends, who are either studying or working in different places in the 

UK or abroad. You can discuss anything with anyone without reservations. You 

also can find a job by maintaining relationships with many people online. You 

know, without the existence of social media, I don’t think I would be able to do 
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that. I strongly believe our lives are more dependent on it now, whether we like 

it or not’. 

 

Ezzeddine (M, 23, Birmingham) sees it a different way. I must note that 

Ezzeddine is from the third generation of British Arab youth. His grandfather 

migrated to the UK in 1929. He is a proud ‘British Yemeni’, as he puts it. His 

experience with online media is mainly to understand Islam by investigating 

sources that might not be available in the UK or be easy to access. He says: ‘I go 

online and look for Islamic references, watch YouTube discussions, engage in 

debates about Islam. The reason I do that is, first, I love my religion and want to 

be enlightened not from those who speak in the name of Islam while their 

practices have nothing to do with the essence of our religion. I also see many 

practices among Muslims that reflect lack of understanding, especially among 

non-Arab Muslims. Even Arab Muslims have their issues. I’ve engaged in many 

discussions about various issues and I benefited a lot. There are enlightened Arab 

and Muslim youth that share the same thoughts and we are now working together 

to create a platform for further discussions to help other youth understand their 

religion. There are non-Muslims as well, who are interested in such discussions. 

Isn’t that brilliant! Without the availability of online and social media, I would 

have stuck with those ‘poor sheikhs’ (Muslim clerics) who are struggling with 

their Arabic’.  

What youth have said about social media is quite significant. For youth in the 

Arab world, use of the social media has a strong political dimension. This fact is 
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undeniable, simply by analysing the usage habits of youth from countries affected 

by the radical political changes influenced by the Arab Spring. However, other 

British Arab youth have different interests and they use social media to enhance 

their social, religious and economic capabilities and understanding. Politics 

probably dominates Arab communities in the West, given the historical moments 

happenings in most Arab countries. Nevertheless, British Arab youth are 

benefiting from other opportunities provided by the social media. Social media is 

rather a platform for everyone to contribute towards human knowledge and 

experiences.  

The discussions with youth living in Britain, have revealed that social media is 

widely used by youth, regardless of the motives, and becomes part of the process 

of rediscovering and reconstructing their identities. The dynamics of this process 

generate debates in every part of youths’ lives. These debates enrich their 

consciousness and enhance their senses in terms of the influencing factors in their 

life.   

 

6.5.2 Social media and public engagement 

Social media has provided Arab youth with tools, which allow them to break 

taboos of politics and social traditions. As it was put by Stephen Coleman and 

John Gøtze (2011): ‘The rise of digital information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) offers a possibility of a new environment for public 

communication, which is interactive, relatively cheap to enter, unconstrained by 

time or distance, and inclusive’ (p. 6). 
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The table below shows the link between the time spent online and having an 

account with Facebook and/or Twitter: 

 

Time spent using online/ 

having social media 

account 

Facebook Twitter 

F M None F M None 

Heavy users 5+ hours 67% 90% 2 9.5 15.7 55.8 (F) 

74.7 (M) 

Moderate users 2+ hours 30.8% 8.4% 2 4.2 0 26.3 (F) 

8.4 (M) 

Light users (1 hour or less) 2.2% 1.2% 4 0 0 0 

Table 14 - Link between heavy users and having social media account 

 

The numbers show clearly that there is a correlation between heavy internet use 

and having a social media account. The less they use the internet the fewer the 

number of Facebook account holders. The numbers of those having Twitter 

accounts are clearly less, however the same applies in terms of usage of the 

internet. Facebook is in general the most famous social network preferred by 

people and most specifically by youth. Facebook is famous for generating debates 

in addition to being one of the most popular sources for news.  

 

Level of online usage Yes No 

Heavy users 5+ hours 69.7% 7.3% 

Moderate users 2+ hours 15.7% 4.4% 

Light users (1 hour or less) 2.2% 0.6% 

Table 15 - Link between heavy users and online news 

Facebook, has bridged the gap between youth of Arab origin and the Arab culture. 

It is for them a medium more than just a communication tool. For many it has 

become a source of knowledge; a lively medium they can interact with in order 
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to understand their culture from another angle. As discussed in the literature 

review, the family is the main source of a youth’s Arab cultural knowledge. 

However, it is also popular for mobilising like-minded people. Some respondents, 

for example, spoke of establishing relationships with other like-minded people in 

other English-speaking countries, such as Canada and the United States. During 

the early stages of the Arab Spring, many British Arab youth, who were actively 

engaged online, were either approached or they themselves approached others of 

Arab origin or Arabs, who lived in English-speaking countries. Although, politics 

was the main subject of discussion some have developed friendships or even 

more.  

 

6.5.3 The Arab Spring and online culture  

As mentioned before, British Arab youth contributed towards the online 

mobilisation movement that swept the Arab world in the early stages of the Arab 

Spring. Only one third of the questionnaire respondents said that they participated 

‘directly’ in online activities. As shown in the table below, the majority said they 

have not participated directly.  

 

Online 

interaction/Arab 

Spring 

No Yes 

F M F M 

28.4% 33.7% 71.6%  66.3% 

 
31% 69% 

Table 16 - Online interaction with Arab Spring 

The obvious explanations for these figures could be as follows: 
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First, many participants did not belong originally to any of the Arab Spring 

countries. It is not a condition for participation but that would automatically 

reduce the probability of ‘direct’ participation, such as circulating news, 

forwarding messages, uploading videos and so on. 

Secondly, some youth prefer action. This is why for instance, more youth 

preferred to participate in demonstrations (see Chapter Seven).  In the early days 

of the Arab Spring, some Arab activists called upon Arab communities in the 

West to take action such as demonstrations and protesting in front of embassies 

in capital cities. This could be a reason that many youth preferred to do something 

more effective than ‘posting comments’, as participants put it. Others were 

interested in raising awareness among non-Arab members of the society. They 

saw it as an ‘effective way’ of supporting the political struggle in the Arab Spring 

countries. Many activities at British universities were organised by British Arab 

youth during that time.  

Thirdly, not all youth are politically oriented to engage in debates. They might 

post comments or reply to questions raised by non-Arab users. Many also 

indicated that they had followed the news every day, which in itself could be 

considered an act of participation. 

In general, the hypothesis of high online participation may have been based on 

focused observations during the early days of the Arab Spring. However, one 

third is still a high percentage of different forms of online participation if we are 

looking at the whole picture.  
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6.6 New media and politics: new horizons for participation 

As discussed in the previous section, many British Arab youth give a great deal 

of thought to politics. Politics is part of the values transferred to them by the 

family. Given that the struggle for democracy in the Arab world has become an 

ongoing process for generations, it is likely to influence their mindsets. Before 

the age of online media, immigrants were almost disconnected from their 

‘homes’. This may, on the one hand, force them to integrate into their host 

societies but, on the other, they suffer a feeling of ‘guilt’ for letting their people 

down by leaving home.  

The new media in general, including satellite channels and online, has shifted the 

relationship between immigrants and their home countries, at least for the first 

generation. Feeling connected to a culture that is an essential part of the process 

of identity construction, can, to a certain extent, enhance positive attitudes and 

encourage engagement with other cultures on a confident basis.  

Respondents in interviews expressed their general satisfaction at the level of their 

political participation, notably, a number of them showed an interest in acting 

against the perceived ‘passivity’ of older members of the Arab community, who 

are accused of focusing on their personal success, ignoring the potential of a 

united Arab community and its weight in wider British society.    
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Attitudes 

towards Arab 

community 

Trying to do Care but don’t do I don’t care 

F M F M F M 

Total 
30 

(31.7%) 

32 

(38.6%) 

62  

(65.3%) 

49 

(59%) 

3 

(3%) 

2 

(2.4%) 

Table 17 - Attitudes towards Arab community in Britain 

 

The table above shows a growing interest among British Arab youth in 

participating as a community in British society. They believe that they have a 

strong cultural basis, possible economic support from the Arab world, and an 

effective voting block if they stand together and form bonds or political groups. 

One third of the respondents in the questionnaire samples and around 40 percent 

of participants in group interviews said that they ‘care’ about the future of the 

British Arab community in the UK. Almost two thirds, 62 percent, said that they 

care but they were not sure if they could help in any way, unless there is 

something on the ground that is viable and strong enough to hold, they would 

certainly support it and push it to a new level.  

 

6.7 Media representation of Arab youth 

A question raised by one respondent was: “What would you do if you thought 

that British media is designed to cover affairs of a white ethnic majority more 

than a multi-cultural society? At the same time, is Arab media designed to meet 

the needs of Arab people living in the Arab world? As a young Arab living in the 

UK, what is my media?’ I could not answer him and redirected the question back 

to him (Mohammed, M, 24). He said: ‘I have no choice but to turn to online 
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media. It is like a market. You pick and choose what you think or believe this is 

what would you like to know. The model ‘one fit for all’ represented in 

mainstream media is an old model. I believe the real free media is the online 

model. It is all there... take what you think is the right thing for you. But 

mainstream media for me represents a ‘must believe’ concept. I am not saying 

the whole media are alike but what I mean is the lack of interactivity, the nature 

of mainstream media as a one way stream or flow of information is like forcing 

certain knowledge into my brain. I do not have to.’ 

Osama (M, 21, Glasgow) agrees with this point of view. He adds: ‘Those who 

live in London and other major cities in Britain, are fortunate. Here in Glasgow, 

there isn’t an Arab community. The only way for me to communicate with other 

Arab friends is via Facebook. It is not an option for me, in fact it is the only 

option.’  

This debate continues in another dimension. Other respondents raised questions 

as to the reliability of social media as a source of news, political tensions or its 

influence on security and social stability. Abdullah from Reading, mentioned the 

case of the role of the social media in Libya after the fall of the Muammar 

Gadhafi’s regime. He describes the current situation in Libya as a ‘disaster’. He 

adds: ‘The role of militias and warlords is ruining the achievements of the 

revolution. All parties, individuals, businesspersons, politicians and even militias 

are supporting famous Facebook Libyan websites or have created their own. The 

problem is that some websites were well respected during the revolution and have 

helped the world to see what is going on in Libya. Now, it is part of these dirty 
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political games. Each website is promoting some group or someone. You cannot 

trust any of them anymore! The official media is reporting the banana republic 

news… they are incompetent.’ 

A similar point of view from Syria, was expressed by Nancy (F, 20, London): 

‘It’s hard to believe anyone now. Because of the sectarian civil war in Syria, every 

side is trying to convince us it is the accurate source of news. They are all posting 

news supported with video footage to prove their story. Everyone has an agenda, 

even the international media. There are some sources, I do believe in their stories 

because they proved to be accurate all the way. At the beginning of the revolution, 

I relied completely on social media as a news source. But now, Facebook is an 

awful place to get the news from. The sectarian divide has made it hard to believe 

anyone. I rely now on a few bloggers who post only what they witness.’ 

Nevin (F, 20, Birmingham) has had a similar experience with the Egyptian 

revolution. She strongly believes that mainstream media in Egypt were never a 

reliable source of anything.  That is why she turned to social media at the early 

stages of the revolution. She was actively involved in circulating news and video 

footage; she contributed by sending footage to British media outlets. She was also 

engaged in debates with pro-regime individuals on Twitter. ‘Now the picture is 

completely different. I no longer do that. I strongly believe that the revolution has 

been hijacked. Egypt is almost back to square zero. I am no longer interested in 

partisan political debates. I’m focusing now on my studies and look forward to 

finish university next year. I think sometimes that we Arabs are naïve when it 

comes to politics.”   
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This is an example of debates with Arab youth who were active using social 

media during the early stages of the Arab Spring. I note here, comparing this 

generation to my generation, for instance, how critical they are when assessing 

media performance and programming. It appears that they are capable of 

negotiating complex and multi-levelled media content products. They are not 

simple consumers of products produced by a message sender. They have grown 

up in the world of digital media, where they have a variety of technological 

options that never existed in previous generations. This reality is what Tapscot, 

(1999) means in describing this generation as ‘exceptionally curious, self-reliant, 

contrarian, smart, focused, able to adapt, high in self-esteem, and with a global 

orientation’. Tapscot provides a comprehensive picture of this generation, who 

have been labelled by many scholars the ‘Net Generation’.  

Criticising the Arab media, Miladi (2008) says: ‘Arab state channels may seem 

less credible, interesting and satisfying for their national audiences than private 

channels (in the Arab world).’  

Many of the interviews continued informally after the formal interview sessions 

and were very informative and indicative but subjects were often outside the 

boundaries of my research.  

As mentioned before, Arab youth are aware of the instability of politics in the 

Arab world. They critically discuss any issue, benefiting from being away from 

the direct influence of everyday events in their countries of origin. In addition, 

the influence of growing up in the UK, learning how to assess matters and how 
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to be critical, is evident. Youths did not always mention this clearly, however, it 

was noticeable for someone who has grown up influenced by Arab culture.  

 

6.8 British media representation of Arab youth 

Arab youth are more critical when it comes to discussing the coverage of British 

mainstream media of Arab world-related news and events. 75.8 percent of 

respondents describe British mainstream media coverage of the Arab world as 

‘unfair’ as opposed to 16.9 percent who describe it as ‘fair’. The rest of the 

respondents 7.3 percent think it is a mix of both. The mainstream media means 

TV on this occasion. 

 

 

Figure 8 - Attitudes towards British media 

 

From the youth’s point of view, the representation of them is very poor in 

mainstream British media. Arab media, according to youth living in the UK, are 

75.8, 76%

16.9, 17%

7.3, 7%

British Arab youth attitude towards British media 

coverage of the Arab world

Unfair

Fair

Mix of both
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locally oriented. News and programmes only target the local audience. So, a look 

at the numbers of Arab youth following either British mainstream media or Arab 

media, indicates a very weak interest. 85.5 percent of male youth and 61.1 percent 

of female youth spend one hour or less a day watching British mainstream media, 

and 48.2 percent of males and 32.6 percent of females do not watch Arab TV at 

all. Those who watch Arab media are mainly doing so for cultural reasons, such 

as watching video clips, listening to songs or watching religious content. Both 

mainstream media have failed to grab youths’ attention.   

Yasmin (F, 19, London) approached me with a question: ‘You are a journalist 

working for a long time in the Arab media, have you ever watched or heard of a 

programme targeting Arab youth in the West as an audience?’ My answer was: 

‘Unfortunately, no!’ 

She continued to argue that the Arab Spring has drawn attention to us as a separate 

community in the UK. ‘I can’t say I’m not proud of being Muslim but I’m an 

Arab... I’m not Bangladeshi or Pakistani! Stereotyping us as “Muslim only” in 

the media is unfair. We have our own culture, our own language, in addition to 

English. I believe, British media is doing that on purpose.  There is much focus 

on other communities but I can’t remember a single programme in the British 

media mentioning us as a community.’ When I asked Yasmin about the 

performance of the Arab media in that sense she replied: ‘Do they recognise we 

exist at all!’  

Yasmin is not the only one who criticised the under-representation of the Arab 

community in Britain as a whole and Arab youth in particular.  
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Under-representation in mainstream media - what impacts could it leave upon 

Arab British youth who are clearly driven away from British mainstream media? 

The reasons for someone who works in the media like me are obvious. But to be 

able to find out the reasons behind that, I had to informally investigate why Arab 

British youth are invisible in British mainstream media.  

Arab youth in Britain, have turned significantly to the online world. If their non-

Arab peers obviously have their reasons, Arab youth in diaspora have yet more 

reasons as part of migrant communities in the UK, to spend more time online. 

One of my interviewees describe her time online: ‘Actually I am 24/7 connected. 

Either using my computer, tablet or mobile. Nowadays, you can’t afford to be 

off-line. It could be for business, work, family, friends’ (Hana, F, 24).  

Khalid (M, 20) agrees with Hana: ‘It is also finding news sources that I believe 

are getting me the truth, not part of it and not biased. British news channels 

sometimes tell us part of the news that I find biased.’ He adds: ‘Online, I can 

check many sources, until I find the true story. It is up to me then to decide, what 

I should believe.’ In fact Arab youth whom I interviewed or those who responded 

to the questionnaire, had mixed opinions of British media. They have their own 

explanations, in terms of what to believe and what not. Just over half of them 

believe, for instance, that the BBC is neutral and can be trusted for news. 

However, most of them admitted that although they think in general British media 

can be trusted for news, when it comes to reporting from certain areas, such as 

Palestine, Iraq or Afghanistan, they pretend to be neutral. That is one of the major 
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reasons why they turn to online media, where they find more about any incident 

anywhere in the Arab world.   

Yazid (M, 23) from Iraq, asserts this point by saying: ‘In fact, what I see in the 

official media is less than 20 per cent of what’s is happening in Iraq. I worked as 

a volunteer with an NGO in Iraq for six months. It was a horrible reality. I used 

to follow the British media to see what they are reporting about this horrible place. 

It was almost nothing compared to what I have seen or heard from people.’ 

That attitude towards mainstream media defines a basic fact, that nowadays, 

young people do not rely on a single source to be informed. They are rather 

critical and tend to vary their sources. The idea of having more options 

encourages them to engage more with online sources. However, they are not 

united around the level of engagement and the purpose of engaging.  

As mentioned previously, the excitement of engaging has significantly declined 

over time, reflecting how they are again frustrated at the political behaviour and 

the ‘scope’ of the original goals of the revolutions in the Arab Spring countries. 

The instability in Libya and Tunisia, the ‘semi-military coup’ in Egypt, the 

sectarian war in Syria and on top of that the frustration of the Palestinian cause 

which has shown a decline in support for the continuous suffering in the 

Palestinian territories. That frustration and split among youth negatively 

reinforces the old perception of politics and pushes them back into the circle of 

frustration from which they thought they had escaped. Apart from a few activists, 

I noticed that this negative spirit is spreading out among Arab youth after all. 
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6.9 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the findings of both the questionnaire samples and the 

group interviews with regard to media consumption and interaction. I presented 

the television watching habits of both British and Arab TV, among British Arab 

youth, compared it to online usage and time spent on both media. In light of their 

interaction with online media, British Arab youth show high rates of political 

participation and an extension of their interaction with other cultural aspects. 

Unsurprisingly, social media appears to be a major area of their activities and 

interaction. British Arab youth expressed their need to be presented in the 

mainstream of British media as a ‘recognised’ group of British society and as 

contributors to its multicultural concept. In the next chapter, more results are 

revealed in terms of British Arab youth’s political participation using online 

media tools.  
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Chapter Seven    

The Arab Spring: Online political participation and 

youth empowerment  
Introduction 

            The internet has become an important source for news and political 

information for youth. Advances in communication technologies have paved a 

highway for youth to find more easily accessible sources of information. 

Advanced communication technologies have armed the Internet with social 

media tools that allow instant engagement with any piece of information. That 

engagement may vary from a ‘like’ to discussing it with other users, to forwarding 

it to other users.  

This chapter presents the findings with regard to political engagement among 

youth of Arab origin. It also explains some findings in relation to the uses of 

social media and their influence on cultural identity. Political participation is one 

form of engagement with online media. Arab youth’s attitudes towards political 

participation is mainly formed around either previous personal experience or 

generic perception influenced by culture. These youths found themselves 

suddenly in the middle of a rare occasion of political turmoil in their countries of 

“I think social media has provided us with a powerful tool to make a 

noise. Our parents used to tell us to keep our heads down, actually they 

still do. Maybe they do not believe we can achieve anything”.  

 (Nevin, 20, Birmingham) 
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origin. They witnessed and experienced waves of tumultuous events, which 

unavoidably shook their political knowledge. Equipped with high technological 

knowledge, many Arab youths in the diaspora responded without much hesitation 

to the ‘call of duty’ to support the wide online political mobilisation of their 

cohorts in the Arab world. In Britain Arab youth were no exception to this 

mobilisation across the Arab world and the diaspora. They responded 

passionately for a variety of reasons and not only out of sympathy with people 

from their countries of origin. Probing the possible influence of social media on 

Arab youth, allows for a better understanding of the level and depth of the 

influence of online media on youth’s perception of political participation. In 

addition, it may help us to understand the potential of the social media for 

empowering the political engagement of the British Arab youth within the larger 

framework of integrating Arab youth into the rest of British society.  

 

7.1 Arab youth and political engagement  

Respondents to the questionnaire showed increasing interest in participation in 

politics, especially after the Arab Spring, 79.8 percent think participation in 

political issues matters (see Figure 8) because circumstances in and around the 

Arab world have changed. A further 18 percent think ‘it may be effective’. This 

makes the majority of Arab youth in favour of participation in politics on different 

levels.   
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Figure 9 – Arab youth participation in British politics 

 

Arab youth in Britain are not only in favour of engaging in the politics of Arab 

countries, but also show levels of interest in participating as a part of the Arab 

community in Britain. It was clear that males have slightly more enthusiasm when 

it comes to participation but, as expected, those born in the UK have more 

confidence in expressing their willingness to participate. For instance, all males 

born in the UK are either in favour of participation, or think participation may be 

effective, whereas fewer are of this opinion among those born outside the UK 

(see Table 14). Interestingly, there are no significant differences between males 

and females born in the UK. 
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Political participation 

Period of living in UK/Gender 

Female Male 

Since 

born 
10+ ys. 

Since 

born 
10+ ys. 

effective 44.2% 35.8% 44.8% 34.9% 

Maybe it is effective 10.5% 9.5% 8.4% 8.4% 

Ineffective  1.1% - - 3.6% 

Table 18 - Arab youth attitudes towards political engagement 

 

In support of the questionnaire’s findings, interviews have revealed that the 

younger respondents showed a greater interest in participation in politics at 

various levels. A number of them linked their choice of study at university to a 

possible future role in public affairs. In addition, many are engaged in political 

life at university through student activities.  Many answers in the interview 

confirmed that the more time they spend online, the more likely they are to engage 

in various political issues.   

Iman (F, 20, Reading) was ‘very excited’ by the idea of forming a lobby made up 

of British Arab youth. The university student suggested that ‘a lobby of Arab 

British youth can achieve what an entire generation of our parents failed to 

achieve, although they are living here permanently. We should rely on ourselves 

and take the initiative to do so. We can’t wait until someone comes to tell us what 

to do. Believe me we can perform well in politics and make an influence. I found 
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out that political participation in the Arab world is so complicated that I gave the 

right to my parents to try to avoid it.’  

The statement of Iman is similar to other young Arabs. Online media helped them 

to discover and taste the ‘bitter’ experience of engaging with politics in the Arab 

world. That understanding however, could produce a counter outcome. Iman’s 

attitude proves that point when she suggested not only that Arab youth should be 

active on the personal level but also that they should participate in the general 

political life in Britain. ‘They must take the initiative in the political arena in 

Britain. To a greater extent, that’s what the entire Arab community has been 

missing’, Iman explains.  

 

Khalid (M, 19, London) supports the idea of having an Arab lobby in Britain. He 

says: ‘It’s known that Britain is an active player in the politics of the Middle East. 

Why not have a lobby that can have some influence on British foreign policies, 

especially towards the Middle East?’ Kalid, who studies International law, 

believes that is something achievable, on the condition that Arab youth take the 

initiative to do so. He adds: ‘Unfortunately our parents are influenced by the 

negative practice of politics and most of the time they don’t believe it could make 

any difference’.   From both answers, one can see two major points: first, parents’ 

attitudes towards political participation are much influenced by the practice of 

politics in the Arab world, and therefore they could transfer this experience to 

their children. Second, British Arab youth (second generation) is trying to explore 

an alternative story of political participation. Clearly, the online platforms 
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provide them with the necessary tools to expand the exploration and experience 

the results.  

 

7.2 The impact of the Arab Spring on political activism  

The number of Arab youth in the UK who were in favor of political participation 

was significantly high (79.8 percent), as per Table 14. The percentage of those 

born in the UK is clearly higher, especially when this result is linked with the 

very high number of Arab youth who preferred the UK as their first choice to live 

(93.8 percent) and their sense of belonging (82 percent feel they belong to the 

multi-cultural society of the UK). The democratic environment in the UK may 

have encouraged a larger number to participate one way or another as we will see 

next, in the various ways youth engages in politics.  

Arab youth in Britain participated in the Arab Spring events, and showed a 

considerable level of engagement. The following table describes this engagement 

in detail:   
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Figure 10- Activities of political engagement 

 

Arab youth showed increasing interest in expressing their political views on 

various occasions, using any possible method to engage with what they believe 

is a fair cause. The Arab Spring is certainly not the starting point. Many Arab 

youth were active long before the Arab Spring in supporting causes such as 

Palestine and Iraq. Mohammed (M, 23, of Moroccan origin) said in an interview: 

‘The Arab Spring has its impact in encouraging many youth to participate in Arab 

causes but I used to participate in demos supporting Palestinian rights. I almost 

never missed a call for participation in demos in London.’ 

Likewise, Nevin (F, 20, of Egyptian origin) admits that for ‘many youth 

participating in demonstrations might be the easiest way to express our political 

views and raise the voice of Arab nations against totalitarian regimes. Well, more 

recently I think social media has provided us with a powerful tool to make a noise. 

Our parents used to tell us to keep our heads down, actually they still do. Maybe 
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they do not believe we can achieve anything, or maybe they are afraid because 

they do not want any trouble when they get back for a visit or business.’ 

This can explain the high number of youth participating in demonstrations. It is 

in fact, a ‘one off’ activity, which psychologically saturates their need to feel that 

they have done something towards a cause they support. Other political activities, 

such as engaging in political or social debates need skills and perseverance, which 

may deter many youth from this path.  

 

Raising public awareness is very much related to a student’s life at 

university/college level, where many activities such as conferences, workshops 

and solidarity events take place. Given that most of my respondents and 

participants are students, it is no wonder that these activities are placed second in 

the forms of political activities of Arab youth.   

Some of the respondents have also actively participated in translating live news 

updates, calling for demos, bypassing the barring of Facebook or Twitter, and 

translating from Arabic to English or from English to Arabic. The latter was 

probably one of the very simple but effective tasks that helped to disseminate 

issues relating to the Arab Spring to a great number of people and media outlets 

around the world, and was carried out by British Arab youth. 

To be fair, this study has been ongoing for years and has covered the Arab Spring 

since its early stages. Therefore, the ‘up and down’ in emotions and excitement 

of Arab youth with regard to the support and engagement of the Arab Spring was 

noticeable. In informal chats, Arab youth felt freer to express their opinions. At 
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the beginning there was a high level of support for the Arab people who took to 

the streets in Tunis, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria but less in Bahrain. A year 

or so later, this excitement had started to fall as did the number of young people 

who were mobilising and circulating news online. The confusion of politics in 

those countries had a negative effect upon them resulting in a deterioration of 

support, however there was no evidence that the level of willingness to engage 

with political issues was declining. 

 

The question of why Arab youth all of a sudden woke up and revolted against 

their regimes around the same time, has led to some puzzling about the reality 

behind the sudden interest of Arab youth in politics. 

Hoffman and Jamal (2012) confirm this: ‘The Arab Spring has posed a puzzle: 

what caused an uninterested group of citizens to revolt, if indeed these revolts 

were primarily a youth-driven phenomenon?’ (p. 179) They continue to argue 

that: ‘Something must have occurred that substantially raised their interest in 

politics’. Earlier studies about politics in the Arab world made it clear that the 

younger generations are very much less interested in politics. This fact is quite 

common in almost all societies and is not limited to Arab youth, however, the 

practice of authoritarian Arab regimes over decades has made it even worse. 

According to many Arab and non-Arab researchers (e.g., Hoffman and Jamal, 

2012) factors that are said to have driven revolutions, are: unemployment, 

corruption, frustration with economic positions and political oppression, all of 

which may be behind the sudden interest not only in politics in the Arab Spring 
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countries, but also in other, peaceful Arab countries. However, the case with Arab 

youth living in the diaspora is, in a sense, different. Most of them do not suffer 

from any of these conditions; nevertheless, they showed levels of interest in forms 

of political participation, mainly online, at least at the early stages of the Arab 

Spring.  Part of the objective of this research is to attempt to answer this question 

and to explore the motives behind Arab youth’s interest in politics.   

In order to explore motives behind Arab youth’s interest in political participation 

and whether the interest in forms of political participation, mainly online, at least 

at the early stages of the Arab Spring, are temporarily.  Part of the research 

objectives, of this research is to attempt to answer this question. To find out some 

answers on the question whether the political participation went high during the 

early stages of the Arab Spring is just a temporarily response, here are some of 

the responses: 

Walid: ‘It is probably so ..’ 

Yara: ‘I think this could be the case with many of us but in my case, for instance, 

I’m engaged all the time with what is happening in Syria. I can’t think of one day 

I wasn’t following the news from Syria. We talk about it when we sit as a family 

in the evening. I’m using my Facebook account to follow the updates, I’m 

forwarding news and video footage. I discuss, with other Syrians living abroad, 

the situation and sometimes what we can do to help. I participated in a fund 

raising event at University.  I also offered to volunteer with a UK charity to help 

the refugees.’ 
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Hamza: ‘I pretty much support that. We as individuals have not much to offer, 

apart from some support activities to victims. I am originally from Iraq, look what 

is happening there, do you think if I post some news on my Facebook page it is 

going to change anything? The daily tragic events in Iraq made me leave the 

stupid politics together all to focus on my future.’ 

Amal: ‘Well, to some extent it is correct. Everything has a beginning. I lived in 

Britain all my life and I learnt a lot. I think, the Arab Spring helped me to open 

my eyes to more public affairs and proved when youth come together they can 

achieve something... best example is what had happened in Egypt. Certainly 

individually, they couldn’t have achieved anything but being in jail for ages. 

Together they did it and they are still doing it. The painful thing now is the 

divisions among them. Older generations and politicians are responsible for the 

tragic present. I trust that youth are still able to change this ugly reality. It will 

take time but at the end of the day we see more youth are joining the “I can do” 

campaign.’ 

Ibrahim: ‘I am not quite sure. Let’s not pretend that the picture is so clear. First, 

we inherited a gloomy picture of politics from our parents. Second, many of us 

are on their own in terms of learning about politics in the Arab world, especially 

by the great availability and easy access to social media, supported by the 

advanced mobile technologies. So, youth now, I believe are deconstructing and 

reconstructing their inherited political views. That creates choice and 

opportunities for each one of them. Some may decide to engage more, others may 

not. We have seen examples of a few youth, for instance from Libya and Syria, 
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travelled from UK and other diaspora, as you call it, to these countries and carried 

guns and killed. I don’t agree with that but this is an example of how some youth 

have created their choices. I am sure their parents would not have done that 

themselves.  In my opinion, the so called Arab Spring has shaken the way of life 

and thinking for the new generations in the Arab World and in diaspora but this 

stage is probably the worst of all and I hope things are heading to better’. 

These answers reveal various explanations of the motives behind individual’s 

engagement with politics. To be able to provide a reasonable explanation, I had 

to refer to the literature review, which provides a broader framework for the 

political practices of the parents’ generation. Inexperienced, less practiced and 

less interested, they have long learned to keep away from politics, and parents 

influence how youth in the UK practice their first steps of building their political 

consciousness. Combining newly developed political knowledge and practices 

with technological advances, helps them on two levels. The first is the ability to 

learn and practice politics at their pace, understanding, and online with new 

conditions, detached from their parents’ views. It also allows them to examine 

the parents’ views towards political engagement, and put these views to a test and 

verify the outcomes (self-learning process).  

The second dimension is that technological advances provide them with an 

opportunity to engage and receive feedback instantly (interactive learning). This 

process is already in operation as youth are engaging with it on a large scale, in 

an attempt to position themselves in the online arena or what we can call an 

alternative public sphere where they practice politics using online media tools. 
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Youth in their online discussions rely on newly learnt facts,  a different kind of 

knowledge and the ability to argue with less emotion, given that they have had 

less direct physical interaction with events. 

 

7.3 Arab Spring: opportunities and risks 

Young people who spend a longer time online tend to be more active in engaging 

with different issues and vice versa. Does that mean that spending a longer time 

watching TV (or YouTube as the online equivalent) or reading political debates 

online can foster political participation? The questionnaire answers show a link 

between the length of time spent online and political participation (Figure 11). 

These results are supported by interview findings. However, it has been noted 

over a longer period of time, that for many it was a temporary ‘active period’ of 

participation. That participation fell to its normal level after a few months of the 

revolution. I asked a few interviewees to scale their activities before, during and 

after the revolutions and give it a percentage between from 10 to 100. Those who 

agreed to do this clearly showed that their participation reached a peak during the 

hot events of the revolutions. I am talking here about the very few weeks of ‘high 

mobilisation’ among Arab youth around the world. Before that period youth had 

been reluctant to participate in the same way during the early weeks/months of 

the ‘Arab Spring’.  
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By combining the graphs, this final curve emerged: 

 

Figure 11 - Forms of political participation amongst British Arab youth 

 

When young people were questioned about how they would rate their general 

interest in political matters, the majority’s response was ‘interested’. In a follow 

up question, about whether the Arab Spring had had any effect on this level of 

interest, more than two-thirds admitted that the existence of social media and the 

Arab Spring had increased their interest in politics and encouraged them to 

engage in various political activities such as demonstrating, engaging in online 

discussions, raising awareness in universities and forwarding the messages of 

their revolutionary peers in the Arab Spring countries. 

Taouba (F, 23, London) mentioned an incident where she talked on Facebook 

with friends from Tunis about a group of activists arrested by Tunisian security. 

The very next day she received ‘a tip’ from a friend to remove her comments 

because a number of those who had participated in that discussion had received 
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warnings or had even been arrested for their comments. She said: ‘I was so scared 

and decided not to talk about any Tunisian issue again. During the Arab Spring, 

this has changed. I was very active online. I also participated in demos in front of 

the Tunisian Embassy in London’.  

 

Many participants in interviews expressed their frustration and fear of engaging 

in politics prior to the Arab Spring. They mentioned that engaging in general 

causes such as Palestine and Iraq may have been the grounds for their interest in 

politics but not in politics concerned with their countries of origin. They tended 

to believe that they should either keep a low profile or not cause any trouble for 

their parents or relatives if they visited their country of origin, or there was no 

sense in engaging in a ‘hopeless’ discussion about politics in their countries of 

origin. 

It is probably worth saying that youths coming from a family where one or both 

parents are politically active, have presumptions about certain political practices.  

Interestingly, three respondents who described themselves as ‘activists’ came 

from families who had migrated to the UK as political asylum seekers. The entire 

family are politically active in various ways. It is understandable that these youths 

were activists and this shows a clear evidence of how the Arab family can shape 

the beliefs and attitudes of youth.  

However, after primarily engaging in one political activity or another, three years 

since the onset of the Arab revolutions, or more accurately the political mobility, 

there were negative signs in terms of political participation. Interviewees, who 
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agreed to engage in informal chats and refused to reveal their identities, said they 

had anticipated at a very early stage of the Arab Spring that it would either fail or 

not succeed. Their pessimistic points of view were built upon a very grave history 

of injustice for their families or relatives. As one of them says (there were  three 

altogether, one female and two males): ‘I can’t forget these scenes when I was a 

little child; security forces undercover storming into my grandparents’ house 

violently arrested my dad and my uncle, my mum and grand mum were trying to 

grab my dad’s hand. They beat them mercilessly. I was so scared. When my 

family decided to go back after the fall of the Egyptian regime, I insisted that I 

would not go with them. I do not believe things have changed. Now everyone is 

witnessing that it was true; they were wrong’.  

This attitude towards politics is to a great extent dependent upon individuals’ 

experience. Many are fortunate and have never had to suffer, especially those 

who were born in the UK.  

 

7.4 British Arab youth and the imagined cause  

Over the years of doing this research, I maintained close contact with Arab youths 

living in Britain, in an attempt to combine personal observations with my 

provisional findings. Fortunately, I witnessed the period just before the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring, the first year, and the following two and a half years. There 

were many significant turning points during this period.  

Before the Arab Spring, Palestine was a major point of political interest for many 

Arab youth, as much as for their families. Youth of different ages were mobilised 
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for political activities related to the Palestinian cause. Interestingly, many of 

them, including Palestinian youth, had never visited Palestine. What they had in 

their mind was rather an ‘imagined picture’ of Palestine and its people based on 

what they saw on the TV or were told by parents or relatives. Hassan (M, 49 

years old) who is of Palestinian origin but grew up in Syria and later migrated to 

the UK said: ‘I have never seen Palestine. My parents have flown from Yafa 

(Jafa) in 1948 to Lebanon then Syria. We grew up having in mind that we will 

return some day. We carried out this dream and we transfer it to our children. My 

sons and daughters were born here in the UK but they are Palestinians and they 

always will be, no matter what politicians say. This is what I’m teaching them’. 

His wife (Nada, 43) agrees with him, saying: ‘It is very true we live far away 

from Palestine and we never were there, although I am dying to see Yafa. But at 

the end of the day this is who were are. Our children were born here and they 

might have different lives than we had but we want them always to know who 

they are’. When I asked her whether this could be seen as taking decisions on 

behalf of their children who might choose to think differently or define 

themselves in another way, she replied: ‘No, no, I don’t mean I force them to 

think the way I do but you know... this is their background and they have the right 

to learn about it. It is then up to them to decide which way to think. I would love 

them to feel they are Palestinian without that deterring them from living their life 

as British born children. With respect to other Arab families, we are unlike them. 

They can go to their countries any time, but we cannot. As a matter of fact Britain 

has become our home where we are treated equally and fairly’. 
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Other Arab families living in Britain do not necessarily share this point of view.  

Sara (who refused to give further details of her identity), in response to the 

question of whether she feels like she is British Arab or just British or Arab says: 

“Honestly, I don’t know. All I am sure about is that I am Sara. Even the name is 

Arab and English at the same time. My parents want me to be a very strict Muslim 

and this should be my identity. I love my religion though but I don’t want to be 

like them. I can’t wait to finish my college and get a job somewhere away from 

them. I really want to be myself. I’m telling you, I don’t care much about politics, 

I sympathise with Palestinians, Egyptian, Iraqis and I would love to support those 

who are suffering there’. I asked Sara whether she visited her parents’ country. 

She said: ‘Yes, several times but I didn’t like it there. I was happy to see that I 

have a big family but their life is entirely different in that village and I can’t 

imagine myself living there no matter what!”  

This may explain how many Arab youths have strong feelings towards their 

country of origin, towards culture and traditions, but remotely. That means, Arab 

youth do like the idea of being bi-cultural individuals among their other British 

peers. It may also give them the feeling of having advantages over their peers in 

the country of origin.  

In general, in the UK, as a developed country, it is an advantage if you speak 

another foreign language. It could mean better job opportunities as well as being 

of cultural value that can enrich multicultural British society.  
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Being ‘informed’ about the life, politics and economy and speaking the language 

of a region, is seen as an advantage for many Arab youths. To achieve the level 

of being ‘well informed’, youth has to be engaged with politics and the socio-

economy of the Arab region. The process of engagement in politics via social 

media may, or may not, encourage some Arab youth to participate in political 

debates or actions in the long run, as it may develop their interest.   

Arab youth enjoy the benefits of being British, as it means to the majority that 

they are of Arab origin but with a different perspective, combining both cultures 

in one personality. Given that British culture has become more multicultural, 

Arab youth benefit from this particular enrichment of their multi-dimensional 

identity. 

 

7.5 Arab youth and British local affairs 

British Arab youth show a level of involvement in British local affairs. There are 

certainly different levels of engagement depending on the importance of the issue 

and the interest. For instance, those who live in London show a higher level of 

interest in home political debates that have a connection with an Arab or Muslim 

community in London. An average of 85.6 percent of Arab youth said that they 

engage ‘sometimes’ with local issues. Whereas only 12.6 percent said they are 

‘always’ active in debates about local affairs. Hind (F, 21, of Syrian origin) said: 

‘Although we live in Britain, not every single issue should be my concern. This 

applies for everyone, even for English youth. Let me give you an example, when 

the government introduced the controversial increase of university tuition, we 
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were angry. I was part of the protests against it as much as anyone who 

participated. But the issue of the ‘News of the World’ was of very much less 

interest for me’.  

Ezzeddine (M, 23, of Yemeni origin) explained more about local affairs by 

saying: ‘It is normal that some issues may be of my interest and some are not. 

Even in my country of origin, not every single issue captures my interest. But 

honestly, I do sometimes say what an influence I could possibly make if I discuss 

it. It is not as if I am saying it is useless but I prefer to say it is ineffective. To 

some extent, some British people do not think of us as part of the society but 

rather as immigrants.’  

This point of view may be shared with other youth who believe that participation 

‘maybe’ has an effect but they were not so sure (18 percent). 

In general, the smaller group, who showed an interest in British local affairs argue 

that they will affect them one way or another, and that in itself is a motive to 

engage with them. They note that it is not only related to their interests as 2nd 

generation immigrants, it would affect their future as any other British youth.   

7.6 Family influence: history says participation is useless 

In established democracies, interest in political participation may increase, 

especially online, when people turn to the Internet to acquire knowledge about 

general elections, local elections or any major national political event. They might 

visit candidate’s websites to see their views, they may attend events or participate 

in campaigns. Internet advocates have traditionally claimed that the ‘Web can 

potentially improve democratic practices by connecting citizens through virtual 
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networks and communities of interest, allowing users to participate in 

collaborative platforms that facilitate increased information flow and diversity of 

opinion, and even make government decisions more expertly-informed and 

democratic’ (Noveck, 2009 cited in Halpern and Gibbs, 2013). What Noveck 

points out is the norm of behaviour in established democratic societies. Where 

there is a lack of democratic practices, it may be difficult to anticipate the 

behaviour of those moved from non-democratic environments to fully integrated 

democratic societies. The learning process to overcome old, deep, subconscious 

fears may take generations.   

For the majority of Arab British youth the only experience they are familiar with 

is the British one. Many of the participants have not even participated in any 

elections, other than expressing their indifference. The main reason given to 

explain that were as follows. 

First, their parents might never have shown interest in participating, describing it 

as ‘their elections’. The parents’ generation, by and large, have a more stable 

sense of belonging than their children. Therefore, it is a matter of choice for them 

whether to participate or not. British Arab youth of second generation mainly 

have no incentive to participate, as they do not see any point.  

Second, the lack of Arab representation in the main political parties is 

discouraging to many people of Arab origin. In Arab culture, it is quite common, 

in fact it is the norm, to elect someone you know, regardless of his political 

orientation or ideals.  
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Third, not recognising the existence of the Arab community and its weight as a 

probable effective voting bloc is seen as ‘ignorance’ and disrespect.  

Fourth, playing on the ideological string, by considering voting for non-Muslim 

people is against Muslim beliefs and thus has an impact on many people who 

respect Islam and abide by what scholars interpret as ‘inadequate’ according to 

Muslim rules. 

Fifth, we can add the experience factor. In their parents’ generation, elections are 

associated with electoral fraud, corruption, politicians abusing the system and so 

on. Therefore, it is perceived as an absolutely corrupted process.    

These views without a doubt influence young British Arabs and consequently 

push them away from participation. 

 

7.7 Bypassing the gatekeepers: opportunity for effective participation  

Most recent studies around the uses and consumption of online media show clear 

indications that youth in general are more reliant on online media than on 

mainstream media outlets. Social media have become the main source of 

information and general knowledge, but in particular political knowledge. The 

number of youths engaging with social media has increased exponentially, as 

discussed in the literature review. ‘New technology allows users to provide 

content to the Web as well as to share it in an unprecedented manner. SNSs (social 

network sites) are therefore critical hubs of information distribution. The spread 

of information is exponential’ (Oiarzabal, 2012, p. 1470).  
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The usual gatekeepers exist one way or another in the mainstream media, but 

have almost lost their traditional role. They may have been replaced, partially, by 

technological applications or by barring websites/social networks from reaching 

users (examples can be demonstrated in China, Iran, Egypt, North Korea, and 

Turkey).  

 

The Arab Spring marked the tip of the iceberg in terms of political mobilisation 

among youth. Years before, youth turned to online media under nicknames and 

fake identities to avoid being hunted by the security forces which were protecting 

the totalitarian regimes of the Arab world. In the early 2000s and before, forums 

and live chat programs were quite popular online. They allowed youth and 

political activists to launch debates considered taboo offline. Fake identities and 

nicknames allowed many youth to engage with politics with ‘less fear’.  

Nowadays, youth in the diaspora contribute to spreading democratic values by 

stressing them in their debates. That is what subconsciously influences them 

when debating partisan politics, elections, and political agendas. Although Arab 

youth, in general, have been politically marginalised, they have a growing interest 

in politics. For instance, most of the respondents said that they had always been 

interested in supporting the Palestinian cause in various ways. It was somehow 

surprising to find that even those who were born in the UK and had never been 

to Palestine were well aware of the situation on the ground. Many of them 

participated in demonstrations, collected donations and engaged in debates with 

non-Arabs, both online and off-line.  
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Marwa, (F, 25, London) describes the extent to which she was influenced by 

political values learnt during her life in the UK. ‘I take for granted that anyone 

who comes to power should be elected by the people. He should have a clear 

manifesto and can convince people that he deserve to be elected. This applies 

here in the UK and anywhere. In debates with friends from Egypt we discuss such 

details and more. This is how we help plant the seeds of healthy political 

participation.’  

Yara (F, 18, Guilford) was reluctant to agree with this point of view. She 

mentioned the example of Syria. ‘I find it’s difficult to talk about politics while 

people get killed in dozens every day in Syria. It’s hard to convince people that 

democracy can be a solution now. I admit I’m not that good in debating politics 

but I use my common sense. We should not give up. When the time comes people 

should be ready for the next step. Democracy is the only way to get over the 

sectarian hatred spread everywhere because of this dirty war.’ 

From these two examples, it is remarkable how Arab youth are aware of 

democratic values and are willing to see them implemented in their countries of 

origin. No matter how harsh the political reality is in many Arab countries, Arab 

youth in Britain show courage by overcoming the current disastrous situation, in 

order to support their peers in the long struggle for democracy in the Arab world.  

7.8 Influencing policy-makers 

The majority of Arab youth living in the UK do believe they can make a 

difference by participating in politics at any level. Susannah Tarbush, an Arab 

journalist who lives in London commented on the participation of British Arabs 
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in general political life. She wrote in an article43 published on 26/04/2010 about 

British Arabs who are members of major British political parties. Tarbush, 

describes the level of British Arab participation in the general politics of the UK, 

saying: ‘Despite the growing presence of Arabs in Britain*, their participation 

within the mainstream political system, whether as activists or candidates, has not 

been very apparent’ (Tarbush, 2010). 

Although there are a few individuals who have taken the initiative to make their 

way into British politics, it is still below the level expected, given the presence of 

highly educated, professional and successful businesspeople in the Arab 

community. They are mainly of the first generation who have migrated to the UK, 

only very few are of the second generation.  

British Arab youth believe that their participation in British politics can make a 

difference, especially after the Arab Spring. It has put the ‘invisibles’ on top of 

the news highlights and all of a sudden they grabbed the attention of everyone. 

However, this ‘invisibility’ of the Arab community has consequences. The most 

significant consequences are as follows. 

First, they received almost no attention from politicians and political parties as a 

separate community. They were rather submerged in the Muslim community. 

Nevertheless, given that the majority of the Muslim community are from South 

 
43 Article publish by Susanah Tarbush in Al Hayat, London based pan-Arab newspaper. [link: 
http://goo.gl/5hceSg (link shortened by using Google link shortener) last accessed 12/01/2014]  
* The latest national census in 2011 revealed that Arab accounted for 240,000 usual residents (0.4 per 
cent of the population). Source: Office for National Statistics, [online available at: 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_290558.pdf , last visited on 25th of March 2015]   

http://goo.gl/5hceSg
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_290558.pdf
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East Asia (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh), members of the Arab community 

discouraged to participate actively. 

Second, almost half of the Arab community live in London, while the rest are 

scattered all over the UK. There are not many well-established associations that 

can unite them or create voting blocs out of them.  

McRoy (2009) indicates one of the major challenges that the Arab community 

faces: ‘The challenge for British Arabs is to make their mark in Britain as a 

community, rather than just individual attainment, especially in politics where 

there are no Arab parliamentarians and few local councillors’44. Youth were 

approached with the question: ‘Why is the Arab community in the UK not 

united?’ Surprisingly, the majority of answers were in the form of ‘I don’t know’. 

Only very few responses attempted to answer this question, for example: ‘Unlike 

other communities, the Arab community is scattered all over London and all over 

the UK’; ‘I guess, they failed to unite in the Arab world, why would they succeed 

here?’; ‘We are originally from 22 Arab countries, we are not the same, we even 

have many different accents’; ‘I think we’re having some success. Don’t forget 

that the Arab community is relatively new in the UK. It’ll take some more time 

probably’; and ‘Maybe it’s they have busy life... you know, but I think as if we 

choose to be part of the larger Muslim community, I believe we can do 

something’. 

 
44 McRoy Anthony, The Voice of Britain’s Arab community. [Link: 
http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/british_arabs.htm  last accessed 18/12/2013] 

http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/british_arabs.htm
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A third reason, is that British Arab youth lack the support of the rest of the 

community to achieve what they have probably missed. Given the reasons 

discussed above and in Chapter Six, the support of the rest of the community is 

crucial. 

The immediate implication is that more British Arab youth believe in themselves 

and are willing to participate in the British political arena. The best possible way 

to achieve this goal is to win the support of the rest of the Arab community by 

convincing the active members of the community of their abilities and 

capabilities. It can also be more effective to establish youth associations that can 

mobilise other youth to participate, so they can convince political parties and 

politicians of the benefits of including British Arab youth in their campaigns.  

7.9 Empowering the Arab youth in diaspora 

Arab youth living in the UK are also mobilising with youth of Arab origins living 

in other counties, particularly other English speaking countries. Social networks 

have opened communications and interaction between individual youths and 

groups, who have either particular political objectives or a general interest in 

gathering Arab youth in diasporas. Respondents, both male and female, believe 

that the social media have opened their minds and drawn their attention to groups 

with whom they share similar interests. They also believe that being members or 

supporters of such groups help them to maintain their relationship to their culture, 

connect them together to support causes they believe in, and provide them with 

creative ideas with regard to any direction of their lives. Students of Arab origin 

in British universities for instance, who create groups to spread awareness among 
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other non-Arab students, expressed how they considered this as one of the most 

prominent experiences in their lives. They had to learn more about their own 

culture, seek political knowledge from parents, friends, online sources, and be 

able to demonstrate all that in front of their colleagues and friends. A small 

number of them were happy to have engaged with many people on that scale. 

They developed their skills of research, arguing and managing discussions.  

Hind (F, 21, London) described her first experience as ‘unprecedented’. She said: 

‘I thought I was a shy girl. Nevertheless, seeing what is happening in Syria, I felt 

that I have the duty to do something. I don’t have any previous experience in 

politics. I never liked it. After seeing the massacres and destruction in Syria, and 

when I was meeting our neighbours or friends they were asking me about the 

horrors in Syria. I found myself online trying to find information and news about 

the situation. This is where it all started,  two years ago. Today, I don’t miss any 

opportunity to talk about it.’ When I asked why she used online media sources, 

she replied: ‘Do you really believe mainstream media reflect the reality? Not even 

10 percent of it. Online I can find dozens of websites and networks that provide 

real-time news. It is not hard any more to verify the accuracy of it. I can also find 

video footage, pictures, real stories and so on. It all helps me to create a big picture 

of what’s going on on the ground. All mainstream media have their own political 

agendas. Unlike online, you get the raw facts and it is up to me to decide what 

the truth is. I believe we now have our own way of presenting politics and we 

have the power to change. Maybe not as much as politicians but I believe we are 

getting somewhere.’ 
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There is an argument that ‘the decision to participate in politics is likely to be 

affected not only by one’s own personal circumstances and outlook, but also by 

what other citizens do’(Pattie and Johnston, 2013). 

Given that Arab British youth have a long tradition of fear of participating in 

political matters they are disillusioned about the reality of the Arab community 

in Britain. Most respondents were aware of many challenges facing the Arab 

community to achieve the status ‘active’ in the general political arena. Apart from 

individuals, most of the first generation of Arab immigrants keep a low profile in 

politics for reasons mentioned earlier in this chapter.  

British Arab youth (of the second generation) have been influenced by their 

parents’ attitudes towards political participation. A few respondents for instance, 

mentioned that their parents were angry when they found out that their children 

were engaging politically in debates online. ‘The fear is still there’, said Karim 

(M, 25, London). ‘The first thing they approach you with is: “Do you realise the 

consequences when you criticise the regime or rulers if you or we go for a visit?”’ 

This fear of participation is justified, given that online activities are increasingly 

monitored around the world and most specifically in the Arab world. 

7.10 The limitations of participation 

Despite the enthusiastic view that the online environment has the potential to 

empower youth, Arab youth come from a long tradition of exclusion from being 

politically active. According to a report by the UN published in 2012 (after the 

Arab Spring) about youth in the Middle East: ‘Young men and women are 

traditionally active politically in universities (when allowed) but very often 
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disillusioned with political leadership and political institutions and excluded from 

policy development. As a result, political activism of youth is not organised 

according to formal groupings’.  

I showed this report to a few of the interviewees asking them to comment. Here 

are some of their responses. 

Ibrahim (M, 24, London): ‘I absolutely agree with that. When I go to Algeria, 

people are complaining. It looks like youth have no use.’ 

Hussain (M, 21, Bristol): ‘Policy-makers in the Arab World are doing this on 

purpose. Honestly, I don’t understand why this culture of distrust for young 

people to be part of political participation.’ 

Ahmad (M, 20, Birmingham): ‘No wonder that who made these revolutions in the 

Arab world were youth. Now they are also paying the price of them wanting to 

take political responsibilities. The unrest will continue and there will be no 

stability as long as the younger generation is excluded from decision-making.’ 

Hana (F, 24, London): ‘My dad told me how Gaddafi executed students at 

universities just because they opposed him politically. Students are capable of 

mobilisation; this is why they were always confronted by force across the Arab 

World.’ 

Khalild (M, 19, London): ‘There is no doubt that this is the attitude in the Arab 

World. However, we must admit that this is partly continuing here in the UK. Our 

parents may allow us to be active at university. Supporting Palestine is fine but if 

you want to extend that to other levels, they oppose it. It’s fear.’ 
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Nada (F, 22, Manchester): ‘I think after the Arab Spring things are changing 

there. At least I hope so. I’m optimistic that the change is coming. Youth are the 

majority and they will enforce their terms.’ 

 A female (20, her identity to be kept secret): ‘This is sad although it’s true. Arab 

politicians are corrupted as much as the entire regimes. Political participation is 

a right for everyone capable to do so. It’s not up to anyone to decide who should 

be excluded. Politics in the Arab world has one purpose; to make fortune and 

keep the power. It has nothing to do with democracy, I am telling you. Look now 

in the so-called Arab Spring countries, you only see old faces.’ 

It is not surprising to find that Arab youth are aware of the current political 

practice in the Arab world. Other respondents talked about ‘frustration’ and anger 

sweeping the younger generation after the price they have paid; yet again, they 

were excluded from participating and decision-making.  

The whole picture in the Arab world is partially and unconsciously reflected in 

Arab youth in the UK. They can sense frustration and anger among their peers, 

friends and relatives through debates and discussions online. It can subsequently 

leave a negative impact on their hopes to improve the conditions for participation 

in Britain. It may also encourage others to believe that participation in the British 

political system can be more possible and beneficial.  

 

7.11 Early stage of political engagement: lack of confidence  

The talk about limitation of participation leads us to another level of challenges 

facing the political participation of youth in Britain. Although Arab youth in 
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Britain are showing a positive spirit to be part of wider British society by 

participating at all levels, there is a sense of a lack of self-confidence. Comments 

made by participants on political practices in the Arab world, combined with 

parents and other family members on their various forms of political engagement 

reveal a significant gap between ‘willing’ and ‘doing’. The importance placed by 

respondents on playing an effective role in the future of the Arab community in 

Britain, was clearly suffering from a lack of vision. Apart from ‘hopes’ of having 

a better future than their parents’ generation, the majority of youth seem to be 

hesitant to make a move. This can be for two reasons: first, the lack of political 

experience that can enhance self-confidence by seeing positive results, and 

second, the culture of fear that can be sensed under the surface when engaging in 

political debates. Arab British youth may experience a democratic environment 

by living in the UK, therefore the ‘culture of fear’ is less influential. However, as 

discussed in Chapter Two and Chapter Six, the influence of family in creating the 

consciousness of youth can partially maintain this culture.  

On the other hand, the practices of many Arab regimes’ security forces, using 

arms against opponents, may deter many youth from handling political issues in 

relation to their countries of origin. For instance, Arab British youth always 

mention Palestine as a common cause and describe how sympathetic they are. 

However, when it comes to other countries, they are quite cautious. Instead, they 

start to mention their online activities. This leads us to discuss the point in depth.   
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7.12 Seeking interactivity over static old style politics: a trap  

Greenfield (2003) argues that ‘technology is changing the way we think’ (p.113). 

It is true that ‘different media enable the creation of different media cultures’ 

(p.114). There is no question about the effectiveness of online media in building 

a more knowledgeable society and the spread of technological advances allowing 

more people to have access to knowledge than ever before.  On the other hand, 

the online environment is a huge arena for mixed messages that can have 

unwanted effects on youth. Implications on that point have long interested 

scholars and researchers studying the effects of new technologies on human 

behaviour. Based on the assumption that being online offers as many threats as 

opportunities, engaging online can offer actual opportunities to engage in real life 

politics.  

By analysing the responses of respondents, it was noticeable that the enthusiasm 

of participating online could be, to some extent, an attempt to hide the fact that 

participating in real life politics is not simple for youth.  

Take for instance this response: ‘I am enjoying debates online. I can say whatever 

I want to say, I can argue, agree, disagree, discuss any issue without any fear. 

This is the beauty of online’ (Sami, M, 18, Exeter).  

This leads us to consider an important distinction between the online sphere as an 

arena to practice democracy, where everyone can engage instantly and practice 

politics, and, on the other hand, the beginning and the end of the road at the same 

time. Youth can be trapped easily by engaging with political matters online, but 

when it requires actual action in real life politics, they might face the challenge 
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of confronting people face-to-face. The implications of such a situation are not 

yet quite known. This explains why, for instance, there are almost no initiatives 

among British Arab youth in the UK to form a body that can represent them in 

British politics. Perhaps it is too early to talk about such an initiative at this stage, 

given that Arab British youth have just shown an increasing level of interest in 

participating in politics.  

 

7.13 Casual participants are more likely to quit  

Now let us shed some light on the so-called ‘light participants’ or ‘casual 

participants’. It is understandable that not every youth should be politically active. 

Most British Arab youth in Britain could be categorised as casual participants. In 

the past, they showed a good level of political knowledge but much less interest 

in actual participation for the reasons to be discussed next.  

It is hard to segregate political and socio-cultural factors - in combination with 

technological ones - when it comes to empowering young people and promoting 

civic engagement. The awakening events in the Arab world, combined with the 

introduction of social media have attracted young Arab British to engage with 

day-to-day events. Sensing that their Arab peers are in need of support was the 

main reason behind online participation. After some time, when things started to 

change in the Arab world in different and ‘unwanted’ directions, many British 

Arab youth retreated and withdrew when they felt that they had to support one 

side over the other. In other words, Arab British youth found themselves yet again 

confronting their parents’ experience in different circumstances. So, apart from 
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those who have common ideological principles, many youth are much less active 

online and are back to their normal lives. A few of them agreed on one issue, as 

expressed by Carmen, (F, 23): ‘It seems our parents have won this time again. 

They always warned us that politics in the Arab world is useless and is an 

absolute corruption. It turned out that there are no differences between Liberals, 

Islamists and Nationalists. Their political practices are the same’ (other 

participants supported this opinion such as: Samira, F, 20; Taouba, F, 23; Yasin, 

M, 23; Yazid, M, 22; Nancy, F, 20 and Yara, F, 18). 

According to an Arab journalist who lives in London, ‘many young Arabs are 

still immersed in the politics of their countries of origin. I would think the level 

of political awareness is high, but a young Palestinian say, might be more 

involved in the Palestinian issue than interested in the British political scene45.’ 

To some extent, this point of view may be viable.  

In an interview with a British Palestinian youth (Khalid, M, 19, London) he 

admits that he is more interested in the political scene in Palestine, however he is 

also interested in being active in the British political arena. He said: ‘I would be 

very much interested to join a political party and represent the entire Arab 

community someday. I will also make sure that Palestine is present, the land and 

the people’.  

Based on what has been discussed above, there is a clear indication here, that 

many British Arab youth may be politically active for short periods, particularly 

when major political events are occurring. The definition of ‘major political 

 
45 Interview with Susannah Tarbush, 2014 
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events’, that ‘reactivate’ the need to engage, could be the theme of future 

research.  

Related to this theme, is that the majority of youth are ‘occasional’ engagers with 

politics. Major events in their country of origin triggered their interest for a 

certain period. According to respondents, they would maintain being informed of 

current affairs but without interacting with every single incident. Given that 

engagement with politics online is a personal choice and interest, only a few 

activists believe that they were ‘obliged’ to maintain participation on a lively 

level. On the other hand, online media play an important role in keeping British 

Arab youth ‘intact’ and attracting them to engage frequently when political issues 

occur.  In the past few years, there are constantly political occasions that attract 

young British Arabs to interact, for example, the three major Israeli attacks on 

Gaza (2008, 2012, 2014), the parliamentary and presidential elections in the Arab 

Spring countries, the emergence of Nusra Front in 2012 and Islamic State 2013 

in Syria and Iraq,  the ongoing events in Egypt and the increasing military rule in 

political life from 2012 which is still ongoing, the escalation of political tension 

in Libya between the various militias and, not least, the international coalition 

against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). All these events in addition to 

other social and economic, issues keep the youth engaged via social media, which 

in a sense grows their political knowledge and enhances their experience on an 

international level. 
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7.14 Political participation: an early indication of integration  

The Council of Europe considers the political dimension as one of the signs 

indicating the successful integration of immigrants into host societies. In addition 

to economic, social and cultural signs, political participation is an indication with 

which some countries might disagree. The document produced by the Council 

stated that ‘the political participation of migrants should be taken into 

consideration when assessing their integration, because political life represents 

an integral part of a person's life’. The document also identifies an important 

factor in the integration process: ‘Integration is not a one-way-street, leaving the 

burden on the shoulders of the migrants alone. It is a social process, involving 

both sides, the migrants and their host society. Opinions, behavioural patterns and 

attitudes in the host society can be decisive for the integration of foreigners, 

because they can strongly influence the migrants' integration efforts’ (The 

Council of Europe). 

Despite that, there is no general agreement among European countries about 

political participation being a sign of integration; having less participation does 

not necessarily prove otherwise. Living in London for eight years can provide a 

deep understanding of the Arab community in Britain. London is one of the 

greatest cities in the world, in terms of it multicultural mosaic. London has a 

diverse range of peoples and cultures, and more than 300 languages are spoken 

within its boundaries. British Arabs who are involved in public affairs are more 

likely to engage and communicate with many ethnicities. This communication 

and engagement is a way of negotiating self-consciousness and identity. 
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Understanding others' cultures requires skills, knowledge and open-minded 

thinking, acceptance and tolerance. On that basis, this will indicate a positive 

social cohesion and cultural interchange. Working as a journalist for seven years 

in London, has allowed me to engage extensively with the Arab community. 

Among other ethnicities, British Arabs are the least likely to be involved in crime 

or anti-social behaviour.  As mentioned in Chapter Six, Arab families put a great 

emphasis on educating their children and disciplining them.  According to McRoy 

(2009) ‘British Arabs are equally diverse in terms of work. There are labourers, 

shopkeepers, but an abnormally large number of professionals, especially 

doctors.’46 This is an indication of the extent to which the Arab community have 

laid the foundations for the next generation to integrate into the wider British 

society. So, for those who have grown up in Britain, it is vital that they are not to 

forget their Arab heritage as an irrelevant migrant hangover. People outside the 

community will also be interested to witness the emergence of a hybrid British-

Arab culture. This in itself will encourage the integration of the communities. 

7.15 Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to explore British Arab youths’ political 

engagement patterns. It also aimed at understanding the motives and interests of 

Arab youth in political participation in general and in British politics in particular. 

The pre/post Arab Spring effect on British Arab youth was discussed. This 

chapter found that, generally, Arab youth are well aware of politics, and found a 

 
46 McRoy Anthony, The Voice of Britain’s Arab community. [Link: 
http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/british_arabs.htm last accessed 18/12/2013]  

http://www.naba.org.uk/Content/articles/Diaspora/british_arabs.htm
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growing interest in political participation in their countries of origin due to the 

impact of the ongoing political events in Arab Spring countries. The influence of 

parents’ points of view towards politics is evident, and can be demonstrated in 

British Arab youth’s interest and involvement in the British political scene. 

Despite their growing interest in being more active politically, their participation 

in the British political arena is limited. However, they also showed indications of 

changing this fact and that some initiatives could take place in the future. This 

may lead to a greater awareness of the importance of the Arab community in 

British public affairs. Their main strength is in the capital, London.  

In the next chapter, I shall connect the findings of the three previous chapters and 

generate a wide and deep discussion in order to make sense of the findings.  
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Chapter 8  

Mapping British Arab Youth Identity: The online 

media and politics 

 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the main three themes that appear in the thematic 

analysis, in much more detail. These three themes are identity construction of 

British Arab youth, uses of online media and its influence on youths’ choices of 

media content, and finally political participation as a form of online engagement 

and how that influences, and how is it influenced by, identity and media uses. The 

issue of identity will always be of importance, especially when discussed in the 

context of emerging new media technologies. Online media is opening the way 

for new youth cultures that are unfamiliar to older generations. The concept of 

online cultures as an alternative public sphere, which is also rapidly changing 

under the rules of technological development, is relatively new, but not for youth 

who grew up with this concept. This concept has direct and indirect implications 

on youths’ way of thinking, personal development, perceptions and their forms 

of communication with society.  

 

The analysis begins with the discussion of two case studies selected from the 

interview respondents. These two cases should provide a general overview of 

how the process of identity construction is ongoing and examples of what 
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challenging aspects they may face. I will then discuss particular points and 

findings following these two cases. 

8.1 Case studies of Walid and Maha: understanding Arab youth 

Two case studies have been selected out of the forty interviews in order to focus 

on the points that I am going to discuss in this chapter. There were no particular 

criteria for selecting these two cases, other than that I thought they reflect the 

ongoing tension amongst British Arab youth to create adaptable, flexible and 

stable identities. These two cases may illustrate the type of challenges British 

Arab youth face as a result of being an outcome of two (or more) cultures, which 

in theory may have contradictions, and to which British Arab youth are socially 

and culturally required to adapt. These two cases can show part of that process 

and shed the light on the challenges they face throughout the ongoing process of 

identity formation and reformation.  

The cases of Walid and Maha reflect an ongoing tension between self, family, 

religion, media and society. They also indicate how young people choose their 

identity and adapt it in various ways. British Arab youth are not expected to be 

sophisticated in the way they interpret their sense of belonging and how they map 

themselves in the wider British society. The relationship with religion remains an 

issue that also needs more in depth investigation. In terms of interest in politics, 

I have found that those who have a cause in their country of origin have 

significantly more interest in politics. This is the case for example with 

Palestinians, Iraqis, Syrians and most recently Egyptians. Generally those who 
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are originally from countries affected by the recent political changes in the Arab 

world (Arab Spring), have a slightly higher level of interest in politics, but this is 

not a generalisable fact as few respondents have shown a normal level of interest 

in participating in any political event. There must be a line between participating 

in politics for political reasons and for solidarity reasons. 

The first case to be presented is the case of Walid.   

 

Walid a young British Muslim from London 

Walid (19 years old), was born in Syria, and came to the UK at the age of 18 

months (see Appendix C). Walid, who still lives with his parents, is an interesting 

example, showing how British Arab youth can, by the influence of online media, 

suffer a certain level of identity uncertainty.  

Walid, who started to study at university in 2013, lived his teenage life as any 

usual British teenager. His family is an ordinary family; his father is working and 

his mother is a housewife. He has three brothers and sisters. He is the second in 

age. His parents are an average, conservative, middle class, Arab family. Walid 

used to attend Saturday school to learn Arabic and the Quran. This is the norm 

for a majority of Arab Muslim families in the UK, regardless of their religious 

views.  

The case of Walid (Appendix C) shows an evident connection between his self-

identification and his cultural inheritance. The actual link between him and that 

cultural inheritance, is his parents. This is in line with the literature discussed in 

Chapter Two, which showed that family has a significant influence on youths’ 
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identity formation process. Religion, mainly Islam, is seen by parents as a 

guardian for youths’ cultural roots and a continuous link between youth and these 

roots. Similar, but with less importance, is the Arabic language. For parents, it is 

a sort of assurance that their children can maintain communication with their 

cultural roots later on when they leave the family home.  

Walid, who choose to identify himself as a British Muslim, was a heavy online 

user who turned from a common British teenager to affiliate himself to the 

religion, Islam. This free choice of self-identification is some evidence that his 

online engagement has influenced his choice of self-identification. He is engaged 

closely with a political issues (Syria in this case) and his attitudes developed, in 

clearly quite a short time, to turn him into an angry young Muslim who sees 

innocent people, to whom he culturally belongs, killed and massacred without 

receiving help from the international community. This, in my opinion, influenced 

by the way he grew up, pushed him to find another source of passion and 

sympathy for those people. The Muslim community as a whole calls for solidarity 

with the Syrians and shows a great sympathy to ‘the brothers and sisters’ in Syria. 

The religious discourse can attract a lot of young people, especially at a time of 

crisis and need for solidarity. Given that the majority of Arab communities 

maintain a relatively good connection to religion, in particular Islam, the religious 

discourse can influence people’s opinion. Walid’s case is probably similar to 

other respondents’ but in a different context. The main characteristics of it are a 

fairly strong relationship with his cultural roots, a medium level of mastering the 

Arabic language, confusion about the balance between the British and the Arab 
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parts of his identity, a blurry understanding of the term Arab, some degree of 

uncertainty about belonging to purely Arab communities, and high adaptability 

to the idea of being part of a multicultural society. In this particular case, the 

extensive engagement with the online environment has proved to be a tool of 

influence and potentially a tool of change. 

The next case, provides another perspective of self-identification and therefore 

another direction to choose identity. 

 

Case Two: Maha a British youth from London 

Maha (F, 24) is from London and of Christian parents. She shows, to a great 

extent, an opposite example from Walid, and most respondents. She may 

represent a minority group of my respondents in terms of identity confidence and 

a high sense of belonging. Maha came to the UK with her parents at the age of 6 

months. Both of her parents are of Arab origin. They are both employed. Maha 

has one brother and one sister, who are younger than she is. She completed 

university and she is currently working as a trainee solicitor in the city of London. 

The main point of Maha’s view of her sense of belonging appeared to be very 

clear and confident, from her point of view. She says clearly: ‘I am British’. Maha 

later explained her point of view, which seemed to me a logical outcome of her 

situation. She started by saying: ‘My parents were honest with themselves when 

they decided to settle in the UK and had chosen it as their permanent country of 

living’. 
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Comparing Walid and Maha’s cases, we can identify a few similarities and more 

differences.  

Maha has shown signs of confidence in terms of sense of belonging by saying ‘I 

am British’ (appendix D). While Walid also showed confidence by saying ‘I 

prefer the term British Muslim’ (appendix C). Both respondents recognised an 

understanding of living with an identity that can fit within the notion of 

multicultural society. The case of Maha, in contrast to Walid, shows less interest 

in her cultural roots, but rather she pays more attention to the culture of the host 

society. If we look at the first incubator of Maha’s identity, her parents, we can 

see that they are the first who chose to relatively ‘assimilate’ with the mainstream 

culture of the host society, which allows them to be part of it without necessarily 

assimilating it. The family connections in both cases are strong, however, the 

presence of religion is clearly of less importance within Maha’s family, which is 

consequently reflected in her choice of British identity over British Arab for 

instance. Online media in Maha’s case played a role in enhancing her Britishness 

by choosing only to ‘maintain’ some family connections with relatives in the 

country of origin, which might represent part of her parent’s culture.  

Both cases prove that there is strong evidence that British Arab youth maintain 

strong relationships with their families and this relationship has an effective 

impact on their identity. That part is more likely to be inherited from the Arab 

culture puts great emphasis on the importance of family. The cases of Walid and 

Maha, prove that the influence of the family is extended beyond the age of 18, 

the age at which youth are more independent and less influenced by their families. 
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This extended influence beyond the ‘independence age’, means that British Arab 

youth are most likely to develop a kind of tension in their views of self-

identification and towards the outer society, because they will come across more 

contact with their parent’s culture. In the eyes of parents, this age requires more 

of their attention towards their children. Issues of morality and relationships with 

the other gender become a point of concern. According to Arab parents, before 

reaching this age, teaching children their religion is a ‘protective measure’ that 

saves them a lot of concern when their children become 18 years old. For less 

religious families, they encapsulate the religious values in cultural forms of 

tradition.  

Linking religion with cultural identity has been looked at as an aspect of social 

integration within the host society. The case of Walid, for instance, reflects a 

different understanding of the role of religion in British Arab youth’s identity 

formation. Some would look at it as a cornerstone of their identity, so they are 

more comfortable to link it with the British part of their identity. Others would 

look at it as an integrated part of the Arab culture. In other words, they do not 

consider it an independent entity of the Arab culture but rather an inseparable 

concept. Using the words ‘respect’ and ‘commitment’ with religion, reflects 

personal views of the importance of religion and its position in British Arab 

youths’ lives. For the majority of my respondents, religion has fallen into the 

category of an ‘inseparable concept’. These differences in views have 

consequently had an impact on the entire identity formation process and therefore 

the extent to which they can balance the two cultures within their identity. 
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Furthermore, it also affects the direction of their integration within the 

multicultural British society.  

 

Touba (F, 23), from a liberal Arab family (according to her description) says: ‘My 

mum used to tell me that I can’t have a boyfriend because this is against our 

traditions. We can’t have a relationship outside the marriage. This is a matter of 

respecting yourself and your family life.’ A similar concept was also found 

among some Christian parents; however, their approach may be different. Arab 

Christians, in general, are more liberal but some could have attitudes closer to 

Arab Muslims, in particular in relation to social traditions. A Christian parent, 

who has lived in Britain for 29 years, told the researcher that he ‘encourages his 

children not to have a sexual relationship outside the marriage, only if, it comes 

as a part of intention to commit a serious relationship that ends with marriage.’ 

He added: ‘I never had a sexual relationship outside the marriage. My children 

are living a different time in a different place but they respect my point of view.’ 

However, given that I came across a limited number of Arab Christian families 

living in the UK, these views cannot be generalised.   

 

Both Walids’s and Maha’s case demonstrate examples of British Arab youth 

identity construction and how the online media enhance their choice of identity. 

If we look at the cases in detail, we can notice the role of family and religion at 

the early stages of young Arabs defining the direction of choosing identity. Self-
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identification in that sense is an obvious outcome that only needs an outer 

influence to be more clear and specific.  

We will now turn to the role of media and society. Nowadays, young people in 

general, are engaged with online media more than at any time before. This is at 

the cost of the mainstream media that have, to a greater extent, a well-structured 

message to deliver to the mass audience. Online media, in contrast, do not. The 

audience is, at times, the content producer. People connect directly to each other. 

This uncontrolled environment can deliver messages from anyone to anyone 

regardless of their gender, age or interest. The role of the audience is to select the 

content that gratifies his/her needs. Reaching any content has become possible, 

with the existence of high speed connections and easy access via personal 

computers, laptops, tablets or mobile phones. People select the content they either 

need or are interested in. In return, the more they feel satisfied with the content 

they choose to be exposed to, the more it contributes to enhancing their identity. 

If we take for instance, someone who is focused on the political content of a 

certain issue, he is first exposed to a certain type of knowledge. The more he is 

exposed to it the more likely he will engage with it. Online media provides simple 

tools to attract engagement; starting from a ‘like’, to posting unprecedented 

content as a contribution. It is noticeable that those with more religious or 

ideological views have more reasons to participate actively in politics.    

The following section will follow the thematic order found in these cases, which 

has also been followed by the literature review and findings. 
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8.2 The question of identity 

For most young people, the process of negotiating their place in the world, and 

forming their identity is difficult. In this study, Arab British youth were found to 

have high levels of self-confidence, and can, to a great extent, identify themselves 

as British Arab, but they were uncertain of how that can fit into the wider picture 

of British society. This uncertainty has two dimensions; on the one hand, they 

feel that they are part of British society and they show signs of confidence, 

whereas British society, at times of crisis, questions their loyalty. The concept of 

loyalty can be interpreted in many ways, and therefore it cannot be confused with 

a sense of belonging. The majority of British Arab youth place themselves where 

they think they belong. The second dimension of uncertainty is caused by their 

own community (the British Arab community). According to respondents, the 

British Arab community has less signs of unity and fails, to some extent, to define 

what it means to be an Arab.  Respondents raised many questions about the 

concept of Arab identity and whether it exists at all. 

 

A question arises here, relating to those who answered the question:  ‘Do you feel 

that you belong to British society?’ Why did the highest percentage answer: ‘I 

belong somehow to it’ with 82%, against the 16.3% who said they belong to it 

completely? My hypothesis was that around 50 percent would say that they 

belonged to it completely. In Chapter Six, which presented the answers, I 

explained possible reasons relevant to this point. However, personal observation 

over a few years of investigation, can offer some logical explanation of this 
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matter. The first point is that when they responded to this survey they knew their 

answers were going to be publicly available, so they possibly tried to assert an 

identity that was distinguishable from the rest of society, given that British society 

has a wide variety of multicultural ethnic backgrounds. A second thought is that 

the influence of the family, which passes on an important part of their cultural 

identity, causes direct and indirect pressure to make that cultural identity visible 

in all aspects of their children’s lives.  

 

Although the youth will, to a great extent, not be distinguished from their English, 

Asian or African peers, who speak English in the same accent, or live in the same 

neighbourhood, or who finished school with similar marks, or who go to the same 

university or who, simply said, are like-minded. A third explanation is the effect 

of media. Media are to some extent an influential factor in the life of youth today. 

The Arab Spring brought the issue to life after a long time of being a ‘non-

effective factor’ in youth identity construction. The communication tools made it 

easier, and more easily accessible, for youth to explore, engage and revive the 

‘theoretical frame’ of the ‘Arab’ side of their culture. The background of the 

family plays a significant role, bearing in mind that many immigrants from the 

Arab World were political activists and were thus political asylum seekers in the 

UK. I can add that the youth of this generation are more conscious about the issue 

of identity and the tools with which they are equipped in the surrounding 

environment, and this has empowered their ability to partially construct their own 

identity. 
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The higher sense of confidence found among the Arab youth in Britain 

contradicts with what is known from many academic studies and surveys. Scores 

of studies consider the youth as the most marginalised, least confident, and most 

lost group in society in the Arab world (Barakat, 1993; Carothers and Ottaway, 

2004; Karam, 2007; Tessler, 2010). However, looking at the figures from this 

questionnaire, the above issue deserves more attention and perhaps more in-depth 

analysis to understand this shift. It will be significant to understand whether 

simply living in a civil democratic society is a reason for this, or whether it is the 

influence of the Arab Spring, or the openness of the new media that freed the 

mind and allowed the pressure of the inherited past to drift away? All these 

reasons are worth wider discussion, some of which took place earlier. 

 

In the literature, Arab scholars in the West have attempted to analyse and 

deconstruct the issue of Arab identity (Barakat, 1993; Hourani, 1983). They have 

pointed to the ‘disunity’ among Arab scholars in identifying the relationship 

between the forces of unity and fragmentation underlying the definition. Unity 

forces, are those such as language, a common culture, geography or shared 

history, and fragmenting forces, are those such as imperialism, sectarianism, 

tribalism, ethnic solidarity, localism or regionalism (Barakat, 1993: p. 32).  For 

Barakat:  

‘Arab identity is therefore developed to the extent that it manifests itself through 

a sense of belonging and a diversity of affiliations. Arab identity relies, as well, 

on a shared culture and its variations. Arabs also recognise a shared place in 
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history and common experiences. Similarly, social formations and shared 

economic interests have helped to shape Arab identity. And, finally, Arab identity 

is shaped by specific, shared external challenges and conflicts’. (1993: p. 33)   

 

With reservations, this description of Arab identity can fit into the bigger picture 

of trying to understand the background forces behind the construction of modern 

Arab identity among Arab youth in the diaspora. As literature suggests, tribalism 

is one of the effective factors in constructing Arab identity; one that Barakat calls 

the ‘powers of traditional loyalties’ (1993. p. xi). Tribalism (which here refers to 

social structure rather than to the Bedouin culture) is a symbolic umbrella for the 

essence of safety, a sense of belonging to a wider group, a source of 

empowerment and a protection against other powerful rivals.  

 

Although this concept of tribalism is shrinking much faster among diasporic Arab 

communities, its ‘invisible’ impact is still, in many ways, effective. This can be 

understood in a different conceptual context. The first or second generation of 

Arab immigrants (here, I refer to the original immigrants) may find a form of 

tribalism, either within their own community of origin or in a wider cultural or 

religious community. However, the second or third generation (here, I refer to the 

generations brought up in Britain) may have a different understanding of this 

social hierarchy. For instance, it is quite common in Arab societies to refer to a 

father’s, grandfather’s or greater family’s social, political or financial position to 

identify oneself. The ‘self’ is defined by indicating a wider group.  In diaspora, 
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this concept is of less effect, considering the dominance of civic democratic 

values, such as individual liberties and equality. 

Erik Erikson, most known for his book Identity: Youth and Crisis (1968), notes 

the psychological stages through which a human has to go. Each stage is 

characterised by a ‘fundamental crisis’47. The successful resolution of this crisis 

allows movement to the next stage. In the case of a young person, the conflict is 

between identity and ‘role conflict’. Overcoming this conflict successfully at the 

adolescence stage, by finding ‘self’ or a formation of ‘virtue’ is important, 

Erikson continues to argue, that ‘unsuccessful resolution results in 

“maladaptation”, for instance, in the form of fanaticism or a repudiation of adult 

responsibility’48.  

Using this framework, we can understand the evolution of identity under normal 

conditions. By normal, I mean that circumstances are settled and there is no 

influence in the form of social, economic or political pressure or oppression.  

  

8.3 The Role of Family in Constructing British Arab Youth Identity 

‘The family represents the most fundamental institution in Arab societies. It is by 

far the most significant focus of allegiance for all individuals, and is instrumental 

to the regulation of all major events in the life-cycle. Despite an increasing trend 

 
47 (ibid)  
48 (ibid) 
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towards changes in family structures, the extended family remains very important 

in all Arab countries49’.  

 

Evidence throughout the findings indicates the significance of the role of the 

family in the Arab youths’ life. The importance of family as an influential factor 

in their lives has been discussed in the literature review. I anticipated that the 

family in the diaspora might have a less influential role than the roles of the 

various arms of the host society, such as the media, non-Arab friends, or school.  

Findings in terms of the role of the family in the construction of youth identity 

confirm that the Arab family generally has an undeniable influence on youth of 

Arab origin. Fathers have more influence on male members of the family and 

mothers have more influence on female members, as revealed by interviewees. 

‘I realised how much the family is important to me. Even I’m married now, but I 

still think family is the most important thing in my life’ (Marwa, F, 25). 

 

In addition, mothers seem to have an indirect influence on male members in terms 

of transferring traditions and language. Traditionally, the mother in the Arab 

family has to take care of the ‘small print’ of her children. For instance, the father 

pushes children to be successful in their education by any means, while the 

mother’s role is to define how they can reach that success. 

 
49 The Arab World: An Introduction to Cultural Appreciation (2007), an official UK government document. 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_i
ntroduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf , last accessed 08/03/2011].  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_introduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_introduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf
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Karam (2007, p. 249), a researcher who conducted a study on Arab youth, noted 

in his thesis’ recommendations that the family may play the same role as the 

media in shaping youth identity and culture, and therefore further studies need to 

be conducted in this field. Before Karam, Barakat (1993), in his book The Arab 

World Society, Culture, and State investigated the nature of the existing social 

structures and institutions in modern Arab societies. He describes the actual role 

of the family as being:  

‘The basic unit of social organisation and production in traditional and 

contemporary Arab society, and it remains a relatively cohesive institution at the 

centre of social and economic activities’ (p. 23).  

 

The family is at the centre of social organisation in all three of the Arab patterns 

of living (Bedouin, rural, and urban). So, in order to understand the underlying 

aspects of Arab British youths’ identity, a comprehensive understanding of the 

role of the family must be understood. It is a common scholarly mistake in 

Western literature to build on the assumption of the role of family in the Western 

context and to drop it from any other sampling. In some situations, a well-

functioning immigrant family can serve as a critical buffer for adolescents against 

the acculturative stress associated with adapting to two cultures (Arends-Toth and 

van de Vijver, 2006; Castillo et al., 2004; Chun, 2006). However, in other 

situations, the family may have the opposite effect, of creating barriers to 

acculturation (Sarroub, 2006). 

This was put by one of female respondents: 
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‘I know Arab girls at the age of 22 and older who are afraid of making decisions. 

I am against the way many Arab families raise up their children, especially the 

girls’ (25, respondent identity is hidden upon her request). 

 

This picture can be seen clearly in the original Arab countries, where youth are 

in a life struggle to prove themselves and to overcome barriers that prevent them 

from existing on the societal map. Arab families who have migrated to the West 

are obviously carrying this cultural heritage and perception with them, and we 

can suppose that this affects the way they raise their children. For instance, an 

Arab family, regardless of their religious commitment, makes sure their children 

learn the Arabic language in order to perform religious rituals, such as praying 

and reading the Quran or the Bible in Arabic. By reviewing respondents’ answers, 

the role of family in their lives is evident, even after the age of 18. In addition, in 

informal conversations with those aged above my target group, relationships with 

family is maintained after marriage. The influence of parents living in the UK is 

also extended to grandchildren. Many Grandparents, take the responsibility for 

instance, to take their grandchildren to Saturday schools. 

 

8.4 Religion shapes identity and influences attitudes 

‘Islam permeates almost every aspect of life in the Arab world. People practice 

their religion ostentatiously, exemplified in the Islamic symbols which people use 
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to decorate their homes and cars, jewellery and pendants inscribed with Qur’anic 

verses and the miniature Qur’ans which people carry with them’50. 

 

British Arab youths’ religious attitudes were a bit of surprise to me as I had 

anticipated different findings. It seems possible that these assumptions are due to 

the influence of the propagated media portrayal of British Muslim youth. 

Although I have worked in the field of media for 14 years, I fell into the trap of 

their portrayal, mixing up Arabs and Muslims.   

The results of the section on the role of religion in British youth’s life did not 

show a significant change in terms of leaning towards radicalisation, for instance, 

or any extreme views against non-Muslims. This may be explained in the light of 

the increasing influence of secular researchers who, for one reason or another, 

ignore the role of religion in general in the construction of youth identity, more 

specifically that of youth of Arab origin. I have discussed the role of religion in 

the life of the Arab and Muslim communities in the Arab World. In this study, I 

have explored, albeit from a distance, the importance of Islam in British Arab 

youths’ opinions. The ignorance of the role of religion is in accordance with 

Peek’s view, when he says:  

‘While there has been much social scientific exploration of identity over the past 

decade, major reviews of identity theory and research have largely over-looked 

the role of religion in forging identities for individuals and groups.’ (Peek, 2005)  

 
50 The Arab World: An Introduction to Cultural Appreciation. (2007), An official UK government document. 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_i
ntroduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf, last accessed 08/03/2011].  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_introduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16871/arab_world_introduction_cultural_appreciation_booklet.pdf
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The clash between science and religion remains a complicated and multi-faceted 

issue as it is claimed to provide different understandings of the world (MacKenzie 

and Wajcman 1999; Brossard et al., 2009). 

Through its influence on the values that construct cultural identity, religion has 

an impact on various consumption patterns in society (Rice and Al-Mossawi, 

2002; Essoo and Dibb, 2004). 

 Sanaktekin et al. (2013) attempted to discover the extent to which religion has 

an influence on the level of internet consumption in Turkey. The study found that:  

‘There are still a considerable number of high believers using the Internet. 

Furthermore, it is interesting to see that high believers, compared to moderate or 

non-believer groups, use the Internet more for the purpose of searching for 

information’.  

 

Dawson (2000) also notes that the ‘technological services that the Internet 

presents provide useful grounds for religious communities and encourage 

individuals to engage in dialogue free from limitations of time, space and 

mobility’ (p. 27).  

Although I have pointed to the uniqueness of studying Arab ethnicity, as it 

comprises interreligious differences, I will not discuss the impact of those 

differences in detail. This is beyond the scope of this study, but might be 

recommended as a topic for further studies.  

For the purpose of this research, it is important to indicate that religion is not only 

an effective part of Arab culture, but is also interrelated with all aspects of 
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people’s lives. It may vary from one country to another, but is evident in tradition, 

customs, dress code, celebrations, art, history and even in politics. There is a 

reason for talking about Islam as synonymous with religion, which is that Islam 

is in fact the dominant religion among all Arabs and it is very influential on Arab 

culture. However, Christians, whose religion dominated at an earlier stage in the 

Middle East, evidently contributed massively to modern Arab culture too. Bohac 

(2010) investigated the history and the existence of a group of Christians in the 

Middle East; he noted:  

‘In spite of the wide-spread geographical imaginations of the Middle East as an 

Arabic and Islamic monolith, supported by Western mass media and some Middle 

Eastern states’ high politicians, the Middle East is quite a heterogeneous region. 

This region comprises numerous ethnic, national, religious, linguistic or ethno-

religious groups’ (p. 67). 

 

In theory, this is a fact, however, the Arab world, especially in the Middle East 

and North Africa, has experienced a number of phenomenal Christian figures who 

have left their footprints everywhere; in art, music, publishing, poetry, politics 

and the military. In fact, the Arab culture is a product of the co-existence of 

Muslims and Christians. For instance, the first book-printing machine in the Arab 

world was introduced by the church in Lebanon in 1734 (Essoulami, 2006). The 

first newspapers printed in the Arab world (Syria, Lebanon and Egypt) were 

mainly established by Arab Christians, or by both Christians and Muslims (ibid).  
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I only mention this historical timeline to assert two facts: the signs of religion are 

in all aspects of Arab culture and, secondly, Arab culture is a product of the 

interrelated co-existence of the Islamic and Christian faiths. 

In the literature review, we read that:  

‘Religion and family tend to be mutually supportive and complementary. The 

origins of religion can be traced back to the family and ancestor veneration and 

worship. It also continues to be inherited in the family, not unlike class status, 

wealth, language, and even gender roles. Furthermore, one continues to be 

socialised into a secure religious identity in the family. In all these respects and 

others, religion may be considered as constitutive of the basis of family. 

Complementarily, the family is reinforced and rendered sacred by religion, which 

adopted many of its roles and values as its own and labelled these as dictated by 

God’ (Barakat, 1993, p. 23). 

 

8.5 Generations in Cultural Clashes: Diaspora vs. Origin 

‘The second generation of Punjabi origin, who were either born in Britain or 

joined their families at a young age, have different expectations, values and social 

attitudes compared with their parents. They have experienced two distinct 

cultural norms and values system, one of the home and other of the school and 

wider British society. They have been described by researchers as a ‘half-way 

generation’ (Taylor, 1976; see also, Taylor and Hegarty, 1985; Dosanjh and 

Ghuman, 1996) 
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There is no doubt that the younger generation of Arab immigrants have different 

influences on the formation of their cultural identities than their parents have or 

had. Their parents’ generation represents the culture they ‘packed’ from their 

original countries, and they preserve it safely with them in the UK, whereas the 

second generation is influenced by the host culture in many ways, including the 

influence of the cosmopolitan culture of Britain, which is mainly evident in the 

major cities where the majority of Arab communities live.  

 

It is also clear from the very few respondents who are from the third generation 

(those who were born to parents who were born in the UK) that the cultural 

tension between generations takes different forms and is fought on different 

levels. The third generation is rather clear about their identity and sense of 

belonging. They have less binding ties with their grandparents’ country of origin. 

So, returning to our point, the tension between the first generation and the one 

following is both inevitable and to be expected. The level and range, however, is 

not quite known and therefore needs more investigation and more in-depth 

analysis, taking into consideration the diversified subcultures of the Arab 

community.  

 

One of the tension signs, which is only the tip of the iceberg, is the understanding 

of Islam in the Western cultural context. The younger  generation is, in general, 

looking at Islam with different eyes, not necessarily underestimating its role or 
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undermining its influence but, rather, seeing it in a more ‘universal’ context,  or 

with universal concepts.   

   

To return to my observations and informal discussions, there is a debate among 

the youth that questions the meaning of being of hybrid identity; ‘Arab’ and 

‘British’. In this debate, it seems that youth of the 2nd and 3rd generations are on 

their own. Their community is called ‘invisible’ and their process of constructing 

an adaptable identity runs in silence. Although many of them have succeeded in 

creating workable and fully adaptable identities, others have not yet done so. This 

is where undesirable factors may interfere and fuel the uncertainty or incoherence 

in the construction process.   

 

In response to a simple question in the interviews of whether they were ‘prepared 

to live in their country of origin’, a lot of hesitation was shown and different 

reasons for not doing so were reported. A few seemed to be confident, saying 

‘yes, I am willing to do so’. The majority however, in informal chats, expressed 

how ‘difficult’ it would be to live in their countries of origin.  Some had already 

tried to do so, either by themselves or because the family had made that decision. 

At least three of them had had to make their way back to the UK after years of 

attempting to adapt to the lifestyle in their country of origin. I have to admit here 

that people from the Gulf countries are almost unrepresented in my study, as I 

could not reach them, given that there are fewer of them living permanently in 

the UK compared to other nationalities.    
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Those who are ‘uncertain’ could be divided into two groups; the first are still in 

the process of ‘positioning’ themselves on the map of the society, with less help 

from outside (community or society). The second are in favour of other options, 

such as the intrusion of the religion factor, and they prefer to be considered 

Muslim British or Muslim only, without a reference to their country of origin. 

Although this may sound a confident choice, I am not convinced that this is their 

final choice. Their circumstances may have affected their options to choose, or 

they are suffering under a pressure factor, such as reactionary attitudes towards 

acts of discrimination or alienation. That said, some of them made this choice 

with confidence and without any pressure.    

8.6 The search for identity continues 

Engaging with youth of Arab origin in the UK in informal discussions has 

revealed to me a lot of information that has sometimes raised a question for me:  

in the future should I consider a different methodology when studying youth? 

One of the interesting findings I arrived at is that in the age of globalisation, new 

media, political and economic conflicts, personal safety and the sense of feeling 

secure, there is no straightforward concept of identity. Youth of Arab origin have 

shown on some occasions that they are no different from white English British, 

or Asian British, or black British youth, especially when they are together, 

distanced from their parents’ presence.  They sound purely and clearly English, 

they talk about local affairs in the same way. They may gossip about the latest 

issues about singers or presenters. They listen to the same music and share similar 

interests with their non-Arab British peers.  
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On the other hand, when they are in the presence of their parents or any cultural 

Arab-related element they try to ‘switch’ to another mode to adapt to these 

changing factor/s accordingly. Most of the youth of Arab origin have developed 

this kind of ‘adaptable mode’, so they fit into the environment they are in.  This 

adaptability mode allows them not to feel a ‘stranger’ in both environments. The 

level of confidence in switching between different modes (identities) may vary 

considerably between individuals. It depends on the range of tools they had access 

to during their childhood and young adulthood; tools of the construction of their 

adaptable identities, such as their access to the Arabic language, Arab friends, 

whether both parents are of Arab origin, their frequency of travel to Arab 

countries or their country of origin, emphasis put by parents on speaking Arabic 

at home, their interest in maintaining relations with their country of origin, or any 

other Arab countries, etc. These are only some examples of the factors mentioned 

by the youths themselves as factors that have helped them to develop this 

adaptable mode. Saying that, it is also noted, that other youths may not have been 

successful in constructing this form of adaptable identity, and are still struggling 

with whether to consider an adaptable identity or to stick with one-fit-for-all 

identity. As mentioned before, it all depends on the circumstances that each 

individual has gone through.   
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8.7 Online media: a link between cultures  

‘A common perception in the international scientific community is that new 

media enable marginalised groups to make their voices heard in public contexts 

in a more profound way than before’ (cf. Lanlois et al., 2009); see also 

(Coleman and Wright, 2008; Koop and Jansen, 2009)51. 

 

New media is a more attractive way for young people to communicate, elaborate, 

educate, or share documents, pictures, videos, or general interests. According to 

a survey conducted by ‘Opinion Matters’, 65 percent of 16-24 year-olds rate 

social media as their favourite hobby - ahead of reading, watching TV, and 

playing video games. One-third of this group spend over three hours at a time, in 

various locations, on multiple social media sites, such as Twitter and Facebook, 

and 6 percent admitted to spending over eight hours a day using social media. 

 

For British Arab youth social media has an added value factor. For some, it means 

a half real half virtual medium where they can bridge the gap between the two 

major components of their identity, the British and the Arab. For others, it could 

mean the beginning of a long struggle with the ‘self’ and their parents’ conception 

of ‘living in Britain’. Many immigrants tend to live in Britain on the edge of two 

worlds, asking whether Britain is the home or the country of origin, ‘not here, not 

there’. For another group it perhaps could mean a journey of exploration, to 

 
51 Cited by (Nilsson and Carlsson, n.d.) 
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challenge the uncertainty of their sense of belonging: are they Arab or are they 

British?  

Some of the two first groups may lean toward religion, as a ‘self-defence’ 

mechanism against the ‘unknown flooding’ of cultural values that leaves them 

unable to manage or cope with it. In other words, online media offer many 

opportunities to learn more about the practices of democracy, engagement 

opportunities, communication and mobilisation, mapping their presence on the 

British political map, and certainly gives them more space within which to 

negotiate cultural needs. That in itself is a positive view of the influence of online 

media, however, on the other hand, there may be threats to the process of 

integration, such as the threat of engaging in the wrong direction, through 

misleading interpretations or falsified knowledge, or tweaked concepts that put 

more obstacles in the way of integration.   

 

Based on this discussion and the analysis in the ‘Identity Construction’ section, I 

can conclude that integration is, in the first place, the responsibility of British 

society, the family, and the Arab community, and, finally, the British media, 

whose practices have been constantly criticised by minorities. The Arab 

community is widely diverse, so there is no one strategy that fits for all. It needs 

an extensive internal debate to decide whether they are going to ‘settle’ and admit 

the fact that the UK is their home, if not for themselves, then for their children. 

One fact is clear; the second generation is most likely to continue to suffer this 

dilemma for some time to come. The third generation has proved, in the very few 
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cases I met, that they clearly suffer less in terms of defining their place in society. 

They have accepted the fact that they are British of Arab origin. The debate has 

taken a step further towards empowerment and position in British public life.   

The following graph shows the relationship between identity, interaction with 

new media, and political participation. This model represents the conclusion that 

I was also aiming to prove. 

 

Figure 12: Basic Model of Interrelated Process 

The general assumption in this figure is that the process of rediscovering and 

reconstructing the perception of the identity of Arab youth living in the diaspora 

is a direct implication of the increasing usage of new media tools, specifically, 

social media. It has also been proven that the more youth use new media tools in 

the political context, the more the whole process is functioning. The interrelated 

relationships keep the process ongoing.  

New media

(Online 
media)

Identitypolitical 
engagement
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Online Media: interaction with the ‘self’  

In terms of how British Arab youth interact with online media, how they perceive 

it and what the long-term implications are for their understanding of ‘self’, it may 

take several years and further extensive and focused research to arrive at 

trustworthy scientifically-based outcomes. The data collected for this research 

appears to support the assumption that interaction with online media has short-

term implications for British Arab youths’ perception of ‘self’ and of the 

surrounding world. By exploring worlds online, youths go beyond their 

understanding and attempt to communicate with further boundaries, which 

subconsciously makes them negotiate their knowledge and challenge the basic 

principles in which they believe, such as social values, religious knowledge or 

old traditions from their country of origin. This can be understood as part of the 

process of their ongoing ‘identity negotiation’.  

Technological advances make an individuals’ journey a ‘unique’ experience of 

interaction and feedback circles which serve as a ‘self-learning’ process, 

simulating, probably, children learning to play games online through trial and 

error, while parents, teachers and community leaders are stuck with how to 

introduce ‘a fair way of using the Internet’, as Buckingham (2008, p. 17) 

described it.   
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Like other youth groups around the world, the British Arab youth started at an 

early age to use the internet and explore its unlimited boundaries and, as the 

literature suggests, to negotiate the outer world with their limited knowledge of 

‘self’, ‘roots’ and ‘identity’. That process may be undertaken in silence, as not all 

youth would negotiate new concepts with their parents or with older adult 

relatives. Family could be the major, or in some cases the only, source of Arab 

cultural knowledge for Arab British youth. For instance, many British Palestinian 

youths have never been to Palestine, nor are they able to visit it, but they can 

spend a good deal of time talking about it and about the culture. The main source 

of their knowledge is the family, who put into them the seeds of that knowledge 

at a very young age by linking them to many cultural symbols and activities. 

Depending on how their family is aware of that process, the Arab culture is 

maintained in different ways. This could be in the form of teaching them Arabic, 

sending them to Arabic and Quran school (known as Saturday School), visiting 

their country of origin or other Arab countries, attending cultural events, 

subscribing to Arab channels, and many other actions that I will discuss in the 

rest of this chapter.  

The online sphere has stepped up the process of negotiating identity/ies. Before 

the latest political developments in the Arab world, youth were attempting to 

discover their origins by seeking knowledge about them, exploring art, or simply 

chatting with other young people who live in their country of origin. There were 

fewer political debates, but more of a cultural nature. Some British Arab youth 
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have been involved in defending their religious identity against discriminatory 

attacks on their culture or beliefs. They were simply seeking public recognition 

of their cultural uniqueness. For example, Arab minorities in other diasporic 

English speaking countries, such as Canada, are ‘particularly affected by ethnic 

prejudice at the representational level’ (Eid, 2007). 

Although a significant group of respondents said they have ‘moderate’ religious 

views, they tend to think that the prejudice against religion (Islam in this case) is 

an act of discrimination against common rights. A Christian respondent 

confirmed that she usually engaged in discussions about Islam as a religion. I 

quote her:  

‘I am clearly against any act of discrimination practiced on a human being just because 

of their belief, gender, or ethnicity. Islam is part of my culture, although I’m not Muslim. 

No one has the right to deny anyone’s belief. If some Muslim people of any ethnic group 

claim they represent Islam to justify their wrong doing, this is their problem not the 

problem of Islam’ (Nevin, F, 20).  

 

During the Arab Spring, some youth were very active online, most specifically 

those originally from countries affected directly by the political turmoil in the 

Middle East. According to their responses, there were different reasons for their 

engagement. Some engaged for personal reasons, others for humane reasons, and 

some in sympathy with their country of origin’s people. 

After almost three years since the beginning of these developments, a group of 

the respondents expressed their disappointment in the developments, others still 
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have hope that ‘things will change for the better. Everything should take its time. 

People there have been prevented from practicing democracy for decades’52. This 

picture addresses the ‘third arena’ of negotiating identity. The first is home, which 

represents culture of origin (Arab culture), the second is living culture (British 

culture) and the third is self-created culture (online culture) that allows youth to 

experiment, observe, learn and interact at its own pace, to develop stability and 

confidence. This unique process of combining these three cultures can have a 

powerful or potentially disastrous impact on the process. However the early signs, 

at least that I observed over time studying British Arab youth, are of a positive 

impact so far, in terms of developing wider understanding of both cultures and 

enhancing their ability to interact with ‘others’ on various levels. Ultimately, it 

reduces, to a certain level, the sensitivity of feeling alienated or ignored by the 

wider society, as engagement with others can elevate their morals and confidence 

and open more spaces for discussion and regrouping, for instance by finding like-

minded youth regardless of their ethnicity or race.   

 

8.7.1 Social media: an alternative sphere  

British Arab youths’ attitudes towards mainstream media display one basic fact, 

that nowadays young people do not rely on a single source in order to be 

informed. Online media now is in fact a combination of the book, newspaper, TV, 

radio, cinema, game console, study campus, school class, business place, and 

 
52 Conclusion of some respondents’ comments in 2013 - 2014.  
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anything else you spend time on. In other words, if we calculate the time we spend 

on each single item mentioned above, we might be surprised to find out that the 

average time, which the ‘net generation’ (the youth of today) will spend in their 

time life ‘in front of, interacting with, and connected to this medium, is about 20 

years’ (Biocca, 2000, p. 22).  

 

Social media has created an alternative sphere for British Arab youth. Online 

media allowed them to cross all geographical, political, religious and social 

boundaries to discuss any issue without reservations or cultural barriers. 

‘I go online and look for Islamic references, watch YouTube discussions, engage in 

debates about Islam. The reason I do that is, first, I love my religion and want to be 

enlightened not from those who speak of the name of Islam while their practices have 

nothing to do with the essence of our religion’ (Ezzeddine, M, 23). 

It has opened ‘new communications territory, both in terms of accessing other 

peoples' ideas and in terms of individual expression’ (Natana and DeLong-Bas, 

2012, p. 23). In a sense, it is a means of bridging cultures and exchanging opinions 

in an interactive environment, which gives them various tools to argue and 

counter argue and support their discussion instantly with video footage, articles, 

posts or extracts of any online material. Youth in the Arab world for instance, 

managed to create this alternative public sphere which ultimately lead to young 

people taking to the streets. It has been considered a key driver and was a ‘game 

changer’ in the Arab Spring countries, primarily because it bridged the gap 

between social classes, thus for the first time creating a much larger united anti-
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government front that included both rich and poor. It also facilitates mutual 

knowledge on a scale that was not possible previously. Many of the British Arab 

youth were involved in online debates via social media years before the Arab 

Spring.  

 

With the emergence of online media British Arab youth managed to join an 

alternative public sphere that allowed them to believe more than ever before that 

by grouping and mobilising they can achieve what the previous generation failed 

to do. As British Arab youth, they have more in common than just language or 

similarities in traditions and customs. According to one respondent: 

‘Social media is a great place for me, to ask, argue, agree, disagree, discuss or simply 

watch what others do or say’ (Ahmad, M, 23). 

 

Another respondent goes a step further by saying:  

‘I exist in that world more than anywhere else. I disagree with the term “virtual world”, 

because it is not virtual anymore! Everything is real, our names, identities, jobs, and 

friends even our money... it is all there!’ (Yasin, M, 22) 

 

Here is also another point of view about using social media: 

‘I use the social media to engage in any topic. It helped me for instance during 

my study at university’ (Yasin, M, 23). 

 

They also believe that they have been equipped with tools of unity as they have 

grown up in a similar environment. Many of them are from the middle class, have 

similar educational levels and are trained to practice democratic values as a 
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consequence of living in Britain. All these factors may unite them to create an 

effective voice within British society. Just as their Arab peers managed to 

mobilise using online media, they assert that they can do that also to overcome 

the obstacle of mainstream media ignorance, to reach as many as they can. That 

said, British Arab youth lack the proper institutions and the support of adults. 

Some respondents have expressed their concerns about seeking adults’ support as 

it is quite common that Arab institutions are manipulated by Arab governments 

or by politically or religiously oriented groups. One of the respondents who is 

from the 3rd generation said: 

8.8 British Media: the British Arab community ‘does not exist’ 

The negative perception of British mainstream media (apart from a few left-wing 

media) in terms of portraying minorities in general, Arabs and Muslims in 

particular, is quite significant. According to respondents:  

‘British mainstream media is mainly representing white British interests. The coverage 

of minority related news, stories or general concerns, is rather in the form of 

“stereotyping” and “portrayal”, such as matters related to crime, terrorism, and 

incidents or politically oriented events. It only reflects the negatives.’ (Ezzeddine) the 

idea was echoed also by, Iman, Ibrahim and Mona)  

 

Attitudes towards mainstream media have been subjected to extensive research 

and study in the last few decades. The importance of exploring the implications 

of these attitudes on British Arab youth lay in the presence of the new media, 

online media particularly, as a serious alternative that can completely replace the 
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TV and print media. They are already on the move, looking at the percentage of 

those watching British TV, or at what they are watching when they do.  

The assumption proposed by audience theorists (Blumler and Katz, 1974; Hart, 

1991; Abercrombie 1996), that viewers are not passive and they do not accept 

what they watch automatically and without criticism, seems problematic and 

probably needs more investigation. British Arab youth confirm that British 

mainstream media cause them to be portrayed in a certain way and to be 

stereotyped, based on their origin. 

As one of my respondents described it: 

 

‘We have our own culture, our own language, in addition to English. I believe, British 

media is doing that on purpose. There is some focus on other communities but I can’t 

remember a single programme in the British media mentioning us as a community. Do 

they recognise we exist at all?’ (Yasmin, F, 19) 

 

British Arab youth are constantly defending themselves, their belonging and their 

loyalty. They also find that average viewers, mainly outside the large cities in the 

UK, are heavily influenced by the presentation of Arabs in the media. This comes 

in accordance with what Ross and Playdon noted in their study of the portrayal 

of ethnic minorities in the media: ‘Mainstream television programs promote a 

particular understanding of minority ethnic communities and this impacts 

negatively on viewers from the majority population, influencing their thinking 

about ethnic minorities in their own social world. In other words, television might 

cause negative attitudes towards ethnic groups’ (Ross and Playdon, 2001). 
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The discussion of the role of mainstream media in forming social coherence and 

harmony, and as a tool of integration, leads to questions about the general strategy 

of integrating young people from ethnic minorities in general, and from British 

Arab youth in particular. Leaving the burden of integration on the shoulders of 

youth is a strategy that needs to be rethought. Academia has researched that effect 

in the UK (see Livingstone, 1998; Ross and Playdon, 2001; Tsagarousianou, 

2001; Georgiou, 2006) but there seems to be less interest in benefiting from the 

outcomes of research in the media production arena.  

According to British Arab youth, this is going to take it to another level in terms 

of enhancing their sense of belonging and will certainly not be a great 

contribution to national social coherence. The alternative is online media, which 

has proved to be more attractive to youth and an indicative aspect in line with the 

theory of ‘uses and gratifications’ that I discussed in the literature review. In other 

words, turning to the alternative platform of online media, in this case, is a type 

of ‘pick and choose’ tactic, ignoring mainstream media. To recap the theory, its 

basic assumption is that ‘individual(s) use mass communication to gratify their 

needs’ (Rosengren, 1974).  

8.8.1 British media source of misconception, stereotyping and 

misinformation  

‘media institutions control a crucial and common resource, public 

communication in society as a whole, it has acquired a unique position in 
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which all other institutions in society are at least somewhat dependent on the 

media’ (Hjarvard, 2011).  

When I started to work on this research, I had to find basic information about the 

British Arab community in the UK. The BBC was the first to come up in an online 

search. They have created an introductory section about ethnic minorities and 

communities that form the mosaic of multicultural British society. The picture 

put under the title ‘Arabic London’ is of two women with head scarves who can’t 

be differentiated from Bangladeshi or Pakistani women. The page was last 

updated on 30/04/200853. 

 

Figure 13 - A screen shot of the BBC website 

The reason I mention the BBC website is that the BBC is a world class media 

enterprise and probably the largest on earth. One would expect to see and find a 

 
53 http://www.bbc.co.uk/london/content/articles/2005/05/27/arabic_london_feature.shtml [last 
accessed 13/01/2014] 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/london/content/articles/2005/05/27/arabic_london_feature.shtml
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highly professional type of information designed to serve in educating people 

from the rest of British society. The picture above says everything about the role 

of British media in educating and informing their audience. First, the picture 

included is telling the reader ‘they are all Muslims and the women have two 

different types of headscarves. If you meet any women dressed like that, she is 

an Arab’. There are not any references in the little information put into that 

section, and there is some information that may be out of context. This indicates 

what British Arab youth have described as ‘irrelevant media’, in terms of its 

misconception of content in relation to the Arab community in the UK. This was 

expressed by Yasmin (F, 19): 

 ‘I can’t say I’m not proud of being Muslim but I’m an Arab... I’m not 

Bangladeshi or Pakistani! Stereotyping us as ‘Muslim only’ in the media is 

unfair.’   

 

What Yasmin expressed was argued by Gerbner (1979), ‘television is responsible 

for shaping or “cultivating” viewers’ conception of social reality’ (p. 205). 

That could explain the high percentage of British Arab youth (73.3 percent) who 

watch British TV for one hour or less a day. In some interviews they explained 

why they are put off watching British TV. I should note here that the reasons 

mentioned are very similar to those that deter them from watching Arab channels. 

The main reasons can be summarised in the following points. 

First, the main reason for watching British TV channels is watching news or 

movies. The comprehensive coverage of various news events around the world is 

one of these reasons, regardless of bias issues.  
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Second, ‘covering up’, instead of covering news with regard to the Middle East 

and the Arab world, mainly in regard to the Palestinian, and Iraqi conflicts.  

Third, stories and documentaries misrepresent the Arab world by focusing on 

negative rather than positive images.  

Fourth, the British Arab community has an almost unfair portion of media 

processing, which mostly subsumes the British Arab community into the wider 

Muslim community. 

Fifth, on very rare occasions, British media have mentioned the achievements of 

members of the Arab community, which is vibrant and very dynamic and 

contributes towards the enrichment of the culture and the economy of the UK.  

Sixth, at times of crisis, some British media starts a wave of questioning ethnic 

communities’ loyalty to the British society. As put by one of the respondents: 

‘At times, the media, out of the blue, creates a fuss about anything in relation to any 

usual incident and connects it with Muslims. This is when you do sometimes need to 

defend yourself as if the rest of the community is responsible for every single one of its 

members… this is ridiculous! Crime has no faith, no race, and no nationality’ (Yumna, 

F, 18). 

8.9 British Arab Youth: Political Participation matters 

Recent political developments in the Arab world have heightened the need to 

explore the revival of the emotional relationship between British Arab youth and 

their countries of origin. There has been much debate, and a considerable amount 

of literature has been written describing the significance of the online 

mobilisation of Arab youth and highlighting the role of the social media in 

‘circulating the revolution’. Several questions arise here of the type: do British 
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Arab youth engage online with the Arab Spring because they feel they are Arab? 

Does engaging in politics help them to resolve identity tension symptoms? Are 

online media providing the appropriate tools to engage with politics without 

negatives? How does engaging with politics using online media platforms serve 

as a tool for developing a stabilising sense of belonging amongst British Arab 

youth? All these questions and more are to be discussed in this section.  

8.9 Political Engagement: Transnational vs. National   

Innovation in communication tools has always triggered the interest of 

sociologists to study the impact on human behaviour. Part of these studies is the 

examination of political participation and civic engagement (Mossberger, 2008). 

When I started this research, amongst my concerns were the questions: do Arab 

youth living in the UK have any interest in politics? Are they engaging with any 

political issues? Are they interested in the affairs of their countries of origin? 

Have the changes in life circumstances in the diaspora provided them with 

motives and access to politics ‘without fear’?  

Apart from those who have a politically active father or mother, do the rest of the 

youth show any interest in the ‘Arab Spring’? What about those who come from 

countries with monarchs? All these questions and more crossed my mind and 

pushed me to find out more about these issues.  

 

The results of my research have yielded interesting conclusions regarding the 

above questions. Young Arabs living in the UK have shown willingness to engage 

with public affairs as long as their engagement is meaningful. This, to a great 
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extent, depends on the tangible or spiritual benefits or outcomes of the 

participation process and its relevance to the individual’s everyday life. For 

instance, in terms of political participation attitudes, I observed how the Arab 

Spring, in its early stages at least, has shifted the interest in political engagement 

positively. Before the Arab Spring, most of the youth, apart from the Palestinians, 

Arab individuals and a few partisan political activists, showed considerably less 

interest in the politics of their countries of origin. Their engagement in various 

forms with the news, comments, video footage, discussions, information, raising 

awareness or just forwarding messages, has increased in its level, as has the time 

spent online. It can also be described the other way round by saying that the longer 

they have spent online engaging in various ways with the Arab Spring, the more 

it has enhanced their sense of belonging to the community of their country of 

origin, or to that of the wider Arab nations involved in the Arab Spring. 

Nevertheless, this is also only half of the reality, of the interviewees who were 

interviewed 3 years after the beginning of the Arab Spring, or who were ready to 

be interviewed again, at least 11 showed less optimism about the immediate 

political future in some Arab countries. That lowering of optimism has 

consequently influenced their attitudes to politics and the feasibility of 

participation. Many Arab youth show enthusiasm for providing support to their 

peers on the ground in the Arab Spring countries. Providing translation support 

was one of the most significant efforts of youth, helping to spread the message 

across the social media and ultimately in reaching foreign media outlets. 

Furthermore, those who engaged actively in online activities supporting the Arab 
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Spring talked about enhancing their skills in using different social media 

platforms by trying to explore the optimum ways of spreading the message and 

reaching as many people as possible.  

I also noticed that the most active people showed increasing interest in 

participating at the higher levels of politics that could enable them to reach the 

decision makers both in the UK and in the Arab countries. They believe that 

active participation allows them to increase their politically active networks and 

therefore enables them to have an influence on policy makers.   

As one respondent suggested: 

‘It’s known that Britain is an active player in the politics of the Middle East. Why not 

have a lobby that can have some influence on British foreign policies, especially 

towards the Middle East’. (Khalid, M, 19) 

 

The more they participate, the more they become selective in choosing the right 

online platform and so become more expert in discussions and eventually can 

have an influence. In other words, it appears that online interactivity and 

participation can be encouraged through the very experience of using the internet. 

A young British Arab female suggests that the Arab community in Britain must 

be more active in British politics: 

‘They must take the initiative in the political arena in Britain. To a greater extent 

that is what the entire Arab community has been missing’ (Iman, 20). 
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The Arab Spring, as a youth-based phenomenon, seems to have an impact on 

youth in diaspora as it has been proven that the youth can take the initiative and 

change the stereotype of being marginalised and less experienced in politics. This 

impact is yet to be reflected and analysed in chronological order, taking into 

consideration the generation of the Arab youth (2nd or 3rd), the political 

environment in their countries of origin, and the individual experience of youth 

over years of engaging online with Arab revolutions at the beginning and in the 

years to follow.   

 

Moreover, Arab youth have shown higher levels of confidence in mobilisation 

and online networking. Being the children of the digital age strengthens their 

confidence in the activities they practice on- and off-line. It is also important to 

add that Arab youth who participated actively during the early stages of the Arab 

revolutions have gathered a vibrant and rich experience with regard to 

mobilisation and online activism. Seeing totalitarian regimes falling is probably 

a once in a lifetime experience, that they were a part of.  

In the last decade, across the Arab world, there have been debates concerning the 

role of youth in public affairs. The centre of these debates is the lack of youth 

participation in politics. There have been serious discussions as to who and what 

are behind the ‘deliberate act of pushing youth away from politics’. One of the 

most feared implications was the ‘weakening [of] the sense of belonging to their 

homeland’ (Amin, 2000, p. 8).    
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Keeping this perception in mind, leads us to discuss several factors that affect the 

political engagement of Arab youth in general, and in the diaspora, particularly. 

In the annual conference of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 

a group of young Arab Americans of the 2nd and 3rd generations expressed why 

they think there are some types of ‘barriers’  to their engaging effectively in 

politics. The main reasons behind that are summarised in these points.  

1. Parents have priorities of integration and then of having a good education in order 

to be able to survive, when they first arrived.  

2.  Parents are less interested in being exposed to politics as a result of negative 

experience in their original countries.  

3. Across the different Arab cultures, there is a perception that ‘one has to focus on 

getting a proper job that generates income, not on an imaginary position (such as 

politicians) 54 .  This simple explanation comes alongside literature that has 

suggested Arab youth are marginalised in terms of their political role within the 

Arab communities.  

It may sound surprising to hear a comment by an Arab youth on social media. An 

Egyptian youth (Ziad, 21, M) says on Twitter: ‘Finally, my parents admit we have 

the upper hand using new communication tools. It’s their time now to learn. It’s 

the mission impossible’. He might have said this as a joke, however, it’s only part 

of the increasing debate among Arab youth on social media around the role of 

youth after the Arab Spring, and how the Arab Spring proved that youth ‘can do’. 

 
54 YouTube footage, [source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qRw3wAOGJkI, last accessed 
16/04/2013]  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qRw3wAOGJkI


245 
 

This continuous debate draws the framework for the new horizons that have 

arisen for Arab youth to play a vital and effective role in the cultural and political 

change process after decades of negligence, marginalisation and exclusion. A 

survey published in 2009 points out that around a third of respondents from the 

Arab community in the UK either have less interest in politics or they think it’s 

irrelevant to their lives (Atlantic Forum, 2009). This is another indication of how 

the Arab community, and especially the youth, had either less interest in politics, 

or were under the cultural perception of the negative impact of politics.   

8.10 Arab Youth and politics after the ‘Arab Spring’ 

One of the remarkable turning points in many Arab youth’s life is the Arab 

Spring. It has shaken their beliefs and their attitudes towards themselves, politics, 

and the culture of their countries of origin. For some, it was a starting point for 

negotiating the cultural differences between their parents’ (Arab) and their hosts 

(British). For others, it signified a deepening confusion about who they are and 

how they should define themselves both now and in the future.  

For a minority of them, the Arab Spring proved to be a decisive event that made 

them make their choice to be realistic and to admit they are of mixed cultures, not 

purely Arab and not purely British. Although the term ‘British’, in its broader 

definition, means to them being part of the wider host society with some cultural 

personalisation.  

For a very small number, the Arab Spring means nothing but an ‘accumulative 

failure’ that will make no difference, either to them or to the Arab people, but it 
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may negatively affect their social unity, enhance the sense of sectarianism and 

ruin their economic progress.  

Arab youth’s attitudes towards the Arab Spring depend on various factors: parents 

views, the level of the relationship to the country of origin, both parents’ origins 

(Arab or non-Arab), interactivity with online media from the beginning of the 

Arab Spring events onwards, and later the chosen media platform exposed to as 

a main source of news and information.  

A small minority of Arab youth has also preferred to be defined as ‘Muslim’ first. 

It was not assessed whether this definition was an indirect impact of the Arab 

Spring. However, it may have been enhanced for two main reasons: firstly, the 

rise of the Islamist movements in the Arab Spring and their role in the revolutions; 

and secondly, the conflict between Islamic movements and other liberal and 

leftists parties may have empowered the sense of Islam being targeted by 

representatives of Arabism.  

There were no commonalities between those who preferred to be defined as 

‘Muslim’ first.  There was an assumption that those who have a certain type of 

pressure may define themselves differently from the mainstream. However, the 

only common factor I found was that their parents have religious views.  

 

The question of why Arab youth all of a sudden woke up and revolted against 

their regimes at almost the same time, has led to deeply puzzling questions about 

the reality behind the sudden interest of Arab youth in politics?  
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Hoffman and Jamal (2012) confirm that this puzzle exists, saying the Arab Spring 

has ‘…posed a puzzle: what caused an uninterested group of citizens to revolt, if 

indeed these revolts were primarily a youth-driven phenomenon?’ They continue 

to argue that ‘something must have occurred that substantially raised their interest 

in politics’ (p. 179).  

 

Earlier studies of politics in the Arab world have made it clear that younger 

generations are very much less interested in politics. This fact is quite common 

in almost all societies and is not limited to Arab youth; however, the practice of 

authoritarian Arab regimes over decades has made it worse. 

Hoffman and Jamal (2012) suggest that:  

‘future studies of the political outlooks of the Arab Youth should aim to make 

before-and-after comparisons that identify both the changes that led to the Arab 

Spring and the impact of the Arab Spring itself’ (p. 186). 

Here, a dilemma arises, according to many Arab and non-Arab researchers, about 

the factors that are said to have driven the revolution. Unemployment, corruption, 

frustration with economic stance, and political oppression, all lie behind the 

sudden interest, not only in politics in the Arab Spring countries, but also in other 

Arab countries that did not have revolutions. However, the situation for Arab 

youth living in diaspora is utterly different. Most of them do not suffer all or any 

of these conditions, but nevertheless they are showing increasing forms of 

political participation, mainly online, at least at the early stages of the Arab 

Spring.  Part of this research’s objectives are to attempt to understand this 
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apparent paradox and to explore the motives behind the Arab youths’ interest in 

politics.   

A psychological point of view may argue that ‘a person who engages in a new 

behaviour without planning or foreseeing the results is not engaging in a 

premeditated action but simply responding to an impulse.’55 

8.10.1 Arab Spring and Political Activism  

Arab youth may have been the generator of the Arab Spring. In all of the Arab 

Spring countries, youth were present in every aspect; whether it was online on 

YouTube or Facebook, as the majority of Arab tweeters on Twitter, or on TV. 

The youth population has been portrayed as highly engaged, involved politically, 

and upset about the economic and political conditions. It is argued that the Arab 

Spring is a youth-based phenomenon.    

The younger generations appear to participate in politics in informal ways. Recent 

surveys have found that the youngest generation is around 50% more likely to 

participate in protests than the oldest generation, but substantially less likely to 

vote (Hoffman and Jamal, 2010, p. 178). 

In the literature review, studies showed that Arab youth were politically 

marginalised and therefore had a very low level of interest in political 

participation. Across the Arab world, 60 percent of the population are under 30 

years old. That means that about 60 percent of the Arab nation was politically 

marginalised.  

 
55 (Andres Barkil-Oteo & Barkil-Oteo, n.d.). An Arabism cookbook: Empowering Arab youth in turbulent times.  

[Link: http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2012/10/20121018830974405.html, last accessed 

13/01/2013]. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2012/10/20121018830974405.html
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‘In Egypt, the socio-political gap between the small ruling elite and the bulk of 

the population had long reached critical levels, prompting most experts on the 

region to expect a major upheaval at some point’ (Stepanova, 2011, PONARS 

Eurasia Policy Memo No. 159). 

 

The rise of the social media, combined with the growing level of frustration at 

the political and economic standoff, has led to youth starting to mobilise under 

the cover of social media tools, which have been widely perceived by politicians 

to be ‘toys’ of the new generation.  

Arab youth in diaspora were not much of different. Over the last two decades 

(1990s and 2000s) it has been common to hear youth saying ‘I’m not interested 

in politics at all’. The Western context of democracy and political activism may 

have allowed more Arab youths to engage, following in the footsteps of their 

parents, many of whom were political activists, mainly in the opposition that 

couldn’t find a base in the Arab world as a result of regimes’ crackdown on them. 

Political stability and democracy in the UK also play a contradictory role by 

eliminating, to a great extent, the motives for participating in politics. The overall 

reason for participating in politics in the Arab world are to achieve freedom, 

social equality, and an economic revival within a democratic environment. If all 

of that does exist, it automatically downgrades the importance of politics in 

favour of competitive careers. That may be the case for many youth, who 

originally had less interest in politics. 
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8.11 British Arab youth: eyes on the future 

It might come as a surprise to many observers and media professionals that 

throughout my interviews and informal chats I only met one person with extreme 

religious views. Given that I have met so many youths, both formally and 

informally, one person is statistically negligible. Even this person clearly opposed 

the use of violence against society.  It was, rather, a ‘form of rejecting non-Islamic 

values that other Muslim fellows are influenced by, as an implication of not 

having strict family attitudes towards it.’56  

In other words, before I conducted the interviews, I assumed that the level of 

youth with extreme views was going to be similar to that among non-Arab 

Muslim youth. Simply by looking at their geographical nearness to each other, 

and on shared commonalities, this assumption is justified. That said, I make no 

accusation that the Muslim community produces youth with extreme religious 

views, I mention it here merely for comparison purposes.   

Arab youth show more tolerant views towards the rest of society, and have higher 

levels of open-minded attitudes. According to this study, the overall majority of 

Arab youth are either in continuous education or hold a professional position. 

They show higher levels of enthusiasm to continue studying or to get good job 

places. Arab youth are getting the help of the rest of the community in finding 

jobs, looking for accommodation, and even in getting married.  

The wider British society should outweigh the other factors influencing the 

process of construction and reconstruction of British Arab youth identity in order 

 
56 Informal conversation with a respondent. 
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to achieve positive outcomes and to encourage them to integrate while they keep 

the best values of their cultural identity.  Finally, for effective strategic planning, 

UK policy makers should establish their own vision of integrating British Arab 

youth, based on their unique experience of creating a multicultural society, which 

is far in advance of the European experience. As the European experience is far 

behind the British one, linking the strategies with other European countries may 

hold back the entire process of achieving cohesion and integration. 

 

The final point of the discussion of the findings, is to answer the last question: 

‘Can online media be a tool of enhancing British Arab youth’s sense of 

belonging?’ After presenting all the findings in the previous chapters, I conclude 

that serious events do attract Arab youths’ attention. Arab youth has proved to be 

educated and open-minded. They are politically conscious and aware of their 

surroundings. Over years spent finishing this research, against my first 

suppositions, Arab youth are showing the ability and readiness to integrate 

successfully in multicultural Britain. There are signs of confusion among a certain 

group of them, but the majority have shown confidence and trustworthy 

personalities. I noted that there is less of a tendency towards radicalisation, 

despite their abiding by and respecting their religion. Religion to them is a 

guardian of their cultural identity and, if taught correctly, it is a tool of 

communication with the rest of society. This attitude to religion requires a 

counterpart role in British society to help them integrate into wider society, not 
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by encountering their culture, but by showing respect to the common values they 

share as humans.  

 

The European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) identifies integration as 

a ‘dynamic and two-way process’. It places demands on receiving societies and 

the individuals, and/or the communities concerned. This is clearly a balanced 

approach that needs to be taken into consideration if the society is willing to make 

it ‘doable’ for Arab youth to integrate. Stereotyping all Arab youth as ‘Muslims’ 

is a damaging way of communicating with Arab youth. According to many of my 

respondents ‘it just makes you feel that you are under attack and you have to 

defend yourself by all means’. British mainstream media is accused by the youth 

of fuelling the stereotyping of non-white British ethnic minorities. This is one of 

the main reason that Arab youth spend, on average, no longer than two hours a 

week watching British mainstream media and prefer their own sources of news.  

Finally, a fresh approach certainly needs to be adopted by mainstream media if 

they have the will to be ‘helpful media’ in integrating youth of all minorities in 

the UK. 

8.12 Uses and Gratification: A new theoretical ground 

After engaging in discussions about the role of new media in shaping youth 

identity, the need to discuss approaches to media use is inevitable. Theories such 

as the ‘cultivation theory’ or the ‘uses and gratifications’ approach, have come 

under increasing pressure for re-examination in relation to online media. 



253 
 

Although the debate between scholars about the viability of each theory in the 

age of TV never came to a clear conclusion, the need to apply those theories to 

new media has become necessary. Given the complexity of online media, as 

people interact with it, and do not just receive it,  they are more of an individual 

experience, as people have free choices to be exposed to the content they enjoy 

the most. The time people spend interacting with these media and their age, are 

also other factors that should be taken into consideration. The limitations of the 

two existing approaches include the omission of these new factors, for example 

both consider that messages are packages of information that all the audience will 

read as the same. They do not consider how the messages are interpreted or any 

other factors affecting the audience’s interpretation (O’Sullivan, Dutton and 

Rayner, 1994, p. 131). There are various options for interacting with media 

content, such as laptops, mobiles, tablets, in addition to personal computers. The 

fast evolution of technologies is part of the Internet’s nature, as well as the 

increasing number of purposes for which the Internet can be used, which vary 

from social communication to cyber wars. The interactive nature that is 

embedded in the online media is unlike traditional TV or radio (Biocca, 2000). 

These media frequently change the way they look and feel, involving new 

interaction algorithms, new interaction techniques, etc.  The information content 

presented continually changes, and there is ‘a continuous churn of content and 

evolution of formats’ (ibid). 
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The advent of new media technologies, has provided communication researchers 

with the opportunity to examine media audiences not just as consumers, but also 

as producers of mass media (Papacharissi, 2000, p. 145). My research is based on 

new media, and, more specifically, on online (social) media, that make the U&G 

approach inevitable to explain the usage patterns of online media and how British 

Arab youth use it to negotiate their identity.  People have the power and the 

technological ability to indulge their preferences. Social media allow people to 

choose what content they are exposed to through a variety of choices. People 

nowadays have critical minds and it is easy for them to reject any material in 

favour of other material. As Miladi puts it:  

‘Arab audiences have become active participants rather than remaining ‘passive 

dupes’ (p. 959). Their uses of alternative sources of information and their ability 

to analyse and compare political messages undermine the widely-held notion of 

media’s ‘priming’ and ‘agenda-setting’ powers’ (Miladi, 2006). 

 

The choices expand every day and the talk about media monopoly in the TV 

world barely exists. All the types of communication exist in the online media, 

which make controlling its sources almost impossible, at least for the present and 

the near future. 

In this research, respondents who engaged with politics are presenting evidence 

of having the choice of interest to interact with. The example of the Arab Spring 

shows British Arab youth engaging with issues that they are not exposed to 

directly. Actually, some respondents have very limited connection with the Arab 
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region, nevertheless, they have engaged with the Arab Spring in many ways. 

Heavy internet users reported that they have been spending long hours, in order 

to follow the news, or participating in some online events, engaging in 

discussions, posting news material, translating from Arabic to English, or 

creating English-speaking Arab groups to mobilise and support the Arab youth in 

Arab Spring countries. All these activities are interest based and clear, but 

debateable, evidence that online media is providing choices for British Arab 

youth to engage with any issue based on their interests and needs.  

A few respondents had been engaging with online media even before the Arab 

Spring. The Palestinian cause has always inspired Arab youth in diaspora, and 

British Arab youth are no exception. ‘Palestine has always gathered us. Believe 

it or not, sometimes it used to be the only occasion, apart from Eids prayers that 

gather all of us (the Arab communities in Britain)’ (Maha, 24, London). 

Respondents, who expressed their disappointment at the current path of the Arab 

Spring, have agreed that the Palestinian cause is probably the only thing they all 

agree about.  

 

Returning to the theory, uses and gratification seems to offer more explanation of 

the online media environment, where the audience has the upper hand in creating 

and circulating media materials and the ability to reach a mass audience without 

passing through the traditional gatekeepers. In addition, the audience has the 

option to be exposed to his or her favourite media, with the additional ability of 

being able to switch on or off at any time. Online media defines new rules for 

being exposed to media, enhancing individuality, multi-platforms’ availability 

and selectivity.  
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On the other hand, being exposed to social media for shorter times, but 

intensively, may result in changing beliefs and attitudes, as the selectivity 

combined with the enhanced visual technologies can influence a youth’s mind in 

the short term. This contradicts the assumption of the effects theory, which 

assumes that change happens to those who are exposed intensively for long 

periods of time to TV. For instance, I have noticed the changing of opinion about 

politics in the Arab world in a fairly short time (within months), which is reflected 

again in the sense of belonging for some Arab youth, who thought they had finally 

gained some support in making this choice. So, switching from certainty to 

uncertainty by only being exposed to online media for short times has resulted in 

this outcome. This needs to be looked at and tested, preferably on a wider scale. 

There were critics who did not think that this theory could be applied to TV 

watching, yet one of the findings of this research brings the viability of the theory 

into question. Theorising online media has gained an increased focus in the past 

few years.  

8.13 Conclusion  

In this chapter, the aim was to discuss in depth the findings of the previous 

Chapters (Five, Six and Seven) and explain the three main themes outlined. 

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of this study, it is now possible 

to state that British Arab youth of the second generation are on a long and 

complex journey of positioning themselves and the Arab community on the 

British multicultural map. This implies exploring their identities, putting in mind 
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the various challenges of mapping ‘self’ in a globalised world and overcoming 

the obstacles of ignorance, invisibility, under-representation in the mainstream 

and prejudice against their ethnicity. I discussed the identity construction/ 

reconstruction of British Arab youth and analysed the factors influencing this 

process. The main factors such as family, media, religion and the British society 

as the host society, are effective forces in shaping youth’s identity. The 

ambiguous concept of Arabness seems to be a source of confusion among some 

Arab youth, which may consequently influence their ability to interpret self-

identification. I also discussed the uses of online media by British Arab youth, 

the patterns and the purposes and to what extent it has an influence on the process 

of identity creation, and how the online media is empowering Arab youth to 

overcome geographical divides to communicate and mobilise. Their role in the 

Arab Spring was evident and the discussion of the political participation has given 

a broader picture of their political values driven by their democratic values their 

experience of everyday life in the UK. I also explored this process as a whole, 

without omitting the internal dilemma between their generation and their parents’ 

generation.  I also linked that struggle to the final goal of being integrated 

successfully into British society without assimilating their cultural identity. 

Finally, I discussed briefly the viability of the current media uses and gratification 

approach, which is used as a conceptual framework in this study and whether it 

can be applied to new media, ending the discussion with open questions for 

further research into this discipline.  
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Chapter Nine  

Conclusions and Reflections 

 

 

This research is a new resource on British Arab youth of the second 

generation. It is one of the very few studies based on empirical evidence of British 

Arab youth that link their identity construction with online media usage. It 

employed a direct approach towards the second generation of Arab immigrants 

to Britain. It challenges concepts of stereotyping and negative image with facts 

“There is a lot of struggle, confusion and probably illusions about our 

identity and whether we belong to here or somewhere else but one 

thing is clear for me … There is no place like home and Britain is our 

home.”  

(Ahmaed, 21, Birmingham)  
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and empirical data. Submerging Arab youth with Muslim youth, mainly from 

south Asian origins has contributed constantly in building up a negative image of 

Arab youth in the British public consciousness as a result of commentator’s 

opinion and mainstream media. Therefore, this thesis will, with respect, fill a 

significant gap in the literature on Arab youth in Britain and endeavour to provide 

them with a voice that is probably heard for the first time in an academic reference 

in Britain from this perspective. 

The purpose of this chapter is to bring together all the strands of the empirical 

research, summarise the key findings and, in the light of those, reflect on the 

emerging challenges and opportunities facing British Arab youth of the second 

generation.  

 

This study set out to explore the relationship between usage of online media and 

identity construction in order to discover the implications for British Arab youths’ 

engagement with politics. The study has also sought to know whether online 

engagement with politics using modern communication tools embedded in the 

form of social media can have positive implications that empower youth of Arab 

origin (2nd generation) living in Britain. The general theoretical literature on this 

subject, specifically in the context of youth and new media, remain inconclusive 

on several vital questions.  

 

British Arab youth, like youth everywhere, are responsive to the surrounding 

environment and interact with it given their accumulated experience. They have 
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witnessed major political events in the Arab world on all levels, which can be 

considered ‘once in a lifetime’ events. A significant group of British Arab youth 

have engaged actively with it in various ways. For instance, the Arab Spring as a 

youth-based phenomenon seems to have had an impact on youth in the diaspora 

as it proved that they could take the initiative and change the stereotypes about 

Arabs as marginalised and inexperienced in politics. This must be an interesting 

area to discover and to be analysed in chronological order, taking into 

consideration the generation of Arab youth (second), the political environment in 

their countries of origin and the individual experience of youth over years of 

engaging online with Arab revolutions from the beginning and in the years to 

follow.   

This chapter further answers the core question of the thesis, which is: 

 

What are the main influential forces on the construction of identity/ies of 

Arab youth from the second generation in Britain? 

 

Given the nature of the online media as a trans-national force, it plays a crucial 

role in the formation/reformation process of British Arab youths’ identity by 

putting learnt values to the test and observing outcomes. The role of online media 

is, evidently, replacing the role of mainstream media in youths’ lives.  

British Arab youth of the second generation are still on a journey of developing 

a stable and balanced identity. The uses and gratification approach provides a 

ground here that shows how young British Arabs turned to online media which 
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provides them with the ability to select the content they need and that fills in the 

gaps or the holes in their identity. This is reflected in the respondents’ discussions 

and answers. They have shown signs of ability to adapt to both British and Arab 

cultures, although both cultures are also a mix of other cultures at the same time. 

That adaptation is a way to survive in uncertain circumstances and a result of 

imbalanced influencing forces affecting the formation of identity. The creation of 

an ‘adaptable’ identity can also be described as a survival mechanism to cross 

the ‘bottle neck’ phase between the sense of diaspora and the sense of being 

home. That ‘adaptable identity’ dynamic, to some extent, challenges the notion 

of a hybrid identity/ies described by various sociologists  (Hall, 1992; Modood, 

1988). A basic definition of hybridity, is two or more forms of cultural identity 

that help a person to behave as a native member of both cultures. The case with 

British Arab youth can be described as one form of identity that fits for both. So, 

they are neither Arab when they are with Arabs, nor are they English, at least in 

the eyes of many British people. I argue that the process of mixing the two (or 

more) cultures happens at a very young age and the trans-local identity has been 

shaped to engage with both cultures effectively but not necessarily with the same 

level of success for very individual. There are other circumstances which 

influence the successful creation of this trans-local culture, described by Gillespie 

(1995). 

 

The role of social media comes in the form of extensive usage to communicate 

and engage culturally with countries of origin (even years before the Arab 
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Spring). Arab youth are critical when discussing cultural heritage and do not 

accept it all at face value. The majority of respondents have developed a sense of 

balance to adapt to both British and Arab cultures and can deal with its 

complications efficiently. Said that, British Arab youth still have some cultural 

issues that they feel they have not yet developed sufficiently for them to be 

resolved.  

That leads us to the second aim of this research, which is:  

 

What is the role of the new media in creating platforms for discussion, debate 

and engagement which may empower Arab youth? 

 

Online media helps youth to engage with all matters of public interest and learn 

how to voice and defend their opinion. Online debates are also a learning-based 

experience for Arab youth, where they engage with and discuss matters they 

might be reluctant to discuss off line.  

Engagement in the online environment, using modern communication tools, 

gives the youth opportunities to be creative, critical, and positive in terms of 

enhancing their skills of communication and exchanging opinions. Online 

interactivity and participation can be encouraged through the very experience of 

using the various forms of online media tools. These tools are offering the 
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opportunity for youth to create their own content that reflects their thoughts and 

concerns. It also provides a positive environment to present arguments for and 

against, so youth are able to engage by accepting the role of being visible. At the 

same time, on some occasions, it proves to be a source of confusion, dealing with 

complex political issues in their countries of origin.  

 

Moreover, Arab youth show higher levels of confidence in mobilisation and 

online networking. Being children of the digital age has strengthened their 

confidence in activities they practice online and off-line. Advancing technologies 

are, to a large extent, a major influential factor in that sense. It is also important 

to add that Arab youth who participated actively during the early stages of the 

Arab revolutions, have had a vibrant and rich experience with regard to 

mobilisation and online activism. Seeing totalitarian regimes falling down is 

probably a once in a lifetime experience, that they have been part of. 

Finally, looking at the core question of this research:  

the extent to which British Arab youth are interested in engaging with 

politics of their countries of origin and how that may have an impact on their 

sense of belonging. 

 

The answer has been reflected in Chapters Seven and Eight. British Arab youth 

have shown a significant level of awareness of various political issues in the 

Middle East. The majority of respondents have also shown a higher level of 

interest in their countries of origin during the ‘Arab Spring’ events. The main 
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reasons behind that interest are as follows: firstly, they have compassion towards 

the political changes in the Arab world in general, as they see it as a serious step 

towards democratisation, equality and a better economy.  Secondly, the majority 

who participated in the protests across the Arab world, were youth, which had an 

impact on their British Arab peers to join them by participating in several ways, 

mostly through online activities. Thirdly, a group of respondents used the word 

‘duty’ to help the youth who fight for their basic rights.  

 

In phase one of the Arab Spring, there were strong emotions amongst British Arab 

youth, who were engaging, in one way or another in online activities, in the hope 

of being part of the changing political system in the Arab world. However, in the 

later stages, many of the respondents spoke about disappointment at the outcomes 

and the turning of the events towards civil unrest and political chaos. 

 

Eventually, many came out with an ‘invaluable experience’ as Sara (one of the 

respondents) described it. This experience varied between mobilisation, 

networking, generating discussion, overcoming obstacles, teamwork and gaining 

greater awareness of the Arab region in terms of its culture, politics and economy. 

One can argue that the significance of that experience lay in the way they 

perceived it. On the one hand, it is their own experience and they have faced every 

single detail of it according to their own terms. In other words, their parents have 

played in most cases a minor role, given their lack of technological knowledge of 

the online environment. On the other hand, the process of undergoing that 
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experience has ‘pros and cons’, and can in itself can be described as a self-

educational process that has implications for the way they handle similar matters 

in the future.  

That entire process is an essential part of forming their political awareness and 

practice, which has been reflected in their responses as to whether political 

participation in public politics matters. The majority responded with ‘Yes... as 

circumstances have changed’, whereas they admitted that in the past they have 

shown limited interest in political participation as a result of their parents’ 

negative experiences. The experience British Arab youth have collected seems to 

have a positive impact on British Arab youth’s view of their future in the UK. It 

might have left a partly negative impression of politics in the Arab world, 

however, the positive points they learnt, leveraged their mobilisation skills and 

the network of contacts they have built up can be a useful tool for their future in 

Britain. Having said that, it must be admitted that a considerable group of 

respondents confessed that they are ‘not quite confident’ if they can do something 

‘together’ as a British Arab community, given the ongoing impact of dividing 

forces that have deepened as a result of the Arab Spring events.  

 

Generally, the political participation of British Arab youth has enhanced their 

sense of belonging in a surprising way. The experience helped many confirm the 

British part of their identity by exploring that they have different ways of thinking 

and practices that may contradict with their Arab peers. Saying that, it does not 

mean that they deny the Arab part of their identity. In contrast, many of them 
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admitted that they are on a journey now to discover that part more extensively. 

With responses like, ‘I’m not quite sure’, ‘Arab or something else’, ‘Egyptian, 

Syrian, Lebanese...’ or ‘maybe just British of Arab origin’, that uncertainty will 

continue, especially if identity questions are now at the centre of Arab youth’s 

debates in the Arab world itself.    

 

On the other hand, British society (The Government and media) make few efforts 

to engage British Arab youth and encourage them to participate as part of in 

society, rather than as a foreigners living within it.  The lack of recognition, the 

stereotyping, and disappointing of youth can encourage a negative spirit and 

spread extremism against the society itself as has already happened with parts of 

the Muslim communities in the UK.     

 

According to the majority of respondents, the mainstream media play either a 

minor or a negative role when it comes to helping youth identify themselves or 

enhancing their sense of belonging. Only successful and well-integrated families 

are helping their youth to engage positively with society. When the youth have to 

face that fact of British society, they return to the first place of assurance, the 

family. If the family is struggling to adapt to the wider society, it automatically 

and indirectly encourages the younger members towards alienation and enhances 

grouping in sub-communities (the shadow of the society).  

In terms of the notion of ‘one Arab nation’, British Arab youth have formed 

‘realistic’ opinions about the notion of Arabism or the ‘one Arab nation’. This 
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reflects, in my opinion, two key facts; the first is that the notion of ‘one Arab 

nation’ is rather an imagined concept inherited from the parents’ generation that 

is actually inherited from the culture of origin. Secondly, Arab youth in the UK 

cautiously define what Arabism means to them. Their definition/s may have a 

different basis and play a different role in their lives than it does for their parents. 

The cultural experience plays a role here in perceiving certain concepts, even if 

they have the same names. It could be an outcome of their own experience in a 

‘different’ political environment, where they live a real example of democracy 

and therefore they use their own terms to define the conditions of what ‘Arab’ 

means to them. The circumstantialist/instrumentalist approach provides an 

explanation of how these circumstances that surround British Arab youth play a 

significant role in construction of youth identity, especially if we link it to their 

open access to online media, where they can ‘play’ with these circumstances and 

create their realties.  

 

It is also worth mentioning that the influence of political Islam is present among 

a few Arab youth, as a number of them always mentioned the term ‘Muslim’ next 

to British. Given that the majority of respondents were Muslims, more males than 

females associated Islam with Britain or their original country. The tendency to 

Islam could mean a weakened sense of belonging to ‘one Arab nation’, which can 
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be substituted with a stronger sense of belonging to the ‘Muslim nation’ 

(Ummah)57. 

 

Briefly, Arab youth are not unified in defining what it means to be an ‘Arab’ apart 

from speaking the same language. They are also uncertain if the term ‘Muslim’ 

can unite them under one umbrella, in light of the practices of the political Islamic 

movements in the Arab world after the Arab Spring. In other words, this 

‘swinging’ situation leads to fierce debates among Arab youth in diaspora in an 

attempt to define the other part of their identity.  

 

 

9.2 Different origins equal different views 

There are clear differences between British Arab youths themselves. The origin 

of the parents plays a significant role as cultural differences lie in the details. 

Various factors, such as the social class, education, the reason behind 

immigrating to Britain (political, economic, social, education or other reasons), 

the political stability and freedom in the country of origin and the general national 

literacy level of the country of origin, all play a part. Religious views and their 

explanations in relation to the new host society (UK) are also an influential factor. 

There is also one last factor that can make a difference, which is that the 

 
57 Source: Oxford Islamic Studies Online 
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0536#DefinitioninRelationtotheUmmah . [last 
accessed 15/04/2014] 

http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0536#DefinitioninRelationtotheUmmah
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circumstances after migrating to the UK and the development of all aspects of 

life play an important role in how youth chose their way of life. For instance, 

living in London has a significant impact in defining multiculturalism among 

British Arab youth, based on everyday experience. Altogether, these factors, and 

probably a few others, determine the differences in attitudes and views among 

Arab youth.  

9.3 Limitations  

Although this research has an interdisciplinary approach, and has discussed 

various dimensions of British Arab youth identity in relation to their interaction 

with new media, there was no intention to study the identity concept in depth to 

assess the various implications of the usage of new media tools. There were 

indications of the level of use of online media tools but less focus on the 

differences and its implications on Arab youth attitudes towards themselves, their 

families, Arab culture, and British culture. That was beyond the objectives and 

scope of the research. My aim was to draw attention to certain areas of British 

Arab youths’ life in the UK. Also, conducting this research on a part-time basis, 

meant the project took longer than expected, and during this time some 

technological advances and changes have taken place; however, in this case it 

should not have significant implications, given that this study is time restricted.  

9.4 Recommendations for future research 

The scale of this debate is extensive and multifaceted even at the local level. To 

generate achievable policy strategies and development targets with regards to 
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diversification, there is a need for more case studies at the national and European 

level to allow further assessment of the local dimensions of the subject. Exploring 

the following as future research strategies can facilitate the attainment of this 

goal: 

1- Include as many as possible youth of Arab origin in order to make it 

representative of the entire Arab community in the UK. 

2- Conduct similar research with younger generations in order to understand the 

original aspects of identity construction at an earlier age. 

3- Comparison studies between the UK and other European countries might lead to 

further outcomes that allow effective policies to benefit the Arab communities 

living in the shadow of other minorities.  

4- Further research in the form of multiple methods proves to be an effective way of 

studying multidimensional phenomenon.  

5- Comparison studies between the Arab community and the general Muslim 

communities or other ethnic minorities will lead to a better understanding of 

diversification and therefore implications for the rest of society. 

From this perspective, it is worth noting that Arab societies and communities have 

a fundamental issue with ‘being investigated’, especially by foreign researchers. 

In the Arab consciousness, investigation is always associated with the practices 

of totalitarian regimes, who tended to, and still do, scrutinise people in all 

imaginable ways, even though research. Therefore, research in Arab communities 
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should consider that fact, in order to get the most accurate results. Otherwise, 

people will respond, if they do at all, with caution.  

 

On the other hand, after spending five years working on this research, the point 

of view of Abu-Lughod (1989) seems to be very true. He argues that ‘The 

fundamental structural inequality between the worlds of Western scholars and 

their Third World subjects affects in complex and indirect ways the disciplines 

within which such individuals work. Questions like who is writing about whom, 

whose terms define the discourse, and even, as Asad (1986) argues, who 

translates whose concepts and whose language bends to the other, need to be 

explored’ (Abu-Lughod, 1989). Researchers interested in Arab culture, or any 

other field, should have extensive understanding of the cultural diversity aspects 

and contextual language interpretation. During the 5 years of this research, I have 

come across published materials that reflected deep issues as a result of the lack 

of understanding of Arab cultures and sub-cultures. Also, interpreting behaviour 

and attitudes outside of their cultural context, throws into question the accuracy 

of the findings and their implications. 

This research aims to convey several messages to key bodies of British society. 

Among those bodies: 

 

Policy makers: 
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- Stereotyping the Arab community in general and British Arab youth undermines 

a substantial cultural heritage of nations that have played a significant role in the 

history of humanity. 

- British Arab youth are trying to signal their existence to British society and label 

these attempts as a ‘mission possible’. Their main purpose as British citizens, in 

the first place, and as a distinguished part of the British society, is to recognise 

their existence and their diversification and the singularity of the entire Arab 

community. The example of adaptability of Arab youth in British society can be 

an encouraging example in the process of enriching the multicultural nature of 

the British society, that is also advancing its homogeneity. 

- Arab youth could offer a genuine opportunity in terms of political, economic, and 

cultural relations with the Arab world. Their understanding of both cultures 

allows them to play an important role in bridging gaps between the UK and the 

Arab world. 

- A lack of recognition can lead to unwanted outcomes, which are already partly 

affecting South Asian communities in the UK. It can also create sub-societies that 

live in the shadow of mainstream society, which ultimately contradicts the aims 

of the general policy of making Britain a home for all its citizens.  

 

British mainstream media: 
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- The Arab community is one of the UK’s most productive minorities and less 

involved in crime or violence and therefore deserve to be represented in media 

coverage and programming.  

- Stereotyping and portraying Arab members of the society is an old and classical 

misconception that only causes social incoherence in society and pushes British 

Arab youth towards alienation. 

- The online media has provided British Arab youth with an alternative source of 

influence, which in a way is weakening the influence of the British mainstream 

media and can deepen the gap between them and young British Arabs.  

Community leaders 

- British Arab youth need all the assistance of their own community leaders and 

the community leaders of wider British society to provide guidance and 

experience to help them face the controversial issues they struggle with. 

- British Arab youth blame the older generations for lacking organisations that 

represent their interests and concerns. The few that exist have other purposes than 

providing support for the youth generation and therefore there is only a very 

limited common ground for working together.  

- Arab organisations, based on ideological purposes or related to Arab 

governments have less attraction for British Arab youth. Therefore, establishing 

such organisations should meet the needs and ambitions of the British Arab 

community as a whole and the British Arab youth in particular.   
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Finally, this research has raised several questions in need of further investigation, 

questions that are based on the individual’s level of being influenced by factors 

mentioned in this research. Further research is needed to find out the major 

differences between Arab youth and Muslim youth of other ethnic minorities in 

terms of influence of religion on their identity construction and how that is linked 

to the usage of online media. In another respect, further study of younger age 

groups (12-18) might bring up new evidence that confirms or contradicts the key 

findings of this research. The issue of integration of British Arab youth is worth 

investigation and a comparison between 2nd and 3rd generation for instance would 

be beneficial in a few years’ time, when the youth of the third generation have 

become more visible.   
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Table 19 (Respondents period of Living in the UK) 

 Male Female Overall 
Overall 

(count) 

Since born 24.7 29.8 54.5 97 

10+ years 21.9 23.6 45.5 81 

 46.6 53.4 100% 178 

 

 
Figure 14 – Participants' gender  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants’ country of origin (father) 

Country Frequency Percent 

Algeria 10 5.6 

Egypt 13 7.3 

Iraq 36 20.2 

Jordan 3 1.7 
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Kuwait 1 .6 

Lebanon 15 8.4 

Libya 9 5.1 

Mauritania 1 .6 

Morocco 10 5.6 

Oman 1 .6 

Palestine 31 17.4 

Saudi 

Arabia 

1 .6 

Sudan 3 1.7 

Syria 14 7.9 

Tunisia 10 5.6 

UK 3 1.7 

Yemen 17 9.6 

Total 178 100.0 

Table 20 - Participants’ country of origin (father) 

 

 

Participants’ country of origin (Mother) 

Country Frequency Percent 

Algeria 10 5.6 

Canada 1 0.6 

Egypt 10 5.6 

France 4 2.2 

Germany 2 1.1 

Iraq 25 14.0 

Jordan 6 3.4 

Lebanon 12 6.7 

Libya 9 5.1 

Morocco 8 4.5 

Morrroco 1 0.6 
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Palestine 19 10.7 

Palestinian 3 1.7 

Romania 1 0.6 

Russia 1 0.6 

Saudi 

Arabia 
1 0.6 

Sudan 2 1.1 

Syria 14 7.9 

Tunisia 7 3.9 

UK 32 18.0 

Yemen 10 5.6 

Total 178 100.0 

Table 21 - Participants’ country of origin (Mother) 

 

 

Identity  
 

1. Use of language   

 

Use of language with parents 

 

Language Percent 

English only 17.8 

Mixed (E and Ar) 26.8 

Arabic only 62.4 

Other  (ignored) 

Table 22 - Use of language with parents 

Use of language among siblings 

Language Percent 

English only 12.9 

Mixed (E and Ar) 78.7 

Arabic only 6.2 

Other  (ignored) 

Table 23 - Use of language among siblings  
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Figure 15 – Language used between siblings 

 

 

Language used to talk with friends 

Language Percent 

English only 62.4 

Mixed (E and Ar) 37.6 

Arabic only 0 

Table 24 - Language used to talk with friends 
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Figure 16 – Language used with friends 

2. Religion 

Importance of 

religion Among Arab 

Muslims and 

Christians 

Religion of parents 

Muslim Christian 

Both 

parents 

One 

parent 

Both 

parents 

One 

parent 

Important 90.2% - 66.7% - 

Somehow important 8.1% - 23.8% - 

Not important 1% - 5% - 

Missing 9 (either left it blank or answered I don’t know) 

Table 25 - Importance of religion for Muslims/Christians 

 
 

Importance of religion across gender  

 

Gender/Importance Important Less important Not important 

F 80.4% 14.1% 5.4% 

M 77.9% 15.6% 6.5% 

Total 79.2% 14.9 6% 

Table 26 - Importance of religion across gender 
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Confidence of Identity 

 

Gender/Confidence confident Less confident confused 

F 94.7% 4.3% 1.1% 

M 91.6% 6% 2.4% 

Total 93.2% 5.1% 1.7% 

Table 27 - Confidence of Identity 

 
 

Sense of belongings  

 

Gender/ Belonging Arab British Arab British only 

F 4.2% 84.2% 11.6% 

M 6 % 81.9% 12.1% 

Total % % % 

Table 28 - Sense of belongings among British Arab youth 

 

 

Media usage  

 

1. Watching Arab TV 

 
Figure 17 - Reasons for watching Arab TV 

 

Programmes News Movies Songs Talk show
Documentari

es
Don't watch

Arabic TV

Female 27.4% 13.7% 16.8% 8.4% 0.0% 1.0% 32.6%

Male 7.2% 9.6% 13.3% 16.9% 1.2% 3.6% 48.2%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

Reason for watching Arab TV
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2. British media coverage of Arab affairs 

 

Gender/ British 

media 

Fair Unfair Ineffective 

F 16.8% 72.6% 10.5% 

M 16.9% 79.5% 3.6% 

Total 7.3% 75.8% 7.3% 

Table 29 - British media coverage of Arab affairs 

3. Time spent online (daily) 

Length of time 

(daily) / Gender 
5 hours or more 2 – 4 hours 1 hour 

F 65.3% 30.5% 4.2% 

M 90.4% 8.4% 1.2% 

Total 77.8% 19.5% 2.7% 

Table 30 - Time spent online 

 

4. Online media preferred source 

News source 

Gender/ Online media Yes No 

F 85.3% 14.7% 

M 90.4% 9.6% 

Total 87.6% 12.4% 

Table 31 - online media as a news source  

 

Online media - Interactivity 

Gender/ Online media Yes No 

F 60% 40% 

M 56.6% 43.4% 

Total 58.4% 41.6% 

Table 32 - Online media – Interactivity 
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Online media – trust of British media coverage/Arab affairs 

Gender/ Online media Yes No 

F 15.8% 84.2% 

M 19.3% 80.7% 

Total 82.6% 17.4% 

Table 33 - Online media – trust of British media coverage/Arab affairs 

 

Political participation  

 

Political participation (p.p.) matters 
 

Gender/ P.P. Effective Maybe effective Ineffective 

F 80% 28.9% 1.1% 

M 79.5% 16.9% 3.9% 

Total 79.8% 18% 2.2% 

Table 34 - Political participation matters 
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Online engagement with Arab Spring 
 

Online 

interaction/Arab 

Spring 

No Yes 

F M F M 

28.4% 33.7% 71.6% 66.3% 

 
31% 69% 

Table 35 - Online engagement with Arab Spring 

 
 

Forms of engagement with the Arab Spring 

 

 
Figure 18 - Level of engagement with the Arab Spring 

 

 
 

Active in online
debates

Particpated in
demos

Raise public
awarness

Wrote articles
Against Arab

Spring

Female 28.4% 83.2% 38.9% 3.2% 4.2%

Male 33.7% 69.9% 39.8% 6.0% 6.0%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

Level of  engagment with Arab Spring

Female

Male
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Appendix B 

Participants in individual interviews  

 

Basic details (Names, gender, city, country of origin) 

# Name Age Gender City Country of origin 

1 Abdullah 20 M Reading Libya 

2 Abdulsalam 18 M Reading Tunis 

3 Ahmad 20 M Birmingham Egypt 

4 Ahmad O 24 M Bristol Palestine 

5 Ali 24 M Leicester Libya 

6 Amal 25 F Birmingham Egypt 

7 Carmen 24 F London Lebanon 

8 Ezzeddine 23 M Birmingham Yemen 

9 Maha 25 F London Lebanon 

10 F1 20 F - - 

11 Fatima 23 F Leeds Algeria 

12 Hamza 21 M London Iraq 

13 Hana 24 F London Libya/British 

14 Hind 21 F London Syria 

15 Husam 18 M London Palestine 

16 Hussain 21 M Bristol Iraq 
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17 Ibrahim 24 M London Algeria 

18 Iman 20 F Reading Palestine 

19 Karim 25 M London Egypt 

20 Khalid 19 M London Palestine 

21 Khubaib 18 M London Palestine 

22 Laila 20 F Newcastle Libya 

23 M1 21 M - Saudi Arabia 

24 Marawa 25 F London Egypt 

25 Mohammed A 23 M London Morocco 

26 Mona 20 F Bradford - 

27 Nada 22 F Manchester Lebanon 

28 Nancy 20 F London Syria 

29 Nevin 20 F Birmingham Egypt 

30 Osama 21 M Glasgow Palestine/Syria 

31 Sami 18 M Exeter Morocco/British 

32 Samira 20 F London Morocco 

33 Sumaya 25 F London Palestine/Jordan 

34 Touba 23 F London Tunis 

35 Walid 19 M Manchester Syria 

36  Yara 18 F Guilford Syria 

37 Yasin 22 M Cardiff Iraq 
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38 Yasmin 19 F London Algeria 

39 Yazid 22 M London Iraq 

40 Yumna 19 F London Palestine 

Table 36 - Basic details of interview participants 

Note: Names of participants allowed appearing in this table after their permission. 

Few asked to use unreal names, while only 2 participants preferred to hide their 

names. 

 

Breakdown by gender 

 

Gender F M 

Born in the UK 9 8 

10+  11 12 

Total 20 20 

Table 37 - Breakdown of interview participants 

 

Breakdown by living in the UK 

 

City No 

Birmingham 4 

Bradford 1 

Bristol 2 

Cardiff 1 

Exeter 1 

Glasgow 1 

Guilford 1 

Leeds 1 

Leicester 1 

London 19 
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Manchester 2 

Newcastle 1 

Reading 3 

Undisclosed 2 

Total 40 

Table 38 - UK city of living 

  
 

Break down by country of origin 

 

 
Figure 19 – Participants’ country of origin 
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Appendix C 

Case study one - Walid 

Walid (M, 19), born in Syria, came to the UK at the age of 18 months. Walid who 

still lives with his parents, is an interesting example of how a British Arab youth 

can, in terms of extreme circumstances away from an immediate environment, 

show a high level of identity confusion. He developed great interest in a cause 

through online engagement. This extensive engagement has proved to be a tool 

of change in Walid’s case.  

Walid who was at university in 2013, lived his teenage life as any usual British 

teenager. His family is a classic Arab one, working father and a housewife 

mother. He has three brothers and sisters, he is the second oldest. His parents are 

slightly conservative Muslims, so he has to attend Saturday school to learn Arabic 

and the Quran. This is the norm for the majority of Arab Muslim families in the 

UK, regardless of their religious views.  

Walid can speak Arabic fluently (Syrian dialect) with a hint of a British accent. 

He can also read and write Arabic with confidence. In terms of his relations 

outside the house, he has a group of friends of mixed origins. For him there were 

no particular preferences for having friends of any particular ethnic background. 

When he was younger, his parents encouraged him to mix with friends of Arab 

origin, especially within the circle of their friends. Families of Arab origin tend 

to feel more comfortable when their children friends who are well known by their 

parents, especially the girls.  

In an interview with Walid, he showed openness to talk about anything. Walid 

mentioned that he had had normal life up until the revolution took place in Syria. 

‘I was like anyone else you might have met during your interviews’, Walid said.  

Here are the most important parts of our conversation: 

Me: Walid, tell me what and when this start to change.  
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Walid: ‘Many Arabs in the UK has started to show interest in the political 

changes in the some Arab countries. They were of mixed feelings, fear, hope, 

scepticism or joy. I truly had no interest in politics at all, especially that my 

parents have always kept away of politics, probably out of fear of the intelligence 

apparatus in Syria’.  

Walid describes how almost everyone of Arab origin he knows started to talk 

about the events, Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Bahrain. Even non-Arabs friends 

started to show some interest on ‘what’s going on …down there?’. This is when 

he started to follow up the news.  

He then mentioned that he has many friends and relatives, in the UK and in Syria, 

among his Facebook contacts. 

Walid: When the events started in Syria, it grabbed my attention, so I was chasing 

the news, mainly on Facebook. The images of shot people has shocked me at the 

beginning. I wasn’t really that type of people who can see this brutality. Similar 

images were coming from Libya as well.  

Me: Do you think that such images and video footage should be shown on the 

internet, especially that most of it is quite disturbing? 

Walid: Well, if you have asked me this question two years ago, I might have said 

no! but now I fully support that these images must be shown on TV all the time, 

so the whole world knows what’s going on, and probably feel guilty of doing 

nothing to prevent it.  (Walid showed signs of anger talking about images of 

children killed and destroyed houses and entire neighbourhoods).  

Me: Do you feel guilty about it?’. His answer was not expected for a youngster 

who lived all his life long in the UK, and who has only been to Syria twice.  

Walid: We are all guilty!.  

Me: Could you explain more about that point? 

Walid: I was expecting that the British government is going to do something. 

They showed a lot of support at the beginning but then they have miserably 

withdrawn. Is it because Syria has no oil? I grew up here hearing about human 

rights and how should we give a hand to those who are vulnerable. Apart from 
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some humanitarian aid they get nothing to stop this suffering. Every one of us is 

guilty. We just set in front of the TV or computer, watching the news, the images 

the suffering of women and children and do nothing, are we not guilty?’.  

At some point, I thought Walid has going to tell me that he intended to go to 

Syria. Lately, it has become a phenomenon amongst many Arab and Muslim 

youth to go to Syria to fight the Syrian regime. I preferred to explore other parts 

of Walid’s identity formation and how he uses the media. Therefore, I postponed 

this question to the end of the interview.  

Me: Walid, could we move forward and ask you how often you interact with 

online media, and what are your main interests?  

Walid confirmed that he used to spend a lot of time on the Internet since he was 

a child. When social media became popular, he joined many social media 

networks, on top of Facebook.  

Walid: I use it to communicate with my mates, friends, and relatives. Like 

everyone else does. Around the end of 2010 I started to notice that many of my 

Arab friends were interested in websites involved in the Arab Spring. I used to 

share some of these interesting news and pictures. I was doing it for fun. At some 

point, I can’t remember when, I thought maybe the time has come and the Arab 

world is trying to get up and change, especially when I noticed that most of those 

who took to street are young people. Similarly, those who actively post comments 

and pictures and trying to mobilise others are also young. I felt like something is 

pushing me to help them. Sometimes during the Egyptian revolution, there were 

calls upon everyone who can circulate the posts to do so if they feel they support 

change and a better future for Arab nations.  

Walid continued to explain his journey with online media. ‘When the Syrian 

started their revolution, I never thought Syria needed a change because they had 

a fairly good life in comparison to other Arab countries. I then started to ask 

questions to my parents. They were reluctant to give me answers and advised me 

to keep away from politics. This is when I started to think, why are my parents  

so … afraid? I started to go back in history and read about Syria. I then understood 
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why my parents advised me to keep away from politics. That has encouraged me 

then to follow up the news on Facebook to see how it’s going to develop’.  

Me: Could you tell me about your activities and how you ended up spending 

hours and hours every day on social media? 

Walid: I remember once, I was very shocked to see a Youtube footage posted by 

one of my contacts showing a massacre against women and children. I was like 

under shock for weeks. I even feel frustrated and agree when I remember it now. 

God .. it is shocked me when the Syrian regime has shown so much brutality and 

violence against the people.  

That was the moment when he felt that these people cannot stand alone in the 

midst of this kind of brutality. He thought the international community is able to 

do something to help the civilians like it did in Libya. ‘I was disappointed to see 

the world withdraw from helping the Syrian people. I don’t understand how they 

can see this shocking reality and do nothing about it?’.  

Although Walid mentioned that he had visited Syria only twice and was about to 

travel to Syria the year the revolution took place, he showed strong sympathy and 

anger at the same time.  

In an attempt to understand Walid’s attitudes towards the wider Arab nations, I 

asked:  

Me: OK, don’t you think that all other Arab countries affected by the ‘Arab 

Spring’ have also suffered of brutality and aggression?  

Walid: ‘Yes, but note that there wasn’t so much brutality in other revolutions, 

apart from the expected scenario between police and protestors. Sure, the 

situation in Libya was similar but if you noticed there were armed groups fighting 

against regime forces most of the time. It also took few months and it all then was 

done when the world intervened. In Syria, the bloodshed is still ongoing. There 

are armed groups but the civilians are paying the heaviest price. The regime kills 

anything, and everything. God knows when it’s going to end.’ 

He added ‘I guess, I would pretty much feel the same for any other nation who 

faces this brutality.’ 



317 
 

In another part of the interview, I asked Walid if his interest in politics has 

changed since he started to use social media.  

He admitted that he has become more educated about politics in the Arab world 

but it does not necessarily means he is interested in politics. On the other hand, 

he hinted that he already has some interest in politics at the level of ordinary 

young person. In a direct question about politics in the Arab world, he said, ‘I 

think in most Arab countries there is no real politics; it is rather many forms of 

oppression and injustice’. I took this answer as a basis to ask Walid the following 

question 

Me: Do you feel fortunate to be a British citizen.  

Walid: I can’t deny that at all, but I know the British government has different 

values when it comes to the Arab world.  

This answer took us to another question about Arab culture and his sense of 

belonging.  

Me: Walid, do you think being of Arab origin makes it difficult for you to 

maintain your cultural values within the wider British society?  

Walid: ‘No not at all! Well, sometimes you are confronted with racist individuals 

but in general, I never thought I’m a stranger. Let me tell you something, I make 

a clear difference between ordinary people and the government. The government 

policies are the main source for racism and the British media as well. When they 

start to raise issues against minorities, especially Muslims, they encourage the 

tiny racist minority of the British society. Believe me; if they stop doing that, 

you’ll see a different reality. Another point, we have many common values; I 

even see many conservative British families have a very similar life style with 

us.’  

Me: So, do you consider yourself a British Arab?  

Walid: No, I prefer the term ‘British Muslim’.  

Walid has almost never mentioned religion during this conversation before he 

mentioned that. I then tried to understand this association between British ness 

and Islam.  
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Walid: I believe that Islam can unite us more than pan-Arabism. I don’t really 

see Arabism as a unifying aspect. Sometimes I say, I’m a British Syrian If 

someone asked me to give a precise answer. However, among other Arab friends 

I say Syrian. If I’m broad a in another European country, I say, I’m British. So, it 

depends on the context’.  

Back to the issue of being a British Muslim, he commented ‘I believe it’s quite 

normal to be Muslim British, as much as a Christian British or Jewish British.’ 

As this sounded a new perspective for me I tried to continue asking questions in 

that direction. Walid asserted an interesting point by saying: ‘I practice my 

religion, Islam, while I grew up in Britain. I learnt Arabic language and Syrian 

traditions; I don’t see where the position of pan-Arab ideology is in that? Let’s 

say for instance, you learn Spanish and lived few years in Spain and liked some 

Spanish traditions, does it make you Spanish? I’m not saying here I’m ashamed 

of being Arab. If I then go live in Syria for 10 years, I will probably experience 

more of the Syrian traditions, but I spent my childhood in Britain. It’s certainly 

different if I came here as an adult like my parents. They are Syrian although they 

have British nationality. However, being Muslim, you would be the same 

wherever you go, nothing changes that. It’s has nothing to do with the place you 

live in. I love Islam, because it made me who I am.’ He added: ‘I was once asked 

by a friend of Moroccan origin, what does an Arab mean to you? I couldn’t 

answer him then I said, someone who speaks Arabic? He smiled and said: ‘If I’m 

of Berber origin but I speak Arabic, it doesn’t make me an Arab?’ Honestly, my 

non-Arab friends never asked me where I come from. It’s a common question 

among those coming from Arab region only. So, I never thought of the answer of 

the question.’ 

I finally found the courage to ask Walid, if he had the opportunity to go to Syria 

to help Syrian people, whether as an  aid volunteer, or fighter probably, ‘would 

you go?’ 

Walid (smiling): That’s smart. Is the question whether I have the intention to go 

to Syria to fight? No, I’m not. Honestly, I wish I could but I know myself, I don’t 
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have that much courage to do it. On top of that, there are many factions fighting 

there and the situation is chaotic. I probably would do it if there were clear two 

sides, the regime, and the revolutionists.  

Note: I had to cut some parts of the conversation as it was beyond my interest in 

this interview. 
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Appendix D  
 

Case study Two - Maha 

Maha (the name she asked to be called) is from London, Maha showed, to a agreat  

extent, an opposite example to  Walid and for most other respondents. She may 

represent a minority group of my respondents in terms of identity confidence and 

a high sense of belonging. 

Maha is twenty four years old, and came to UK with her parents at the age of six 

months. Both of her parents are of Arab origin. They are both employed. Maha 

has one brother and one sister, who are younger than she is. She completed her 

university and she is currently working as a trainee solicitor in the city of London.  

Maha’s view sense of belonging appears to be very clear and confident from her 

. She said ‘I am British’. Maha explained later her point of view, which seemed 

to me a logical outcome of her situation. She started by saying ‘My parents were 

honest with themselves when they decided to settle in the UK and had chosen it 

as their permanent country of living’. Maha continued  ‘The first thing they have 

done after being employed was to buy a house for us and later on another one as 

an investment’.   

Maha: Could you please tell me what Arab culture means to you, how do you 

feel connected to it and how is your Arabic?  

Maha (smiling): ‘The usual dilemma .. Arab culture is a great culture as much as 

all other cultures. My parents taught us a lot about it and later on I learnt more by 

myself as well. I feel proud of most of it. It has a lot of things to be proud of. I 

feel I’m connected to it in many ways. Remember, I learnt the majority of it 

through my parents but my personal experience is pretty poor. We go for holidays 

to visit my parents country and our relatives. We also visited other Arab countries. 

It’s beautiful. My experience hasn’t gone beyond these short visits (the longest 

was three weeks).’ I can tell you clearly that it has an impact on my personality 

but as an outsider.  
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Me: In what sense? 

Maha: In a sense that, I don’t really feel that I’m an Arab! I can’t be. I lived all 

my life long in Britain; I learnt everything about it more than anything else. It’s 

is more about daily experience for twenty four years. I can understand Arabic but 

can’t speak the language, for example. Probably a few words. I would love to 

learn more for personal and for professional reasons. In our visits to my parent’s 

country, I never had the sense of belonging to that country or that society. It is as 

strange for me as say .. Brazilian! It’s nice to have relatives there talk to them 

have fun with them but I speak with them in English. Not all of them can speak 

it but luckily, many of them can communicate with me. Do you see my point? 

Me: Yes, I can see what you mean. OK, can we move on to issue of family and 

religion? What is your family to you and what is your explanation of religion? In 

what context do you think you have a connection with it, if there is any? 

Maha: Don’t be tough on me. It doesn’t mean that I feel I’m British that I have 

less loyalty to my family or a weak connection with religion. I love my family so 

much. They are everything in my life. I don’t even think this is going to change 

after I get married. I have a fantastic family. I owe it everything beautiful in my 

life. The issue with the religion, I think it is more of a personal choice. I’m a 

Muslim and I do respect all the religions equally. To be honest, I’m not a fully 

committed Muslim.  

Me (interrupting): Can you explain the term not fully committed? 

Maha: I mean, I don’t fulfil all the requirements as I should do. It is not I’m not 

convinced to do it but I’m just not used to. My parents were not so committed as 

well. So I guess that could be a reason but not an excuse. I feel embarrassed to 

talk about it that way but I’m hoping I’ll do more for in the future.  

Me: OK, Maha, let us move on to talk about the so called the ‘Arab Spring’, the 

time you spend online, has there been any change in your online usage habits 

since the beginning of the political upheaval in the Middle East? 

Maha: Well, in a way or another, the interest in the events in the Middle East had 

developed by the time. I actually have no interest at all in politics. I don’t even 
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bother to vote here in the UK. But when that all started my colleagues at work 

started to ask questions about the situation. One of them was  shortly before in 

Tunisia and he was excited about the news coming from there. When it has started 

in Egypt it’s like everyone was interested to know what’s going to happen. This 

is when I started to look for news on Facebook. I have some friends from Egypt 

and other British friends who were posting some news on their walls. Sometimes 

I was shocked by footages about police brutality against the peaceful protesters. 

I couldn’t believe my eyes, is this happening in Egypt? At times, everyone was 

talking about what’s happening, even my parents who rarely discussed political 

issues. When it started to spread to other parts of the Arab world such as Libya, 

Yemen, Bahrain and Syria, we all thought something unusual is happening. 

Honestly, I was glad to see oppressive regimes toppled down by people 

demanding freedom. This is a very basic right for every human being… why 

should people be killed to get it.  

Me: So, finally you got involved? 

Maha: Well, if you call this involvement, then yes. I felt they deserve to have a 

democratic system like all civilised nations.  

Me: Do you support their demands? 

Maha: Every one of us should do. They demand democracy, equality and better 

economy. What I mostly liked is that the protesters were mostly young people. 

What I later found it upsetting is that political parties were trying to get the most 

of what those young people died for. I truly think they were opportunistic. 

Me: How do you estimate your interest in politics has risen  since then?  

Maha: I think my awareness of politics of the Arab world has significantly 

changed. I wasn’t interested in politics at all before the Arab Spring. I mean, I 

know more about it than before. I have more Arab friends on Facebook. I also try 

to keep myself updated of what’s going on. I’m now spending less time following 

the news.  

Me: What is your main source for news about the Arab World? 
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Maha: BBC and Al Jazeera English. I also think Facebook is a real completion 

for TV channels. I get the news from friends whom I trust. They tell the whole 

story when there are major events. TV’s tackle the story from their point of view. 

Me: Can we go back to talk about your friends, what is the percentage of Arab 

friends? 

Maha: I would say forty % maybe. My parents have many Arab friends. We visit 

each other regularly. We gather in events and celebrate together. I have relatively 

independent life now but I like these kind of relations. Don’t take it as arrogance 

but I prefer to keep some distance with few types of people of Arab origins. The 

only thing I can tell you why is, because I feel we have different points of views 

when we talk about being an Arab in Britain and sometimes I feel they are 

judgmental based on how you look like or how you dress or what I believe in.    

Me: Do you still live with your parents? 

Maha: I’ve been away when I was doing my degree but now I’m back. I work in 

London where my parents live. Besides, I love to be with my family, although we 

do have some arguments about this and that but I think there nothing wrong about 

it.  

Me: if you go back in time and change something your parents were not aware 

of, what would it be? 

Maha: I will learn Arabic. I think although I speak French fluently and  am 

currently learning Spanish, Arabic would have probably helped me to learn more 

about the Arab culture, especially poems and art.   

Me: Thank you Maha for this interesting conversation.  

Maha: You are welcome, all the best with your research. 
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Appendix E 

British Arab communities  

Arab communities in the UK have attempted to create bonds and relations with 

its members. The presence of the Internet has made it easier to create websites 

that reach to as many members as possible. British Arab communities are created 

either by professionals, academics, business people or in some cases by Arab 

embassies. I purposely did not mention the Arab community bodies of the Gulf 

as their governments create them all. My aim is to mention community-based 

bodies that are created by members of the community, who mainly have British 

nationality and are resident in the UK.  

It is worth mentioning that not all these communities are necessarily active or 

attract the targeted group of members. They are rather attempts to bring the 

community together or make them aware of events organised by members of the 

community. 

I must also note that, there could be more than one community organisation for 

the same community. These mentioned in (Table one) are indicative and mostly 

well-known ones. As a few websites are run by individuals, and some o are also 

not updated frequently.  

All the information mentioned about each community is taken from their 

websites.  
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Name Established Link to website 

Algerian British Association 

(Algerian British Connection) 

? 
http://algerianbritishconnection.wordpr

ess.com/  

Anglo Jordanian society  1981 http://www.a-j-s.org.uk/  

British Egyptian Association 

(BEA) 
1990 

http://www.britishegyptiansociety.org.u

k/en/  

British Iraqi Forum (Shiia) ? 
http://britishiraqiforum.wordpress.com/

our-vision-2/  

British Somali Community 1995 http://www.britishsomali.org/  

British Syrian Society (BSS) 2003 http://www.britishsyriansociety.org/  

British Tunisian community 
? http://www.tuncom.co.uk/  

British-Yemeni Society  
1993 http://www.al-bab.com/bys/  

Palestinian forum in Britain 2000 http://www.palestinianforum.org.uk/en/  

The British Lebanese Association 1984 http://www.britishlebanese.org/  

The British Moroccan Society 1976 http://britishmoroccansociety.org/  

Table 39 - British Arab communities in the UK 

Algerian British Association  

The Algerian British Association or connection is of the most recently created 

gathering by individuals of the Algerian community. It is not clear who is behind 

it or who are the founders. On their website they mention that their goals are ‘to 

help the Algerian community get together to foster cultural links between the 

British community, to help support the Algerian community and promote 

Algerian arts, culture and traditions. Also to develop cultural and educational 

activities to benefit the local community as a whole. We have been running 

Algerian social gathering for some time now and for both men and women, young 

http://algerianbritishconnection.wordpress.com/
http://algerianbritishconnection.wordpress.com/
http://www.a-j-s.org.uk/
http://www.britishegyptiansociety.org.uk/en/
http://www.britishegyptiansociety.org.uk/en/
http://britishiraqiforum.wordpress.com/our-vision-2/
http://britishiraqiforum.wordpress.com/our-vision-2/
http://www.britishsomali.org/
http://www.britishsyriansociety.org/
http://www.tuncom.co.uk/
http://www.al-bab.com/bys/
http://www.al-bab.com/bys/
http://www.al-bab.com/bys/
http://www.palestinianforum.org.uk/en/
http://www.britishlebanese.org/
http://britishmoroccansociety.org/
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and old which is most popular in the summer before we all go to Algerian lol but 

tends to still run for those that don’t go Algeria58. 

Anglo Jordanian society  

On the initiative of HRH Prince Hassan bin Talal, the Anglo- Jordanian Society 

was formed in 1981 and today has well over 400 members. The group is made up 

British people who have come to know and love Jordan through a variety of 

experiences, as well as Jordanians living and working in the UK. 

The AJS organises functions throughout the year to raise funds for charities. 

Every two years it holds a dinner that is normally attended by the patrons of the 

AJS, HRH Prince El Hassan bin Talal, HRH Princess Sarvath and HRH the Duke 

of Kent. The recent and planned events include a musical tour of Westminster 

Abbey, a tour of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst, an event in the 

Locarno Room of the FCO and lectures on Jordanian archaeology, history and 

culture. The AJS welcomes ideas from members for events. The AJS has a section 

for young people which organises events of special interest to younger age. The 

AJS keeps in touch with its sister organisation in Jordan. The Jordanian 

ambassador is the honorary president of the society and hosts receptions for 

members. 

British Egyptian Association (BEA) 

The BES was founded in 1990, with the aim, as formally defined in its 

Constitution, of promoting friendship and bilateral relations between the UK and 

Egypt, in all fields - cultural, commercial, economic and educational - for the 

benefit of the community at large. There is an elected Executive Committee 

comprising a roughly equal number of British and Egyptian members, and an 

Honorary President who is the serving Egyptian Ambassador in London. The 

Society sees its main function as being to provide a forum in which British people 

 
58 Association Website (see the link in Table 1). 
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interested in Egypt and Egyptians living in Britain can meet to further their 

mutual interests through a variety of social and other activities. 

British Iraqi Forum  

Being British and Iraqi, not quite here and not quite there, throws up a unique set 

of issues that overlie the usual challenges faced by an émigré community. 

Second-generation Iraqis are caught between nurtured nostalgia of a mythical 

homeland and the alien reality of post-Saddam Iraq.  Mixed emotions, divided 

loyalties and confused identity are mitigated by an equally strong desire to 

innovatively navigate through the issues faced by their diaspora community and 

beyond. 

The British Iraqi Forum is a collaborative attempt at providing a platform for free 

debate and a constructive environment in which to address some of the issues we 

regularly face, as well as those of interest to our community. From the ever-

present identity crisis to refreshing ways of dealing with intractable problems, we 

are here to learn, share and listen to all things cultural, social, religious or 

political. 

British Somali Community  

Somalis in the United Kingdom include British citizens and residents born in, or 

with ancestors from, Somalia. It is thought that the United Kingdom is home to 

the largest Somali community in Europe, with at least 99,484 Somali-born 

residents of England recorded by the 2011 Census, and an estimated 115,000 

Somali-born immigrants residing in the UK in 2010, according to the Office for 

National Statistics59.  

 

 
59 Office for National Statistics. [Online]. Available from: http://goo.gl/f0Ymgr. 
[Accessed on 22/05/2014]. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration
http://goo.gl/f0Ymgr
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British Syrian Society 

Since its inception in 2003, the British Syrian Society (BSS) has worked 

consistently and very effectively to foster relations at all levels between Britain 

and Syria through a wide range of social, cultural, business and other public 

events both in the UK and Syria which include lectures, conferences, seminars 

and exhibitions. 

The BSS is a not- for- profit membership based organisation and one of the most 

active British-Arab NGOs. 

The BSS has also worked in association with prominent British institutions such 

as the Royal Academy, the Royal Geographical Society, the V&A and the British 

Museum to raise awareness of Syrian culture in the UK and has been a significant 

supporter and partner to the Phoenicia Expedition.  

The BSS has about 500 British and Syrian members; it is committed to nurturing 

economic, cultural and educational relations between the two countries. Board 

members, who are elected, are drawn from both Britain and Syria. 

British Tunisian community 

The British Tunisian community is relatively a small community. Many 

memebers of the community migrated to UK as political asylum seekers in the 

1980’s and early 1990’s. There is more than one website for the community, 

however, the most comprehensive one is the one mentioned in this section (see 

table 29). The mission for the community is to ‘to unite Tunisian expats and 

friends of Tunisia as well as supplying useful information to new arrivals in order 

to facilitate their integration in the UK and introduce Tunisia to anyone who is 

interested to know  about this country’60. 

British Yemeni Society  

The British-Yemeni Society was inaugurated in February 1993. Its objectives are 

to promote friendship and understanding between the peoples of the two countries 

 
60 Community website. Available from http://www.tuncom.co.uk/index.html. [Accessed on 16/06/2014] 

http://www.al-bab.com/bys/
http://www.tuncom.co.uk/index.html
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and to advance public knowledge in Britain about the Republic of Yemen, its 

history, geography, economy and culture. 

The Society holds regular meetings and lectures and has been involved in 

sponsoring visits of Yemeni musicians to Britain, the recruitment of British 

teachers to work in Yemen, support for a medical clinic in Aden, a visit of Welsh 

musicians and craftsmen to Yemen, and support for publications and exhibitions. 

Palestine Forum in Britain 

Palestine Forum in Britain was established in 2000. It is one of the most active 

community-based organisations in London. It organises various cultural events, 

in addition to special events to support the Palestinian cause. According to their 

website, ‘The Forum is an independent institution serving the Palestinian 

community in Britain and promoting the Palestinian issue.’61 Its objectives are 

‘In accordance with British law, to achieve the following: 

Increase cultural and political awareness and spread national solidarity and 

cooperation among Palestinians in Britain. Strengthen the linkage of the young 

generation of Palestinians in the UK to their motherland by raising awareness and 

organising activities on various matters pertaining to the Palestinian issue. 

Develop exchanging programs and specialities to support organisations in 

Palestine. Develop mutual relations between the Palestinian community, Arab 

and Islamic organisations and British society giving the Palestinian issue 

international scope and support. Cooperating with legal organisations to defend 

Palestinians against the atrocities of occupation. Consistency in confirming and 

raising awareness of the legal rights of the Palestinian people (ibid). 

Note: There are many community-based organisations, charities, and cultural 

forums and groups, that have been established by British Palestinians, such as the 

Palestine Society (SOAS University), Medical Aid for Palestine (MAP), 

 
61 Palestine forum in Britain. [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.palestinianforum.org.uk/en/about-us-en/about-pfb [accessed: 
14/06/2014]. 

http://www.palestinianforum.org.uk/en/about-us-en/about-pfb
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Education Aid for Palestine (EAP),and the Palestine Return Centre, the General 

Union for Palestinian students, and much more that could not be all quantified.   

British Lebanese Association 

The British Lebanese Association was established in 1984 to encourage 

friendship and understanding between the people of Great Britain and Lebanon 

and to advance and encourage cultural development between the two countries. 

Today the British Lebanese Association is the most prominent organisation of its 

type. Our twin aims are to offer our members the opportunity to meet at and enjoy 

our programme of events and to demonstrate up to the very highest level the 

determination of our two nations to maintain and to develop vital and important 

links.The Association itself operates through a series of subcommittees of which 

the Events Committee, the Music Committee, the Arabic School and the 

Newsletter Committee are examples. Members are welcome to join these other 

committees or indeed to offer ideas for forming other committees. Membership 

is open to all Lebanese and British citizens with an interest in Lebanon.  

 

The British Moroccan Society 

 in 1975  Ronald Bailey, (recently retired as British Ambassador to Morocco) got 

together with Captain David Russell, then Organising Secretary of the Society for 

the Protection of Animals in North Africa (SPANA)). Together, they set the 

wheels in motion for the formation of the Society. Over the years BMS 

membership has grown and now stands at more than 200 – although new 

members are always most welcome62.  

 

These communities are indicative only but could be most representative ones for 

their communities. There may be other smaller communities’ websites for the 

 
62 The British Moroccan Society (BMS) website. [link: 
http://britishmoroccansociety.org/about-2/, last visited 18/05/2014]. 

http://britishmoroccansociety.org/about-2/
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same community. It has to be mentioned that some communities could have sub-

communities that represent certain political or religious views. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix F  

Questionnaire Sample 
 

Questionnaire 
Time and date:  

Sex:       M / F      Age:  (Must be 18 - 25)  city:  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

1) I live in UK  

A. Since I was born 

B. More than 10 years 

C. Less than 10 years (if you live in UK less than 10 years, please don’t proceed) 
 

2) Do you go to university/college 

A. Yes  C. (finished) 

B. No 
 

3) What is your father’s country of origin?............................................ 

4) What is your mother’s country of origin?......................................... 

5) What is the religion of your father?........................................... 

6) What is the religion of your mother?................................................   

7) In which country have you lived for the longest period of time between 0 

and 18 years old?....................................................................... 

8) How would you qualify your knowledge of spoken Arabic? 

A. Good 

B. Average 

C. Poor 

D. I don’t speak it 
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9) Which language do you mostly use when speaking to your parents? (only 

one answer) 

A. Arabic  

B. English 

C. Mixed or other (please circulate) Arabic with my Mum, English with Dad. 
 

10) Which language do you mostly use when speaking to your siblings  (only 

one answer) 

A. Arabic 

B. English 

C. Mixed or other (please circulate) 
 

11) Which language do you mostly use when speaking to your friends 

originating from an Arab-speaking country (skip the question if you have no Arab 

friends)? 

A. Arabic 

B. English 

C. Mixed or Other 
 

12) Do you listen to Arabic radio broadcasts, or watch Arabic television 

programmes?  

A. Often (twice a week or more) 

B. Occasionally (once a month or so)  

C. Never 
 

13) Do you read any Arabic newspapers, magazines, or other periodicals 

(offline or online)? 

A. Often (twice a week or more) 

B. Occasionally (once a month or so) 

C. Rarely  

D. Never  
 

14) Do you follow the news in the Arab world? 

A. Yes, all the time 

B. Only when there is something major 

C. Rarely 
 

15) Does the Arab spring grab your attention at all? 

A. Yes 

B. A little bit 

C. Not at all 
 

16) How do you think the recent revolutions in the Arab world (AW) affected 

you? 

A. Positively 

B. Negatively 
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C. Not affected 
 

17) Have you interacted in any way with the revolutions? 

A. I was active in online debates/ campaigns   

B. I participated in demonstrations 

C. I contributed to raise awareness in the UK 

D. I just watched the news 

E. I did really nothing 
 

18) Before the Arab Spring, were you interested in what is going on in your 

country of origin (or parent’s country)? 

A. Yes 

B. Not much 

C. No 

19) Do you consider yourself: 

A. British 

B. Arab - British 

C. Arab 

D. Other (Egyptian, Moroccan ..., or belong to other ethnic minority in AW) 
 

20) Do you feel confident about your own identity given that you have Arab 

descendant?  

A. Yes 

B. Not always 

C. I feel rather confused most of the time 
 

21) Does religion (Islam or Christianity) play an important role in your life? 

A. Yes, it is very important to me 

B. Yes, but I’m not very committed to it  

C. No, not really that important 
 

22) Do you think, as a British-Arab, your active participation in the British 

society can make a difference? 

A. Yes 

B. A little 

C. It’s ineffective.  
 

23) In your opinion, do you think the coverage of mainstream media (TV) 

about Arab World (AW) is: 

A. Fare, and reflects the reality  

B. Unfair, reflects the negative part of it 

C. I don’t know 
 

24) Do you prefer to follow online source of news rather than mainstream 

media outlets (TV, newspaper, and radio)? (tick all apply)  

A. Yes, because I can choose my sources 

B. Yes, because I can interact with 
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C. Yes, because I can get more details (related topics, videos, pictures)  

D. No, I prefer mainstream media because it’s more reliable 

E. I don’t follow news at all. 
 

25) How many hours you spend watching main stream TV? 

A. 2 hours or more a day 

B. One hour or less a day 

C. Rarely 

D. I don’t watch TV at all. 
 

26) How many hours you spend online (using pc, laptop or mobile)? 

A. 5+ hours a day 

B. 2 – 4 hours a day 

C. An hour or less a day 
 

27) Do you have a Facebook or other social networking account? 

A. Yes 

B. No 
 

28) Do you have a Twitter account? 

A. Yes 

B. No 
 

29) Do you participate in any online debates concerning recent affairs, such 

as financial crises, Euro-UK-crises, recent riots..etc.? 

A. Yes, always when I think my opinion counts 

B. Yes, but not much 

C. Not at all, I am not interested in local affairs (UK) 
 

30) Do you participate in any online debates concerning recent affairs in Arab 

countries, such as Arab Spring, political issues, corruption, social 

injustice..etc.? 

A. Yes, always when I think my opinion counts 

B. Yes, but not much 

C. Not at all, I am not interested in Arab affairs outside UK 
 

31) Have you ever thought about the Arab community and its existence in the 

UK? 

A. Yes, I do all the time 

B. Yes, But do nothing about it 

C. No, none of my business 
 

32) Do you think the Arab community can contribute towards more multi-

cultural society in the UK? 

A. Yes, as much as other ethnic groups in UK 

B. Yes, but they are not united  

C. No, they because it won’t change any thing 
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D. I don’t know 
 

33) Do you personally feel that you should support the special causes and 

needs of members of your Arab ethnic group in UK/ abroad? 

A. Yes, because circumstances have changed after Arab Spring 

B. No, because it won’t change any thing 

C. I don’t know 
 

34) Do you feel proud of the human and social values inherited in the Arab 

culture? 

A. Very proud 

B. Proud, but ashamed of some Arab community members’ behaviour 

C.  No, and I would rather adopt other values  
 

35) If you think you belong to the Arab community in UK, do you think UK 

is the best place to live in among other Western countries? 

A. Yes, I think UK is a great multi-cultural society 

B. No, I don’t think UK is the best place to live in in among the Western 

countries 

C. I prefer to live in my country of origin (or parent’s country) 

D. I don’t know. 

 


