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Abstract

The main aim of this study is to explore the opinion of Saudi journalists and
media decision makers in the Saudi Ministry of Culture and Information towards
censorship of the national press in the presence of the Internet. To collect the data for
this study, qualitative methods were used. The first method was the observation
method, directed at two Saudi daily newspapers, 'Alriyadh and Aleqtisadiah’. A four-
‘week observation was conducted of each paper. The second method was a fact-to-
face interview with twenty-one Saudi journalists working for the two newspapers.
The final method used in order to collect the required data for this study was face-to-
face interviews with eleven decision makers at the Ministry of Culture and
Information. The findings of this study indicate that censorship over the national
press has been eased compared to three years ago, due to the pressure of multiple
factors, which have stimulated the relaxation of censorship. Conversely, other factors
play a major role in limiting the easing of censorship over the national press. The
Saudi national press and the Ministry of Culture and Information are facing different
pressures from two contradictory directions: on the one hand there are factors
pressing for the easing of censorship and on the other there are factors pressing for
strict censorship.
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Introduction

In an era of globalization characterized by tremendous developments in
information and communication technologies, it is becoming increasingly difficult for
any country to control or monitor the flow of information. The Internet has succeeded in
overcoming strict attempts by non-democratic countries to impose controls on news and
information. The high level of interactivity characterizing the Internet, coupled with high
quality mobile phones with cameras, have enabled individuals and organizations in any
country to communicate and convey their local news to the outside world in spite of

government censorship.

The events that took place in Iran during and after the presidential elections in
July 2009 are an excellent example of the role that Internet websites and mobile phones
play in overcoming government censorship. Reporters Without Borders denounced the
"strict censorship” practiced by the Iranian government on the national media, including
TV channels and electronic websites, banning any reference to speculations of vote
rigging and the demand for a re-run of the election by Hossein Mousavi (June 13, 2009).
RWB confirmed that the Iranian government had asked the national press to make an
early announcement of victory of Ahmadinejad, while the government banned access to
the official websites of other candidates who criticized election results and the premature
announcement of results. RWB also confirmed that the government expelled foreign
reporters and closed foreign newspapers and satellite TV channel offices to prevent

coverage of the demonstrations that erupted following the announcement of election

results (Reporters Without Borders, 13 June 2009).



- Despite the restrictions imposed by the Iranian government on the national and
international media, the Internet and mobile phones broke through and sent messages to
international newspapers and satellite channels, enabling them to cover the events taking
place inside Iran. For instance, Twitter.com covered the demonstrations on Teheran's
streets to the outside world in several languages. Twitter is a social networking site that
allows users to send short messages, images and videos to subscribers worldwide. Such
messages and videos can be transmitted either through the website or in "SMS" form
from mobile phones. The Iranian control authorities could not curtail Twitter as its design
allows its users several options for receiving and sending messages and videos even
without accessing the website. US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton stressed the
importance of Twitter's continuation in covering and transmitting events in Iran to the
world. Clinton said, “Twitter has been essential in allowing Iranian protesters, especially
the young, to remain in touch in the aftermath of last week's disputed presidential
election” (Los Angeles Times, June 17, 2009). Clinton said that it was a "line of
communication open and enabling people to share information, particularly at a time
when there [were] not many other sources of information . . . . It is a fundamental right

for people to be able to communicate” (Los Angeles Times, June 17, 2009).

There are many levels to the conflict between globalization and localization in
most societies. In Saudi Arabia, globalization creates a conflict between two clearly
defined parties — those in who oppose it and those who favor it. The former consists of
conservative and religious groups, along with the some seniors officials in the
government, which opposes opening up to outside cultural influences. The other side
calls for a greater degree of openness towards the outside world, not just economically
but also in terms of culture. This group tends to consist of literate, educated Saudis and
some senior officials including King Abdullah who call for reforms and changes. This
view is also supported by massive technological developments which are not only
considered an important factor pushing towards more openness towards the outside

world, but which are also hard to censor and control.

Amid this flurry of conflicts between government censorship and Internet users,

this study examines the state of censorship in Saudi Arabia in the presence of the Internet.



It examines the opinions of Saudi journalists towards censorship imposed by the Ministry
of Culture and Information on the national press, and to what extent this censorship
affects the Saudi press in competing with a news media which enjoys a relatively wider
margin of freedom to discuss issues that the national press cannot touch due to
censorship. This study also examines the opinions of the decision makers at the Ministry
of Culture and Information on the effects of the Ministry's censorship of the national
press in the presence of websites which are not subject to this censorship, and it focuses
on the different factors which affect news decisions in the national press. In addition, it
examines the main factors which pressure the Ministry of Culture and Information to
practice strict censorship and how both the Ministry and the press respond to the pressure

of these factors.

The study focuses on four overlapping aspects. Firstly, the Saudi national press.
Here I examine the role of Internet websites in journalists' news decisions and how
published news on news websites affects journalists’ decisions. This section also
examines the effects of censorship, both “official” and “editorial” on the Saudi press.
Moreover, I examine how journalists evaluate the pressure on the national press to follow
the same stories as are published online in the presence of censorship, which prohibits the
publication of certain types of stories, such as those criticising the government’s

performance.

The second aspect examined in this study relates to the government. The focus in
this section is on the effect of pressure from the government on what news is covered in
the national press. This section also examines press-government relations and the effects
of the Internet on these, and deals with methods that the government uses in order to

affect the performance of the national press.

The third theme centers on the Internet, especially websites that focus on Saudi
national and local news. The contradiction between the Ministry of Culture and
Information's strict control over the national press and the accessibly of online news
outlets which are to some degree uncensored, makes websites such as Sabq, Alweeam

and Kabar very popular among Saudis. Alexa "the web information company" which



provides information on web traffic reports that in January 2009 of top sites in Saudi
Arabia Sabq becomes the top visited Saudi news website even before Alriyadh paper's
website, which comes second (Alexa, 2009). These websites report national news of
which the national press cannot follow due to the strict censorship practised by the
Ministry of Culture and Information. This part examines the effect of online published
stories on the Saudi national press to follow stories, which used to be taboo and also on

the Ministry to ease its censorship.

The fourth aspect of this study is censorship. This section examines the degree of
censorship, and the effects of the presence of the Internet on Ministry decision makers
and journalists’ news decisions. It also examines whether or not the level of censorship
over the national press has changed since King Abdullah assumed power in the Kingdom
in 2005. This includes looking at the main reasons for censorship and factors pushing for
the relaxation of the censorship. It also deals with the effects of the dissolution of the

Supreme Council of the Media in 2003 on the Ministry's censorship.

This study depends on data gathered from a sample of two Saudi daily
newspapers, Alriyadh and Aleqtisadiah. Four-week observations were conducted of each
newspaper, in addition to face-to-face interviews with editors, reporters and journalists at
both newspapers. Face-to-face interviews were also conducted with decision makers at

the Ministry of Culture and Information.

From conducting the face-to-face interviews and the observation of the
newspapers, this study finds that the Saudi press is going through a transitional stage.
This stage is characterized by three main features, which the press has never witnessed

since its birth at the beginning of the last century.

First is the ability of the Saudi national press to discuss issues which used to be
taboo. Due to the easing of censorship over the national newspapers, they are starting to
tackle issues which they used to avoid because of the Ministry’s censorship. Since the
Ministry eased its censorship, issues such as criticism of the government and religious

leaders as well as women’s rights have become publishable.



Secondly, Saudi press-government relations are going through a new stage. Close
relations between the Saudi government and press have been one of the main
characteristics of the Saudi press since its birth. However, in the last three years, there has
been a shift in this relationship, which has forced the government to find new ways to
influence the national press instead of relying mainly on censorship and punishment for

journalists and newspapers.

Thirdly, the presence of the online news websites (free from the Ministry’s
censorship), places pressure on the national press to adopt new methods of news selection
and news-making in order to stay relevent. Also, the presence of news websites which
focus on Saudi affairs is forcing the Ministry of Culture and Information to rethink and
revise its censorship in order to help the national press to survive in competition with
these websites. The popularity of Internet websites as a source of news and information
raises fears that the national press might be replaced as the main source of national news,
When the national press ignores certain stories while the Internet follows them, the

former runs the risk of losing its credibility, reliability and readership.

Despite the remarkable easing of censorship discussed in this study, press
freedom in Saudi Arabia is still limited. This study concludes that the government should
halt intervention in the national press. However, simply relaxing censorship does not
mean that the Saudi press will become free or even partly free. Having a free press
requires more than an individual decision by the Ministry of Culture and Information to
ease censorship. The existence, continuation and widening of press freedom requires
protection against any possible encroachments. Obvious threats to press freedom in Saudi
Arabia come from governmental interference. There should be a law guaranteeing press
freedom, and protecting press and journalists against interventions of the government and
religious leaders. Additionally there should be an independent non-governmental
organization to protect press freedom in Saudi Arabia and defend journalists. The
existence of such an organization will help guarantee press freedom in the country. In the

absence of such a law and such an organization, pressure by the government and religious



leaders on the press will continue, and the relaxed censorship witnessed in the past three
years will remain threatened. Press freedom must be treated as a right for the national

press; a right that no party can curtail.

The Importance of the Study:

This study is designed to examine the opinions of Saudi journalists and decision
makers in the Ministry of Culture and Information on censorship imposed by the Ministry
over the national press in the face of the Internet. Saudi Arabia is an excellent case study

due to the fact that the country has been experiencing a new government since 2005.

The orientation of King Abdullah towards openness gives this study more
importance, because it is one of the first studies to examine the impact of the King's
reforms on the national press, and whether such reforms include giving the national press
more space to discuss issues which used to be taboo before King Abdullah assumed

power.

Another factor giving this study added significance is that it is one of the first
studies to examine Saudi gatekeepers in the national press. Such an examination provides
an understanding of the dynamics of news making and the main factors which affect

news decisions made by Saudi gatekeepers.

In addition, the relevance of this study is embodied in the fact that it sheds light
on the impact of censorship on the press, which has received scant attention relative to its
importance. Through reviewing the literature, it has become evident that there are few

studies examining censorship in Saudi Arabia.
The Study Objectives:

I hope to achieve several objectives through this study. The primary aim is to
ascertain the opinions of Saudi press journalists around the pressure from the Internet on

one hand, and pressure from the Ministry of Culture and Information on the other, on



news decisions made by the Saudi national press. A second objective of the study is to
investigate the main factors affecting Saudi gatekeepers' news decisions. This study pays

great attention to the effect the Internet has on those decisions.

A further objective of this paper is to ascertain the opinions of media decision
makers at the Ministry of Culture and Information on the effects of censorship on the
ability of the national press to compete with external news media which are to some

degree uncensored.
Definition of Terms:

The term "censorship” refers to official censorship, which is exercised by the

Ministry of Culture and Information over the national press.

Easing censorship means that the Ministry of Culture and Information is starting

to allow the national newspapers to cover issues and news that the Ministry used to ban.

Self-censorship refers to a journalist’s censoring his/her own work out of fear of
reprimand from the authority of the Editor-in-Chief, the Ministry of Culture and

Information or some other political, religious or social authority.

The Internet is one of the words used frequently in this study. In this study the
word Internet refers to Internet websites especially news websites which focus on Saudi

national affairs.

Another key word that appears frequently in this study is "news". There are
different definitions of news, which mainly define news according to the cultural and
ideological concept of each study. However, for the purpose of this study, the term

"news" is used loosely to refer to any reporting of recent events, incidents or information

by a newspaper Or on a news website.



Organization of the Study:

The study is divided into eight chapters: The first chapter is a general background
looking at Saudi government, religious leaders, society and culture, and press. The
second chapter is a literature review of the study which discusses press freedom,
censorship in Saudi Arabia and the Internet in Saudi Arabia. The third chapter is the
theoretical framework of the study, which reviews two theories (gatekeeping and
globalization). The fourth chapter focuses on research methods and includes the study
questions and sample. The fifth chapter is an analysis of the data collected by the
observation and interviews at Alrivadh and Aleqtisadiah newspapers. The sixth chapter is
an analysis of data collected via interviews with four Saudi gatekeepers and observations
of the two papers in order to examine the main factors affecting news decisions in the
Saudi national press. The seventh chapter is an analysis of the data collected in interviews
with twenty-one Saudi journalists. The eighth chapter is an analysis of interviews with
eleven media decision makers in the Ministry of Culture and Information. Finally, the
main findings of the study are presented, together with recommendations and a

conclusion of the study.



CHAPTER ONE

Saudi Arabia: General Background

In order to understand the Saudi press, it is equally important to shed some light
on the Saudi government, religious leaders and the society and culture of the Kingdom
(see Al-Kahtani, 1999: Barayan, 2002: and Shaikh, 1989). The media system in Saudi
Arabia, like those of other countries, is a construct that reflects the country's politics,
society and culture. The aim of this chapter is to discuss the effects of the Saudi
government on the national press. In order to develop such an argument this chapter is
divided in five sections. The first section focuses on the Saudi government and the
political system in Saudi Arabia. The second section discusses the role and power of
religious leaders which affect the decisions of political leaders as well as press decisions.
The third section looks at the main characteristics of Saudi society. The fourth section
focuses on the history of the Saudi press. The fifth section reviews the five printing laws

which have been issued since the birth of the Saudi press.
Saudi Arabia:

The population of the Kingdom is estimated at 27.6 million, and its size is
2,150,000 km?. Saudi Arabia is well known as the world's largest petroleum exporter.
Baki points out that "Saudi Arabia is one of the richest countries in the world and a major
economic and political influence" (June 17, 2004). The importance of the country,
however, goes well beyond oil production. Saudi Arabia is home to the holiest places in
Islam. When the world’s Muslims perform their five daily prayers they face the Saudi
city of Makkah (Mecca). Also, every Muslim has to visit Makkah at least once in his/her
life to perform Hajj. The importance of the country as the land of the holy places means

that the Saudi government's decisions affect the lives of millions of Muslims around the



world (Shaikh, 1989). Telhami et al. mention "the key role that Saudi Arabia plays
psychologically and symbolically in the lives of Muslims worldwide cannot be
underestimated" (November/December 2002). Baki points out that "[Saudi Arabia’s]
status in the Islamic world is very strong and has also led to an increase in its

participation in international relations" (June 17, 2004).
The Saudi Government:

Saudi Arabia is a monarchy; the King is the head of state and head of the Council
of Ministers. This political system has been maintained since the founding of the country
in 1932, when King Abdelaziz Al Saud announced the birth of his Kingdom. After the
establishment of the country, King Abdelaziz was keen to obtain the support of the Saudi
tribes and Saudi religious leaders who made him not only a political leader, but a social
and religious leader as well. Wilson and Graham point out that "the reliance on Arab
tribalism and Islam means that a Saudi king, besides being the head of state, is also
viewed as the leader of the tribe, as well as the Imam or religious leader of the Kingdom's
faithful” (1994, p. 36). They add, "Arab traditionalism is one of the two roots of the Al
Saud's legitimacy. The other is Islam, specifically the Al Saud's vow to protect it and the
two holy cities of Makkah and Medina" (Wilson & Graham, 1994, p. 36).

Dr. Najai, a former Deputy Minister of Culture and Information points out, "the
mechanism that the king (Abdelaziz) used to unify the country could be described as one
which sought to create and maintain an environment in which Islam could operate in all
its manifestations for the pleasure of Allah" (1986, p.29). Since the death of King
Abdelaziz in 1953, he has been succeeded by five of his sons. Saud Ibn Abdelaziz, Faisal
Ibn Abdelaziz, Khalid Ibn Abdelaziz, Fahd Ibn Abdelaziz, and currently Abdullah Ibn
Abdelaziz, who has ruled the Kingdom since 2005.

Religious Leaders:

Najai defines the religious leaders (known as Ulema) as a "religious and very -

conservative group, traditionally conceived of by the government as the guardians of
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Islamic orthodoxy in governmental-political decisions" (1982, p.34). The relationship
between the house of Al-Saud and the religious leaders goes back to the first Saudi state
when Mohammed Ibn Saud "the ruler of Dariya in Najd" welcomed the doctrine of
Sheikh Mohammed Ibn Abdel Wahab in 1747 (AlMunajjed, 1997). Since then the
religious leaders have played a major role in the government’s international and national
decisions. King Abdelaziz and his sons after him have given the religious leaders wide
authority as a political and social partner. "The ruling traditions of the country may be
seen as resting on three pillars: the King, his Comeil of Ministers and the Ulema" (Najai,

1982, p.37). Wilson and Graham mention that:

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia remains a theocracy with little distinction
made between religion and politics. The country's constitution is the Sharia, or
Islamic law, and the al-Saud take care to couch all political decisions in religious
terms (1994, p. 36)

The role of the religious leaders is to approve or disapprove of any acts or
decisions of the government, individuals or groups by issuing Fatwas (religious rulings).
Najai points out that:

Although Kuran and Sunna together are the obsolete frame of reference
for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Fatwa is still highly sought after in cases of
doubt as to the major legal enactments of the state in cases of constitutional
decisions (1982, p.35)

Al-Kahtani argues that religious pressure is seen as one of the influential factors
in news selection in the Saudi national press (1999). Arab Press Freedom Watch (2004)
reports that the General Mufti (the highest religious authority in Saudi Arabia) criticized
the Saudi press for publishing a photograph of Saudi women participating in the Jeddah
Economic Forum. He complained that the women did not cover their faces in accordance
with Islamic rules and warned that such a step could be followed by further steps under
the pretext of freedom of women, which is geared towards the degeneration of Islamic
values. The Alwatan and Okaz papers have launched campaigns against some religious
figures, especially after the 9/11 incidents. This criticism was not accepted by religious
leaders and extremists who began to issue Fatwas against the journalists and columnists

who criticized the extremists. In addition, the General Mufti in Saudi Arabia has
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criticized the press more than once and called for the boycott of Alwatan on the grounds

that it was insulting Islam (Arab Press Freedom Watch, January 20, 2004).

Saudi Society and Culture:

Shaikh points out that Saudis share four fundamental characteristics: religion,
language, basic cultural traits and the importance of family in the social structure ( 1989).
To Saudis, Islam is not only a religion, but also plays a significant role in their daily life.
Shaikh agues that Saudis not only believe in Islam, but they are also controlled by
religious norms and principles (1989, p.5). Therefore, because of this overlap it is hard to
segregate religious and social factors (Shaikh, 1989). "Islam plays a central role in
defining the culture, and acts as a major force in determining the social norms, patterns,

traditions, obligations, privileges and practices of society” (Al-Saggaf, 2004, p.1).

The family also plays a dominant role in the life of Saudis. Shaikh points out that
"the family is the basic social unit; it is viewed as the centre of all loyalty, obligations,
and statures of its members" (1989, p.5). Najai mentions that Saudi society is dominated
not only by Islamic culture, but also by the prevalent traditions of the family (1982). He
adds that although the family is less structured than Islamic culture, it is equally powerful
and family members are expected to follow family rules, which might affect them

financially, physically and socially. Al-Saggaf points out that:

A Muslim is expected to keep contact with his "Arhaam", people related
to one through blood bonds all the time by visiting them often and offering them
gifts and money if they are needed, and by being compassionate to them and
showing them cheerfulness and respect that they deserve (2004, p21).

Another feature of Saudi society is gender segregation, which does not allow
women to mix with men unrelated to them. Gender segregation applies to many different
aspects of the daily life of Saudis. Al-Saggaf points out that segregation of the sexes
profoundly influences every aspect of public and social life in Saudi Arabia (2004, p.2).

12



For example, women work in schools, banks and shopping malls which are strictly
women only and they do not mix with men. "The practice of segregation and confining
women to their own company is an institutional mechanism designed to regulate
women", to protect their chastity and to "prevent other men from encroaching on the male

honour of the family" (Al Munajjed, 1997, p.8 and p.34).

One of the most important features of Saudi society is the domination of the male
over the female. Shaikh points out that traditionally and culturally, the male in Saudi
society has authority over the female in the family (1989, p.6). The dynamics of male
domination over females is not limited to male authority in the family, but encompasses
almost all aspects of life. For example, no woman can travel abroad without a man’s
permission. Doumato points out that in Saudi families, older males are at the top of the

hierarchy and women are at the bottom (2000). She adds that:

Contemporary restrictions on women and the gender ideologies behind
them are not merely the legacy of interpreters of religion and the daily practice
they inspired. They are fully compatible with the particular tribal-Najdi culture
that dominates in Saudi Arabia: this continuity in gender ideology is reinforced by
the fusion of Wahhabi Islam with the values of family, honor, and patriarchy that
stem from the country's tribal legacy (Doumato, 2000, p.227).

In media level, Mellor points out that Saudi society “places a number of
restrictions on the flow of publications and cultural products into the country: kisses and
alcoholic drinks, for example, may not be shown” (2005, p. 8). The four Saudi channels
(First, Second, Sports and News) do not show any sexual scenes, naked or semi-naked
woman or any scenes including kisses, nor do they show any programmes contradicting
Islam or discussing ideas from other religions. Social factors also play a role in news
selection among Saudi journalists. For example, tribalism plays a significant role in Saudi
society and this in turn affects the press. Al Shebeili (2000) points out that newspapers
normally deal with Bedouin family origins and tribes with great caution, to avoid any

possible conflicts between the paper and tribal groups.
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Historical Challenges and Conflicts:

Aarts and Nonneman have noted that “combining the roles of the world’s ‘swing’
oil producer, the guardian of the holiest places of Islam, and a crucial ally of the West in
the Gulf, Saudi Arabia has acquired a high international profile which inevitably involves

tensions” (2005, p. 1). Halliday says:

From the outside come images of the desert, of incarnate wealth, of
unparalleled repression, and from the inside come from the often self-righteous
and declamatory products of various officials ministers and diwans of
disinformation, all under the aegis, and on the payroll, of a state that allows no
resident independent foreign correspondents and where the press itself remains
controlled to a fine degree (Ménoret, 2005, p. xi).

Saudi Arabia has faced serious political, religious and social challenges which
affect the practice of journalism in the country. The country has passed through several
stages since its birth that have contributed to making it a much misunderstood country.
Halliday argues that “No country in the world has been the subject of such
misrepresentation and mystification as Saudi Arabia” (Ménoret, 2005, p. xi). In order to
understand journalism in Saudi Arabia it is importaqt to discuss some of the challenges

and turning points in the country’s history.

One of the most important turning points in Saudi Arabian history was the
discovery of oil in the country. In 1933 the Saudi government signed a contract with an
American company called Casocal, allowing it to prospect for oil in on Saudi territory.
After five years of searching without success, the company finally struck oil in Dammam
in 1938 (Cordesman, 2003). In May 1939, the first Saudi oil tanker left the country.
However, the economic revolution did not occur until the 1960s, when oil prices rose
sharply and became the principle driving force of the economy and almost the only
source of growth (Ménoret, 2005, p. 139). Miller points out that "The colossal discoveries
of the 1950s and 1960s at Khursaniyah, Safaniya, and the Ghawar complex would dwarf
production figures of the earlier years and add global significance to Arabian oil" (1980,

p. xiii). He adds:
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Far more significant during these early years was the extent to which
Saudi Arabian oil had come to shape American perceptions and policies toward
the entire Middle East. Oil was only part of the increasing national stake in the
area, yet it quickly became an important element in the broadening concept of
national security which dominated Washington's view of the world in the postwar

years (p. xiii).

In the 1970s, Saudi Arabia became the world’s leading petroleum exporter.
Simmons points out that “while Saudi Arabia became an oil producer in the late 1930s,
the kingdom’s rapid emergence as a global energy and economic power took place when
U.S. oil production suddenly peaked in 1970” (2005, p.6). Montague (2007) mentions
that Saudi Arabia quickly began to reap the economic benefits of oil price increases, as
well as enjoying the increased international stature its oil resources provided (p. 27).
Simmons points out that “By the beginning of 1970, less than 40 years after its founding,
Saudi Arabia was suddenly thrust into assuming a major role in economic activates and
political events that affected the entire world” (2005, p.2). “Of all the many nations that
emerged into the harsh light of history and modernity during the twentieth century, none
moved so rapidly from obscurity to glaring prominence as Saudi Arabia” (Simmons,

2005, p.1).

The massive revenues from oil and the ensuing wealth of the nation also affected
the Saudi national press. Al Shebeili (2000) argues that due to the high revenues, the
government became keen and able to help the national media. Rugh points out that the
oil-producing Arab states have acquired some of the most modern equipment and some
of the best personnel in the area (2004, p. 14). He argues that the ability of Saudi Arabia
and UAE to afford to import foreign skilled labor retarded the training of indigenous
journalists, helping the press in those countries to develop rapidly (2004, p. 78).

In 1949, the Saudi government established its first radio station. When radio
arrived, there was great opposition to it. Religious leaders tried to press King Abdelaziz
to abolish the service, which the religious establishment considered contradictory to
Islamic teachings (Al Shebeili, 2000). However, they were not successful; the King

insisted on providing a service in Saudi Arabia, while not forcing people to own radios.
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The religious Mufti issued a Fatwa prohibiting the ownership of radios. Despite religious
objections, radio became part of the daily lives of most people. However, for political,
religious and cultural reasons the government blocked foreign radio stations as they felt
that these would challenge the traditions of Saudi society and its government, while the

local radio stations broadcast only what was in line with Islamic culture and government

policy.

Another challenge considered one of the most important factors affecting the
Saudi national media in general and Saudi press in particular was the conflict between
Saudi government and the Egyptian leader in the 50s and 60s Gamal Abdul Nasser. Boyd
(1982) argues that Saudi Arabia’s international relations are an important key to
understanding the development of the Saudi national media. Hebeeb argues that the
Saudi-Egyptian conflict over Yemen is an excellent example of the role of the
government foreign relations in shaping the Saudi national media (1985)