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Abstract:

This  project  argues  that  marginalised  communities  in  
Bahrain  are  being  denied  representative  material  public  
space by oppressive government crackdowns. In a quest to  
seek  out  spaces  to  represent  themselves,  these  subaltern  
groups  are  turning to  new technologies  to  articulate  their  
subjugation.   These  technologies,  which  include  mobile  
phones and the internet, function as creators of space that  
offer the potential to challenge traditional physical concepts  
of  public  space,  and  therefore  democracy.  When  
marginalised  groups  use  these  technologies  to  depict  
political  violence  exacted  against  them,  they  create  new  
spaces that represent a point of counter-hegemonic struggle  
in  which identities  and ideologies  are brought  to  the fore.  
This project seeks to examine videos of political violence on  
YouTube in order to identify how they influence the creation  
of  counter-space.  By  doing so,  I  hope to  contribute  to  an  
understanding of both intra-Bahraini sectarian conflict, and  
also  broader  intra-Arab  prejudices.  It  also  seeks  to  
contribute to the debate on public space, and to explore the  
implications of how YouTube and the internet function as a  
forum for debate, communication and democratic encounter.  
Furthermore,  it  will  address  how  the  internet  is  a  useful  
methodological tool for gathering data on the region. 
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Introduction
During the past 9 years Bahrain has seen considerable political change, including a return to  

constitutional rule and the introduction of elections. These reforms have been perceived as steps to  

enfranchise Bahraini citizens whilst also ensuring the legacy of the Khalifa ruling family (Wright,  

2006). However, continued political violence and protests indicate that these reforms are not doing  

enough to improve living conditions for those in need. With foreign direct investment a vital part of  

Bahrain's diversification strategy, any instability poses a major threat to the country's investment  

climate (Henry  and Springborg,  2001).  As  a result,  there have been continued crackdowns  on  

civilian  protests  by  a  predominantly  foreign,  non-Shi’a  security  force  (Cordesman,  1997:  108,  

Shanahan,  2008: 16).  These violent  crackdowns continue  to  exclude  marginalised communities  

from public space, limiting the ability of such groups to express themselves politically. This denial  

of public space, however, is leading to the creation of 'counter-space' on the internet. The purpose  

of this project is to examine the 'spatial-practises' occurring within these web-based counter-spaces  

in  order  to  determine  both  the  extent  of  sectarian  tension  in  Bahrain  and other  key  elements  

motivating political violence in the country. Through the proposed methodology, which involves  

textual analysis of comments posted on YouTube videos depicting political violence in Bahrain, this  

work will  contribute to the emerging literature that  explores the impact  of  new media on civil  

society, public space and public sphere. 

Contextual Background and Rationale for Project
Rising unemployment, poverty, and a steady decrease in the standard of living are just some of the 

socio-economic  problems affecting  Bahrain today (Wright,  2008:  1).  These realities,  which  are 

being  compounded by rapid  population  growth,  are  also  the  result  of  a  'globalizing  neoliberal 

political economy' that has its roots in the global recessions of the 1970s (Mitchell, 2003: 164). The 

central tenets of this neoliberalism, which advocate increased privatisation and the deregulation of 

global markets,  have resulted in greater wealth inequality and a 'sharpening of social  divisions, 

based especially on class, race/ethnic, national and gender difference' (Smith & Low, 2006: 15). 

Furthermore, the control of public space is a fundamental strategy of neoliberalism, for it is in space 

that one creates the positive image of a place worthy of investment.  Since 'image is everything' 

when  it  comes  to  attracting  investment  (Mitchell,  2003,  166),  the  forces  of  globalisation  are 

defining the very look of cities and nations in a process described by Mustapha Ben Hamouche 

(2008)  as  'global  urbanism.'   The  Arabian  Gulf  epitomises  this  concept,  and  iconic  projects 

proliferate  in the hope of  'marketing the city and pinpointing it  in the global  financial  market' 

3



(Hamouche, 2008). Mitchell (2003: 167) summarises this idea of global urbanism by stating how 

globalisation involves 're-creating the city as a playground for a seemingly global capital that is ever 

forced to engage in its own annihilation of space.' 

Nowhere is this annihilation of space more apparent than in Bahrain, where the deregulation of the 

economy and the removal of certain non-tariff barriers has resulted in investors being the primary 

actors in the urban stage. With the private sector increasingly influential in the appropriation of 

space, both the freedom and autonomy of the people have shrank accordingly (Hamouche, 2008: 

214).  Locke argues that this  privatisation of common land justifies a type of 'natural rights',  in 

which citizenship becomes equated with ownership. The idea being that if any landowner engages 

in the profitable use of land and votes in his own interest, the 'collective commonweal is ensured: 

property owners and consumers in the marketplace are the new citizens' (Smith & Low, 2006: 2). 

Therefore  in  the  context  of  neoliberalism,  where  privatisation  is  encouraged  and  space  is 

marketable, landowners and investors are unequivocally the new citizens. It is axiomatic then that 

political protest  and dissent, which require space to operate, are being tightly contained so that 

Bahrain's investment climate remains attractive. However, by appropriating public space the private 

sector is denying spaces of representation to marginalised groups, emphasising the argument that 

citizenships  lies  in  ownership.  This  privatisation  of  public  space  increases  the  cultural  capital 

required to gain access to civic society, and thus increases the obstacles facing the disenfranchised 

who seek participation and representation. Since the struggle for space from which one is able to 

represent oneself forms an integral part of the contestation that proves the existence of a public 

sphere, the denial of this space symbolises  the fencing off of civic society (Mitchell, 2003: 5). In 

this sense, civic society itself becomes a place, one in which members are homogeneous landowners 

or consumers whose ideology does not contradict the neoliberal agenda. It is therefore important to 

acknowledge that  despite a rapidly growing population1 and rising unemployment,  spaces from 

which marginalised communities can represent themselves are shrinking. This has led to subaltern 

groups  adopting  new  strategies  to  seek  representation,  including  the  use  of  the  internet  and 

electronic media. Since public space is 'socially constructed through struggle', the use of the internet 

to vocalise one's political subjugation represents the development of a new kind of space (Mitchell, 

2003).  According  to  Lefebrve,  such  space,  which  symbolises  resistance  to  the  dominant  and 

incumbent political discourse, is 'counter-space.' It is a direct reaction to the homogenising power of 

'abstract-space',  which seeks to eliminate  history and reinvent  public space as public  place,  i.e. 

something that is ahistoric and 'safe for capitalism' (McCann, 1999). This is apparent in Manama, 

1 http://www.arabianbusiness.com/512344-bahrain-witnesses-population-explosion   

4

http://www.arabianbusiness.com/512344-bahrain-witnesses-population-explosion


where new projects surround the old city, masking its oriental identity and enveloping its historic 

core so as to project a 'globalized' image of the city. (Hamouche, 2008: 211). Although Hamouche's 

description is essentially accurate, his use of the term 'masking' belies a more sinister process, one 

in which the identity of Bahrain's Shi'a population is  itself  threatened with elimination.  This is 

evident in the government's targeting of Shi'a religious rituals, weddings and even  parties, where 

revellers are often arrested and incarcerated (BFM, 1997)2. Here we can see how spatial practices of 

identity  assertion  and  ritual  are  disrupted,  and  rewarded  with  arrest,  incarceration  and  maybe 

torture. Identity practices, which are inextricable from places to perform them, become subversive, 

further relegating the visibility of subaltern groups and depriving them of their right to the city. Thus 

globalisation,  in  its   neoliberal  context,  pursues  its  agenda  by  eviscerating  space  and  spatial 

practices that are contradictory to its hyper-capitalist intent. It redefines both private and public 

space  by  appropriating  private  space  in  the  name  of   national  interest  and  state  security, 

transforming public space into public place. Furthermore, it is very difficult to extricate the concept 

of public sphere from the idea of public space, especially in an age of neoliberalism. Since public 

space  is  the 'physical  manifestation  of  the   public  sphere'  (Mitchell,  1995),  neoliberalism's 

'annihilation  of  space'  represents  a  direct  attack  on the  public  sphere,  and as  a  corollary,  civil 

society, which according  to Seligman (2000 :13), is a way of 'overcoming the newly perceived 

tension between public and private realms.'  

With  this  in  mind  it  becomes  increasingly  important  to  value  the  existence  of  public  space, 

especially as it is fundamental to the notion of freedom of expression. Since the struggle for public 

space represents  a  locus  of counter-hegemonic discourse,  an analysis  of  'counter-space'  would 

reveal salient aspects of subaltern identity, ideology and aspirations. It also follows that counter-

spaces are inherently politicized, for 'public spaces gain political importance when they are taken by 

marginalized groups and restructured as spaces for representation (McCann, 1999).' Therefore this 

process of 'restructuring' is essentially the 'struggle' required to define space itself as public space. It 

is  a  process,  Mitchell  argues  (2003),  that  is  never  without  danger  or  violence.  Thus  political 

violence and counter-space are inextricably linked, suggesting that an analysis  of counter-space 

would offer a revealing insight into the true motivators of political unrest in Bahrain, an unrest that 

has so-often been described as sectarian tension between Sunni and Shi'a. While an analysis of 

counter-space will reveal the extent of Sunni-Shi'a tensions, it may also reveal other, less sectarian 

influences motivating political unrest. Both endeavours are undoubtedly valuable, and this project 

will address the need for culturally informed case studies that  involve a multiplicity of strategies 

2 Bahrain Freedom Movement, حركة احرار البحرين السلمية
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for studying resistance, representation, control and complicity (Warren, 2003: 106). Warren (2003: 

105) adds that such analyses, which examine the array of 'identities and flow of ideas and signs', are 

central in understanding and interpreting the conflict and the directions they take. This need for case 

studies is particularly pertinent in the context of the Arabian Gulf, which suffers from the idea of 

'political and economic exceptionalism', one that tends to emphasise that the discovery of oil is the 

defining element in defining both the region's history and its contemporary society (Vignal, 2010).

Goals of Project
By analysing spatial-practices in what Henri Lefebvre (1991: 340) calls 'counter-space', this project 

seeks to gain a deeper understanding of political violence and sectarian/social discord occurring in 

Bahrain. The aims of the research are as follows:

• to identify common themes and motivators of political violence in Bahrain, 
• to shed light on the intricacies of sectarian (Sunni-Shi'a) tension and general xenophobia 
• expand on existing theories concerning the relationship between public space and the internet.

Considering the nature of the research questions, it  is  prudent to focus on literature addressing 

sectarian divisions in Bahrain, public space and civil society. The discussion on public space and 

public sphere will emphasise the implications of modern technology such as the internet, and also 

the  notion  of  counter-space,  which  is  fundamental  to  the  concept  of  political  violence.  The 

discussion concerning sectarian divisions in Bahrain is predominantly historical and political due to 

a lack of research on the actual everyday social expressions of such tension. This project seeks to 

address how these tensions are articulated in discussions surrounding images of political violence. 

By doing this it hopes to shed light on the more ideologically ingrained aspects of sectarian tension 

and xenophobia. It also addresses whether or not YouTube acts as a potentially useful public space 

for  democratic  engagement,  thus  adding  to  the  debate  concerning  the  utility  of  cyberspace  in 

encouraging civic engagement.  It is important to bear in mind that the concepts of civil society, 

public space and the public sphere are inextricably linked, for axiomatic in them is the idea of  

collectivity facilitated by communication. Thus space is the place in which communication occurs, 

and the type of communication defines whether or not that space is public or private. The type of 

communication  is  also  indicative  of  the  presence  of  public  sphere  or  civil  society.  It  is  also 

important to acknowledge  that there is a reciprocal relationship between space and communication, 

for the type of space can dictate the type of communication that occurs, and vice versa.  Therefore 

communication is something that occurs in ordered spaces, leading to a subsequent socialisation in 

which  ideas,  beliefs,  and  identities  are  formed  and  deliberated.  If  this  socialisation  is  equally 

accessible, public in orientation, and focused around rational-critical debate, then it subscribes to 
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the Habermasian notion of the public sphere, which is a prerequisite for the advent of civil society 

(Saco, 2002). In accordance with the nature of this project, the literature review shall be divided 

into the following three parts:

1. The history of sectarian tension and public space in Bahrain
2. How is technology redefining public space?
3. What is the public sphere and civil society and how have they evolved in Bahrain?
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Literature Review
Sectarian tension and public space in Bahrain

Sectarian cleavages in Bahrain have traditionally been articulated along a Sunni-Shi'a divide. Many 

critics argue that there has been an institutionalized and systemic discrimination of Shi'a in Bahrain, 

which  has  denied  them  access  to  the  upper  echelons  of  the  government  and  private  sector 

(Cordesman, 1997: 76). This tradition arguably goes back to the 1700s, when Sunni Arabs from the 

peninsular settled in the country and occupied key trading positions and government jobs (Al-Tajir, 

1982). Cordesman adds that the distribution of economic and political power has long favoured 

Bahraini Sunnis,  while Shanahan (2008) adds that Bahraini Shi'a have generally been excluded 

from 'positions of trust  within the government, particularly the security  services'. This is both a 

product of distrust and an impetus for further conflict, one that has manifested itself a number of 

times throughout history, most notably with the dissolution of the constitutional assembly in 1975, 

the intifada of the 1990s, and an allegedly Irani sponsored coup attempt in 1981. Despite political 

reform, political violence still exists in the country, and is often confined to the Baharnah, mainly 

Shi'a villages of Bahrain. This sectarian emphasis on political violence is an oversimplification, 

especially in the cases of the 1990s intifada, which was an attempt by many Bahraini opposition 

groups to  have the constitution and parliament reinstated (Falah,  2002).  However,  despite  such 

complexities, political violence in Bahrain is often seen as Shi'a led, Iran- sponsored unrest. This 

tradition of blaming civil disobedience on the Shi'a seems to go back to the British, who would 

blame those in the tribal hinterland (predominantly Shi'a)  for disrupting urban life in the cities 

(mainly inhabited by Sunni) (Fuccaro, 2008).  

As the century progressed,  other factors began to influence the nature of Shi'a  communities in 

Bahrain, most notably growing Islamic zeal in nearby Iran. Falah (2002) notes that,

'since  the  early 1970s,  religious  Shi'a  political  groups  and their  ideological  activity 
increased and began to respond to the appeals from the centers of Shi'a Islamic calls in 
Iran,  Iraq, Lebanon and the eastern region of Saudi Arabia,  in order to establish its 
organizations.'

Since this  time, and more noticeably after the coup attempt of 1981, there has been a tangible 

association of Iranian involvement with political unrest in Bahrain. Although organisations such as 

the Bahrain Hezbollah were accused of being sponsored by Iran, most political violence in Bahrain 

seems to be based on the desire for economic reform and political representation (Cordesman, 1997, 

Wright, 2008: 1, Shanahan, 2008). The predominant involvement of Shi'a in such protests reflects 

the fact that they occupy the lower rungs of the social and economic ladder. The security forces' 
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targeting of Shi'a leaders and clerics has only aggravated further protest, compounding the already 

fragile  sectarian  tensions.  The  government's  justification  of  its  aggressive  policies  has  often 

involved the assertion that such measures are necessary to prevent the spread of Iranian hegemony 

in the country (Falah, 2002). Shanahan (2008) claims that such allusions to Iranian involvement 

simply  mask  the  fact  that  Shi'a  political  activism  usually  reflects  'political  and  economic 

discrimination suffered at the hands of Sunni ruling regimes.' He also emphasises that the fear of a 

rising 'Shi'a crescent' undermines rational arguments explaining political violence, adding that the 

'Gulf Arab Shi‘a, like communal groups the world over, operate within discrete environments and 

react  to their own political stimuli.'   It is unfortunate then, that Bahraini Shi'a have come to be 

associated  with  a  somewhat  subversive  and  treasonous  stigma.  Some  people  have  incorrectly 

legitimized this stigma by suggesting all Shi'a Bahrainis are of Persian dissent, and that they are 

intruders lacking true Arab/Bahraini credentials. Dr. Paul Harrison (1924: 92) described the Shi'a in 

Bahrain as a semi-Persian community known as the  Baharnah, whereas A. Faroughy (1951: 19) 

suggested that these Shi'a were Persian. H.H. Hansen, who lived in a Shi'a village for some time,  

claimed that its residents did not describe themselves as Arab. However Tajir (1982: 8) suggests that 

to these Shi'a, the term Arab referred to the  

'influx in 1783 and after of peninsular Najdi and Qatari Arabs into Bahrain. They (the 
Bahraini  Shi'a)  are  not  Arabs  like  the  ruler  or  his  family,  but  Baharnah or  Halayil  
(another  term they employ to  describe  themselves,  from Arabic  Halaa'il  I.e,  lawful 
possessions but also owners). They are not denying their Arab origin, they are simply 
distinguishing between themselves being native islanders and therefore, in their own 
view, the lawful owners of the lands of which they had been dispossessed.'

Thus  there  is  no  evidence  to  suggest  that  the  Baharnah  were  Iranian  immigrants.  Somewhat 

ironically, it is generally accepted that the  Huwalah Sunni Arabs of Bahrain were descendants of 

Arab tribes who lived in the coastal regions of Iran (Tajir, 1982: 7).  It would seem then that claims 

accusing the Baharnah of being Iranian descendants are erroneous constructions that serve to bolster 

the legitimacy of the Sunni-ruled government. Needless to say, 'sectarianism remains an important 

social concern within Bahrain' (Wright, 2008: 9)

In her seminal work on the evolution of public space in Manama, Fuccaro identifies the importance 

of public space in creating and compounding sectarian divisions occurring in Bahrain. Processes 

such as 'land registration, censuses, municipal taxation and and nationality laws created legal and 

political  divisions  between  nationals  and  non-nationals,  and  between  Arabs  and  non-Arabs 

(Fuccaro, 2009: 224).'  This represented a predominantly Sunni government strategy in the 1950s to 

align themselves with Arab nationalism in order to retain legitimacy in the face of growing civil 
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unrest. The result was the transformation of certain villages such as Jidd Hafs and Bilad al Qadim 

into  suburbs  of  Manama that  lacked  both  modern  housing and  adequate  public  services.  As  a 

consequence, this urban manipulation decreased the chance of the Shi'a underclass integrating into 

the socio-economic fabric of modern Bahrain, which in turn has led to a culture of marginality, 

underdevelopment and political/religious militancy whose capacity for mobilisation draws on the 

historical memory of old rural and agricultural communities (Fuccaro, 2009: 224). Even now, the 

sectarian divide in Bahrain is often articulated along the rural – urban distinction, with Shi'a being 

perceived  as  uneducated,  emotional,  revolutionary  farmers  and  villagers,  while  the  Sunni  see 

themselves  as  urban,  educated,  modern  and  peace-loving  (Schumacher,  1987:  53)3.  However, 

Bahrain's spatial topography has changed drastically since Schumacher's fieldwork of 1987, as have 

its demographics and politics. I propose that an analysis of counter-space will provide an updated 

perspective on the nature of sectarian/social discord occurring in contemporary Bahrain society. It 

would also contribute to Fuccaro's recent work by shifting the focus of public space in Bahrain from 

material locations to the more ephemeral digital realm. Additionally, it will embellish Hamouche's 

talk of 'global urbanism' by arguing that neoliberalism's attack on public space creates corollary 

spaces on the internet. 

Technology and public space

Manuel Castells (1996) postulates that there are 'two opposing types of spatial logic, the logic of 

material places and locations (spaces of place) and the logic of intangible flows of information, 

communication,  services  and  capital  (space  of  flows).'  This  space  of  flows  is  increasing  in 

importance,  amounting  to  what  Castells  (1983)  refers  to  as  the  'delocalisation  process  of  the 

processes of production and consumption.' It is these processes, and capitalism's inherent desire to 

'overcome spatial barriers' (Harvey, 1985) that have caused the proliferation of ICTs throughout the 

world, and the Arabian Gulf is no exception. The advent of ICTs has brought with it the concept of 

cyberspace, which  'confounds our more conventionally conceived notions of physical space' (Saco, 

2002). In his attempt to reconcile the idea of democracy with spatial strategies Benjamin Barber 

(1984) suggests that democratic politics is most effective when people can actually meet 'face-to-

face'  in  manageable,  clearly  delineated  spaces.  Diana  Saco   (2002)  ultimately  concurs,  and 

acknowledges that despite the importance of face-to-face encounters in promoting human sociality 

and thus the realisation of democratic potential, new media technology has enormous emancipatory 

power. It is this dichotomy between the face-to-face encounter and the cyberspace-encounter that 

represents one of the key divisions between public space as physical and public space as electronic. 

3 Cited in Fuccaro, 2009: 225
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Indeed this division seems to separate those of the 'technological utopian' position (who see new 

media as a force facilitating interaction,  communication and political  debate) from those of the 

'technological  dystopian'  position  (who  see  new  media  as  a  depersonalised  force  that  simply 

overwhelms the user with useless information (Rheingold, 1993)).  The importance of the face-to 

-face is again emphasised by Garnham (1993)4, who argues that unlike traditional urban spaces for 

public gathering which naturally presuppose face-to-face interaction, cyberspace provides a new 

type  of  interactive  experience  that  lacks  the  force  of  physical  interaction  because  it  lacks 

'attentiveness' and 'responsibility.'  The absence of these elements, Garnham suggests, means that 

communication in cyberspace is less likely to foster rational-critical debate because it demotes the 

importance of 'listening' and promotes the chances of reactionary and volatile oratory (as opposed to 

deliberation).  Although  these  words  seem accurate  given  the  prevalence  of  such  'irresponsible' 

communication  on  web  forums,  Richard  Steele  (1993)  adds  to  the  debate  by  arguing  that 

cyberspace  could act as a 'prophylaxis against violation' by constructing a 'public, prosthetic body.'5 

Despite the obvious contention as to whether cyberspace constitutes a viable form of democratic 

public space, the above arguments remain relatively limiting, abstract or monolithic. Subscribing to 

either a technological dystopian or utopian position, for example,  represents an assumption that 

cyberspace has  a  definite  outcome – bad or  good.  The need for  context  is  imperative,  and an 

analysis  of counter-space is a good example of the emancipatory potential  of cyberspace,  for it 

epitomises the democratic encounter – pitting subaltern groups against an oppressive agent who has 

sought to silence them. 

Civil society and the public sphere

Irrespective  of  the  utopian  and dystopian  positions,  Arendt  (1958)  and  Thompson (1990)  both 

acknowledge the power of technologies in creating new spaces and forging new identities. Morley 

and Robins (1995) affirm this argument, saying that media 'reconfigures identity' and leads to an 

increasing crisis of the national sphere by promoting new forms of regional and local activity. Thus 

there is a tension between globalism and localism, and a corollary conflict between supra-state and 

sub-state identity. Thus civil society is thrown into a confusing situation where territory and identity 

become  dissociated,  and  the  public  sphere  becomes  despatialised.  This  somewhat  postmodern 

phenomena,  which  has  escalated  with  globalisation,  has  confounded  traditional  concepts  of 

nationalism – which do not  tolerate  difference  and seek to  'eliminate  complexity'  (Morley and 

Robbins, 1995). In mosaic societies such as Bahrain,  this point is particularly pertinent, for the 

sheer  diversity  of  its  residents  suggest  an  equally  large  amount  of  supra-state  and  sub-state 

4 Cited in Saca, 2002
5 Cited in Saca, 2002
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identities.  Therefore globalisation has  increased the salience of  questions pertaining to  identity, 

citizenship and territory. In their work on globalisation as a crisis of identity, Morley and Robins 

(1995)  discuss  how  being  European  now  involves  negotiating  different  levels  of  identity  – 

continental,  national  and regional.  It  makes  sense that  we apply this  idea  to  the  Gulf  too,  for 

western, Arab, Islamic, sectarian, and national identities all compete to varying degrees. Indeed it 

would be useful to explore how civil society in the Gulf, examined through new media, 'works as a 

communicative space for the imaginative construction and reconstruction of more diffuse, equally 

important, collective identities and solidarities (Alexander and Jacobs, 1998).' Does the advent of 

new technology in the Gulf serve to  'implode'  regions into localities and 'explode'  nations  into 

complex global space (Albertsen, 1984)6. To what extent does the fear of cultural homogenisation or 

Americanisation cause a corollary localisation in  which media seeks to re-establish a link with 

territory. Does this fear cause a 'recuperation of history', and foster local identities centred around a 

constructed  and  inauthentic  historic  culture?  (Harvey,  1987)  The  idea  of  local  versus  global 

suggests a certain crisis for the public sphere, for its unitary nature is jeopardised by the existence of 

sub-spheres, or 'public sphericules' (Gitlin, 1998)7. Gitlin goes on to say that the 'unitary public 

sphere is weak, riddled with anxiety and self doubt, but distinct communities of information and 

participation are multiplying, robust and brimming with self confidence.' Exploring the nature of 

these distinct communities and how the internet is important in their mobilisation is another useful 

question that ought to be addressed. On the other hand, such arguments could only be relevant in 

certain  cases,  for  maybe  the  Gulf,  or  indeed  Bahrain,  falls  into  the  more  dystopian  realm  of 

technological repression. Could the internet simply encourage individualism, isolating the citizen 

and forcing him to withdraw to the circle of family and friends? Indeed 'with this little society 

formed to his taste he gladly leaves the greater society to look after itself' (Bellah, 1985) 8. Perhaps 

'computers,  credit  cards,  phones,  faxes  and other  instruments  of  instant  artificial  adjacency are 

rapidly  eviscerating  historic  politics  of  propinquity,  the  very  cement  of  the  city',  creating  an 

'ageographical city (Sorkin, 1992).' However, many of the arguments focusing on cyberspace and its 

effect on civil society focus on its emancipatory or repressive potential. Even Saca's (2002) seminal 

work  reaches  ambiguous  conclusions  and  talks  in  generalities.  This  is  why  I  believe  in  the 

importance of case studies.  In her work on the internet in Kuwait, Wheeler (2006: 39) adopts a 

socially constructivist point of view and suggests that social factors play an important role in how a 

nation  uses  its  internet,  leading  to  a  distinctly  Kuwaiti  internet  culture.  Despite  cultural 

commonalities between Bahrain and Kuwait, Wheeler (2006: 53) argues that Kuwait 'is a country 

6 Cited in Morley and Robbins, (1995)
7 Cited in Curran and Liebes, 1998
8 Cited in Light, 1999 
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where strength and unity of the collective are valued over individual opinion', suggesting that 'the 

web  is  not  really  viewed  as  a  place  for  activism  or  distributing  political  activism.'  Even  a 

rudimentary look at internet use in Bahrain would suggest that it is an important tool for political  

activism.  Therefore civil society and the internet should be viewed both in the context of a nation's 

experience of it, in addition to modern factors affecting its development.  The use of cyberspace as a 

public space is  influenced by Bahrain's particular historical encounter with both civic activity and 

political action. Nelida Fuccaro (2009) discusses how the town squares and souqs of Bahrain were 

often used for demonstrations and political gatherings throughout the 19 th and early 20th century. 

However, the rapid modernisation and immigration that followed the oil boom redefined Bahrain's 

urban  geography,  and  dislocated  communities  by  dismantling  organically  established  public 

sphericules  –  whose   existence  sprung  from  the  relationship  between  territory  and  identity. 

Fuccaro's work alludes to a crisis of public sphere based on the respatialisation of Bahrain's urban 

geography (2009). This is compounded by the government's use of repressive measures to suppress 

political dissent. Indeed their ability to do this is very much dependent on their capacity to control,  

monitor and patrol public space, something which is much easier in physical space than it is in the 

despatialised flows of digital communication. Having said this, many governments in the region 

attempt  to  impose  restrictions  on  technologies  such as  the  internet,  although Bahrain's  internet 

censorship policy still remains relatively liberal for the Middle East, especially when compared to 

the likes of  Syria  and Tunisia  (Hofheinz,  2007).   It  would therefore be interesting to  see how 

cyberspace  contributes  to  the  evolution  of  public  space  and  civic  society  in  Bahrain.  Does  it 

represent an effective forum for deliberation and mobilisation? Does it pose a new threat to political 

authority? Does the despatialising power of technology marginalise sub-state identity in favour of 

supra-state  identity?  Is  civic  society being regionalised  and then globalised?  Although in-depth 

answers to  these questions are beyond the scope of this  dissertation,  it  will  hopefully begin to 

address them by analysing the potential impact spatial practices occurring within 'counter-spaces.' 

However,  before  a  discussion  of  methodology,  it  is  would  be  prudent  to  add  a  few qualifiers 

regarding the definition of civil society. 

It is important not to just view civil society as an 'impersonal counterpart to political authority' 

(Saca, 2002). Even the Habermasian concept of society as a zone of contact between the political 

authority of the state and the personal freedom' of the private realm seems somewhat limited in the 

context of this study, for intra-society debate is exacerbated by a number of factors not limited to 

the  political  authority  of  the  state.  Also  there  have  been  developments  in  the  contemporary 

understanding of civic society, and it should not necessarily be understood as an 'institutional or 
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informational space in which citizens passively  receive information about public affairs so that they 

might  be  better  informed,  more  powerful  voting  citizens  (Alexander  and  Jacobs,1998)9.'  the 

multiplicity of sub spheres existing in what Taylor (1995) describes as a larger 'national sphere', 

compete with each other, rendering civic society as a cultural space in which different groups or 

individuals compete to 'narrate the social' (Sherwood, 1994). Indeed cyberspace as a cultural space 

is  important,  for  not  only does  it  act  as  a  space  in  which  people  articulate  their  own cultural 

ideology, but also as a place where culture is defined and deliberated. Thus culture in the Middle 

East,  which Sheila Carapico (1998) argues as being important in understanding civil  society,  is 

undergoing rapid contention. We must acknowledge then that cyberspace, public space, culture and 

civic society are all symbiotically linked. Civic society can therefore be understood as a  locus of 

reaction against pertinent discourses or ideologies. It must also be stressed that the word locus was 

chosen very deliberately, for it is the scene of an event or action, which implies the importance of 

the action in defining space, rather than assuming the existence of a space in which an event takes 

place. Cyberspace plays host to many such loci, for it permits users to express ideology, dissent, and 

information,  which  results  in  a  corollary  creation  of  space.  It  thus  undermines  the  traditional 

understanding of public space which assumes pre-existing spaces in which civic minded action can 

take place. Naturally the idea of civic society as a locus of reaction against pertinent ideologies or 

discourses is quite broad, which is why it is increasingly important to theorise space, for it is spaces 

that have the potential to inform, mobilise and assemble publics, and make them become conscious 

of themselves (Gitlin, 1998). This project seeks to examine YouTube within the context of counter-

space, and thus contributes to the theorisation of space by looking at a regional case study through a 

specific web-technology. 

9 Cited in Curran and Liebes, 1998
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Methodology and Justification
So how does one analyse counter-space? Counter-spaces are, by definition, a result of  resistance to 

dominant abstract space. Their very inception lies in an antagonism and discord. They are the site of 

a struggle, the material or cyber manifestation of a conflict of identity, sectarianism or ideology. 

Therefore  examining  these  sites  can  provide  an  insight  into  a  society's  inherent  tensions  and 

contradictions. Such an examination of counter-space would, ironically, seem abstract in the context 

of material space, but it is true that a certain transduction occurs when mediated violence is put on 

sites like YouTube. In other words, analysing a protest as it happens in the street may be impossible, 

for  one  cannot  engage synchronously with all  the  participants  and hear  their  grievances.  This, 

however, is not the case on YouTube. Hundreds of videos of political violence occurring in Bahrain 

have been posted, inviting people to post comments and replies that house ideological meaning and 

thus provide an insight into the nature of the conflict.  YouTube, in this example, simplifies the 

process of data collection and analysis. Its capacity to support asynchronous communication offers 

the  researcher  an  impressive  tool  to  collect  data  that  alludes  to  issues  of  identity,  ideology, 

sectarianism etc.  YouTube is also, I argue, a virtual city. Since it confounds the states traditional 

ability  to  regulate  material  space  through  law  and  force,  it  allows  for  spatial  practices  that 

potentially undermine the modern,  neoliberal agenda of global urbanism, which seeks to create 

abstract space that is  safe for capitalism. This definition is  perhaps only relevant to potentially 

subversive video postings such as those depicting political violence, as they illustrate the struggles 

for space that the government seek to marginalise. Also, in a very literal sense, YouTube behaves as 

a virtual city for it offers what Anderson describes as a 'digital representation' of Bahrain itself.  It  

allows users to capture videos of urban cityscapes and public spaces, posting them so that the world  

may also see Bahrain's urban materiality. This aspect is particularly interesting within the context of 

political  violence,  for  such  videos  immortalise  Bahraini  cityscapes  as  a  locus  of  struggle, 

emphasising the urban conflict that the government seeks to hide. It is therefore a virtual city of  

dissent and subversion, a network of political commentary that seeks to give presence to the unseen 

'counter-space.' It is a place that is anathema to abstract space, which implies a tacit agreement of 

non-aggression and non-violence based on communal  reciprocity (McCann,  1999).  By contrast, 

these spaces are brought into existence by antagonism and discord. They are places more akin to 

what Scott Lash (2002: 28) describes as a 'wild zones', that is, places in which people of mixed 

identity and ethnicity exchange high volumes of ideas and information. Such exchange, Lash (2002: 

32) argues, represents the postmodern evolution of the public sphere into a 'politics of symbolic 

practices taking place on the margins of public and private spaces.'  On a more pragmatic level, 

YouTube's video-based interface may actually provide richer data since its highly visual nature is 
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more appealing in an age where being informed is increasingly about visual stimuli (Anderson, 

2006:  116).  Therefore  sites  that  are  text-heavy,  such as  blogs,  may unintentionally be  placing 

barriers to user-participation on account of their chosen communicative medium.  

How and what to analyse? 

An analysis  was  undertaken  of  videos  on  YouTube depicting  political  violence/civil  unrest  in 

Bahrain. In total, over 1469 comments from 9 videos were examined10. Videos were chosen initially 

by  typing  in  various  phrase  such  as  'riots  in  Bahrain',  'unrest  Bahrain',  'protests  Bahrain'  etc. 

Subsequent videos were then found using the 'suggestion' column on the right. For the purposes of 

this study, political violence was defined as any video that depicted marginalised groups expressing 

their discontent aggressively at the incumbent regime. What constitutes aggressive behaviour is not 

limited to,  but includes; use of Molotov cocktails,  stone throwing, damage to public or private 

property and tire burning. It is important to note that violence committed by government forces 

against civilians also constitutes political violence. The comments analysed were written in both 

English and Arabic. When necessary,  Al-Tajir's (1982) book  Language and linguistic origins in  

Bahrain was used to assist in the translation of Bahraini colloquial Arabic. None of the comments  

included in this work have been edited or spell-checked in order to maintain their original integrity. 

Following an inductive approach,  a  'theme analysis' (Deacon et al, 1998: 118) was conducted. This 

involved looking at  salient  themes within the body of comments and coding them accordingly. 

Certain themes were then quantified based on their frequency and rough charts were drawn up to 

illustrate the relative pervasiveness of certain discourses. This 'thematic content analysis' provided 

both a 'qualitiative and quantiative understanding of the data,'  (Low, 2006: 92) and combined 'a 

priori' knowledge of themes whilst taking on a 'grounded' approach  in order to identify new and 

unexpected elements11. Furthermore, such an approach allows one to 'quantify salient and manifest 

features of a large number of texts' in order to produce statistics that permit 'broader inferences 

about the processes and politics of representation' (Deacon et al, 1998: 118). This was combined 

with  Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), a strict definition of which is difficult since it is 'eclectic  

and unsystematic' (Weiss and Wodak, 2003: 6). However, CDA's fundamental concern is with the 

‘mediation between the social and the linguistic’ (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999). Its cornerstones 

concern  the  investigation  of  discourse,  ideology  and  power.  By  examining  the  comments 

surrounding  images  of  political  violence,  one  is  effectively  analysing  the  locus  of  hegemonic 

confrontation,  and therefore the fault-lines along which identities and ideologies clash. Such an 

10 See Appendix 
11 Concepts of 'a priori' and 'grounded' taken from http://onlineqda.hud.ac.uk/Intro_QDA/how_what_to_code.php 
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analysis will provide illuminating insights into the reasons behind economic marginalisation and/or 

'sectarianism.' So while the content analysis will identify important recurring themes,  the discourse 

analysis will seek to find what culturally ingrained and institutionally powerful notions determine 

particular areas of social life (Deacon et al, 1998, 147). 

Ethical considerations and other notes

While it is important to note that  that the above methodology could be supplemented by empirical  

fieldwork such as focus groups and interviews, the sensitive nature of the topic is problematic for 

carrying out such work within Bahrain itself. The decision to work, 'at a distance', also allows the 

researcher  to  study the  interactions  of  users  as  unobtrusively as  possible.  There  are  obviously 

numerous  issues  with  this  proposed  method  of  data  collection,  such as   the  anonymity of  the 

respondents and the ambiguity of their background. Other important considerations for this type of 

web based analysis can be summed up by Smith (1999: 211), who makes a pertinent and timeless 

point when discussing the ethics of conducting online research;

'Digital  artefacts  are  incomplete  and  potentially  dangerous...These  data  refine  and 
extend  the  means  of  surveillance  that  are  already  a  disturbing  trend  in  such 
systems....The  information  available  through  machine  analysis  of  the  artefacts  of 
network interaction can uncover social spaces, subjecting them to a kind of panoptic 
surveillance (Poster, 1990)....Is this an invasion of privacy? Are these public spaces, like 
city streets or plazas, where have lower expectations and protections of our privacy? Or 
are  these  private  or  semi  private  spaces  where  people  have  an  expectation  of 
privacy....do expectations of privacy deserve respect regardless of technical realities? 
Do new tools change and shift the nature of this space, forcing participants to recognise 
a change in its character?

Perhaps  the  most  relevant  concern  addressed  by Smith  in  the  case  of  this  project  is  drawing 

attention  to  the  potential  of  sites  like  YouTube for  dissent  and  political  subversion.  Bahrain 

temporarily banned certain websites that attempted to organise political protests or draw attention to 

the country's poor human rights records (Hofheinz, 2007: 60). This ban included the popular Shi'a 

forum  bahrainonline.org.  If  YouTube is seen as a space in which anti-government sentiment is 

mobilised or solidified, it may lead to attempts by the government to block it. However, even if this 

were to happen, the technologically adept  are  becoming increasingly able  at  bypassing internet 

censorship (p60). Smith's words also emphasise the importance of defining the type of space being 

examined. It would seem self-evident that YouTube is in the public domain, as there are no access 

restrictions placed on the content examined in this work. With this in mind, the screen-names of 

users have been included, since they have made a decision to put this persona in the public domain. 

There is also the much contested issue about how people's behaviour is altered by the anonymity of 
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cyberspace. Reid (1999: 114)  suggests that the relative anonymity and physical safety promised by 

the virtual environment have a disinhibiting effect that can lead to aggressive, hostile and abusive 

behaviour  called  'flaming.'  This  phenomenon  of  computer  mediated  communication  usually 

involves the gratuitous use of swearing, name calling and hostile comments (p114). The implication 

here is that web-based communication undermines both the 'deference' and the way in which we 

curb our desires in recognition of the other's preferences', which are so important in civil society 

(Seligman, 2000: 15). It also implies a lack what Garnham described as responsible communication, 

something  that  is  supposed  to  engender  the  rational-critical  debate  necessary  for  democracy. 

However, Garnham's ideas are rooted in what Lash describes as an outdated and formalistic view of 

democracy that  is  based  on  the  capitalist  mode  of  production.  This,  Lash  argues,  ignores  the 

importance of the 'information flows' in eroding national, organisational and associational bases of 

public sphere and civil society. He suggests that 'immediate and local forms of socialisation would 

seem to be a better basis for a radical political culture under conditions of postmodernity' (Lash, 

2002: 35).  Furthermore, it is the very process of  'making things public' that Lefebvre argues is 

fundamental  to  the  creation  public  space  (Kern,  2008:  114).  YouTube is  a  celebration  of  this 

process, for it allows those denied spaces of representation the ability to make their subjugation 

public. 
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Findings 
Sectarianism, origin, racism and conspiracy theories

An analysis  of  the data  revealed a  variety of themes,  the most  salient  of  which being identity 

politics and sectarianism. This sectarianism was not confined to a simple Shi'a and Sunni binary 

distinction, but rather a Shi'a versus Wahhabi discourse. The details of this confrontation will be 

revealed  in  the  following  pages,  whilst  also  addressing  other  themes  that  emerged,  including 

antipathy towards Iran, distrust of Arab governments, Zionist conspiracy theories, and motivations 

of political violence in Bahrain itself. Discussion regarding the relevance of these findings to the 

debate on public sphere, public space, civil society and the internet will be reserved for the analysis 

section. The following chapter has been divided into subsections that are organised according to 

theme, and  include comments taken from the data which are used to convey the general sentiments 

expressed in each respective subsection.

Regardless of whether or not the video stipulated clearly that the protagonists were of a particular 

sect, the ensuing comments brought up sectarianism in almost all cases. The most prevalent theme 

running through the comments was the articulation of allegiances to  either  the Shi'a,  or the Al 

Khalifa ruling family. This was done primarily by requesting that God either damn or preserve the 

respective parties, and articulated with varying degrees of eloquence.

shldugd 

combatnife12
MeshOoOoO20 

Ba7harnah

 لعنة ال على اليهود ال جابو دين الشيعه بالسلم
 لعنة ال على كل شيعي على وجه الرض

 لعنكم ال ياابناء التعه
 هذلي مرتزقة آل خليفه ال يلعنهم

God damn the Jews who brought Shi'ism to  
Islam 
God damn every Shi'a on the face of the earth
God damn you sons of mut3a'

God damn these mercenary Al Khalifa

Although such comments sometimes preceded a more lengthy rationale for the respondent's hatred 

or allegiance, it was often used as a relatively non-committal one liner by many users. The sheer 

volume of vitriolic sectarian 'flaming' would suggest that the videos aggravated certain viewers to 

the extent that they felt the need to comment. 

Shi'a as innately backwards

It should be noted that while some respondents directed their remarks towards the Baharna or Shi'a 

of Bahrain,  many did not  specify whether they were talking about Shi'a in general or Bahraini 

Shi'a. It did, however, seem apparent that much of the abuse directed at Shi'a referred to Shi'a in 

general unless otherwise stated. The data acknowledged that many people see the Shi'a as lazy, 
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ungrateful, treasonous, treacherous, grave-worshipping, sexually promiscuous, Rafadite12 terrorists. 

This idea of sexual promiscuity seemed to feature widely in much of the discourse, with many of 

the insults directed at the Shi'a involving references to the practice of 'mut3a' (pleasure marriage) or 

to them being bastards and their mothers whores. Often the term 'sons of mut3a' or 'Rafadite' would 

be used in place of the word Shi'a, indicating a derogatory and culturally ingrained lexicon amongst 

many participants. There also seems to be an idea that Shi'a families produce a large amount of 

offspring. This abundance of sexually derogatory rhetoric points to an obsession with female purity, 

one that is used to try and illustrate the backwardness of the intended recipient whilst also indicating 

a  high  degree  of  male  chauvinism and  religious  stereotyping.  Also  notable  within  the  general 

framework of abusive comments was a predilection  by  all  parties for preceding the term Shi'a, 

Sunni or Wahhabi with the phrase  'your mother's cunt' or 'your sister's cunt.'  

 كس امكم ياوهابية
 كس امكم يالشيعة

 كس ام البحارنه كلهم الشيعه الوصخي

Your mother's cunts (directed at Wahhabis)

Your mother's cunts (directed at Shi'a)

The mother's cunt of all Baharna, Dirty Shi'a 

The prevalence of this vulgar rhetoric was so noticeable that one user felt the need to say,  

ahmed1199 im from shia saying kis om every one is not a solution besides breaking the streets  
and violent is not correct its acting childesh and stupid as will 

In addition to the emphasis on sexually derisive language, certain key words were used frequently 

to describe the inferiority of the Shi'a or Baharna, the most common ones being 'backwards', 'dirty',  

'illiterate' and 'uneducated.' Many respondents who chose to embellish upon these themes did not 

acknowledge that there were socio-economic motives to these protests, choosing instead to blame 

the political violence on an apriori tendency of backwardness amongst Shi'a.  This was often placed 

within  the  religious  context  of  spreading  'fitna'  (the  contemporary  meaning  of  which  is 

fragmentation,  discord  or  chaos).  The  refusal  to  see  a  socio-economic  impetus  behind  the 

demonstrations  alludes  to  both an ingrained set  of  negative stereotypes  about  Shi'a,  as  well  as 

potential  ignorance  among  respondents  as  to  the  actual  challenges  faced  by  marginalised 

communities in Bahrain. It was also apparent that the term Baharna is still very much in use within 

Bahrain. It is used both as a term of insult and support (depending on who you are). One user even 

felt the need to stipulate that the Baharna were to be distinguished from Bahrainis, even in terms of 

the language they employ13. Judging from its usage, the term Baharna was always used to refer to 

12 Term used by Sunni to insult Shi'a popularised by Zarqawi 
http://www.newenglishreview.org/blog_direct_link.cfm/blog_id/5205 [Accessed 19/08/2010]

13 This quote comes from a video not on political violence, but from a video on the Bahraini dialect.
       http://www.  YouTube  .com/watch?v=Lvoc44syZi0   [Accessed 01/08/2010]
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Shi'a, and many users suggested the Baharna were from Iran.

mohammed71
71990 

lavakava

wahabi2008 

TheJanMiner

swordofallah2 

jobs?  there  is  no  jobs?  u  guys  want  to  get  a  job  with  no  diploma,first  get  a  
education,school if for free,uni is for free(uob)so wat else do u want?n even if u dont  
have a diploma,im sure there r lots of restaurants n otehr small bussiness were u can  
work,but u guys just dnt,n u all get a family with like 10 kids with a salery of 400BD  
THAT IS WRONG!get a diploma n good job then get kids,or else not.dont get kids n  
let them suffer,the ones who r sufferng r bcz of their parents

you shameless shias ,, why are you blaming the Government if you cant afford to buy  
a house ? I suggest one thing , educate yourself, get a good job , then you can buy  
your own house, Governments are supposed to give security and unity , not houses ,  
people can be so slefish sometimes , med reelek 3ala gad el7afek you idiots , and  
dont have pie in the sky dreams when you dont want to work hard to get what you  
aim for , all you ppl are free riders , like leeches ... disgusting

well mr no manland- i may not blame shia unversally -but shia in bahrain hav many  
problems...and this was bahraini shia act.. no other sect does trouble in bahrain ecpt  
shia

The ONLY and SINGLE reason shia are treated badly in bahrain is because they  
protest so much. FACT. Just stop messing around and live your lives. 

 و سألت ما هي جرائمكم ؟؟؟ جرائمك==م ه==ي ح==رق
.. تدمي البن التحتية .. حرق اليطاراتالمتلكات العامة   

 حرق مولدات الكهرباء .. إثارة الفتنة ..  ترويع الناس نشر
الرهاب و قتل البرياء لزم تقتل الرثومة يل==ي إس==هاي  

شيعة

You  asked  what  your  crimes  are?  Your  
crimes are the burning of public property,  
the  destruction  of  the  infrastructure,  the  
burning of tires and electricity substations,  
spreading  of  fitna,  scaring  the  people,  
spreading  of  terror  and  the  killing  of  
innocents. It's necessary to kill the Shi' a  
bacteria. 

Shi'a as Iranians, terrorists, traitors and Jews

From the data it is clear that many Shi'a are still seen as either terrorists, spies or Iranians. The 

Iranian link was particularly strong, and popular themes included; telling the Baharna to go back to 

Iran, accusing the Baharna of being Iranian spies, saying that all Shi'a are spies and saying that all  

Shi'a are terrorists. Many other respondents believed that Iran are exploiting the emotions of the 

Baharna in order for Iran to restore its hegemony in the country. Discussions about Iran and Bahrain 

also focused on who were the original 'natives' of Bahrain, which often lead to respondents posting 

wildly  different  information  on  regional  history  and  demographics.  Some,  more  conspirational 

viewers believe that the Shi'a sect was actually created by a Yemeni Jew to destroy Islam, while 

others believe that the Shi'a and Hezbollah are actually Jewish agents, created to destroy Sunni 

Islam. The rationale for the latter theory is based on the idea that Hezbollah cause problems in 

places  like  Lebanon  and  Bahrain  in  order  to  justify  an  Israeli  invasion  or  American  military 

presence,  thus  securing American  and Jewish hegemony in the  region.  Others  thought  that  the 

Baharna were simply Iranian Hezbollah agents with no links to Israel. On a similar note, the Shi'a 
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were often blamed for conspiring with the Americans to kill Saddam Hussein and take over Iraq. 

Another common derogatory term used to berate the Shi'a in Bahrain was  'ajmi, from the Arabic 

root 'ajam. This term refers to the Persian community of Bahrain who emigrated over the course of 

the past century (Fuccaro, 2005). 

shaan788 

ELHAJA
JI

At least in this country they use rubber bullets against criminals, Lucky you!! in other  
countries its worst, Shias are terrorist and toys of hizbollah and iran, let us live in  peace,  
go back to Iran

and if these shias want to protest they should go back to iran and lets if they can do  
anything there. Bahrain belong to the Arabs not to ajmis or iranis 

Kaleelah   تدمي لبنان وقتل الس==لميغيحزب ال ما سوى شيء 
 الشيعه والسنه وتريب الدن والقرى والف==اتوره ي==دفعها

  اسرائيل ..ىالليج ال يعينهم .. هذا الزب ل يدم سو
 حزب ال وايران عملء لس==رائيييييل  ... ك==م ع==دد

ال ؟ كم عدد اللبن==انييحزب هم قتلالسرائيليي الذين   
 الذين قتلهم السرائيليي بس==بب ح==زب ال ؟؟ فك==روا
 بالوضوع ف النهايه الكل عملء للنظام العالي الديد

Hezbollah  don't  do  anything  except  demolish  
Lebanon, killing Sunni and Shi’a Muslims and  
destroying the cities and villages and the price  
is  paid  by  the  Gulf  countries  (God  be  with  
them)This  Party  is  only  benefiting  Israel  ....  
Hezbollah are agents for Israel.....
How  many  Israelis  did  Hezbollah  kill?  How  
many  Lebanese  did  Israel  kill  because  of  
Hezbollah? Think about it, in the end they are  
all just agents for the New World Order. 

QATARI
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 ليسوا برينيي هؤلء رافضه شرذمه اتباع المين الق==ذر
 وغيهم سكنو البحرين وجائوا من ايران وكربلء الع==راق
 ال لعنة ال على الرافضه الوس

 كما تالف الصفويي ضد العثمانيي الذين اوصلوا السلم
 ال اواسط اوربا كما تالف الشيعة مع المريكان لحتلال
وتدمي بغداد

 وال انك جحش رافضي أجرب، لك قواد جاعة ص==دام
 والزرقاوي كانوا يقاتلون التل المريكي، بينما كانت فرق
 الوت الشيعية ل هم لا سوى قتل السنة، ل ل يقتل م==ن
 الشيعة ول حت اللف بينما  قتل أكثر من مليون ونصف

و الشرطة الوسية هم من قتلوا أهل الفلوجةسن، واليش   
ليس المريكان

They aren't Bahrainis these Rafadites, they are  
followers  of  Khomeini.  They  live  in  Bahrain  
and come from Iran and Karbala in Iraq. God  
damn the Rafadite Spies

As the Safavids formed an alliance against the  
Ottomans who brought Islam to the middle of  
Europe, the Shi'a formed an alliance with the  
Americans to occupy and destroy Baghdad

By  god  you  are  a  cult  of  Rafadites...While  
Saddam  and  Zarqawi  were  fighting  the  
American  occupiers  Shi'a  death  squads  were  
only concerned with the killing of  Sunnis.  No  
Shi'a died, not even thousands, while more than  
a  million  and a  half  Sunnis  were  killed.  The  
army and the secret  police  are  the  ones  who  
killed the people of Fallujah, not the Americans

The more extreme respondents advocated harsher tactics in dealing with the Shi'a 'problem.' In a 

video  titled  Bahraini  police  riots  are  using  rubber  bullets  against  Shi'a  a  number  of  people 

suggested that the police should use real bullets instead of rubber ones. This theme was actually 

present in other videos, regardless of the title or content. The most radical responses advocated what 

can only be described as genocidal solutions.
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ونفتك من كل الش==يعة.. جان سيدة قنبلة نووية   
  النذال

 وليت دول الليج تطلع الشيعه اللي فيها ويطونم
 بزيره من جزر البحرين تتنازل عنها ونفجر فيه==م
الي ما ينمسحون

 الفروض يمعون شيعة الليج فأحد الزر الليجية
ث نقوم بانزال قنبلة نووية

 كس ام البحارنة الروافض خل الش==رطة تس==تخد
 رصاص حقيقي

Come Mrs. nuclear bomb...and we can get rid of  
all Shi'a bastards 

We wish that the Shi'a in countries of the Gulf  
would  leave,  and  be  put  on  one  of  Bahrain's  
Islands. Then we could abandon them and blow  
them up so that they completely disappear 

It is necessary to gather all the Shi'a of the Gulf,  
put  them on one of  the Gulf  Islands and wipe  
them out with a nuclear bomb 

The mum's cunt of all Baharna Rafadites. Let the  
police use real bullets

Sunni, Wahhabis, Zionists and Arab governments

While there was a lot of evidence of anti-Shi'a sentiment in the comments, there was little explicit 

vitriol directed at Sunnis in general. In fact, respondents (many of whom were presumably Shi'a) 

chose to direct their criticism towards either Wahhabism or the 'apostate' Arab governments in the 

Middle East. Respondents did not suggest that Wahhabism was prevalent in Bahrain, but rather the 

videos  engendered  a  broader  debate  on   sectarianism throughout  the  region.  Discontent  at  the 

national level tended to focus on criticism of the Al Khalifas – Bahrain's ruling family. Interestingly, 

tactics used to berate the Wahhabis were remarkably similar to those used to insult the Shi'a, namely 

the idea that Wahhabis are either terrorists, American/Zionist agents, or infidels who engage in the 

immoral practice of misyar (another type of short  marriage).  Again we see the use of sexually 

derogatory language to defame the other sect. Arguably this is a tactic employed by the Shi'a in 

response to the criticism they receive regarding the practice of mut3a. It is interesting to note that  

conspiracy theories about the Wahhabis generally focused on their contemporary complicity with 

Israel and America, whilst those about the Shi'a were placed within a more historical framework of 

distrust.

saltfleet123

rafid163

MetalRevol
utionRadio 

 totally agree with you. wahabis are not really muslims. they are a amade up race by 
leading kagir counires such as america and britain. we shias can prove the wahabis  
anywhere nd anytime. thats why they do not dare to show up on salaam tv because they  
know that they will be disgraced by the shia ulemas!

Wahabis Kill Inocent kids and old ppl every day in Iraq, and no one of you sons of  
bitches write any thing about it, but when 1 dog gets killed by accedent you all make a  
big deal out of it, who gives a fuck, its all " قدر "

There  is  a  high possibility  that  a  large portion  of  this  video's  description  is  fake.  
Because the videomaker's username is wahabi2008, and Wahabi's believe that Shi'as  
are worst than Jews. You see those people blowing themselves up? Those are Wahabi's.  
They spread Islam by ways of violence. They believe they are Sunnis, but Sunnis(Like 
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Shi'a) are fine people, not terrorists. These "Sunnis" reject other Sunnis like they reject  
Shi'a. Please reject Wahabi's. They are corrupted violent "Muslims".

 كس امكم يالسلفية الوهابية يااولد الرام انتم وشيخكم الكلب
 السافل النحط ابن باز النغل الزان ببنته و كس ام الوهابية ال==ت
 تلل زنا الارم مع بن لدن العميل الرد لمريك==ا و اس==رائيل
 .سفاك الدماء الوسخ

Your mother's cunt Salaafi Wahhabis you  
sons of haraam. You and your ignorant  
dog Sheik, Ibn Baaz AlNagl AlZaani and  
mother's  cunt  of  the  Wahhabis  who  
sanction  adultery  with  Bin  Laden  the  
locust worker of America and Israel

Political violence in Bahrain

While the videos generated a lot of discussion and comments regarding sectarianism, there also 

existed  themes  more  specifically  related  to  political  violence  in  Bahrain  and  the  struggle  of 

marginalised groups. Many users simply expressed solidarity with the protesters, referring to them 

as  'shabaab' (youths) or Shi'a/Baharna.  Others dismissed claims that  the Baharna or  Shi'a  were 

naturally  predisposed  to  violence  or  troublemaking  and  insisted  that  there  must  be  reasons 

motivating  them  to  protest.  These  reasons  included  lack  of  housing,  jobs,  and  discrimination 

towards Shi'a on account of their sect or family name. Many expressed a concern that jobs were 

being given to foreigners, particularly jobs in the police force. There was considerable outrage at 

the fact that Bahrainis were being oppressed by people who were not even from Bahrain. Indeed, 

many  believed  that  the  government  import  Sunni  police  officers  from  Syria,  Jordan,  Yemen 

Baluchistan (in Iran), Pakistan, Iraq and India.  A significant number of respondents argued that this  

foreign police force simply serves the interests of the corrupt Al Khalifa regime and their 'colonial'  

mentors. Some respondents went into more detail about the nature of this police force, saying that 

many of  them belonged  to  Saddam'  Fedayeen  forces,  a  paramilitary  group  infamous  for  their 

brutality towards Shi'a. This discontent directed at foreigners was not limited to them taking jobs or 

working for the police,  but also the fact  the government are giving citizenship to  Sunnis from 

outside  Bahrain  in  order  to  alter  the  demographic  in  their  favour.  This  process,  referred  to  as 

'tajnees', was used very frequently as both a descriptive term and an insult.  Another salient theme 

amongst protesters was the illegal, unfair and ungrounded incarceration of friends and relatives, a 

plight that many alleged involved torture and inhumane treatment. 

laith35  و علىغضبك عليهماللهم ألعن ظلم آل خليفة و أنزل  
 من أستجلبوهم من مرتزقة البلوش و الباكستان و اليمن و
الردن و سوريا و العراق

Oh  God  damn  you  oppressive  Khalifas.  Rain  
your  anger  upon  them and on  those  who  are  
imported  from  the  mercenary  Baluchistan,  
Pakistan, Yemen, Jordan, Syria and Iraq.
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-اعتقال الرموز-ض==ربجرائم ال خليفه اعتقال البرياء  
النساء-ترويع الطفال-السرقه-التجني==س العش==وائي-
النفسي والسدي- المنوعه-التعذيب  استخدام السلحه 
 قمع السيات السلمية. والكثييييي من الرائم الوت لل
خليفه

 والردنيي اصل معروفي ان نصفهم فلسطينيي والنصف
الثان من دول استقلت حديثا عن التاد السوفييت
 والردن اصل ما كان لا وجود وهي اصل دولة صنعها
 الستعمار ليجعلها حاميه للدولة العبية وحكامكم يعينهم
الستعمار

 لاذا لنبحث عن السباب الت جعلت هذا ال==واطن او
 ذاك يفكر بذه العمال الجراميه؟اذا كان هذا الشخص
 يعيش ف بيئه فقيه ببلد غن وكان هو واخوانه فتره م=ن
 الفترات ف العتق==ل بس==بب الح==داث السياس==يه ف
 التسعينات لذلك ل يس==تطع مواصله الدراس==ه وي==رى

  اض==عاف ولك==ن5الملكه تتطور ويزيد سعر البترول 
 معاشه هذا هو ويرى كيف اللوك والم==راء يزي==دون
 !!ثراءا..ماهو الل عنده هذا الفقي ليأخذ بثأره

 ال يليكم دخر للبحرين يا شباب القاومة

The crimes of the Al Khalifas are: arresting of  
innocents,  fencing  off  tombs,  hitting  women,  
terrorising children, theft, giving citizenship, use  
of banned weapons, psychological and physical  
torture,  repression  of  peaceful  marches.  There  
are many crimes. Death to the Al Khalifas.

It  is  known  that  half  of  Jordanians  are  
Palestinian  and  the  other  half  are  from  the  
countries  that  received independence from the  
Soviet  Union.  Jordan  never  existed  and  was  
created by  the Imperial  powers  to  protect  the  
Hebrew  state  and  your  governors  were  
appointed by the Imperials.

Why  don't  we  search  for  the  reasons  which  
made these citizens think to do these criminal  
acts. If a person lives in a poor environment in a  
rich country and one of his brothers or friends is  
imprisoned because of political events in the 90s  
and because of this he is unable to continue his  
studies. Then he sees the country develop and  
the  price  of  oil  increase  5  times  but  not  his  
standard of  living.  Of course he wonders how  
the  kings  and amirs  increase in  wealth.  What  
does a poor person do to take some wealth?  

God preserve you  Bahrain and the people of the  
resistance

It is also worth noting that the mukhabarat (security services) are said to be very active in Middle 

Eastern blogs (Lynch, 2007). This, Lynch argues, may result in the posting of pro-regime comments 

on popular blogs. The same is of course true for YouTube, and during the course of this project 

there were certainly many posts that were flagged as suspicious. Usually they expressed support for 

the Al Khalifa regime and were copied and pasted across many different videos. YouTube does, 

however, provide a 'flag-as-spam' option, which many users utilised to express their suspicion at 

certain posts. 
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Discussion and Analysis
YouTube as a wild, racialised counter-space 

The production of public space celebrates the act of producing, for it  is the  process of making 

something public that results in the creation of public space (Lefebvre, 1991).  Therefore by posting 

videos on  YouTube, one is actively engaged in the production of space. This is particularly true 

when it comes to videos of political violence, as they visually (and often aurally) document the 

struggle for space undertaken by marginalised groups striving to seeks spaces of representation. The 

posting  of  such  videos  also  asserts  the  right  of  subaltern  groups  to  be  different,  a  right  that 

contradicts the homogenising power of global urbanism which seeks to assimilate what Foucault 

called 'heterotopias' (1967) and render them ahistorical, safe and generic. These heterotopias, which 

are spaces of crisis, deviance, abnormality and transformation (Kern, 2008: 105) embody a threat to 

the production of safe space if they are unregulated and uncontrolled. Political protest, which by its 

very nature poses a challenge to hegemonic order, appropriates space and in it creates crisis and 

abnormality. The Bahraini government's desire to minimise these crises and transformations has led 

to  a decreasing tolerance of protest  in  public  place,  and as a result  marginalised Bahrainis are 

finding  it  increasingly  difficult  to  find  material  spaces  from  which  to  represent  themselves. 

Consequently,  they are adopting different tactics to secure spaces from which to both represent 

themselves  and  maintain  their  visibility.  These  tactics  include  the  use  of  increased  violence 

(Mitchell, 1995; Smith, 1992)14 and the use of the internet.  The latter point is interesting because it 

challenges,  paradoxically,  Mitchell's  arguments  concerning  the  way  in  which  neoliberalism 

'annihilates  public  space.'  Whereas  it  is  true that  neoliberalism seeks  to  appropriate  heterotopic 

spaces  and render  them safe  for  capitalism,  it  also  unintentionally results  in  the  production  of 

counter-space, which can be understood simply by the following diagram.

Fig. 1
Neoliberalism seeks to make space homogeneous, unethnic, ahistorical and safe for capitalism

...increased intolerance of difference and subsequent denial of space to subaltern groups

...increased political violence

...subaltern groups producing counter – spaces, both material and on the internet.

14 Cited in McCann1999
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Since the production of counter-space is in itself  a struggle for the securing of public space, it  

represents  a  counter-hegemonic  discord  between  the  state  and  the  subaltern.  This  discord,  or 

difference, is articulated by the viewers of the videos on YouTube, who contribute to the expansion 

of space by engaging in a discourse that chiefly focuses on identity and politics. The analysis is  

revealing of  how videos of political violence are both a discourse of identity politics and a producer 

of identity politics. The impact of the videos on respondents very much depends on the way in 

which they perceive their own relationship to the political violence, and how their identity fits in 

with the identities at stake in the videos. Perhaps the most interesting observation is how the videos 

polarise most respondents, forcing them to assert their identities or justify the actions occurring 

within the videos. In this sense the space produced around these videos becomes racialised, divisive 

and sectarian, engendering a discussion that stresses crisis, abnormality, deviance and difference. 

Thus these spaces of political violence on  YouTube are both the heterotopic spaces imagined by 

Foucault,  and  a  cyber  manifestation  of  the  material  counter-spaces  theorised  by  Lefebvre.  An 

integral aspect that differentiates these cyber counter-spaces from material spaces is the fact they 

are despatialised.  Instead of being restrained by corporeal limitations, YouTube represents a virtual 

topography that transcends Bahrain's own physical geography and permeates both the Arab world 

and  Global  community.  Consequently,  people  from  many  different  countries  took  part  in  the 

discussions, indicating that accountability in the public sphere has been despatialised and therefore 

should no longer be considered at just the national level. Lash adds that spatiality triumphs in the 

information age, and suggests how digital media provide us with spaces in which we can carry out 

both political and cultural struggle. This augments Lefebvre's theory by suggesting that the idea of 

spatial  practices  extend  beyond  the  realm  of  material  place  to  the  realm  of  communication. 

YouTube is  therefore a valid  space that  subverts  the traditional ability of hegemonic groups to 

dominate space and impose normative rules of spatial practice. Videos of political violence function 

as contested zones in which groups engage in arguments that expose the ideological fault-lines of a 

society, revealing both the dominant hegemonic discourse and the discourse of those seeking to 

challenge the dominant order.  Indeed, YouTube fits into Lash's description of 'wild zones', which 

are technological flows of information containing complex information on identity and ethnicity 

(2002: 28). Unlike 'tame zones', which are information flows of stable identity, these wild zones 

represent  potentially unstable peripheral elements that challenge abstract space.  In many ways, it is 

this  postmodern space described by Lash that best represents the locus of modern political and 

cultural struggle, for it provides viewers with the opportunity to view what should not be seen, say 

what should not be said, and support those who should not be supported. It also offers didactic 

potential, as viewers may be encouraged to learn more about the topics elicited in the debates. Many 
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videos displayed links to other websites or videos that documented further injustices committed 

against marginalised groups. The manner in which users pursue these other links and engage in 

activity as a result of using YouTube requires further research, but it is still possible to theorise the 

potential impact of this space beyond the cyber-realm. That is not to say, what impact does it have 

in the real world?, but rather to theorise how YouTube, as a counter-space, both reflects and impacts 

the contemporary Arab and Bahraini public sphere. With this in mind, it makes sense to discuss how 

such postings may impact the public sphere, and how they are reflective of it. 

Reflections of public sphere - polarisation, fragmentation and distrust 

The identity politics played out in the comments section of YouTube reflects a certain crisis of the 

Arab public sphere. While it is no secret that the Iraq war has reignited the debate on sectarianism, 

this project contributes to the understanding of sectarianism in both Bahrain and the Arab World by 

revealing detailed aspects of sectarian discourse. It seems that in Bahrain the sectarian divide is 

articulated along Shi'a – Wahhabi lines rather than being a simple binary of Shi'a and Sunni. The 

analysis also demonstrates that the Arab public sphere is rife with distrust, and plagued by anti-

Semitic  conspiracy theories,  anti-Iranianism, intra-Arab strife,  and Occidentalism.  However,  the 

anti-Shi'a rhetoric was probably the most salient sectarian theme, and represents what I propose to 

call 'rich prejudism.' That is to say, the demonisation of the Shi'a is so extensive that it mobilises a 

discourse which draws on many aspects of life integral to the construction of identity, including 

religion, morality, nationality, gender, class, geography and even biology. So although Schumacher's 

work reveals that Shi'a in Bahrain were perceived to be illiterate, revolutionary emotional, villagers, 

farmers or labourers, this work shows that they are perceived in the contemporary regional context 

as being terrorists, uneducated, apostate, traitorous, sexually promiscuous, untrustworthy, violent, 

deviant, backwards, Iranian, Jewish or Rafadites. Such a rich lexicon of distrust illustrates a belief 

that Shi'a are innately backwards, and therefore disregards socio-economic explanations that are 

believed to motivate political unrest. Naturally such beliefs, particularly in Bahrain, contribute to 

absolving governments of responsibility in affecting social change, especially if the government is 

populated with people who hold these beliefs. The extent to which such distrust is held amongst  

some people is illustrated by them completely ignoring the content of the video in order that their 

beliefs seem justified. In one video, which showed people attacking and burning a police jeep, a 

number of respondents lamented the death of the officer despite the fact the video clearly shows that 

there was no one in the car.  Although some people pointed this out, it  did not seem to impact 

anyone's responses. Another important theme was the persistence of discourse that associated the 

Baharna with Iran. The prevalence of this erroneous myth implies an  assumption that the Baharna 
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are not true Arabs, but instead Persians with links to Iran. Naturally such sentiments pose a barrier 

to  national  integration,  and  despite  the  fact  the  Baharna  are  actively  seeking  to  assert  their 

nationalistic credentials, there is clearly an ingrained view that associates Shi'a Islam with Iran. 

Impact on Arab public sphere: Hope, fear & the thin blue line

While Sorkin (1992) suggests that digital technology such as the internet may contribute to the 

evisceration of the 'politics of propinquity, the very cement of the city', it is far from true that this is 

the case in Bahrain. Instead,  global urbanism has sought to eliminate this propinquity in Bahrain by 

creating an ever increasing chasm between the private sector and the public interest, undermining 

the purpose of civil society which seeks to reconcile the two. This global urbanism, a product of the 

neoliberal political economy, is not without agency of course. After all, it is ministers, companies 

and governments who allow such developments to take place, and this indicates how the ideological 

inclinations of the elite ultimately determine the purpose of public space, the permissions of access 

to that space ,and the authority to determine who has 'the right to the city' or the 'right to difference' 

(Lefebvre, 1991). In the case of Bahrain, where there is undoubtedly an ingrained distrust of the 

Baharna and Shi'a, there is a corollary marginalisation, both in terms of access to public space and 

civic space. Similarly, Albertsen (1984) discusses the impact of new technology on space, and asks 

whether it implodes regions into localities whilst exploding nations into complex global space. It 

seems that he is half correct, although it is not technology itself that has caused this implosion, but 

rather  the  neoliberal  economy,  which  is  appropriating  space  and  confining  marginalised 

communities into localities. Technology has, on the other hand, been responsible for exploding the 

nation into complex global space. The use of YouTube by marginalised communities in Bahrain is 

very much like sending a  political  message in bottle,  for  it  is  the link between their  subaltern 

struggle and the wider international  community.  Although Harvey believes  that  fear  of cultural 

homogenisation  brought  about  by globalisation  may lead  to  groups retreating  into  localities,  it  

seems that in Bahrain such localisation is merely the result of years of marginalisation that gained 

momentum through the dislocating urbanisation policies of the 20th and 21st century. Such policies 

undermined the organically evolving neighbourhoods in the region, and as the presence of the state 

increased in what were traditional areas of inter-sect cooperation (such as dispute mediation), the 

propinquity between Bahrain's different groups deteriorated. Indeed, such urbanisation has led to a 

decline in 'cross – class encounters' which has a deleterious political effect because the bourgeoisie 

no longer have contact with, and therefore lose their sense of obligation to and moral influence over 

the  lower  classes  (Harvey,  2006:  22).  In  the  context  of  Bahrain,  there  are  other  factors  that 

contribute to this burgeoning chasm. Wealthy Bahrainis,  for example, send their offspring to study 
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and  live  abroad  whilst  spending  much  of  their  own  time  away,   further  relinquishing  their  

connection  with   marginalised  groups.  Axiomatic  in  this  is  a  decrease  in  the  communication 

occurring  between  the  different  classes,  which  leads  to  a  lack  of  understanding  and increased 

prejudice.  Indeed  this  phenomenon  represents  the  decline  of  civil  society,  and  results  in  both 

isolation, demonisation and repression. As the divide widens, marginalised groups face increasing 

persecution and must therefore adopt increasingly violent tactics to vocalise their struggle.  This 

violence, coupled with a decreased understanding among elite groups, leads to an exaggerated fear 

of marginalised groups. As these groups become increasingly confined to their towns and villages, 

the spaces which they occupy becoming increasingly alien to the elites, and thus become the new 

'caves, grottoes and underground places' (Lefebvre, 1992: 194). Lefebvre argues that this 'abyss of 

the  underworld'  is  both  violent,  cryptic  and  mysterious  (p.  245).  This  'invisible  world'  and  its 

inhabitants thus take on a symbolic quality, and their deeds are no longer understood as rational 

acts, but as manifestations of a world that is separate from the world of the elites. Videos of political 

violence carried out by these groups thus take on a symbolic quality when posted on YouTube, as 

they represent a window into a mysterious, violent and dangerous world.  These videos and the 

protagonists in them are 'signs and figures of the invisible world' which threaten the visible world 

and, when associated with weapons, serve the purpose of the will to power' (p. 134). This symbolic 

transformation  is  also  complimented  by  the  way  in  which  YouTube reconstitutes  space  by 

annihilating the temporal and spatial limitations of political protest, thus rendering it timeless and 

accessible to the world. Consequently, political violence occurring in physical space is no longer a 

transient spectacle witnessed by only those present, but instead it is symbolic, eternal, in real-time, 

and available to anyone who chooses to see.  

Despite the liberating potential of YouTube, which may benefit marginalised groups by taking their 

struggle to a wider audience,  'displays of violence may cultivate exaggerated assumptions about the 

extent of threat and danger in the world, and subsequently, may lead to demands for protection’ 

(Gerbner, 1976). In Bahrain, where the 'threat' and 'danger' exist within the confines of the nation 

state,  the  result  is  a  delineation  of'  'us'  and  'them'  categories  within  what  should  ideally  be  a 

cohesive polity. Therefore videos of political violence on YouTube have the opposite effect of what 

Dayan and Katz (1992) term media events, which are televised events designed to evoke a unilateral 

renewal of loyalty to the society and its legitimate authority. Instead such videos are a ritualistic 

opportunity in which only selective integration of certain elements of society occur. This selectivity 

is based on the way in which the violence breaches what Shils and Young (1953) describe as the 

sacredness of certain fundamental moral standards, excluding identities that are seen to be dissident 
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or potentially subversive, whilst including elements that appear to conform to the framework of 

national identity. Indeed, such videos may serve to symbolically strengthen the dominant groups 

within a society, while exacerbating social conflict and working against social integration (Lukes, 

1975). It would seem then that the unitary public sphere is indeed weak, threatened by a 'brutal 

political economy' (Mitchell, 2003: 191) that displaces identity from public space, and in doing so 

creates both counter-spaces and public sphericules of dissent, difference, and discord.

As this strife leads to fear and engenders increased demands for protection on the part of dominant 

groups, it is perhaps no surprise that many respondents expressed solidarity with the Al Khalifa 

family or support for the police, who are doing their best to 'protect' the peace. Ironically, the law 

and order framework that the dominant groups exhort is also one of the main bones of contention 

amongst marginalised groups in Bahrain. The presence of this predominantly foreign police force is 

tantamount to what Alison Wakefield (2003) calls the 'private policing of public space.' She adds 

that

In the late modern era appropriate checks and balances on agents of policing and those 
who control them are essential for maintaining the rights of the citizen. This must be 
achieved by a reappraisal of the rights of citizens regarding the 'reasonable use'of, or 
'reasonable access' to sites of public life, as well as the development of guidelines and 
structures to ensure that policing – public, private or delivered in partnership - is subject 
to sufficient restrictions on its growing authority (p.236)

While  the use of a  foreign police force limits  marginalised groups'  access to  public  space,  the 

process of 'tajnees' further restricts the access of these groups to civil servant jobs that may allow 

them to ideologically influence the production of urban space in Bahrain. The combination of these 

strategies represents a politics of identity in which the government deny the 'right to the city' to 

marginalised  groups.  Unfortunately,  these  measures  simply  aggravate  existing  tensions  by 

highlighting the government's pro-Sunni identity bias. In order for Bahrain to deal with its sectarian 

cleavages, it must abandon its attempts to impose a monolithic identity by re-engineering the social 

demographic, and instead approach a policy in which sub-state identities are preserved. If  'separate 

identities refuse exclusivity  they abandon the tendency to suppress other identities in the name of 

the self-assertion of one’s own, while accepting that it is precisely the guarding of other identities 

that maintains the diversity in which their own uniqueness can thrive' (Fenton, 2008). 

As it stands, mutual fear between marginalised groups and the elites necessitates for both parties the 

creation of strategies that ensure their longevity. While the government can resort to the buying of 

arms and the bolstering of its security force, the options available to poor communities are more 
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limited. Although many respondents suggested that the Baharna are agents of Iran, there was very 

little  evidence  that  even suggested  tacit  support  of  the  Iranian  regime.  On the  contrary,  many 

Baharna  denounced any Iranian  allegiance  and instead  called  for  national  unity and an  end to 

sectarian discrimination.  One user even stated 'u ppl always say that we do this so iran can lead the 

country at the end cus thats what we want, WE HATE IRAN!.' However, without clear recourse to 

material  assistance,  YouTube provides  for  the  Baharana  and other  marginalised  communities  a 

glimmer of hope. Natalie Fenton (2008) states that 'small hopes that relate to a particular situation 

and circumstance are necessary for localized progress. Political protest and political progress on a 

local  scale  are  crucial.  Small  steps  and fragments  of  hope are  critical  to  social  progress.'  The 

acknowledging of  this  hope among  the  respondents  was  apparent  through  their  expressions  of 

solidarity with the protesters. YouTube is therefore helping social movements by drawing attention 

to their subaltern struggle, and as a corollary creating hope for the building of a 'new moral fabric 

that seeks to break free from the shackles of privatisation (Fenton, 2008).' Furthermore, this hope 

may then generate within the public sphere a reinvigoration of ethical debate and an urge to assess  

the cleavages existing within Bahraini society. 

With so much at stake, it would seem that any attempts to block YouTube are a backwards step for 

groups  seeking  further  representation  in  the  Bahraini  public  sphere.  Such  a  move  would 

undoubtedly push the counter-spaces beyond the highly visible pages of YouTube and to the more 

remote corners of the web, including private domains and slower servers.  Although such spaces 

undoubtedly serve a valuable purpose, they are  more obscure and less accessible than  YouTube, 

whose audience ranks in the millions. Blocking YouTube would also be a serious blow to freedom 

of expression, and represent another triumph for abstract space, which imposes inflexible norms of 

behaviour  that  render  non-conformist  self  expression  deviant  and  anarchic.  YouTube  is  a  true 

celebration of freedom, for it permits people to challenge the dominant ideological rhetoric, and 

allows them to narrate the social by contesting histories and expressing their own versions of the 

truth. It is a Voltairian space, one that respects the right of people to say what they want, irrespective 

of veracity. For that reason it must be preserved, because in the neoliberal economy freedom is only 

ever a contrived and proscribed notion, one that is forever subservient to the free movement of 

capital. It is, after all, the need to attract capital that determines the content of public space, which 

subsequently  determines  the  acceptable  boundaries  of  freedom  in  that  space.  Thus  the  free 

movement of capital can never truly be free, for it always comes at a price, and that price is often 

liberty. 
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Conclusion
If Bahrain wishes to succeed in its democratic encounter, it must deal with its prominent sectarian  

cleavages. Understanding the nature of these cleavages, which include how people perceive one 

another,  is  vital  in  formulating  strategies  to  treat  them.  An  absence  of  communication  and 

interaction  between  sects  perpetuates  misunderstandings.  This  absence  of  communication  is 

compounded by a crisis of public space. Indeed, in the context of any democratization or political 

pluralisation, public space becomes a salient issue, as it is the locale in which citizens discuss public 

questions (Hague v. CIO, 1939)15. However, 'just how and where people are to meet, under what 

conditions they are to do so, and what they are able to discuss are all themselves points of struggle' 

(Mitchell,  2003: 120 ). Mitchell's words are particularly pertinent in relation to Bahrain, for the 

continuous  crackdowns  on  peaceful  protests  and  public  gatherings  symbolise  the  removal  of 

dissident elements from public space. This cleansing represents the dominance of abstract space, 

which seeks to render space ahistorical and thus mask any sign of social struggle (McCann, 1999). 

As a result, marginalised groups resort to violence in order to secure public space from which they 

are able to represent themselves. This leads to the production of counter-space, which is a place of 

struggle that resists the ideological impetus behind the construction of dominant abstract space. In a 

small  country  like  Bahrain,  the  state  security  apparatus  has  become  very  efficient  at  denying 

subaltern groups access to public space. However, in the age of globalisation and ICTs, a new type 

of  space  is  beginning  to  open  up.  This  project  has  demonstrated  how  neoliberalism,  whilst 

annihilating public space, paradoxically creates a corollary counter-space by forcing marginalised 

groups in Bahrain  to adopt new representative strategies by engaging with the online world. One of 

these strategies, which involves the use of YouTube to post videos of political violence, results in 

the  production  of  counter-space  by  both  making  public  what  neoliberalism seeks  to  hide  and 

engendering a discourse of identity that reveals the crises and abnormalities of both the national 

public sphere and the broader Arab public sphere. The videos of political violence illustrate the 

capacity  of  YouTube to  act  as  a  heterotopic  counter-space,  one  in  which  identities  are  both 

articulated, reasserted, and ultimately challenged. This challenge presents itself in the duality of 

hope and fear through which these videos address the viewer. By evoking fear amongst those within 

the dominant political order, and hope among the subaltern groups, it is celebrating the idea of the 

potential for change and reminding the respondents that identity is both negotiable and contested. 

So while these places provide hope for some, they may also corroborate people's existing negative 

beliefs and thus corrode Bahraini solidarity at the national level. Having said this, an analysis of 

counter-space has revealed the deep rooted stereotypes prevalent within both Bahrain and the Arab 

15 Cited in Mitchell
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World, making YouTube a useful methodological tool for collecting information that may ultimately 

help in addressing the misunderstandings between different groups. There does, however,  need to 

be an appropriate forum for this debate. YouTube is not this space, and although the internet offers 

the potential to be a forum for such initiatives, one must acknowledge that different websites and 

technologies offer different potentials for spatial practice.  This point illustrates the need to 'theorise 

space' in the cyber-realm, for the capacity of the internet to challenge neoliberal spatial practices is 

both  technologically  determined  and  socially  constructed.  As  is  stands,  YouTube is  somewhat 

limited by its position in the public domain, and although it allows for uncensored debate, it cannot 

be used openly to organise political protests as that would almost certainly lead to it being blocked. 

It would therefore seem then, that while YouTube serves in a more symbolic capacity as a beacon of 

hope to marginalised groups, it is other technologies such as mobile phones that may provide the 

crucial functional role of mobilising hope into effective political action. It is promising then that 

Bahrain are allowing the continuation of Blackberry services in the Kingdom, despite the fact that 

both the UAE and Saudi Arabia have suspended them on account of their inability to access or  

control data transmitted between the devices (2010, Rafique). One can only hope that the Bahraini 

government do not renege on their promise, for new media technologies are offering a true glimmer 

of hope to both the country's subaltern groups, and marginalised communities the world over.
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Appendix

Table of Videos Analysed with Titles, Links, and Summaries

1 Bahraini police riots are using rubber bullets against Shia 
All Comments (70)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=USH3khUCLp8

0:44
Added: 3 years ago
From: ba7raniobas
Views: 22,395

2 Armed Militia in Bahrain fighting unarmed civilians 20-12-07 
All Comments (42)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=NPWeu38q0rA

7:15
Added: 2 years ago
From: faithstar979
Views: 53,965

3 Government Oppression on National Day in Bahrain 
All Comments (34)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=nZvD_svWTgU

6:50
Added: 2 years ago
From: faithstar979
Views: 35,562

4 Bahrain we want freedom please help us
All Comments (178)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=Aa6c7Fgimog

5:04
Added: 3 years ago
From: hamadooo
Views: 42,818

5 shia in bahrain               
 All Comments (585)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?
all_comments=1&v=p_XEJhAzgaY&page=2

1:26
Added: 2 years ago
From: wahabi2008
Views: 97,401

6  اعتصام ستره السلمي ضد دفان البحر الغير قانوني
All Comments (33)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=ispoMulX1ro

3:36
Added: 1 year ago
From: 
abualisalman2
Views: 11,479

7 Bahrain...
All comments (79)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=Lttq2rijW2g

Bahrain. 
5:09
Added: 3 years ago
From: hamadooo
Views: 32,076

8  القبض على أحد الشيعة المخربين الرهابين
All comments (54)

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?all_comments=1&v=se5pTCpS45s

0:49
Added: 2 years ago
From: 
2002engineer2002
Views: 252,800

9 bahraini policeman killed by shia شيعه قتل شرطه البحريني 
All comments 394

http://www.YouTube.com/comment_servlet?
all_comments=1&v=jAGENVxD2Nw

1:51
Added: 2 years ago
From: wahabi2008
Views: 56,929
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