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W
idespread “fake news” is one of the biggest 
stories to come out of the US presidential 
election. In the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region, the problem of inaccurate 
content in social media designed to incite is 
much more chronic and is potentially more 
dangerous.

MENA is overwhelmingly young, increasingly tech-savvy and 
markedly prone to surfing the internet, watching videos, making 
calls on WhatsApp, sharing images via Snapchat, posting photo-
graphs on Instagram and engaging with other people and the 
world on social media.

According to industry announcements as well as the first report 
ever compiled on social media in the Arab world, the picture in 
2015 was as follows: With 80 million users, Facebook continues to 
be the most popular social network in MENA. Egypt’s 27 million 
users make it MENA’s largest Facebook population, followed by 
Saudi Arabia (12 million) and Iraq (11 million). WhatsApp, the 
popular messaging service, is the leading social media platform 
in Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, 
where it is used to discuss topics as diverse as religion and 
recipes, as well as conduct e-commerce. MENA is the fastest 
growing consumer of videos on Facebook — it watches twice as 
many as the global average. Saudi Arabia and the UAE dominate 
MENA’s Twitter usage with 53% and 51% of social media users 
respectively claiming a Twitter handle.

The region’s people have never been so interconnected. Add to 
that social media’s potential for stimulating cross-cultural 
understanding with people from beyond the region. Apparently, 
Snapchat, the self-deleting image-sharing mobile app, started a 
whole new conversation among non-Muslims by featuring Mecca 
on its “Live Stories” feed during Ramadan. Many in the West were 
ecstatic about the rare insight into a city that only Muslims can 
visit.

But if social media has the potential to be a force for good, it can 
also scramble the truth, actively encourage dark forces of hate 
and bigotry and influence public opinion in an ugly way.

The risk is very real in the Middle East and North Africa where a 
whopping 87% of social media users are on Facebook; 84% of 
them access the network via mobile devices. A massive 89% of 
MENA Facebook users log on to the site daily.

In a region plagued by civil strife and violence, social media can 
only amplify the ills of divided societies and the shortcomings of 
their educational systems. All too often, they become a rumour 
mill and a venue for sectarian and ideological sniping instead of 
genuine dialogue. Conspiracy theories and unsubstantiated 
accusations abound. The conjunction of smart phones and social 
media is changing the political and social debate in many Arab 
countries.

In a new welcome development, officials who accept bribes can 
no longer remain faceless. But in many other cases, witnesses 
and even victims of terrorist attacks unwittingly give extremist 
groups more publicity with the spread of every shocking image.

The onus is on us all to be aware of the perils of social media 
abuse. Communication education should be part of the school 
syllabus in MENA countries. That would be a useful start.

Risks of social media 
abuse in MENA region
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The Kurds: Everyone’s 
ally and everyone’s foe

T
hey are supposed to 
be on the same side, 
fighting a common 
enemy. Still, given 
that the end game for 
each side is a very 

different map of what post-civil-
war Syria should look like, there 
are frequent clashes between 
Kurdish forces fighting the 
regime of President Bashar Assad 
and other rebel forces.

Earlier this month, Syrian rebels 
fighting to capture Islamic State-
held al-Bab said they clashed with 
Kurdish forces also attempting 
to seize the city. The fighting 
occurred in the village of Sheikh 
Nasser, which was only recently 
taken from ISIS by the Turkish-
backed rebels.

Yet Ankara views the Kurd-
ish forces, part of the US-backed 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), 
a coalition of Kurdish and Arab 
fighters, as an enemy and looks 
at any territorial gain by Kurdish 
forces with suspicion, afraid that 
it would contribute to the hope of 
eventually creating an independ-
ent Kurdish state.

History has not been kind to the 
Kurds as, time and time again, 
they found themselves short-
changed by Western politicians 
who promised them that they 
would help establish a Kurdish 
homeland only to renege at the 
last minute.

And if history has been unkind 
to the Kurds, geography has been 
even more unkind, placing the 
Kurdish area and people between 
Syria, Iran, Iraq and Turkey. Talk 
about bad neighbourhoods.

The Iraqis gassed them, wiping 
out entire villages. Saddam Hus-
sein’s henchman, his first cousin 
Ali Hassan al-Majid, notoriously 
known as “Chemical Ali” for his 
use of chemical weapons against 
the Kurds, deployed chemical 
agents regardless of the women, 
children and elderly present

The Iranians hanged and exe-
cuted by firing squad hundreds of 
Kurds. Kurdish militants in Syria 
were arrested and jailed without 
trial. And in Turkey, the Kurdish 
parties are considered terrorist 
organisations.

Since the US invasion of Iraq in 
2003, Iraqi Kurdistan, officially 
known as the Kurdish Autono-
mous Region, has fared far better 
that the rest of the country from a 
security and an economic per-
spective.

The region has enjoyed relative 
calm and has prospered greatly, 
with a number of international 
hotels setting up branches in the 

capital, Erbil. Baghdad, while it 
has no great love for the Kurds, 
nevertheless will fight tooth and 
nail to maintain the region well 
inside the frail and fractured 
republic of Iraq given that the 
majority of Iraq’s oil comes from 
wells in Iraqi Kurdistan. Losing 
the oil revenues from the Kurdis-
tan region would be disastrous for 
Baghdad.

Protected by the US Air Force, 
which turned the entire Iraqi 
Kurdish region into a no-fly zone 
for the Iraqi military after the 1991 
Gulf War, today Iraqi Kurdistan is 
as close to being an independent 
state as it is likely to get, at least in 
the near future.

As the former representative of 
the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) told this reporter 
when the Kurds inaugurated the 
KRG’s representative office in 
Washington just a few blocks from 
the White House: “This is as close 
to an embassy we will get without 
seriously upsetting Baghdad.”

The Kurds seem to go out of 
their way to appease the West, 
particularly the United States. 
This is something of an anomaly 
in a part of the world where ani-
mosity to America seems to be the 
order of the day.

Since the outset of the Syrian 
civil war the Kurds have sided 
with the anti-regime forces. The 
peshmerga, the Kurdish fighters, 
have assisted US forces since the 
first Gulf War.

They have proven to be an effec-
tive force in fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS). Although they are in 
large part Sunni Muslim, they op-
posed their fellow co-religionists 
in ISIS. Upon liberating a town 
from ISIS, Kurdish fighters scram-
bled atop an old church to restore 
the heavy stone crucifix that ISIS 
had taken down.

So far the Kurdish interaction 
with Western powers throughout 
the current Middle East conflict 
has been quite positive.

But will this honeymoon stand 
the test of time and Middle East 
geopolitics?

What is likely to happen if and 
when Ankara decides to launch an 
all-out assault on the Kurds? What 
will be the US position given the 
close relationship between Wash-
ington and Erbil and the fact that 
Turkey is part of NATO?

Will a battle-tested and largely 
successful Kurdish military force 
represent a new military reality to 
be dealt with in the region?

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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