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The Banality of Protest? Twitter Campaigns in Qatar
by Andrew Leber and Charlotte Lysa

Kuwaiti men rally in front of the parliament building to demand the dissolution of the 2009 parliament in Kuwait City, Kuwait on 1 
October 2012.

iven restrictions on public protest and political organizing across much of the Arab Gulf, a New York 
Times reporter noted in 2011 that social media seemed “tailor-made for Saudi Arabia” and its fellow 

monarchies.1 In the midst of the Arab Spring, online pages for the now-defunct Eastern Province Revolu-
tion helped coordinate protests in the Kingdom, even as @angryarabiya—now in exile in Denmark after 
repeated arrests—documented the violent suppression of demonstrations in Bahrain on Twitter.  
		
In the years since, though, protests have disappeared as Gulf governments have variously deterred activ-
ists with harsh crackdowns and forestalled grievances with generous handouts. Subsequent portrayals of 
Gulf social media have shifted to emphasize the online expression of collective identities over the potential 
for collective action, however much the two may be linked. Alexandra Siegel has highlighted the Gulf as 
a key nexus of polarizing sectarian rhetoric on Twitter, driven by the regional rivalry between the mostly 
Sunni Gulf monarchies and Shia Iran.2 At the opposite extreme, social media platforms are presented as 
windows into the region’s conspicuous consumption, exemplified by young and restless Kuwaiti men pos-
ing with exotic animals in the VICE documentary “The Illegal Big Cats of Instagram.”3

Beyond broad sectarian clashes and individual excess, the enduring image of GCC nationals as “rentier 
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citizens” prevails, supposing quiescent subjects content to receive handouts fuelled by state-controlled oil 
and gas revenue. The dearth of formal institutions of accountability—aside from a dysfunctional parlia-
ment in Kuwait and a few minor elected bodies—militates against most individuals effecting meaningful 
political or policy change through official channels. 

Yet discontent, though muted, is far from absent online. Citizens lodge many claims and complaints with 
‘the government’ on Twitter, Facebook, and even Snapchat. Much as these online campaigns can seem 
banal, only reinforcing a transactional relationship between ruler and subject, they lead Gulf citizens to 
articulate a sense of political and social identity from below, in contrast with top-down visions engineered 
by the region’s ruling elites. 

On the campaign trail
	
This dynamic has played out even in Qatar, which is domestically quiet and has less of the overt online sur-
veillance increasingly visible in the neighboring United Arab Emirates.4 Unlike elsewhere in the MENA 
region, where various formal parliaments (however unrepresentative) have been operational for decades, 
Qatar has no tradition of formal political representation beyond a heavily circumscribed Municipal Coun-
cil. 

One article by Justin Gengler, among the few insightful articles on Qatar’s body politic, outlines the many 
factors that militate against political activism, from a small native population to the country’s extreme 
per-capita resource wealth.5 To be sure, collective protests against foreign oil companies helped foster a 
sense of a “Qatari” national identity in the 1950s and 1960s, linking merchants, slaves, and free Qataris on 
the peninsula.6 For more than 30 years, though, most citizens’ public complaints about government agen-
cies and regulations have been channeled through a state-run call-in radio show entitled “Good Morning, 
My Beloved Country.”7

When semi-official complaints go nowhere, 
though, Qataris on Twitter and other social 
media often act in tandem with influential col-
umnists and cartoonists to push back against 
corporations and state agencies they portray as 
unresponsive, incompetent, and even corrupt. 

As Hootan Shambayati noted in the case of Iran, the largesse of oil-rich states can often channel citizens’ 
discontent along moral and ideological vectors rather than quelling it outright.8 Accordingly, many Twitter 
campaigns in Qatar are instances of “moral panic,” denouncing cultural displays deemed to cater to an elite 
image of Qatar as a cosmopolitan “world city” at the expense of its conservative native population.  

In early 2016, a widespread Twitter protest targeted the British-American film “The Danish Girl,” which is 
about a transgender woman in the 1920s, on the hashtag #No_To_Showing_The_Danish_Girl. The Minis-
try of Culture soon tweeted back that they had decided to ban the movie.9  Similar controversy has attend-
ed other performances, such as Australian singer Kylie Minogue, with events coordinators going so far as 
to announce performers at the last possible minute to forestall the potential for protest.10

While rarely straying into overt political demands, citizens also regularly criticize the performance of gov-
ernment agencies and state-owned enterprises. Qatar Airways was subject to an online campaign driven 
by customers demanding better service and more employment opportunities for Qataris.11 Schools, hospi-

The challenge for researchers interested in 
Gulf political identities is to document and an-
alyze discussions of rights and responsibilities 
across a wide range of online communities.
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tals, and roads frequently attract criticism, with proposed fee hikes in government schools almost provok-
ing a boycott in 2013.12

Instead of quietly accepting their government’s stewardship, citizens ratchet their development expecta-
tions ever-higher in the knowledge that their country possesses vast financial resources. The more these 
online discussions link government missteps to a perceived lack of accountability and transparency, the 
more they reinforce the idea of a Qatari body politic denied real input on key matters of social and economic 
development.

Death and denial

Two recent online protests exemplify these processes and reflect an online political presence that is far 
more populist and conservative than the liberal, cosmopolitan image often presented by Qatar’s rulers.

This past May, one Twitter campaign stemmed from the death of Qatari Shorooq Al-Sulaiti in a govern-
ment-run women’s hospital following complications from childbirth. When her husband’s official inquiries 
into the circumstances of her death went nowhere, he reached out to prominent columnist Faisal Al-Mar-
zuqi.13 Al-Marzuqi in turn targeted the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) Twitter account with criticisms, 
popularizing hashtags such as #We_Are_All_ Shorooq_Al_Sulaiti. Ultimately, the online campaign at-
tracted coverage from Arabic newspapers Al-Raya and Al-Arab as well as the English-language website 
Doha News, in addition to a number of pointed satirical cartoons.14 The Ministry finally issued a public up-
date on the investigation on July 14th, which was followed by a brief lull in online activity (Figure 1). Sulai-
ti’s husband as well as Al-Marzuqi and other Qataris have continued their online criticisms, though, with 
the public prosecutor’s office finally opening an investigation into the ongoing case this past September.15 
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Figure 1: Twitter activity mentioning Shorooq Al-Sulaiti, 
July 2016.

Figure 2: Hashtags targeting Doha News, 
August 2016.

A more recent incident of “moral panic” occurred after Doha News published an opinion piece about the 
difficulties of being Qatari and gay.16  This provoked a furious online response by many Qatari Twitter-us-
ers outraged by the perceived assault on public morality and Qatar’s Islamic character. First, one minor 
commentator for Al-Sharq touched off #We_Demand_The_Investigation_Of_Doha_News, with some us-
ers tagging the Ministry of Interior (@MOI_Qatar) trying to provoke a more forceful response from the 
state.17 Columnist Maryam Al-Khater stoked further calls for government action through an article in 
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Al-Sharq and on Twitter with the hashtag #Stop_Promotion_Of_Vice_In_Qatar. In both, she implored 
the government to take firm action to shut down the website.18 Despite an intense spate of initial activity, 
though, the hashtags failed to gain much momentum or high-level support on Twitter, dropping from use 
just a few days later (Figure 2).
	
Conclusion

Various aspects of a nebulous “rentier state theory” have dominated academic discussion of the Gulf for 
decades, expressing the sense that the vast oil wealth of these monarchies has allowed them to “buy off” 
discontent time and again. Yet even in Qatar, which is wealthiest per-capita in the GCC and has practi-
cally no organized political opposition, nationals have come to use online forums such as Twitter to express 
and reinforce a sense of Qatari identity. The challenge for researchers interested in Gulf political identities 
is to document and analyze discussions of rights and responsibilities across a wide range of online commu-
nities, as GCC citizens migrate to newer platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat.  

At their core, these discussions contribute to a sense of citizenship that demands accountability in state 
spending and government services as well as the right to define what it truly means to be Qatari, often 
against elite projects of national identity formation.19 The more this identity is reinforced, the easier it 
becomes for citizens to challenge or otherwise prod their government. Witness, for example, the mounting 
success of various campaigns to bar regional figures from visiting the country, or growing exasperation in 
some quarters with the power of the online “mob.”20  Likewise, more government spending seems unlikely 
to quell further instances of moral panic in Qatar, given that fully eliminating the country’s cosmopolitan 
veneer would exact a high price on the global image the country’s leaders have crafted. 

Ultimately, as an emerging discourse of citizens’ rights encourages economic and moral claims against 
the state, GCC governments such as Qatar, with diminished cash reserves at their disposal, may find it 
difficult to renegotiate implicit social contracts without employing greater repression or affording greater 
representation.
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