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Reflecting on media texts as platforms
for sexuality research in Arab coun-
tries: the case of Jordan

Ebtihal Mahadeen

Sexuality continues to be an under-researched and overall taboo sub-
ject in the Arab world. In this snapshot | propose that media texts, par-
ticularly interactive online media texts, offer important platforms for
sexuality research, enabling researchers to maneuver the restrictions
placed on this kind of inquiry in other settings. Based on my doctoral
project, | discuss the potential that critical and Foucauldian discourse
analyses hold for this type of media-and-sexuality research and offer a
few findings from my empirical study as examples of the methodologi-
cal and theoretical promise of this type of analysis.
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Sexuality continues to be a taboo
subject across the Arab world. This
collective silence poses consider-
able challenges to young people’s
access to sexuality-related informa-
tion and healthcare, and poses a
significant challenge for research-
ers attempting to explore topics re-
lated to sexuality. This snapshot ar-
gues for the potential of media texts
— particularly online media texts —
to provide a platform for research-
ers attempting to access data on
attitudes towards, and perceptions
of, sexuality in order to address the
current lack of information on sexu-
ality more generally. This proposal
is premised on the rising rates of

internet penetration in the region as
well as the unprecedented broach-
ing of previously-taboo sexual top-
ics in Arab media, such as hymen
reconstruction surgeries and fake
hymens. To this end, my own ap-
proach to researching the represen-
tation of virginity in Jordanian online
media is presented as a case study.

A number of studies have found
that access to sexual health servic-
es and information is heavily restrict-
ed in the Arab world (Almasarweh
2003; Dedong et al 2005; Khalaf et
al 2010). Farzaneh Roudi-Fahimi
and Shereen El Feki’'s (2011) de-
tailed study of young people’s sexu-
ality and reproductive health in Arab
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countries demonstrated that youths
are ill-informed, and lack knowledge
and access to services. It also re-
vealed that there is a gender gap
in sexual knowledge as men are
implicitly allowed to pursue sexual
adventures while women are strictly
prohibited from doing so. DedJong et
al had previously reached the same
conclusions in 2005: young Arabs
lack information on sexual matters,
the family unit compounds their ig-
norance through its excessive pro-
tectiveness, and health providers do
not recognise the needs of young
people and do not welcome them,
particularly if they are unmarried. As
Dedong et al put it, ‘within the pub-
lic domain, an overt recognition that
young people have sexual needs
and desires and may be sexually
active before marriage, and that
married couples experience sexual
and reproductive health problems
is deeply problematic’ (Dedong et al
2005, 52).

Taking a closer look at Jordan,
the case study at hand, the same
sensitivity surrounding sexuality ex-
ists. Several scholars shed light on
the problems created by public pol-
icy silence on matters pertaining to
sexuality (Almasarweh 2003; Khalaf
et al 2010; Al-Shdayfat and Green
2012). In fact, these researchers
have agreed that there is a glaring
absence in sexuality research in the
country due to social and official re-
strictions placed on conducting such
research. Because of entrenched
taboos, this type of research contin-

ues to face tremendous challenges,
especially if it aims to focus on the
sexual lives of unmarried people.
Researchers have thus found it very
challenging to conduct research on
premarital or extramarital sexual
practices in Jordan.  Al-Shdayfat
and Green’s testimony about the
difficulties they faced while conduct-
ing research on Jordanian Bedouin
women’s sexuality is expressive of
the deep-seated prohibitions placed
on the subject:
Talking about sexuality is so ta-
boo in Jordan that in this study
it proved impossible to ask any
questions to married and unmar-
ried Jordanian Bedouin young
women about pre-marital or extra-
marital sexual behaviour. Neither
was permission obtained to ask
participants their attitudes about
sex outside marriage (Al-Shday-
fat and Green 2012: 107)

Clearly, the collective silence on
sexuality in Jordan not only restricts
young people’s access to informa-
tion and health services, but also
researchers’ ambitions and abili-
ties to access information, analyse
it, and gain knowledge in order to
inform sexuality-focused policy and
practice. From where do young Jor-
danians receive sexual information?
And how can researchers obtain in-
formation on sexuality in light of the
social and official censorship cur-
rently in place?

The lack of information on sex in
the Arab region is somewhat offset
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by Jordanian and Arab youths’ avid
consumption of the media. This con-
sumption has been identified as a
potential way for youths to overcome
public censorship of sexual matters
(Almasarweh 2003; Roudi-Fahimi
and El Feki 2011; Al-Shdayfat and
Green 2012). The media, therefore,
can play a vital role in addressing
this gap in knowledge, even if only a
partial one. While the media cannot
compensate for access to sexual
and reproductive health services, it
could perhaps be used to educate
and bring to Jordanian youths’ at-
tention issues which they might be
unaware of, such as protection and
safe sex. However, it is worth noting
that the types of media Jordanian
youth consume remain unidentified
and it is therefore difficult to assess
their advantages and disadvan-
tages as sources of sexual educa-
tion. What little information is avail-
able points to high consumption of
pornography among Arab youth in
general (Roudi-Fahimi and El Feki
2011), which poses many questions
about the quality and the type of sex
education youths are being exposed
to in the absence of more balanced
and healthy alternatives. This in-
dicator also calls for more in-depth
studies to gauge the true nature of
media consumption in the region
and its potential for providing posi-
tive sex information in a manner that
overcomes the lack of such informa-
tion in other settings.

In addition to the media acting as
a potential source of sexual informa-

tion, media texts on sexual subjects
can serve as sources of rich data on
sexual norms and practices. In Jor-
dan, for example, topics that were
traditionally taboo have surfaced in
media coverage in recent years. Is-
sues such as virginity tests, hymen
reconstruction surgeries, and fake
hymens appeared in Jordanian me-
dia texts both offline (in print news-
papers) and online (in independent
news websites and the websites
of newspapers). The emergence
of this type of coverage is in itself
a phenomenon worth investigating,
as it may indicate a shift in the social
perception of these issues as unap-
proachable. It may also point to na-
scent liberal attitudes to sexuality in
society at large — a hypothesis which
still needs testing through targeted
studies. Either way, this coverage
affords researchers a window of op-
portunity that was not available be-
fore: a plethora of texts (news items,
investigative reports, and opinion
columns) that now openly tackle
sexual issues, offering a wealth of
data to tap into. More importantly,
as | will discuss below, these texts
invite readers’ input, adding another
layer of complexity to their make-up.

My own doctoral research takes
advantage of this recent develop-
ment by investigating how virginity
is represented in Jordanian online
media and what this might tell us
about gender, power, and sexuality
in Jordanian society. My project re-
lies on a marriage between critical
discourse analysis (CDA) and Fou-
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cauldian discourse analysis (FDA)
(1972, 1980, 1984, 1996) as a ba-
sis for its theoretical and analytical
framework. CDA in particular is a
useful lens through which to conduct
this type of research. The works of
Ruth Wodak (2001), Wodak and
Michael Meyer (2001), Teun A. Van
Dijk (2001) and Norman Fairclough
(1995, 2001a, 2001b) provide an
extensive framework for this analyti-
cal approach. CDA is a kind of dis-
sident discourse-analytical research
that concerns itself with the study
of the relationship between semio-
sis (ways of making meaning) and
power. Michel Foucault’'s work on
the relationship between discourse,
power and knowledge had a strong
influence in CDA. Foucault main-
tained that discourses play a crucial
role not just in constraining partici-
pation through their determination
of subject positions within social
life, but also in constructing objects
through the use of particular vocab-
ularies (Foucault 1984). These two
effects of discourse, in turn, have
a normalising role and a regulatory
orientation (Carabine 2001; Woof-
fitt 2005). In other words, Foucault
asserts that discourse is the site of
knowledge and power, and it is the
location where they are expressed
through a number of statements
which come together to build a rep-
resentation of an issue (Foucault
1984). Discourse is thus produc-
tive in the sense that it produces
the objects it speaks of and it has
power outcomes such as defining

what is normal or ‘true’ at any given
moment in history, and what is not
(Carabine 2001). The most impor-
tant implication of this theoretical
framework was the grounding of my
findings in both texts and context.
Moreover, the use of CDA and FDA
in my project has been instrumental
in shaping my understanding of the
discourse of virginity propagated in
Jordanian media through the use of
several sub-discourses: medial, reli-
gious, legal/state-control, and social
discourses which all reinforce this
dominant discourse and lend it le-
gitimacy.

Yet the true potential of media
texts for sexuality research lies, as
| have found, in their participatory
and interactive capacity. This is es-
pecially true since online Jordanian
media have taken a step towards
interactivity by offering readers the
opportunity to express their views in
comments. These comments, while
subject to moderation policies, of-
fer a wealth of data. In fact, | argue
that the interactivity of online Jorda-
nian media enables researchers to
access both the original texts and
reader-contributed texts as well,
thus allowing them to identify the
dominant discourses present in both
levels and any attempts to challenge
them. This renders media texts (and
by media texts | mean both the origi-
nal media items and readers’ com-
ments) into a rich and multi-layered
resource that grants researchers
access to aspects of attitudes to-
wards sexuality that are difficult to
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reach otherwise. Readers’ ability to
post comments anonymously with-
out fear of being identified enhances
the chances of genuine self-expres-
sion, as opposed to respondents’
reluctance to speak on premarital
and extramarital sex in personal in-
terviews — a difficulty encountered
in traditional qualitative studies such
as Al-Shdayfat and Green’s (2012).
In my own study and, given the chal-
lenges facing sexuality research in
Jordan, it would have been prohibi-
tively difficult to collect data about
readers’ reactions to media topics
relating to virginity in Jordan in any
other way. My position as an unmar-
ried Jordanian woman would have
complicated this quest even further
due to the enduring sensitivity of the
topic. Therefore, | relied on readers’
comments to gauge their respons-
es to and attitudes towards media
stories. One of the key findings of
my study was the active role read-
ers played in supporting or resisting
the discourses used in the original
texts on virginity. Readers actively
engaged with the texts, interpreted
them, and wielded considerable
power over channelling the discus-
sion towards certain discourses at
the expense of others.

Despite its versatility, the theoret-
ical and methodological approach |
chose for my project is merely one
strategy to capitalise on online me-
dia in order to conduct sexuality
research in the Arab world. If any-
thing, internet research methods
are varied and versatile enough to

be tailored to the specific conditions
of sexuality research in the region.
Targeted online questionnaires,
email interviews, and other methods
made possible by the internet are all
promising approaches that can aid
researchers in their quest for data
on both sexual practices and atti-
tudes to sexuality in Arab countries.
The rising levels of internet access
across the region provide a solid
grounding for this type of research,
anchoring it in increasingly larger
sample sizes.

Conclusion

This snapshot has demonstrated
that while the challenges of con-
ducting sexuality research in Arab
countries are tremendous, media
texts, and in particular interactive
online media texts, can be useful
to academic researchers eager to
access data on sexuality in these
countries. This, alongside their po-
tential for addressing the gap in sex
education in these societies, makes
them useful on more than one lev-
el. | have argued for the promise of
online media texts to sexuality re-
search, grounding this argument in
the theoretical and methodological
approaches | used in my doctoral
study whilst emphasising the flex-
ibility of online research methods.
Finally, as | have tried to illustrate in
this snapshot, the intersection be-
tween media and sexuality studies
in the region remains vastly under-
explored and, as this snapshot has
argued, merits academic attention.
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