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The Middle East saw much social change in recent tumultuous decades. 

On one hand, some communities embraced Westernness as part of the inevitable 

path to development and modernization. On the other hand, there were 

communities that resisted global trends that were mostly dominated by the West. 

The latter deemed these trends as a threat to native cultures, religious groups, and 

local traditions. This made the Arab world a ground for constant redefinition of 

the meaning of identity. 

 Of the countries in the region undergoing a turbulent debate over what 

constitutes national identity, Lebanon serves as a good example. Ever since its 

independence, Lebanon was a nation-state with no sense of nationality to unite its 

people. As some communities saw themselves more francophone than Arab, 
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others felt a close connection to a pan-Arab nation. Arguably, the Lebanese 

people found themselves amidst a tension between the two poles. Defining one‟s 

identity required a negotiation between the two extremes. Not only did this 

negotiation demand a thorough investigation of one‟s beliefs, social network, and 

history, but it also necessitated a diligent „performance‟ of identity. An individual 

represented her identity by habits and expressions that she associated with that 

particular identity. 

 The study at hand is an exploration of the relationship between identity 

and consumption in the Lebanese society. This project applies a unique approach 

in that it considers the producers‟ agency in the construction of identity. Taking 

television advertising as a site for inquiry, the study explores how commercial 

advertisers utilize the tension between the local and the non-local to promote the 

consumption of the advertised products. Through exploring the values that 

educate advertising producers‟ choices in creating text and meaning, this study 

applies theories of globalization, postcolonial studies, and consumer behavior 

through which advertisers manifest an ambivalence of identity. Therefore, by 

taking Lebanon as an example and focusing on advertising, this study contributes 

to the debates of globalization and the Arab world by invoking questions of 

producers‟ agency in producing identity references through attitudes, behaviors, 

and social status associated with the featured products.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

  

The Middle East has seen much social change in recent decades of turmoil. On one 

hand, some communities have embraced Western cultural habits as part of an inevitable 

path to development and modernization. On the other hand, other communities have 

resisted global trends mainly dominated by the West. The latter deemed influences 

from the West as a threat to native cultures, religious values and local traditions. Thus, 

they held the West responsible for the rapid redefinition of identity in the Arab world.  

 Of the countries in the region undergoing a turbulent debate over what 

constitutes a national identity, Lebanon serves as a unique example. Ever since its 

independence, Lebanon has been a nation-state with no sense of nationality to unite its 

people. Some communities saw themselves as more francophone than Arab, while 

others felt a close connection to a pan-Arab nation. Arguably, the Lebanese people 

found themselves amidst a tension between the two poles. Defining one‟s identity 

required negotiation between the two extremes. Not only did this negotiation demand a 

thorough investigation of one‟s beliefs, social network, and history, but it also 

necessitated a diligent „performance‟ of identity. An individual represented her identity 

by habits and expressions that she associated with that particular identity. 

 The study at hand explores the representation of consumption as a means for 

constructing identity in the Lebanese society. Taking television advertising as a site of 

inquiry, this project proposes to find out how commercial advertisers have constructed 

a “new” cosmopolitan identity for the Lebanese. Applying theories of globalization, 
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postcolonial studies, and consumption, this study focuses on television advertising as a 

manifestation of an ambivalence in identity. It investigates how producers of television 

commercials associate attitudes, behaviors, and social status with the featured products.  

Historical Context: 

 This study does not claim that media products have been the cause of 

controversy in defining the national and cultural identity of the Lebanese. This work 

will, however, build on the premise that the dispute over identity has existed since the 

early years of the country‟s inception. In fact, the contention over defining this identity 

finds its roots in 

colonial times.  

For many centuries Lebanon‟s rugged mountainous terrain served as a safe 

haven for an array of exiled religious communities. Maronite Christians inhabited the 

areas of northern Lebanon fearing the wrath of Justinian II in 694. Numerous dissident 

Muslim groups, exiled and persecuted, took refuge in South Lebanon. One of the latter 

was the Druze community that came to play a major role in Lebanese history (Hitti, 

1965, p. 257). According to Richard van Leeuwen (1994), the Maronite population 

increased significantly in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries. With this growth emerged the 

Maronite migration from areas such as Bsharri (in the north) to areas in Mount 

Lebanon. This encouraged economic interaction between the Druze inhabitants of these 

areas and the recent Maronite dwellers (van Leeuwen, 1994, p. 101).  

Maronites have always seen themselves as victims of persecution by the ruling 

empires that prevailed through the centuries. Philip Hitti (1957) cites that during the 
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Mamluke era, Maronites were the victims of pillaging and destruction. This forced 

them to draw south into Druze areas, that they penetrated deeply from the 16
th

 century 

through the 18th century. Hitti (1957) argues that the coexistence of Maronites and 

Druze in the same areas eventually fueled the confrontations that led to the sectarian 

conflicts of the 19th century. Seventeenth-century Maronite Patriarch Istfan Doueihy 

said the Maronite community‟s history was fraught with struggle for a religious identity 

during times of Sunni Muslim domination (Gilmore, 1983, p. 75).   

However, the Druze and the Nusayriyah Shiites were in the same weak position 

as the Maronites during the rule of the Ottomans and the Mamlukes before them (Abu 

Abd Allah, 1997). In fact, many historians contend that it was subjection to similar 

pressures that brought these communities together. For example, Michael House (1989) 

and Samir Khalaf (1979) describe the relationship between the various religious 

communities of Lebanon as one of a harmonious coexistence. The religious minorities 

lived in accord and in fact became dependent on each other to survive the 

overwhelming Sunnite hegemony. Kamal Salibi (1988) states that Maronites living in 

Druze regions were under Druze protection. Abd Allah Abu Abd Allah (1997) says it 

was the Druze and the Shiite lords that invited the Maronites to their territories to work 

the fields or even to provide monetary and financial services. This communal 

cohesiveness can best be demonstrated through the personal friendship that developed 

between the Druze Emir Ahmad Maan of the Shuf, and Maronite Patriarch Doueihy 

(Salibi, 1988).  
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If any divisions existed in society, these divisions remained within the ruling 

feudal families. Followers, whether Christians or Druze, pledged allegiance to the 

feudal lords they served. While the lords and their families lived safely and comfortably 

in their castles overseeing the fiefdoms, external intervention - whether Ottoman or 

European - aimed at striking a balance between the various sheikhs in power; this 

balance was soon to take a sectarian form.  

The Ottomans required a steady flow of taxation from their subjects and later 

sought to establish their authority in the region. European powers also had various 

interests. Khalaf (1979) believes that European intervention, specifically French and 

British, heavily influenced how the Ottoman Porte should rule the Lebanese territory.  

Eventually, the power-play between them was somewhat resolved by separating the 

mountains and dividing them into two administrative entities (qa’immaqamates), one 

Christian and one Druze. 

European intervention came not only in political form, but also through 

charitable organizations and educational institutions. Interestingly, the investment in 

development and education appeared to take sectarian forms. While the Maronites and 

the Druze were cohesive to the extent that they still signed joint declarations as late as 

1840, foreign powers were already planting missionaries sponsoring different religious 

communities. Gilmore (1983) indicates that Jesuits, Capuchins, and Franciscans built 

their own schools and institutions and advised the Maronite patriarch on various issues. 

While the patriarch gained many benefits from this relationship, in exchange for 
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support from the Roman Catholic Church the Maronite church recognized the Pope and 

required its bishops to wear mitres.  

Foreign powers supporting religious factions created an air of ill-will among the 

relatively harmonious groups. According to Antun Daher Al-Aqiqi, conflict eventually 

broke out not because of ideological or religious reasons, but rather because the feudal 

families found their authority challenged. Local people and peasants harbored 

animosity toward their sheikhs under the prevailing feudal system (Abu Abd Allah, 

1997). The feudal families competed for titles, land, and power, while subjecting their 

peasants to extreme exploitation. Eventually the peasants, particularly the Maronites, 

sought the help of their religious leaders.  

These conditions were soon coupled with major economic and social changes. 

The global economy and the growing foreign demand for local goods impacted the 

lives of many peasants and farmers (Gilmore, 1983). Maronites who once were 

peasants at the mercy of their landlords could now seek relative independence by 

establishing small-scale businesses exporting their produce and raw materials. Foreign 

trade strengthened the ties between Maronite dwellers in Lebanon and the European 

community.  As the discrepancy grew between the various communities and their 

affiliation with their foreign sponsors, so did the sectarian differences. With the shifting 

socio-economic conditions, feudal lords resorted to religious identity to maintain their 

position in the social order and prevent their subjects from revolting against them. Janet 

Hancock (1987) asserts that the ruling elite saw an opportunity in foreign protection 
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even if the foreign support came on the basis of sectarianism and helped to generate 

conflict.  

Foreign intervention in Lebanese affairs started as early as the 1800s, creating a 

major divide in how the Lebanese perceive themselves and see their future. This was 

accentuated as the Ottoman rule reached its demise in the first decades of the 20th 

century. During this period, as Europe thrived through industrial modernization, 

European colonies spread throughout the southern hemisphere. As in many regions in 

the Middle East and North Africa, the French imposed a mandate over Lebanon.  

European influence and intrusion – mainly French – continued even after the newly 

established Republic of Lebanon gained its independence from France (Salibi, 1988). In 

postcolonial times, Lebanon saw much interference from the global superpowers that 

had economic and military interests in the region. The West left cultural footprints that 

have become a part of Lebanese daily life. Such cultural impressions contributed to the 

ideological conflicts that plagued the country for much of the twentieth century 

(Khalaf, 2002, p. 234).  

Ussama Makdisi (2000) regards sectarianism as a combination of factors. 

Sectarianism, he maintains, is a conditioned that resulted from precolonial conflict, 

colonial influence, but essentially, interests of the “elite and non-elite” (p. 7). Makdisi 

argues that it is the “modernizing” forces that pressured the Ottoman Empire to adopt 

new policies along with European hegemony that allowed for destabilization of the 

Lebanese community. In an attempt to redefine their role in society, elites from both 

Maronite and Druze communities targeted their people‟s fanaticism to rally and 
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maintain support. In essence, Makdisi states, religious identity could reinforce their 

lords‟ authority over their domains given the shifting regional scene. Political and 

religious factions contested one another‟s ideals for a common identity. The disparity of 

views over this identity was grave and became a key ingredient that ignited a 15-year 

civil war.  

The Lebanese, like most people, have always aspired to peace and social 

cohesion. But they have not always agreed on a roadmap to achieve those ideals. In 

post-war Lebanon, people have entrusted successive governments with the task of 

redeveloping the country. These governments have focused on economic development 

and urban reconstruction but they have failed to address the dire social need to 

overcome the collective war-trauma. Saree Makdisi (2006) observes that the 

government‟s approach was to simply brush the past „under the rug‟ and „start a new 

page‟. The public policy was to avoid engaging the trauma or revisiting the issues that 

originated the conflict. This approach constituted an “unconscious defense mechanism” 

(Madkisi, 2006, p. 204).  The effort to forgive and forget took a physical dimension. 

The government (headed then by Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri) made a concerted effort 

to create a symbol of Lebanese unity and success by the rapid reconstruction of the 

downtown area of the capital city, Beirut. The area was reduced to rubble during the 

war. But it has been completely rebuilt and sterilized of remnants of the conflict.  

Caroline Nagel (2000) argues that this feat attempted to separate post-war 

Lebanon from a history of sectarian violence. Hence, downtown Beirut took a neutral 

character with a Phoenician connection. Nagel (2000) explains that highlighting the 



 8 

Phoenician identity was “an attempt to foster an allegiance to „Lebanon‟ that 

supersedes narrow sectarian affiliations […] address[ing] the Lebanese people not as 

Muslim, Christian, or Druze, but as part of a more ancient „race‟ of people, whose 

character has been shaped by Lebanon's position as an entrepot between East and West” 

(p. 226). This process is what Dominique LaCapra (1999) referred to as “avoidance of 

anxiety”. 

LaCapra (1999) maintains that assigning an object of blame allows victims of 

trauma to regain the state of wholeness and security that was lost during the traumatic 

event. What he refers to as “scapegoating or sacrificial scenarios” create a common 

image of the culprit (p. 707). Accordingly, to regain the sense of unity that was lost, 

one must eliminate the cause of trauma: the “sinful other in oneself” (LaCapra, 1999, p. 

707). The “sinful other in oneself,” in this case, was the Lebanese citizen confined by 

religious affiliation, sectarian prejudice and discrimination. The “sinful other in 

oneself” was simply the display of religious affiliation. The “sinful other in oneself” 

was whatever marker of religious identity separated one from a „Lebanese self‟ 

common to all members of this national community. 

The Cedar Revolution is a clear demonstration of the case. Immediately after 

the assassination of Hariri on February 14, 2005, Beirut saw what can best be described 

as a patriotic frenzy. People from all over the country took to the streets and converged 

on the Beirut downtown area. What is of interest in this particular event is the reaction 

exhibited by people from all religious backgrounds. The blast that took Hariri‟s life 

reminded the Lebanese of the horrors of the civil war. The magnitude of this event 
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shook the core of Lebanese society. Fears of returning to the dark days of the war 

pushed the Lebanese to assert their unity with fervor. Samir Khalaf (2006) observed 

that “Christians and Muslims [were] praying in unison or bearing cross-religious 

placards as they observed moments of silence over Hariri‟s gravesite” (p. 16).   

The unity demonstrated was in the form of participants shedding their religious 

differences. For some, this public outcry became the venue for their creative abilities in 

forging cliché images of multi-religiosity. Colorful T-shirts bearing symbols of all 

faiths spoke louder than words. Cross-and-crescent pendants (symbols of different 

faiths welded into one piece) hanging on demonstrators‟ chests exhibited their longing 

for cohesiveness. With an imaginative collection of paraphernalia, protesters not only 

made a political declaration, but also created a fashion-statement. 

The public demonstration stood as an event in itself. Khalaf compared what he 

called a “„mélange‟ of inconsistencies” to “a Woodstock or a Hyde Park”, or even a 

“triumphal post-World Cup rally” that resembled “a carnival, a rock concert, a „be-in‟ 

or some other rejectionist manifestation of early-1970s „counterculture‟” (2006, p. 15). 

Arguably, therefore, the Cedar Revolution emerged as a fusion of somber grief with a 

pop-culture celebration heralding Lebanon's triumph over petty religious differences.  

Rebecca Saunders and Kamran Aghaie (2005) say that cultural constructions of a 

trauma require catalysts to set the process in motion. They maintain that these catalysts 

are agents such as mass media as well as other social institutions. Furthermore, the 

authors argue that the role of these agents is to mediate the experience of collective 
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trauma. They “establish the relation of the trauma to those who experience it […] and 

assign responsibility [for it]” (Saunders & Aghaie, 2005, p. 18).  

Television stations in Lebanon, particularly LBCI and Future TV, dedicated a 

significant portion of their airtime to live coverage of the demonstrations in the 

downtown area. These stations were crucial in shaping the events taking place on the 

street. While programs, coverage, and newscasts played an integral role, television 

advertisements also soon emerged as a mediation of the public dialogue.  

Considering the complexities of identity in postcolonial Lebanon, the trend of 

advertising operating on the social level is noticeable. This study argues that such 

commercials suggest – whether directly or indirectly – that consuming the advertised 

product generates a feeling of belonging to a particular social status. This consumer, for 

example, may feel as were a global or a cosmopolitan individual. In such cases, there is 

a diligent act of associating that social status with consuming the commodity 

advertised. Watching a commercial advertisement on Lebanese television, the viewer 

may see images that do not particularly fit a specific culture such a Lebanese character 

or a local persona. Rather, the advertisement places the audience in what it posits as a 

„culturally-sterile‟ sphere. For the purposes of this study, we need to elaborate on the 

use of the term „sterile.‟ 

From personal experience, religious associations and by default political labels 

are quite transparent in the Lebanese society. One may deduce a person‟s religious sect 

based on this person‟s first name, last name, or where she resides. Similarly, one‟s 

dialect and in some cases dress could reveal much about one‟s location on the 
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sectarian/political spectrum. Albeit, such generalizations are gross stereotypes at best, 

however, they do shape social interaction to a great extent. Accordingly, the advertising 

industry needed to stay clear of any polemic representations. The answer was to create 

a Lebanese cosmopolitan character that transcends ideological and religious 

differences. Within this context, the Lebanese identity appeared „sterilized‟ from any 

problematic portrayals. The solution was to stereotype the Lebanese identity through 

performing a cosmopolitan one that utilizes consumption as a marker of difference. The 

characters that use this product portray a „safe‟ environment free of sectarian 

associations or ideological blemishes. The result in such ads, however, is the creation of 

a world in which the measure of identity shifts from domestic social differences to a 

scale along the cosmopolitan global lifestyle.  

Consumption emerges as an escape from the bitter reality that faces the people 

of Lebanon. As fears of conflict and turmoil loom in the horizon, accumulating items, 

such clothing, cars and other items gives the illusion of living in a cosmopolitan sphere. 

It is a vehicle to overcome that which hinders the development and unity as a nation. 

Displaying these items to others serves to communicate status and makes a social 

statement. Television advertising suggests that consumption habits allow one to belong 

to a select group that is above domestic conflicts. By no means, is this a suggestion that 

there is a rigid dichotomy of a sectarian system and cosmopolitan aspirations. On the 

contrary, and as Hancock (1987) and Makdisi‟s (2002) work reiterates, sectarian 

identities were not a simple natural occurrence. Sectarianism emerged as a means for 

maintaining a social hierarchy. The implication, therefore, is that different religious 
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communities have coexisted and dwelled harmoniously for a much longer time. Thus, 

to portray the social scene as a polarity between secular and cosmopolitan positions 

would reduce the complex and intricate workings of identity. Rather, we need to 

reaffirm that identity is malleable and adaptable as we shall see in later chapters.   

Thus argument that this dissertation makes is that given the lack of government 

involvement in making amends in the Lebanese society, consumption offers a tool for 

self-expression, and therefore, a form of democratic involvement. Through 

demonstrating consumption behaviors, individuals are able to actively participation in 

voicing opinions as individuals within a larger society. These ads claim that for those 

who have the financial means consumption is the answer to social problems.   

Finally, this project seeks to discover the relationship between advertising and 

identity construction. As commercial advertising attempts to posit consumption as a 

basis for redefining the Lebanese individual‟s identity in lieu of religion, one must ask: 

how long can a society sustain itself if what defines its members is increasingly shifting 

to totemic displays? The situation is critical. In the absence of an effective government 

policy to address issues of identity, a crisis is bound to occur sooner or later. Instead of 

taking an initiative to revisit the causes behind the civil war, those in power have 

chosen to focus solely on economic development. Similar to a number of developing 

countries, this has been a trend whereby state governments adopt neoliberal policies 

with belief that progress is synonymous with financial stability and market success. 

With no tangible policy in place to correct the course in which the country is heading, 

the Lebanese people may find alternative ways to adjust to the situation and to redefine 
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themselves even, sadly, if such a redefinition means adopting new identities at the 

expense of sharing a common vision of what it means to a Lebanese.    

The study at hand, therefore, investigates the relationship that advertisers forge 

between consumption and identity. It delves into the methods and practices that 

advertising producers follow in creating an appealing image for their products. How do 

producers identify identity traits to communicate in their messages? What form does 

identity take in these commercials? What approaches do advertisers employ to 

distinguish between domestic brands and global brands to a Lebanese audience?  

These questions require a multifaceted methodological apparatus to inform our 

analysis. Accordingly, in order to better understand the trends in Lebanese television 

advertising, a content analysis will survey the commercial messages. The content 

analysis provides a survey of various products and the tactics that producers utilize to 

promote their brands. An analysis of select advertisements, however, will explore the 

subtexts of commercials. The textual analysis is designed to fill in the gap that the 

content analysis segment of this study is unable to answer. It considers the particulars 

of the selected ads and makes connections betweens the different characteristics and the 

meaning that their juxtaposition generates. These two analyses are supplemented by 

first hand accounts from advertising experts in Lebanon. Interviews with advertising 

professionals inform this study by shedding light on the rationale behind the techniques 

that advertisers use. Essentially, these conversations will yield valuable information in 

regards to how Lebanese advertisers view of their target audiences and how they 

construct identity in their products.    
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To begin with, Chapter 2 explores the overarching theoretical work developed 

in regards to media globalization. This chapter presents information from two distinct 

branches of literature. One segment will survey major theoretical contributions on 

globalization and the state of transnational media. This segment is particularly 

concerned with two schools of thought: on one hand, those who regard global media 

within arguments cultural imperialism. On the other hand, this segment will juxtapose 

discussions of imperialism with debates cultural heterogenization.  

Grounded in a literary analysis on global media, the segment that follows in 

Chapter 2 considers postcolonial studies. As the project at hand particularly deals with 

Lebanon and the workings of identity, the theoretical dialogue will use postcolonial 

theories to better understand the processes of identity formation. Furthermore, the study 

will anchor much of the analysis within the literary context of consumption and the 

symbolic meanings that emerge from acts of consumption. The theoretical framework 

provides a background that will inform the study‟s conclusions and explications. 

However, a detailed account of the cultural geography on which this project focuses 

will furnish a much needed context regarding the importance of this research project.  

Chapter 3 consists of a review of the literature that has been published regarding 

Arab media and issues of identity facing the Arab world. This chapter will concentrate 

on the impact of recent communication technology developments in the Arab world. 

The corpus of work done thus far provides a basis for this study. Studies over Arab 

media are particularly important in that they inform this project on how media systems 

in the Arab world operate. By laying a historical context, we are able to trace the major 
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cultural changes place on the scene as media technologies penetrate deeply into Arab 

societies throughout the Middle East and North Africa.  

Chapter 4 provides synthesis of the problematic that the research study presents. 

In light of the theoretical and historical contexts, Chapter 4 teases out the main research 

question that this projects sets out to answer. Following a discussion of the main 

research question that covers an overarching theme, a discussion will extract a number 

of questions that will guide the choice for methods of data-collection. These questions 

will be organized according to the appropriate method that can provide the necessary 

information to answer them. Essentially, this study will employ three tools for data 

collection: content analysis, textual analysis, and interviews. Once these methods are 

defined, a considerable attention will be spent on reliability and validity of these 

methods. Finally, the chapter concludes with a segment on the study‟s limitations and 

meeting Institutional Research Board (IRB) requirements. 

Having covered theoretical and methodological frameworks for this study, 

Chapter 5 will delve into the first level of data collection: content analysis. This chapter 

will state the questions the analysis attempts to answer. The chapter proceeds by 

presenting the trends and results of the content analysis study. The data collected 

provides an opportunity for translating the statistical information into concrete terms 

regarding advertising practices Lebanon. These trends furnish a complex set of 

information which requires a close attention. Thus, we will flesh out the pattern and 

derive meaningful results that will contribute to our discussion over advertiser‟s 

construction of identity.  
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In Chapter 6, we will meticulously explore the textual narratives at work in 

select advertisements. Commercial texts selected will complement the content analysis 

segment of our study by delving into the multi-layered meanings that are woven into 

these texts. Since content analysis establishes trends and statistical overviews in topical 

form, the textual analysis will provide a more detailed critical look through which we 

are able to derive meanings and draw implications of how advertisers construct identity 

in the messages they produce.  

Chapter 7 contains the third source of data for this study: interviews. This 

chapter seeks information from professional advertising sources. The data obtained at 

this juncture will provide additional information through which we are able to better 

understand textual depth of advertising messages. Through these interviews, therefore, 

informants from the advertising world in Lebanon will share their experiences by 

explicating on specific examples. Participants in these conversations will shed a light 

on the processes of developing television commercials. Their experience proves very 

beneficial in understanding how an advertisement is conceived from its infant stages of 

conceptualization to execution. To help formulate how the industry works and how they 

as individuals contribute to the process of identity construction, this chapter will 

investigate how these producers inform their aesthetic decisions and choices.  

Finally, once the data is collected and analyzed, a final chapter will synthesize 

all the information gathered from the preceding chapters. Thus, Chapter 8 will highlight 

the findings of this research and present an in-depth examination of the implications. 
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The final chapter will conclude with recommendations for further study while stating 

the need and importance of continued scholarship on the subject.   



 18 

 

Chapter 2:  Theoretical Framework 

Numerous debates have emerged about globalization and its impact on societies 

and individuals. Tensions that underlie much of the struggles taking place focus on 

preserving cultures, asserting identity, and maintaining autonomy, while embracing 

development and progress. The overarching theme in academic circles has addressed 

the struggle within the course of global and regional forces taking place. The main 

concern many cultures has been the impact of media and “cultural globalization” (Chan 

& McIntyre, 2002; Giddens, 1997; Hjarvard, 2003; Pieterse, 1995).  

Soon, media globalization became synonymous with conglomeration, expansion 

and global markets. The integration of transnational media corporations in the world 

economy may be subtle yet effective. The impact of these media corporations is not 

only in how they influence the dynamics of public opinion and identity, but also in the 

ways media producers in recipient countries model their norms and techniques of the 

craft. John Sinclair et al. (1996) reveal how the emerging satellite technology was a 

“Trojan horse” that infiltrated national borders with ideas and concepts that had 

liberating effects. Sinclair gives the example of STAR TV which broadcasted satellite 

signals all over Asia; a continent known for much state-controlled media. Also, 

Western norms of production and diverse sources of news reporting were introduced 

and local media outlets soon began imitating production styles and formats. In essence, 

and as Nancy Snow (2001) observes, while media outlets are plentiful, their amount 

does not necessarily reflect diversity. Even as media increase, dissident voices are still 
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not heard. “Today a handful of global conglomerates can own many outlets in all 

media, deny entry to new and alternative perspectives, and homogenize content” 

(Snow, 2001, p. 24). 

Cultural products became increasingly globalized as their markets expanded. 

The root of the expansion of media conglomerates lies in the profits that they reap from 

these markets. Dan Schiller (2009) asserts that “capital” is what motivates transnational 

media in today‟s world. Conglomerates have emerged with defined goals and 

autonomies that allow for them to accumulate power and markets throughout the world. 

These conglomerates, according to Schiller, have sought “corporate and commercial 

expansion” that transcends any national geopolitical conquest (2009, p. 126). Marketing 

these products to third world countries proved to be immensely profitable, since these 

products were widely accepted by the local markets. The profit margin widens with the 

application of economies of scale. The success of Hollywood films in the U.S., for 

example, would cover the initial production costs and yield significant surplus. 

However, there are additional revenues from overseas distribution. Accordingly, while 

cultural products made in the West could afford the high production costs, and 

therefore, have better content quality, national media products suffered this fierce 

competition.  

 Additionally, to make matters more challenging for local cultural industries, 

transnational corporations (TNCs) became globally pervasive. Edward Herman and 

Robert McChesney (1997) state that with a potential for making gigantic profits, TNCs 

heavily sought investment opportunities overseas. Commercial media followed suit and 
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began to “consolidate and establish empires across formerly distinct media industries, 

with leading media firms acquiring significant holdings in film, music, publishing, and 

broadcasting” (Herman and McChesney, 1997). The drawback in this scenario lies in 

the lack of diversity in media content. Snow (2001) maintains that “television 

broadcasting is the most concentrated, homogenized, and globalized media. The top 

100 advertisers pay for two-thirds of all network television” (p. 23). With such 

homogenization, TNC media and their products create a vast space for hegemonic 

messages. The situation becomes more complex with the rise in satellite channels. 

The world media system has brought consumption to the foreground in 

everyday life. Consumption itself, they argue, has become “the primary end of life” 

(Herman & McChesney, 1997, p. 153). Herman and McChesney make the case for 

programming as well as commercial messages. The various genres of entertainment, 

they comment, serve appetizing images of consumer goods. In essence, such programs 

complement the commercial messages interwoven between scenes.  

The above discussion puts emphasis on the cultural impact suggesting that have 

been greatly affected by Western cultural flows. This approach reveals a deterministic 

attitude toward audiences and societies in various cultural settings. It inflates the power 

of media and capitalism on cultures suggesting that all communities will react to global 

flow equally (Lee, 2000). Mike Featherstone (1990) argues that despite the rapid and 

intense global cultural flows, it is unlikely that a homogenous world culture would 

emerge. Rather, with an increase in cultural interaction, arising interdependencies will 

make way for a plurality of global cultures (Featherstone, 1990). Featherstone indicates 
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that while the globalization may lead to the rise of a “third culture” [a combination of 

local and foreign] that embraces tolerance and understanding, on the other hand, it 

could lead to intolerance and fear of erosion. James Lull (2007) sees that the developing 

world has been recovering from the hardships resulting from the Western hard power.  

GLOBALIZATION AND THE POSTCOLONIAL WORLD   

Postcolonial theoretical discussions suggest a number of perspectives on how 

habits and norms in the postcolonial world have been influenced by colonialism. These 

theoretical discussions will illuminate our understanding of how consumption has come 

to be highly venerated in Lebanon. When addressing the effects of globalization, a 

number of scholars have considered the effects that Western media have on non-

Western cultures. Many have found a relationship between cultural products and 

audiences‟ adoption of values by which they construct and negotiate their identities 

(Al-Azmeh, 1993; Ashcroft, 2001; Featherstone, 2001; Hall, 1997; Kraidy, 2001; Said, 

1994). A common argument throughout their work is that there is an engrained 

consciousness of “Self” and “Other” in constructing a postcolonial identity. These 

concepts are paralleled with notions of “superior”, “civilized”, and “modern” associated 

with the West. On the other end of the spectrum, the colonized world was framed 

within a “backward,” “unrefined” and “traditional” image. Imagining one‟s identity 

involved a clear differentiation between the colonized and the colonizer. More 

importantly, the deluge of hegemonic messages from the West facilitated new forms 

and signs of „cultural refinement‟ to be undertaken by the colonial subject. Constructing 
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one‟s identity, hence, was limited to definitions along the axes of „superior,‟ „civilized,‟ 

and „modern‟ established by the West.  

Those who internalized an „inferior self‟ took on symbolic features of what they 

understood to make them more European-like and „civilized.‟ Unable to become truly 

European or Western themselves, the only means available for them was to shape their 

daily behavior and habits to resemble the colonizer. This performance of identity is 

what Homi Bhabha (1994) refers to as “mimicry.” To Bhabha (1994), “mimicry 

emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal” (p. 

86). Mimicry is thus the sign of a double articulation, a complex strategy of reform, 

regulation, and discipline, which „appropriates‟ the Other as it visualizes the power” 

(Bhabha, p. 86). Mimicry emerges through the acting-out of what is thought of as 

exemplary to the West. The body and the space it occupies become the site of 

discourse. It is the body and individual appearance that form the language of status.  

Consumption, thus, offers endless possibilities of self-expression. Jonathan 

Friedman (1990) asserts that consumption is closely associated with the construction of 

one‟s identity. He maintains that “consumption within the bounds of the world system 

is always a consumption of identity canalized by a negotiation between self-definition 

and the array of possibilities offered by the capitalist market” (Friedman, 1990, p. 314). 

According to Nestor García-Canclini (2001), the mere act of purchasing and 

accumulating objects such as clothing and decorative items, serves a particular purpose 

in the social order. Canclini notes that individuals value such items because they utilize 

them as tools for communication with others. He maintains that they are resources that 
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allow an individual to “think of one‟s own body, the unstable social order, and 

uncertain interaction with others” (Canclini, 2001, p. 42). Consumption of specific 

products demarcates a determinant for a consumer‟s identity. Products that are 

positioned within a particular lifestyle become imperative in the process of identity 

construction.  

COSMOPOLITANISM AND INDIVIDUALITY 

Postcolonial subjects respond to their sense of imperfection and marginality by 

fixating on external appearances and paraphernalia. The obsession over spending and 

accumulation becomes a space through which identity transpires. Within the tension 

created between the national and the non-national, the postcolonial citizen carves out an 

individual identity within the collective identity. It is a process of claiming exclusivity 

for oneself by being different from and more progressive than the common local folk. 

Within this context, Smith (1990) argues that there is a different genre of cultural 

imperialism at work. He states that while imperialism usually works on ethnic and 

national identities, in today‟s world imperialism has taken a non-national shape. 

“„Capitalism‟ and „socialism,‟ and in a different sense „Europeanism‟,” he argues, “are 

by definition and intention „supranational‟, if not universal” (Smith, 1990, p. 176).  

Similarly, James Lull (2007) emphasizes the concept of “culture-on-demand” in 

today‟s individual‟s demonstration of cultural identity. He notes that the individuals 

and groups have benefited from advancements of communications technologies to build 

connections and exchanges of information that allow for facilitating fragmentation as 

well as autonomy. As such, it is understandable that communities are no longer bound 
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by geographical hurdles and state borders. Rather, through media technologies, 

individuals have sought independence from their local communities by adhering 

themselves to unique communities defined by interests and commonalities; a concept 

that Arjun Appadurai (1990) operationalized with his notion of “-scapes.” Mediascapes, 

for example, “refer to both to the distribution of the electronic capabilities to produce 

and disseminate information which are now available through a growing number of 

private and public interests throughout the world and to the images of the world created 

by these media” (Appadurai, 1990, p. 198). 

Accordingly, one is able to imagine a community beyond one‟s surroundings by 

adopting values and behaviors not necessarily exclusive to his environment. Ulf 

Hannerz (1996) describes incorporating foreign ideals, items and conduct into the local 

culture as characteristic of the „cosmopolitan‟ identity. According to Hannerz, the 

cosmopolitan individual is a person who has developed the readiness to take on foreign 

cultures. This is a state of mind that requires a certain cultural dexterity and ability to 

internalize aspects of the Other. He states that a membership to the cosmopolitan 

category implies a sense of affinity for the “alien and the distant” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 

110). In fact, Hannerz argues, cosmopolitans may reach a state of “detachment and 

irritability” toward their native cultures to the extent of low regard to those who apply 

“local common sense” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 110). Additionally, Hannerz maintains that 

cosmopolitanism is often narcissistic. The cosmopolitan, he explains, identifies himself 

“in the space where cultures mirror one another” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 104). In essence, 
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the cosmopolitan strives to view the „self‟ as similar to (if not the same as) other 

cosmopolitans in other cultures.      

ADVERTISING AND CONSUMPTION 

As television consumption has increasingly become a habit integral to daily life 

in Lebanon, one must investigate the messages this medium presents its viewers. The 

contention is that advertising posits the consumer between the “self,” which in reality is 

situated in the local national sphere, vis-à-vis the desire to be part of a cosmopolitan 

culture. In order for commercial advertisements to reach and impact their niche target 

group, these commercials cater to viewers through appealing to their fantasies. The 

commercial advertisement, therefore, presents the illusion that by consuming the 

advertised product one can become the ideal individual seen on screen. The question to 

ask at this juncture is how consumption relates to the understanding of social status. 

The argument that consumption „elevates one‟s status‟ is grounded in the negotiation of 

the postcolonial identity.  

To compensate for the sense of inferiority associated with being „a local,‟ 

consumption serves to define one‟s position in the social hierarchy: it is a membership 

card to an exclusive global cosmopolitan community. This is where the advertising 

machine intervenes. Advertising presents images and forms of behaviors that serve as 

references for the aspiring cosmopolitan. The images associated with the advertised 

products create a currency of symbols and meanings; a currency that is inseparable 

from the products they advertise. Accordingly, understanding how television 
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advertising works is crucial to better understanding how consumption is integral to 

imagining oneself as a cosmopolitan.  

There is a link between advertising and its role in consumption behavior. 

William O‟Barr (1994) argues that advertising creates a space for “idealized images” of 

people by which the viewer can connect interactions and forms of behavior to particular 

positions in the social hierarchy (O‟Barr, 1994, p. 3). Steven Kemper‟s (2001) 

observations of advertising practices and consumption habits in Sri Lanka offer an 

illustration. According to Kemper (2001), advertising is a site for the postcolonial 

citizen to imagine oneself beyond the boundaries of the nation. The consumption of the 

advertised product allows the consumer to be part of a global community.  Partaking in 

“virtual communities of consumption” relies heavily on media, whereby advertising 

shows a “deterritorialized world of commodities” that creates a connection and a sense 

of belonging to a larger community (Kemper, 2001, p. 2).  

 The mere desire for participating in a community beyond the confines of one‟s 

nation-state suggests a level of dissatisfaction with the traditional domestic lifestyle. 

William Leiss et. al. (1986) note the space through which advertising intervenes. 

Advertising‟s main cultural function, he asserts, is not to promote products: rather, it is 

to position consumption as the exclusive means to achieve happiness and satisfaction” 

(Leiss et. al., 1986, p. 26-27). Leiss et. al. (1986) that while advertising caters to a 

“natural” desire to satisfy needs, it is an artificial process because of its use of 

commodities.   
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T.J. Jackson Lears (1983) establishes that it is symptomatic of contemporary 

societies that its members seek a sense of selfhood. The root of the quest lies in the 

attention for “therapeutic ethos” and the morally ambiguous world in which we live. As 

a form of overcoming the epidemic, advertising offers a plethora of consumption 

patterns emerging as a new “cultural hegemony” shaped by needs and class interests 

(Lears, 1983, p. 29). John Sinclair (1987) supports this premise by stating that 

successful advertising is the advertising that appeals to people‟s mood and aspirations. 

It is not that advertising “invents social values,” he explains. “It borrows, usurps, or 

exploits what advertisers take to be prevailing social values” (Sinclair, 1987, p. 28). 

Accordingly, advertising plays a major role in the shaping of public discourse. In fact, 

Leiss et. al. (1990) regard advertising as a “privileged” medium because of its ability to 

set the agenda for concerns for the concerns of modern society. 

Not only does advertising address human concerns, but it also establishes 

consumption as a meaningful form of social communication. Raymond Williams 

(1980) makes an argument that the preservation or promotion of consumption as a 

value is itself the goal of advertising. In Williams‟s view, consumption feeds a human 

desire that does not necessarily satisfy. The desire to which advertising caters is 

unfounded and “has no real reference.” Rationalizing consumption in Williams‟s terms, 

the act of consumption is not merely buying an object. Rather, the act consumption 

stands for “buying social respect, discrimination, health, beauty, success, power to 

control your environment” (Williams, 1980, p. 189). Advertising, he states, never 
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allows for the satisfaction of these needs beyond purchasing products in order to 

maintain its growing cycle.  

It can be said of advertising, therefore, that the power of its communication lies 

in its ability to produce surplus value. Surplus value is created by media that create 

symbols and give these symbols meaning (Mosco, 1997). This is the process by which 

media can shape consciousness; hence their value for advertisers. Hypothetically, 

transforming a product into a symbol and framing it within a comprehensible context 

for the viewer, a product is assigned its value in the social hierarchy. Using this product 

carries a meaning for its user and manifests a user‟s social standing in a community. 

ADVERTISING SIGNS AND SYMBOLS  

In order for objects to symbolize social value, a complex process is required to 

transform commodities as items of utility to visual signifiers. Robert Goldman (1992) 

describes this process as a “semiotic reductionism.” The process entails labor of two 

kinds. The first takes place on the media level where marketers and advertisers assign 

meaning to a product and thus create a “commodity-sign value.” The second form of 

labor occurs with audiences. Goldman maintains that audiences actively read and 

interpret advertisements. The interpretation itself is a form of audience labor that adds 

value to the products featured in advertisements. Goldman argues that commercial 

advertisements have the power to engage their audiences in learning and discovering 

certain “social assumptions” (Goldman, 1992). In this vein, Sinclair (1987) finds that it 

is advertising images that forge relationships between social status and consumption 
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thus obscuring class difference. Instead, he argues, consumption choices and lifestyles 

form the basis for one‟s standing in the society (Sinclair, 1987). 

Elizabeth Martin (2006) explores how advertising is able to create readable 

texts. She asserts that an advertisement presents a three-leveled message that contains a 

“linguistic” (hence, textual), “iconic codes” (culturally symbolic), and “literal” 

definitions (Martin, 2006, p. 13). A viewer receives all three levels of a message 

simultaneously. However, from an advertiser‟s perspective, all three processes are 

masterfully infused in a particular message in such a way as to guide the viewer to 

retain a “preferred reading” of the message (Martin, 2006). 

If advertising messages inherently carry preferred readings, how do these 

readings impact the product and what it signifies? John Fraim (2003) considers product 

brands as covert persuaders. He holds that products themselves neither define nor 

explain openly the relationship of products to consumers. Thus, he argues, in order to 

manifest their persuasiveness, brands require a “massive production” of symbols and 

linkage to “grand consumption” (Fraim, 2003, p. 38).  

Prior to the explosion in media messages and advertising, people took their 

social cues from their immediate environment such as family and work (Grossberg et. 

al., 1998). At that time, individuals desired to belong and conform to the collective 

norms set by society. With the advent of media, individuals became less concerned with 

the sense of group identity and tended to focus more on their individual uniqueness 

(Grossberg et. al., 1998). As a result we see an arising need to establish individual 

autonomy within a society. 
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Furthermore, Goldman (1992) asserts that advertisements offer a forum where 

commodities have the power to define social structures. There is a deep connection 

between society and “commodity relations”. The latter form a basis for social 

interactions. In fact, according to William Leiss, Stephen Kline, and Sut Jhally (1990) 

material objects have become symbols integral to everyday life. Material objects 

signify social status. Products are no longer consumed only to satisfy immediate needs. 

Rather, they become signifiers for “interpersonal distinctions” (Leiss et. al., 1990). 

Determining one‟s position in the social hierarchy, therefore, is dependent on what one 

wears, eats, and uses in daily life.   

CONSUMPTION AND SOCIETY 

Consumption therefore is not merely an economic form of transactions; rather, 

it is a production of social meaning. bell hooks (2001), for example, reminds us that 

consumption is a dominant relationship in today‟s society. hooks maintains that 

consumption is a voluntary behavior that establishes challenges that overpower the 

possibility of creating communities, let alone holding on to already existing ones 

(hooks, 2001). Leiss et. al. (1986) explains that individuals send „signals‟ through their 

“patterns of preferences for consumer goods.” He suggests that choices in 

contemporary society allow for the emergence of communities based on consumption 

habits, “taste cultures,” and “lifestyle groupings” (Leiss et. al., 1986, p. 3). Leiss et. al. 

observe that there is something more psychological in consumption than just mere act 

of purchasing goods. Objects have come to occupy a significant space in social 

interaction in that they demonstrate prestige and status (Leiss et. al., 1986, p. 21).  
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This invites a closer look at consumption as a symbolic practice. So far, it has 

been established that advertising uses human needs to frame products as an answer to 

the void left by an elusive sense of satisfaction in today‟s society. Michel de Certeau‟s 

(1984) understanding of everyday practices illuminates the process more clearly. De 

Certeau states that individual practices and „performances‟ of selfhood focus 

excessively on textualized forms of behavior – in other words, readable behaviors and 

patterns. De Certeau claims that society takes its cues from advertising and media. 

Eventually, excessive attention over the symbiotic meaning between brand and status 

leads to a society characterized by “a cancerous growth of vision, measuring everything 

by its ability to show or be shown and transmuting communication into a visual 

journey” (de Certeau, p. xxi, 1984). Such a process, de Certeau holds, evolves through 

the “tactic” of production of meaning. “Tactic,” according to de Certeau, builds on 

fragmentation. It seizes on scattered instances and situations by transforming them into 

opportunities. It is a system of constant manipulation of events (de Certeau, p. xix, 

1984). 

While de Certeau focuses on how “tactic” transforms events into opportunities, 

Rio Lie and Jan Servaes (2000) highlight instances of cultural interpretations and 

“identity spin-offs” emerging from events (p. 315). Anchoring their work in Victor 

Turner‟s 1969 theorization of “liminality” and “communitas,” Lie and Servaes suggest 

that consumption is essentially a form of “rite of passage.” They find that the rite of 

passage is a path to belonging to a particular community that involves “separation,” 

“margin (limen, signifying threshold in Latin),” and “reaggregation (or reintegration)” 
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(Lie and Servaes, 2000, p. 310-311). Lie and Servaes explain that the moment of 

consumption is an occasion where an individual separates from a community to 

reestablish an association of a different social level through the accumulation of a 

product.  

The question that arises at this point is how the acquisition of objects creates 

social meaning. Paula Moya (2000) attributes the process to the complex synergy 

between identity categories and resources. One‟s self-perception and perception by 

others highly depends on one‟s access to products and goods. Such perceptions affect 

individuals‟ accessibility to crucial life matters such as educational opportunities and 

employment prospects (Moya, 2000, p. 8). Moya explains that “identities have 

consequences for the kinds of associations human beings form and the sorts of activities 

they engage in.” (Moya, 2000, p. 9) 

Guy Debord (1995) establishes that in current social life, it is not the act of 

“having” that develops social standing, but rather the appearance of having. Debord 

states that “all individual reality, being directly dependent on social power and 

completely shaped by that power, has assumed a social character” (Debord, 1995, p. 

16). Debord adds that “all effective „having‟ must now derive both its immediate 

prestige and its ultimate raison d‟etre from appearances” (ibid.). “Webs of 

signification,” in Moya‟s (2000) definition, are infinitely evolving. The cycle through 

which they develop and change are proof of their unstable and fictitious construction. 

Such volatile significations, Moya argues, are the basis upon which cultural and social 

identities are founded. Accordingly, since these identities are intangible and indefinite, 
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by default they are not only imaginary but also “dangerously mystifying” because they 

conceal the fissures and contradictions they inherently contain in defining the “self” in 

an individual‟s mind (Moya, 2000). 

 In essence, identity shall no longer be regarded as an intrinsic set of values that 

define an individual. Instead, it is behavior in relation to specific objects and items that 

demonstrate the factors that account for one‟s identity. Satya Mohanty (2000) explains 

that cultural identity in reality is constructed to use “outward” referents. Mohanty 

elaborates that one relies on “causally significant features of the social world” to debate 

one‟s “social location and interests” (2000, p. 56).  

As a manifestation of the unique individual identity, people adopt carefully-

selected lifestyle patterns. These patterns are what Leiss et. al. (1990) refer to as 

“totemic operators” (p. 344). Totemic operators are the displays that serve to 

differentiate between various groups in society. Leiss et. al. explain that “today‟s 

totems (product images) themselves are the badges of group membership, which also 

entails self-administered codes of authority for dress, appearance, popular 

entertainment, customary places of assembly, behavior rituals, and role stereotyping 

(for example, „macho‟ versus „non-macho‟ subgroups)” (Leiss et. al., 1990, p. 344).  

The use of commodities in manifesting identity is particularly important to this 

study when the commodities in question hold global status. Arguably, if consumption is 

closely tied to individual expression, the use of international or imported products must 

have significance. Dana Alden, Jan Steenkamp, and Rajeev Batra (1999) argue that part 

of a global brand‟s image is the power and value it holds. “Consumers may purchase 
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certain brands to reinforce their membership in a specific global segment, such as 

teenager, business, governmental/diplomatic, elite, and so forth, and/or their self-image 

as cosmopolitan, knowledgeable, and modern” (Alden et. al., 1999, p. 75). 

Furthermore, the authors bring to their readers‟ attention that due to the media images, 

consuming the global product gives the consumer the impression that she is a 

participant in a utopian consumer society whose members are adjoined into a 

community of cosmopolitans and modernity (Alden et. al., 1999, p. 75-76).  

COMMODIFICATION OF DEMOCRACY: PARTICIPATION THROUGH CONSUMPTION 

 Based on the above debate, we can see how consumption involves a conscious 

choice. Purchasing a commodity involves an active decision to evaluate choices and 

make a selection. Moreover, we have also established the connection between 

consumption and identity. While commodities may serve a mundane utilitarian 

objective, the choice of commodity may be a public display of personal characteristics. 

Sinclair reveals the process at play. He considers that inherent in the “freedom of 

choice” associated with consumption is the lack of economic opportunity. 

Discrepancies, he argues, appear through the individual‟s ability to purchase and 

consume: in the distribution of resources lies the inequality. Alternatives always 

emerge in the form of commodities due to the faux sense of compensation for the lack 

of power that consumption is made to present: therefore, it is ideological (Sinclair, 

1987, p. 27). Sinclair‟s notions of consumption correspond with Canclini‟s description 

of the body as a form of social interaction. The preoccupation with clothing styles is an 
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attempt to carving one‟s status on the social hierarchy. Thus, capitalism creates a 

vicious cycle that manifests consumption as a source of pseudo-participation.   

 hooks (2001) contends that difference is a source of social control. Inequality is 

used productively. In today‟s postmodern world, she argues, alienation is an endemic 

phenomenon in societies. Commodification steps in and fills the void offering a form of 

conciliation (hooks, 2001, p. 427). The notion of placation through commodification is 

particularly significant in the postcolonial world. Consumption emerges as a 

compensation for marginality. It goes hand in hand, as discussed with Bhabha‟s (1994) 

concept of mimicry earlier in this chapter, with performing postcolonial identities. At 

this stage, consumption plays the role of “progressive social change” (hooks, 2001, p. 

428). 

 Not all nation states provide the privilege of expression as freely as 

communities in the Western world. Since consumption involves choices and selection, 

it develops a sense of public expression: perhaps not in overt political terms, but rather 

in symbolic behavior and gests. Williams (1980) establishes that freedom of expression 

is central to social activity. It is a need that human beings are compelled to satisfy. 

Williams maintains that today‟s culture tends to commodify all social aspects including 

political campaigns. He reminds us of how politicians „market‟ themselves and build 

their own brand image during elections (Williams, 1980). Furthermore, he suggests that 

as politics have also entered a discourse of marketing and economics, it is only natural 

that the political thought and consumption are easily conflated. Williams states:    

The purposes of the society have to be declared in terms that will command the 
effort of a majority of its people. It is here that the idea of the „consumer‟ has 
proved so useful. Since consumption is within its limits a satisfactory activity, it 
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can be plausible offered as a commanding social purpose. At the same time, its 
ambiguity is such that it ratifies the subjection of society to the operations of the 
existing economic system. An irresponsible economic system can supply the 
„consumption‟ market, whereas it could only meet the criterion of human use by 
becoming genuinely responsible: that is to say, shaped on its use of human labor 
and resources by general social decisions (Williams, 1980, p.188). 

 

Thus, in Williams‟s terms, power structures created a role for consumption: 

„consuming‟ is „participating‟ in an ideological discourse. Perhaps this kind of 

engagement – limited in its means to physical objects and financial resources – gives 

the illusion of agency and self-worth. Zygmunt Bauman (1990) subscribes to this point 

of view. He considers consumption stands as an agent for political freedom and liberty. 

He states that “the consequence [of consumption] was the drive of politically ambitious, 

advanced sectors of „alien‟ populations to seek excellence in practicing the dominant 

cultural patterns” (Bauman, 1990, p. 161).  

As Bauman contends that consumption is an illusory democratic vehicle, his 

implication is that consumption is a process of cooptation of marginalized 

communities. While consumption deceives its participants by giving them a false sense 

of agency, it presents its cornucopia of products as utopian. Debord reinforces this 

notion by suggesting that consumption is a marker of unity of societies. In reality, while 

societies are divided, consumption “suspends disbelief with regard to the reality of 

division only until the next disillusionment occurs in the sphere of actual consumption.” 

In tangible terms, Debord is suggesting that the moment of consumption is an instance 

of belonging as in the process of “reaggregation” that was discussed earlier with Lie 

and Servaes (2000). Debord maintains that “each and every new product is supposed to 
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offer a dramatic shortcut to the long-awaited promised land of total consumption.” 

(Debord, 1995, p. 45).  

Furthermore, the mere understanding and appreciation of global products is 

significant to one‟s status. Speaking the language of the cosmopolitan, developing a 

taste for other cultures indicates a particular elite affiliation. Such palates require a 

wealth of knowledge and education: an asset of social intelligence and dexterity that 

Pierre Bourdieu (1989) refers to as “cultural capital.” Additionally, Bourdieu maintains 

that the possession of “symbolic goods” contributes to the accumulation of “cultural 

capital” (Bourdieu, 1973, p. 73). Consumption serves as form of this process. Obtaining 

a specific product (along with the benefits of the symbolic value of consumption as 

established earlier) not only demonstrates one‟s desire for belonging to a community of 

those with similar tastes but also projects a deeper sense of the consumer‟s 

discriminating taste and sophistication – that is, “cultural capital.” 

GLOBAL MEDIA AND PRODUCTION 

The works discussed above present arguments that pertain to how media 

messages affect societies. While they pose valid arguments regarding consumption, the 

concern is to sustainably argue the link between advertising and consumption habits. 

Accordingly, this requires a look at arguments of media effects and audience reception 

while anchoring the discussion within a global context.  

It is necessary to understand how world segments - youth, senior citizens, the 

oversize, the disaffected share converging habits and tastes (Canclini. 2001, p. 94). In 

other words, while we may not see national messages through media products, it is 
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possible to see various affinities that draw viewers to particular media products 

regardless of citizenship, or nationality. Sinclair et. al. (1987) argue that the popular 

culture content that US media provide creates a forum for local engagement in 

negotiating the texts presented. Taking film as an example, Jesus Martin-Barbero 

(1997) understood it to be a medium that articulates the nationality. He explains that 

film became part of the movement to give national identity an image and a voice. 

Accordingly, people consumed film as they saw their lives mirrored on the big screen. 

In essence, the sequence of images that gave them gestures, faces, manners of speaking 

and walking, landscapes and colors that to identify with the plots (Martin-Barbero, 

1997, p. 53). 

     Upon studying Japanese media industries within the Asian culture, Koichi 

Iwabuchi (2002) describes how Japan has for the first time encountered other Asian 

nations as modern cultural neighbors (Iwabuchi, 2002). In this context, Iwabuchi looks 

at the Japanese flow of information and popular culture claiming that Asian 

consumption of Japanese media products is due to the relationship that Japan and other 

Asian nations hold with each other given their cultural similarities. Joseph Straubhaar 

(2000; 2008) establishes that “cultural proximity” is a major factor that influences 

viewers‟ choices. Cultural proximity becomes the space where audiences seek media 

products closest to their own culture when choosing what to watch on television. 

Straubhaar (2000; 2008) also asserts the importance of cultural capital in viewers‟ 

preferences for “culturally-proximate” programs. He maintains that the higher the level 
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of cultural capital, the more encompassing are the viewers‟ choices in appreciate 

foreign products (Straubhaar, 2000). 

Congruently, Straubhaar (1997) criticizes the globalization argument in that it 

diminishes too much the importance of national identity among communication 

audiences in selecting and interpreting cultural products and messages. He argues that 

in much of the world, ethnic nationalism emerged in response to globalization. 

Straubhaar maintains that this reflects a search for identity and gives rise to cultural 

consumption (Straubhaar, 1997). This argument coincides with Sinclair‟s introduction 

of the concept of contra-flow; a concept which states that countries importing US media 

products have at some point reversed the formula by marketing their local products to 

regional markets. In this case, the regional markets do not constitute geographical 

territories but rather ones of same cultural and geo-linguistic properties (Sinclair et. al., 

1987). 

     However, Jan Nederveen Pieterse (2004) maintains that identity is adaptable on 

the surface but rigid at the core. He argues that the “folkloric, superficial elements of 

culture  - food, costumes, fashions, consumption habits, arts and crafts, entertainment – 

that travel, while deeper attitudes and values, the way elements hang together, the 

structure ensemble of culture remain contextually bound” (Pieterse, 2004, p. 54).  

 Much of the globalization rhetoric has implied that it is a flow of values that 

affect a certain culture and identity. Earlier literature treats globalization as a form of 

domination. Regardless of scholars arguing for local readings and negotiations, there 

has been no claim that gives credit for indigenous cultures for using foreign ideas and 
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assimilating them for their own purposes. The discussion should be inclusive of such 

alternatives. As Joseph Chan and Eric Ma (2002) argue, the case could be the reverse of 

the dominant rhetoric. The effect is indigenizing foreign culture for the sake of 

maintaining local identity. This calls for a closer look at concepts such as 

transculturation, hybridity, and glocalization. 

 In describing transculturation, the authors refer to the term as “a process by 

which a culture is transformed by another for self-aggrandizement. It is an evolving 

process involving both organizational routines and experimentation through which the 

foreign culture is decontextualized, essentialized, indigenized and recontextualized… it 

also involves the transfiguration of cultural forms” (Chan & Ma, 2002, p.7). 

Transculturation as the authors describe it, results in hybridization of cultures. In a 

struggle for identity, cultures took on the practice of hybridity by infusing the foreign 

into their local customs. In essence, accepting new forms, these cultures did not 

succumb to assimilation by dominant cultures. Rather, they developed their own ways 

with external inspiration. Kraidy  traces the history of the term  and finds that 

“hybridity took on new meaning in the wake of decolonization movements that 

emerged in the non-West beginning in the nineteenth century… in Latin America for 

instance, after protracted struggles over nationhood in which some elites attempted to 

impose a white European national identity, nation-states adopted mestizaje as their 

official ideology in their midst to forge national identities distinct from mere provincial 

status in the Spanish empire” (Kraidy, 2002, p. 319).  
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 Another process prevalent in local cultures is “glocalization.” This process does 

not involve cultural homogenization but instead, it is a form of global localization , and 

hence the term “glocalization.” Glocalization argument states that for a global product 

to succeed locally it is imperative to adapt to local cultures. “Firms may be multi-

national but „all business is local, ‟” maintains Pieterse (2004, p. 50). Pieterse uses 

“McDonaldization” as an example that has become a predominant trend in the US and 

all over the world. He argues that the “glocalization” introduces a set of 

rationalizations: “McDonalds‟s formula is a success because it is efficient (rapid 

service), calculable (fast and inexpensive), predictable (no surprises), and controls labor 

and customers” (Pieterse, 2004, p. 49).  

 Similarly, Straubhaar (1997) observes that Hollywood films and television 

products have created an established set of genres that have proved to be successful 

worldwide. While other countries followed suit, they based their productions on the 

models created by Hollywood studios and American television. Straubhaar notes that 

there is a decline in the American television export. This is due to what he describes as 

glocalization: “a deliberate adaptation of a form or global model to fit national 

circumstances” (Straubhaar, 1997, p.  290). This is evident in television in Latin 

American countries where the latter used to import TV sitcoms from the US. However, 

jokes and cultural nuances were lost in translation and therefore not understood. On the 

other hand, these countries started importing media products from another and thus the 

Spanish speaking viewers would understand the jokes, slang, and the references made 

which have become easier to absorb (Straubhaar, 1997, p. 292) 
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Given the fluid nature of identities, we cannot treat each identity as if it were a 

solid unwavering entity. In order to establish a level of identity resilience, Canclini 

argues that nation-states demand absolute loyalty from each member and demonize 

their critics and dissidents. “In many countries, purity is invoked as a defense against 

modern trends that relativize specificity of each ethnic group and nation with the 

objective of creating democratic forms, coexistence, complementarity, and multi-

cultural governability” (Canclini, 2001, p. 78)  

Chris Barker‟s (1999) investigation of identity is an important contribution that 

underscores how identity is not a „fixed thing.‟ Rather it is a concept describing the self 

as contained in language. Furthermore, Barker argues that identity is not something an 

individual or a community owns, but instead it is a composite of attitudes and beliefs 

although “cultural narratives of late modernity encourage us to see ourselves as a 

whole” (Barker, 1999, p. 31). Nationality, for instance, refers to a concept that is not 

fixed: it relies on the difference [between national community and outsiders] to create 

its uniqueness and unity. Barker also explains that „identity‟ is changing with the new 

forces of globalization and crediting the rapid development of electronic media as a 

catalyst for this shift in the understanding of identity and therefore creating hybrid 

cultures. 

The scholarly work stated thus far has focused on global flows within the 

dichotomy of center-periphery. The arguments revolved around how Western products 

interact with local non-Western cultures. While work discussed above grants local 

societies agency, these communities remain as audiences and receivers of media and 
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cultural products. This calls for a closer look at societies as producers. In other words, 

our investigation must take into consideration the cultural output and expression of 

these communities in light of globalization debates. Timothy Havens (2006) sees, 

however, that there are major players in the process such as local executives who act as 

intermediaries between the local culture and foreign media products. As the executives 

decide which programs to purchase and how to schedule content, they are operating 

based on their own understandings of their own culture and therefore have a powerful 

agency in the process as they facilitate this exchange. 

However, there is something to be said about national or local productions. Do 

local producers play any role as cultural agents in their products? Paul du Gay (1997) 

asserts that cultural industries are informed by values, norms, and skills that are specific 

to the cultures of these industries. Similarly, Vincent Mosco (1996) draws attention to 

what he refers to as the two-phase process of intermediary workers in media industry. 

Mosco regards local media producers as playing a critical role in facilitating cultural 

products. He asserts that it is the producers‟ choices and inputs that inform the overall 

outcome of the product. Thus, the style, flavor, and cultural identity of the message are 

the result of the local producer‟s mediation (Mosco, 1996, p. 158). While he supports 

the notion of producer‟s agency in producing media messages, Jason Toynbee (2008) 

draws attention to the influential social forces at play. Toynbee states that a producer 

may have creative control; however, ultimately, she cannot work independently from 

market pressures. In essence, there are financial demands as well as audience tastes that 

shape the outcome of the creative product.  
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CONCLUSION 

 So far, this chapter has delved into issues of globalization and the major debates 

surrounding it. Much of the literature established the dominance of Western media and 

TNCs on a world-wide level. As economies of scale secure a large profit margin for 

these companies, their products found a vast global reach.  

 Some scholars argued that the imbalance of flow in media messages constitutes 

dangers to local communities and threaten local cultures. Others established that while 

media globalization has effects on indigenous societies, these societies have actively 

incorporated foreign aspects into their own lives as a form of hybrid societies. Also, the 

literature pointed out that there is an affinity for “culturally proximate” media messages 

that present similar cultural contexts and social values. Thus, deeming a unilateral flow 

and effect of media messages has been contested.  

 Regardless, whether global media or nationally-produced cultural products, a 

number of debates warned of the encroaching commercialization in media. Indeed, 

national media are business enterprises that depend on advertising revenues. The result 

is that national media outlets are constantly challenged and are being shaped by 

advertising demands that dictate production standards and formats, and programming 

content.  

 The commercial model is particularly significant in the post-colonial world. 

While these nation-states struggle to develop, they are constantly faced by a soft-power 

form of colonialism. Many scholars account for postcolonial societies struggling with 

contested identities. Much of the debates that follow have asserted how citizens of these 

communities adopt new means of behavior and expression of identification. The debate 
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in this chapter soon shifted to focus on the role of advertising in the process. It was 

demonstrated that advertising produces the illusion of solutions to life‟s needs and 

problems. Scholars have stated that advertising offers only a short-term solution until 

another „want‟ desires. Effectively, advertising manufactures perpetual desires. Within 

a postcolonial context, advertising steps in to offer solutions that supposedly allow one 

to see oneself in a “Western” light. Thus advertising (as it solicits consumption) 

imagines a utopian world that is essentially constructed by advertising producers.  

Producers, as some scholars established, do not act in a void. In fact, their 

creative process is informed by their experiences and their view of the world. However, 

the literature discussed in this chapter referred to advertising messages as intangible 

creative products. In other words, there has been no discussion on the producer‟s 

agency in advertising. Thus even though some literature alluded to producer‟s agency, 

this literature theorized on practices in the Western world. Thus, there is much to 

explore in media in the non-Western world. More specifically, the literature covered 

thus far requires that attention be directed to the Arab world and media production 

especially that in recent years many debates have looked at Western media infiltration 

into Arab national spaces. There has been no mention of the role of media personnel in 

these states and their contribution to the cultural scene.   

Accordingly, the study at hand attempts to fill in the gap by investigating one 

aspect of cultural production: advertising. The body of literature informs this study‟s 

subject matter. Media messages are not merely a form of inspiration for Western 

identities. In the context of our study, these media serve as fertile grounds for 
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negotiations of selfhood and identity. The work discussed above allows for multiple 

ways of interpreting local audiences‟ means of receiving cultural products. This 

theoretical framework creates a backdrop for the study at hand. This research project 

focuses on advertising. A significant part of our discussion related to television 

advertising framing consumption within terms of identity.  

Post-colonial studies discussed earlier in this chapter reveal that communities 

that were once ruled by European empires have yet to overcome the effects of Western 

hegemony. The case in Lebanon is not different. Historically, the influence that the 

West has had on the Lebanese society is significant. Postcolonial debates tell us that 

Western domination over colonized societies resulted in local societies inheriting a 

sense of inferiority. In this theoretical context, emulating Western lifestyles became a 

means through which locals believed they could achieve a higher status in these 

societies. Such behaviors are crucial in how individuals redefined identity.  

Western lifestyles, in postcolonial arguments, formed a yardstick for measuring 

social status in communities such as Lebanon. Such being the case, individuals looked 

for items to fulfill social aspirations. As they longed for adopting Western habits seen 

as superior, consumption of items provided a solution for self-realization. Building on 

these arguments, this study will attempt to show how advertisers utilize the struggle for 

defining identity in Lebanon to produce their messages. Furthermore, this project will 

provide evidence of how advertisers themselves partake in negotiating identity of this 

study is the argument that the advertising industry in Lebanon capitalized on this social 
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phenomenon to   The implication is that while the resulting ads present polysemic texts, 

they present preferred readings relevant to the communities in which they live.  

The following chapter will explore media in the Arab world. It is important to 

understand the context in which media outlets have arisen in the Arab world. More 

specifically, Chapter 3 will show the social reaction to media and their development. As 

such, the overview will tackle the struggle over media in Lebanon and ensuing debates 

on the social scene. Essentially, media outlets in Lebanon have mirrored the deeply 

rooted divisions in society. Divergences in ideologies soon changed as these outlets 

embraced an increasingly commercial model. By default, advertising became 

increasingly more pervasive. Hence, as promoting consumption becomes more integral 

to these outlets‟ survival, one has to question the methods and means that the 

advertising industry in Lebanon employs to construct identity.    
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Chapter 3:  Arab Media in a Globalized World 

 

Global interest focusing on the Arab world has increased in light of the latest 

military, economic, and socio-political changes in the region. In the academic world, 

scholars have looked closely into the region by investigating traditions, religious 

groups, overarching behaviors, as well as developing trends. While there have been 

many who have studied various facets of the Arab world, the work on its media 

industries, media products, and media consumption is still in its infant stages. This 

chapter reviews the literature regarding the research and scholarly work done thus far 

on media in the Middle East. This segment begins with an overview of academic work 

investigating media and culture in the Arab world. Following this overview is a close 

look at Lebanon and media development. Finally, this chapter will explore the literature 

on advertising and consumption.  

MEDIA CONSUMPTION IN THE ARAB WORLD 

This study considers the rhetoric that has evolved over media and its effect on 

Arab societies. Discussions have particularly centered on media in the Middle East 

because of the rapid transformation taking place with media technologies and as a result 

of regional television flows. A 2006 report states that television consumption in the 

Middle East is significantly higher that it is in other regions of the world. Furthermore, 

the report alludes to television being a “centerpiece” of entertainment for family 

households in Arab countries (Strategic Review… , 2006). Upon a closer look, a 
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majority of those who watch more than three hours a day of television are young people 

(Harmon, 2008).   

Satellite channels soon became a common source for entertainment in Arab 

households. Hussein Amin (2008) attributes this change to a combination of population 

growth that exceeds 190 million people and over 36 million households on one hand, 

and the major economic development in the Arab world on the other (Amin, 2008). 

Chahine et. al. expect continued growth in the region, which will in turn create a 

expansion in the television market. Their study predicts that by 2015, there will be at 

least 13 million households in three Gulf states, and Egypt will have an increase in 

income level to put them in medium to high income level brackets (Chahine et. al., 

2008).   

MEDIA AND CULTURE IN THE ARAB WORLD 

Arab leaders have continuously feared political and ideological contaminants 

from global and transnational signals flooding the airwaves. The challenge that faced 

them was to keep television sanitized from political and cultural influences. A 

significant body of the literature on the topic (Boyd, 1999; Dajani, 1992; Dajani, 2006; 

Guaaybess, 2001; Hafez, 2001; Kamalipour & Mowlana, 1994; Kazan, 2002; Kraidy, 

1998; Sakr, 2001) highlights Arab states‟ practices of control over media. Arab states 

attempted to control media and information flow (Kazan, 2002) by developing stringent 

systems of censorship. However, evolving technologies, such as satellite and the 

Internet, have increasingly challenged these states‟ practices (Kamalipour & Mowlana, 

1994). Arab audiences resorted to imported news and entertainment that was 
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fundamentally different than what was normally allowed by the state (Boyd, 1999; 

Dajani, 1992; Kraidy, 1998).  

State regimes saw their local state television stations constantly competing with these 

satellite broadcasts. Khalil Rinnawi (2006) differentiates between state and private 

television stations. While the private channels engaged their public in a multi-level 

discourse on political, cultural, and social issues in the pan-Arab region – a genre of 

dialogue he refers to as McArabism – Arab state televisions were more concerned with 

national identity and cohesion (Rinnawi, 2006). Obviously, this poses a big challenge to 

states struggling to maintain unity and national allegiance especially given current 

global trends. Accordingly, information authorities found it necessary to relax their 

restrictions and attempt to co-opt these channels to their favor. This competition 

allowed for a wave of organizational changes both on the state and private media levels 

(Rinnawi, 2006). 

Andrew Hammond (2007) observes that the surge of satellite signals received in 

Arab households contributed to a number of changes in Arab societies. He argues that 

pop-culture and related behaviors have infiltrated values and norms in Arab societies. 

The Arabic music scene, for example, now incorporates new sounds and images 

typically found in Western pop (Hammond, 2007). However, it is important to consider 

the role of global media in the Middle East as a means (versus cause) in the way 

citizens of the Arab world understand their culture. Marwan Kraidy (2008) investigates 

Arab media and cultural trends through the scope of “critical transculturalism.”  
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Kraidy argues that unlike theories of cultural imperialism, “critical 

transculturalism” considers culture a malleable entity in constant transformation and 

exchange with other cultures. The argument opens possibilities for “fusions” in cultural 

practices. Thus, “cultural hybridity” results from the synthesis and adaptation of 

cultures to both outside forces and their own habitats and environs (Kraidy, 2008). 

Since these media are commercial institutions, staying ahead and maintaining a wide 

audience has been paramount. It was very important for these stations to present 

content that appealed to the widest possible audience (Sakr, 2006).  

Content selection for commercial television was tricky in the sense that 

audiences sought edgy and controversial programming. American-style shows and 

productions were especially in high demand. However, these programs, according to 

Rinnawi (2006), had to meet the local tastes shaped by the political and social norms of 

the country in which this content was shown (Rinnawi, 2006). Nevertheless, the 

viewers‟ sophisticated taste for high-caliber production quality demands that Arab 

media products follow such formulaic structures (Hammond, 2007). Producing content 

for television follows specific patterns and ingredients to the extent that the creative 

process is akin to an assembly-line of production (Kraidy, 2008). Television stations in 

the Arab world employed Western television formats that they infused with elements of 

the local culture, a specific example of cultural hybridity.   

Naomi Sakr (2006) maintains that since these channels could not give 

competitive prices to advertisers due to budgetary constraints. Thus, programs were 

their only form of competitiveness. A creative output as such required excellent 
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production skills, state-of-the-art technical execution, as well as outstanding scripting 

and major acting talent (Chahine et. al., 2008). Rinnawi (2006) points out that in order 

for these satellite outlets to be more competitive with a pan-Arab audience, they were 

flexible in producing and presenting content. In some cases, large broadcast firms have 

engaged in producing high-scale programs either by collaborating with other stations or 

by commissioning them to external production firms. The benefit of such investments is 

to stay relevant in a competitive market as well as to market these high-end programs to 

other Arab television stations (Chahine et. al., 2008). This state of standardized 

production patterns has made it difficult for a viewer to distinguish domestic from 

foreign products (Kraidy, 2008). 

The case is evident in examples such as MBC‟s Who Wants to be a Millionaire 

and Kalam el Nawaem, as well as LBC‟s Star Academy, and Future TV‟s Pop Idol 

(Strategic Review, 2006, p. 11). Lina Khatib (2005) relates the success of reality shows 

to the appropriation of foreign programs to make content more relevant to local 

societies (Khatib, 2005, p. 2). Chahine et. al. (2008) note the high expenditures on 

high-quality programs were narrow-casted to specific audiences. Some of these 

programs went as far as to incorporate forms of new media technologies (Kraidy, 2008; 

Rinnawi, 2006).   

Modern interactive technologies were a vital ingredient to a cultural change that 

has tended to incorporate foreign elements into local lives (Kraidy, 2003). Perhaps this 

is the reason why a study by Kraidy and Khalil (2008) finds cultural change in the Arab 

world more pertinent with younger generations (Kraidy & Khalil, 2008). This is 
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especially true because a growing culture of Arab youth has developed around 

interactive media technologies. However, such cultural changes require certain abilities 

on the receivers‟ behalf. Kraidy and Khalil (2008) found that using these technologies 

has certain requirements such as affording these tools, possessing the language ability 

(English or French), and technical know-how. These factors not only lead to the 

realization that these media consumers belong to an exclusive group in the Arab world, 

but also that they belong to a community beyond the borders of the Arab world. 

Members of this global elite share tastes in food, clothing, pop-culture, political ideals 

and aspirations (Kraidy & Khalil, 2008, p. 341). Arab youth can now feel as being a 

part of a global culture with compatriots beyond their state borders. 

MEDIA OWNERSHIP 

The proliferation of satellite TV technology has created a rapid surge in 

advertising profits. This situation has prompted the question of whether an increase in 

consumerism in these cultures could be owed to increased television viewing in Arab 

societies (Harmon, 2008). Debates of this kind suggest a top-down model of interaction 

between media and society as well as a distinct binary between West and East. 

However, the case is that much of the most viewed satellite channels are Arab 

enterprises.  

With a vast private entrepreneurial capital, a number of Arab tycoons 

established satellite channels in Europe targeting audiences in the Arab world (Hafez, 

2001; Kraidy. 1998; Sakr, 2001). By far, the pioneer of these media corporations was 

the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC). Kraidy (2003) observes that it was LBC 
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that set the bar for the regional television networks that mushroomed shortly after the 

1991 Gulf War. Using the appeal of young attractive fashionable women announcers as 

well as corporate underwriting and advertising, LBC was able to capture Arab 

audiences in a way that local state televisions could not match (Kraidy, 2003; Rinnawi, 

2006).  

In a work in which he describes the concept of “McArabism,” Rinnawi (2006) finds 

that media have brought much change in self-perception in the Arab world. He 

establishes that as satellite systems challenged state channels, they redefined the 

context in which media and society interact allowing for a revision of how people 

viewed political elites on one hand and the religious/cultural power on the other. Mark 

Harmon (2008) identifies a trend in some Arab societies in which media consumption 

impacts behaviors of materialism. He refers to this phenomenon as “affluenza” 

(Harmon, 2008). In studying youth behaviors in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, Harmon 

found that individuals with a high rate of television viewership reflected higher rates of 

consumption. Hammond (2007) finds that much of the change of behavior can be 

attributed to the images television brings to Arab households. Female singers and 

actresses who appear in the spectacular sexually-suggestive music videos put enormous 

pressures on the Arab woman to look appealing.  Hammond (2007) argues that such a 

phenomenon has resulted in a sudden rise in divorce rates in the Arab world. When 

having to compete with images of Arab pop singers Haifa Wehbeh, Nancy Ajram, 

Ruby, or the 4 Cats, some women were compelled to undertake plastic surgery to live 

up to the beauty standards on TV. Hammond notes that plastic surgery procedures in 



 55 

the Arab world have gone up from 380,000 to 650,000 within one year (Hammond, 

2007).  

MEDIA DEVELOPMENT IN LEBANON 

Scholars who explored media in the Arab world, thus, draw connections 

between cultural developments and exposure to media products. Views over media 

effects may explain the reasons for the way in which Arab states conducted media. 

Monopoly over media may have been the case in the more totalitarian systems such as 

states in the Arabian Gulf, however, in Lebanon, the scenario was much different. 

According to Kraidy (1998), the sectarian conflict was the precursor for the plethora of 

media outlets, televisual or other.  

The “dysfunctional government” ran a sterilized television station. In a multi-

religious community, the state television was keen on keeping its programs non-

sectarian. Thus, as Kraidy (2003) notes, a Tele-Liban production steered away from 

controversial themes as well as any characters that could be associated with any of the 

religious camps. For instance, instead of using Christian or Muslim names such as 

Joseph and Mohammad, programs relied on names such as Ziad or Ghassan that have 

no religious significance (Kraidy, 2003). This political and religious disengagement 

was deliberate according to Hammond (2007). The government, he states, kept a low 

profile with dealing with media because it tried to maintain a neutral disposition.   

  As the Lebanese state television stayed away from the partisan and sectarian 

conflict, the war factions needed channels to support their ideologies and rally their 

followers. Media took the day-to-day warfare to another level. Militias and political 
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parties not only fought on the streets, but also took their battles to the airwaves (Dajani, 

1992). Kraidy (1998) points out that the factional strife is the main reason for the 

privatization of media outlets in post-war Lebanon.  

The war ended in 1990. “Lebanon was the only Arab state to have legally 

relinquished its monopoly on televised information” (Gonzales-Quijano, 2003, p. 63). 

The dire need for foreign investment to aid in rebuilding the country in post-war 

Lebanon required a revision of the direction in which the country will head. The 

Lebanese government opted for applying a neo-liberal form of public disengagement. 

This initiative implied a shift toward increasing privatization of governmental duties 

which, in turn, meant a change from state to “corporatized” media (Kraidy, 2001). This 

continued the policy in which the Lebanese state television was originally established: a 

form of a business model (Dajani, 1992).  

Private stations that proliferated during the war soon became businesses 

accountable to boards of shareholders concerned primarily with the bottom-line 

(Kraidy, 2001; Kraidy, 2003). Accordingly, television programs became increasingly 

commercialized and saturated with advertisements and consumer products. Media in 

Lebanon were keen on featuring programs imported from the West such as The Benny 

Hill Show, Zora La Rousse, Santa Barbara, The Cosby Show and others (Kraidy, 2003). 

No longer functioning as pirate media, these television stations held on to their 

political ideologies of their owners. The end result included LBC (the Maronite 

Christian mouthpiece medium), Murr Television (MTV, owned by Greek Orthodox 

tycoon with major shares held by Druze leader Walid Jumblatt), Future TV (FTV, 
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owned by the Hariri family and representing the Muslim Sunni population), and newly 

created National Broadcasting Network (NBN, owned by Shiite Amal Movement 

leader, Nabih Berri) (Kraidy, 2003; Chochrane, 2007). Al-Manar Television is another 

station that the government granted a license as the station represents the resistance 

movement against Israel (Notzold, 2008). It is important to note that while these media 

outlets were privately owned, Hammond observed that during the Syrian military 

presence in Lebanon, the Lebanese government cracked down on any dissident voice 

that did not agree with Syrian-backed government (Hammond, 2007). 

Paul Chochrane (2007) notes that television in Lebanon follows confessional 

lines dictated by the structure of ownership. For example, Al-Manar TV is owned by 

Hizbollah a Shiite party. The National Broadcasting Network (NBN) is partly owned by 

Speaker of the Lebanese Parliament, Nabih Berry who is also the leader of the Shiite 

movement Amal. On the other end of the spectrum, Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation 

(LBC) is a pro-Christian station while Future TV (FTV), founded and owned by Rafiq 

Hariri, is the Sunni channel (Chochrane, 2007).   

ARTICULATING THE LEBANESE IDENTITY 

Especially as television in Lebanon has taken the commercial model with little 

regard to the public need in a postwar society, Kraidy (2003) finds that private 

television stations in Lebanon did little to create a national discourse on citizenship and 

reconciliation; a reconciliation that could address a society that barely survived a 15-

year civil war yet still adheres to sectarianism deeply rooted in its fabric. However, 

government officials have made public statements regarding these stations. Officials 
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stated that television outlets fueled the sectarian conflict by taking the conflict from the 

street to the airwaves (Chochrane, 2007). This scenario is exemplified at the height of 

the tension in post-war Lebanon when Former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri was 

assassinated. The demonstrations were covered by the pro-Hariri government 

supporters, LBC and Future TV – the latter established and owned by Hariri himself 

(Chochrane, 2007). The amount of attention this form of public display received from 

these stations reminds one of a mega-concert. The case was quite different with 

television channels whose owners/owners‟ parties opposed the government.  

   Louis Hobeika (2008) reports that advertising and promotion are integral to the 

livelihood of a media institution. In the Arab world generally and in Lebanon 

specifically, the consumers are regarded in terms of demographics and respective 

preferences. Naomi Sakr (2006) states that viewers receive content that addresses them 

as consumers rather than citizens. This has been the case since the beginning of 

television in Lebanon (Kraidy, 2008). These media prioritize business interests over 

citizens‟ needs. Thus, it was commonplace to find television stations adopting foreign 

formats for producing local shows. For example, Future TV‟s Super Star that borrows 

much from Pop Idol was one of the first of the spectacle talent shows seen in Lebanese 

households along with LBC‟s sweeping success, Star Academy (Harmon, 2008).  

THE “LEBANESE” FACTOR IN ARAB TELEVISION AND ADVERTISING  

Other scholarly work that explores media and culture in the Arab world 

suggests that advertising serves as cultural referents for the society in which it appears 

(Gully, 1996). Gully proposes that advertising messages in the Arab world have used 
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intertexuality by which they have attempted to appeal to consumers through the use of a 

mix of local and global languages. This, to Gully (1996), indicates how Arab societies 

that favor the locality of their identity have also developed an affinity for the world 

outside. This is particularly true with Arab youth. A 2006 report by the Strategic 

Review suggests that youth groups in the Arab world have a preference for programs 

that present liberal and “progressive” content such as in programs that imported from 

the West. 

The quality of television advertising has by far surpassed that of the local 

television series production. The surge of quality in advertisements owes much to the 

high production budgets, technical expertise, and the short intervals for these 

commercials that places value on every second of the message (Middle East 

Broadcasting Journal, 2007). The advertising industry has grown all over the region. 

Much like any creative work, advertising is influenced by the local culture in which it is 

produced. In Egypt, advertisers have become creative with their cultural pride of 

incorporating the local cultural flavor and humor, while in Dubai, advertising maintains 

a corporate feel with their productions. Because Lebanon is a small country with an 

advertising industry that caters to other part of the Arab world, namely the Gulf, its 

cultural flavor rarely appears in exported commercials (Shooting the Arab World, 

2007). 

            Despite its being one of the smaller Arab states, Lebanon retains its position as a 

“window for the Arab world onto the rest of the world” (Hammond, 2007, p. 35). 

Kraidy (2008) maintains that although most of the Arab television networks are owned 
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by Saudis, the Lebanese influence in their creative output is noteworthy. Kraidy points 

out the need to paying attention to the “complex interplay of structure and culture” in 

the producing cultural products in these media institutions (p. 198).  

The advertising industry in Lebanon is responsible for more than 50 percent of 

the television commercial (TVC) production in the Arab world (Shooting the Arab 

World, 2007). In fact, Lebanon remains the hub for advertising production despite the 

threat of instability (Hammond, 2007, p. 35). A study by Kamal Darouni totals about 

500 advertising agencies in the Arab world. An overwhelming majority of those who 

work in the advertising, marketing, and media industries are Lebanese (Darouni, 2002).  

It is noteworthy to point out that in the late nineties, a media tracking agency in the 

Middle East, Ipsos-Stat, claimed that over $240 million were spent on advertising 

(Harmon, 2008). The English language newspaper, The Daily Star compares the 

Lebanese advertising talent to the finest in Asia and Europe describing the advertising 

force as youthful, brimming with energy, enthusiasm and creativity (The Daily Star, 

Nov. 2008).  

As Lebanon enjoys such a high position in the advertising industry, ad agencies 

have embarked on major audience research projects to communicate more effectively 

with consumers. Hammond notes that the quality of advertising productions that come 

out of Lebanon are comparable to those of global firms (Hammond, 2007). One factor 

that contributes to this phenomenon is a general laissez-faire policy in Lebanon that 

permits for sexually-nuanced content (Hammond, 2007). Production quality has taken 

immense attention within advertising production houses. It has become apparent, as the 
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above testimonies indicate, that television advertising is expected to be artistic and even 

entertaining as audiences find stimulation in high-brow productions. This begs the 

question whether advertising delivers a message about the product or offers a 

narcissistic craft. To borrow Marshall McLuhan‟s (1967) notion: is the featured product 

the message or is it the advertisement itself?   

As quoted by Dana Halawi (2009), Dani Richa, President of the International 

Advertising Association (IAA) - Lebanon chapter, boasts the latest audience response 

measurement techniques used in Lebanon. People meters and other sophisticated 

research instruments have become an essential part of the advertising industry (Halawi, 

2009).  This is especially important given the expenditures on TVC‟s in Lebanon, 

especially in high seasons. For example, advertising spending doubled during Ramadan 

in 2006 exceeding the $400 million mark. Thousands of new TVC‟s aired on the first 

day of the holy month (Shooting the Arab World, 2007). LBC, considered to be the 

most watched channel in the Arab world, reaped more than $90 million in advertising 

profits (Zednik, 2002). In current advertising practices, the cost of a TVC could easily 

be in the range of a quarter of a million US Dollars (Middle East Broadcasting Journal, 

2007). These findings indicate the growing advertising industry in the Arab world. The 

statistics also suggest that advertisers are exerting tremendous efforts to maximize 

profits, and expand their outreach. Through technological advancements in audience 

measurements and tools that educate their advertising projects, the literature implies a 

synergy that has developed between television as a medium and advertising as an 

enterprise. One industry‟s development is tied to the other‟s evolution.  
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ARAB SOCIETY AND CONSUMPTION 

Citizens of the Arab world have valued piousness and considered norms of 

humility, moderation, and modesty in high regard. Traditionally, cultural norms, social 

interaction, economic structures, and individual behaviors have been shaped by Islamic 

philosophy (Kalliny & Gentry, 2007). Kalliny and Gentry (2007) maintain that the 

faithful remain pious and humble focusing on acts of worship and goodwill while 

abstaining from waste and excess of earthly possessions. The Muslim decree is perhaps 

the motive for the generosity and hospitality that Arabian tribes have traditionally 

followed. This tradition, they argue, is still alive in Arab society today (Kalliny & 

Gentry, 2007). Furthermore, Kalliny and Gentry find that affiliation and loyalty to 

one‟s social group are highly valued in the Arab world. They note an integral difference 

between American and Arab cultures. While in America individualism and competition 

are the norm, members of the Arab world, people are “culturally conditioned” to 

collaborate and help one another (Kalliny & Gentry, 2007). Thus, commercials between 

the two societies in that ads aired on Arab television are significantly less likely to use 

competitive/comparative approaches to advertisement (Kalliny & Gentry, 2007). 

In another study, Kalliny et. al. found that there is an enormous potential in the 

television advertising industry in the Arab world. Their study notes that such potential 

lies in the surge in adoption of satellite in Arab homes. In their content analysis study of 

TVCs in both regions, they found a vast discrepancy between perceptions of cultural 

values in the Arab world and those in the US (Kalliny et. al., 2008). The differences 

this study found was in the portrayal of women where generally women wore more 
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conservative attire than did those in US TVCs. Arab TVCs contained significantly less 

references to price and product comparisons (Kalliny et. al., 2008). 

With the influx of foreign values comes a set of fears of cultural erosion. Some 

local communities react to the cultural shift at hand through resorting to religious zeal. 

Radicals and extremists, for example, have posed a threat to overcome „pop-culture 

contamination‟ of their societies by challenging the status quo, their state-governments, 

and any institutions affiliated with the West. This turmoil warns of destabilization 

within these states as a well as the region in general (Amin, 2008).   

            An article published in 2001 in the industry journal Advertising Age asserts that, 

in general, Arabs are less attracted to rational traits of a product and find the appeal to 

be emotional. The article maintains that this is due to the fact that people in the Arab 

world are traditionally skeptical. Thus, they build trust based on empathy rather than 

rationalization (Advertising Age, 2001). An interesting finding is that while in most 

Arab countries, TVCs put more emphasis on pleasure than advertisements in the US, 

Lebanon was an exception (Kalliny et. al., 2008). 

Excessive consumption was not as common in Arab societies as it is now with 

rise of transnational media flows. In many Muslim societies, however, the elites have 

adopted views and habits of the “dominant models of modernization” while taking on 

neo-liberal ideals in hopes of a sense of belonging to a transnational community of 

elites (Karim, 2002).  Kallini and Gentry (2007) note, for example, that in the Arab 

world personal dress varies drastically on the conservative-liberal scale. While in 

Lebanon it is very common for women to wear bikinis, especially among almost half 
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the country‟s population of Christians who identify themselves with West, in countries 

of the Arabian Gulf such attire is virtually non-existent. Observing a more strict 

Muslim tradition implies a humble and modest wardrobe (Kalliny & Gentry, 2007).  

It is crucial to point out that while such demeanors and behaviors were a result 

of Muslim teachings, they were commonplace in non-Muslim communities in the 

region as well. In fact, associations with the West and the transformation of habits 

toward more European forms were not necessarily a reflection of religious affiliation. 

Rather, they were an expression of social status within a particular community – be it 

Muslim or Christian.  

 Given this context of cultural globalization flows, it is important to explore 

Arab societies and more closely investigate how Lebanese communities dealt with such 

exchanges. Postcolonial theoretical discussions suggest a number of perspectives on 

how habits and norms in the postcolonial world have been influenced by colonialism. 

These theoretical discussions will illuminate our understanding of how consumption 

has come to be highly venerated in Lebanon. He notes the extent to which people 

would go in order to look sexier and European-like. The choice of alterations goes 

beyond clothing and dying one‟s hair. Rather, people have chosen to have plastic 

surgery to change their noses, lift cheek-bones, or pull skin around the eyes; the aim of 

the latter alteration, Hammond observes, is to produce an attractive feline sexy look 

(Hammond, 2007). Perhaps such choices are symptomatic to what Kraidy (2010) 

describes as a trap of “fervent, but often shallow, embrace of Western modernity” that 

one can clearly observe in the Lebanese society (Kraidy, 2010, p. 204). However, have 
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these consumption habits and behavioral patterns come as a result of globalization? Or 

have such norms emerged as an active form of manifesting identity by embracing the 

foreign? 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has illuminated the transformation in media on the Arab scene. At 

a time, media strictly served as mouthpieces for the competing political regimes in the 

Arab world. The case changed drastically with the introduction of new technologies. As 

satellite television for example, became more prevalent in Arab households in the 

region, governments began relaxing their control over media outlets. In turn, this 

allowed for increasing commercialization of media. By comparison, when state 

broadcast stations were dedicated to content promoting nation-building, with a more 

recent neo-liberal approach, these media emerged as commercial enterprises with 

bottom-line goals.  

 Similarly, Lebanese media – television in particular – followed suit. Shortly 

after the end of the Lebanese war, stations that were once partisan, soon embraced a 

softer political tone relying on entertainment programs. These media sought advertising 

income in a rapidly developing post-war economy. Accordingly, content changed. 

More programs were imported (or pirated) from the West. In the process, Lebanese 

television stations developed programs of their own that were soon to match the quality 

of those imported from the US, France, and the UK.  

 Lebanese media soon had their footprints all over the Arab world. Producers in 

Lebanon found growing markets in the Arab Gulf states as well as North Africa. Along 
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with the proliferation of Lebanese cultural products, the Lebanese advertising industry 

reached an all-time success in the region. Mirroring the creative output that their fellow 

producers in television generated, Lebanese advertisers developed state-of-the-art 

methods and adopted techniques applied from the transnational advertising agencies 

they represented. Many scholars, as this chapter indicated, have seen a transformation 

of behavior among Lebanese citizens.  

 Many of those who studies media and societies in the Arab world have observed 

a change in individual behaviors in Lebanon. They contend that recently consumption 

as a behavior has become a lauded behavior in society. Some point out that while piety 

is common in the Lebanese (and Arab communities in general) society, advertising and 

the portrayal of consumption has shifted this cultural norm. In essence, this further 

deepened the gap between various communities. Thus, this contributed to what some 

groups perceived as threats to their own culture – which, in turn, they associated with 

the West. However, while there could be a correlation between the significant rise in 

media commercialization on social change, such assumptions are too deterministic for 

they dismiss individual input and personal agency in the process.     

Kalliny, Dagher, Minor and de los Santos (2008) attest that there is much 

needed scholarly work and analysis on Arab advertising. Given the state of scholarship 

that covers media in the Middle East, Kraidy argues that in order to understand culture 

and media in the Arab world, there needs to be a focus on media practices within a 

local context. Kraidy asserts that articulating “the local” should be viewed not as a 
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“counterpoint to globalization,” but rather on the basis of the “local-to-global 

continuum” (2003, p. 278).  

Along with the need for a better understanding of media in the Arab world, 

advertising research has also been neglected in scholarly research (Kalliny & Gentry, 

2007). In a world saturated with television signals, there are concerns about the role of 

media in the Arab world. The above literature informs us of a symbiosis that is 

increasingly developing between television content and advertising. Television and 

media industry developments constantly aim for larger audiences that naturally 

translate to bigger profits. On the other hand, advertisers and marketers seek outlets 

with the largest outreach to consumers. As a result, cultural enrichment and free 

political expression are not the type of programs that one would hope to see in a region 

struggling with defining its identity and its future. Rather, an excess of entertainment 

and pop-culture dominates the airwaves along with messages that hail products and 

consumption. 

To further complicate the situation, not only are television shows forms of 

entertainment, but also commercial messages themselves seek to compete with these 

programs. Advertisement productions have overshadowed television shows with the 

production qualities they offer, the humor they provide social circles, and the lifestyles 

they promote. The advertising phenomena on Arab stations, generally, and Lebanese 

television, more specifically, present values, behaviors, and alternatives. Accordingly 

the following chapter will explore the scholarly work covering advertising and the 

discourses of consumption.  
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Chapter 4:  Understanding Lebanese Advertising: Methodological 
Strategy 

 MAIN QUESTION 

The main research questions for our study are:  “How do Lebanese advertisers 

associate identity with consumption? What advertising texts do they produce?” This 

research project employs various methods for data collection and analysis. The choice 

of methods is dictated by the research questions which this project purports to answer. 

Studies on advertising and cultural representations in the Arab world have treated 

advertising messages and the society in which they are created as two separate entities. 

This project, however, views advertising practices as a fundamental part of an 

underlying struggle over the construction of Lebanese identity. It is a space where 

advertisers imagine their environment, assess problems (or social needs) and ascribe 

solutions to social issues for their community. Accordingly, it is important to question 

the images, sounds, and the discourse that these advertisers use and investigate the 

means by which they imagine their target audience. The following questions explore 

advertisers and their practices, as well as the texts and the meanings embedded in these 

advertising messages. They are vital points of interrogation for this study from which 

we are able to answer our main research question. We will divide the subsequent 

questions into two sets: (I) questions about the texts; and (II) questions about 

advertisers. 
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Advertising Texts 

1. What is the trend in current advertising practices in Lebanon? Similar to the above 

question, our main focus is the set of categories through which the representation of 

cultural identity is evident. Language, music, and setting create multi-layered texts. We 

are particularly interested in the frequency of specific cultural features that commercials 

employ and associate with their products. Thus, the question requires a quantitative 

method to provide an adequate answer: content analysis. Identifying these trends 

provides a solid background for interrogating producers‟ choices of cultural 

representations.   

2. How do advertisements convey identity? By characters, not only do we mean the 

individual actors featured in the ads, but also the environment in which these 

individuals and products are situated. Such placement involves careful aesthetic and 

strategic choices portraying the product, the cultural image, and the advertisement‟s 

message. These factors include language, music score, and mise-en-scene (location, 

décor, clothing, instruments… etc.). To answer this question, a qualitative approach 

(textual analysis) will delve into ad production choices. 

3. What are the underlying texts that these ads present? What meanings transpire from 

these audiovisual texts? As media texts are polysemic, it is important to peel the layers 

of identity that an advertisement carries. Production choices regarding location, dress, 

attitude, props, language, music… etc. create meaningful texts not just by their use, but 

rather through the interaction and combination of these factors. Meaning is thus 

generated through the composition of all factors in an advertising text. This question 
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will also require a qualitative investigation through textual analysis to reveal the 

symbolic attributes in ads.  

Advertising Producers 

4. How do advertisers in Lebanon construct the image of their brands? How do they 

create texts that, in their opinions, make products appealing? This question requires a 

close look at the aspects by which an advertisement communicates a message to the 

viewer. The communication process entails the language employed in both print (tag 

line, pack-shot… etc.) and voice (dialogue, music, and voice over).   

5. What criteria do advertisers follow to create a particular image for their featured 

products? This question suggests an exploration of the social and emotional 

complexities upon which producers rely in order to create a need for the product. How 

do advertisers (marketers, creative executives, and producers) determine features to 

attract consumers to the product advertised?  

6. How do advertisers market global products to a local audience? What textual 

strategies do commercials that feature imported products use to appeal to the Lebanese 

consumer? By studying the cultural package that imported products reveal in these 

messages, we will be able to understand target consumer desires in the producer‟s 

mind.   

7. How do advertisers market local products to a Lebanese audience? It is important to 

find the cultural context in which local products appear. Would a given product reflect 

a global, hybrid or a local flavor?  
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DESIGN AND METHOD  

 The above questions require an insightful approach to studying advertising 

practices in Lebanon. They deal with the content of commercial messages as well as the 

choices that their producers make. These questions delve into the factors that inform 

advertisers‟ decisions as to how to appeal to their target audience. This research will 

therefore utilize a multi-method approach in order to form a comprehensive portrait of 

advertising practices. Based on the above intermediary questions, collecting data will 

be divided into two stages: (1) advertisement texts; and (2) advertising industry and 

producers. The data for the first stage of the study relies on content analysis and textual 

analysis. The second stage of data collection focuses on questions regarding the process 

by which advertisers/producers conceptualize their ads. For the latter, we will use 

interviews with professionals in the Lebanese advertising industry as well as secondary 

sources (industry magazines, journals…etc.). These tools will add new dimensions to 

the research in question. Triangulating the outcomes will test the validity of the three 

independent instruments of data collection and will strengthen the arguments (Bertrand 

& Hughes, 2005). Essentially, the combination of these methods introduces different 

perspectives of our findings that answer our main question. 

Content Analysis 

 Beginning with content analysis, the data gathered will provide a general 

overview by which we are able to see trends and common practices of representations 

in Lebanese television ads. Content analysis applies systematic procedures that allow it 

to serve as a first step for subsequent analytical approaches (Wimmer & Dominick, 
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1994). This portion of the study will form the basis for the two other components. Thus, 

it will commence our research endeavor on a strong footing.   

Content analysis has been used by researchers of media for the purpose of 

understanding how various genres of messages reflect social and cultural trends, values, 

and phenomena (Hansen et. al., 1998). Klaus Krippendorff (1980) refers to content 

analysis as a research instrument that creates “replicable” and “valid” references from 

the data collected to the context in which these data appear. This technique is a 

quantitative approach that applies a systematic process to collect data from recorded 

media content (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). Quantification of data resulting from 

analyses of this type gives the researcher an advantage by providing reliable statistical 

information helpful in the interpretation of the phenomena in question (Wimmer & 

Dominick, 1994). Content analysis measures the “cultural temperature” with the 

purpose of gauging relevant cultural symbols in a society (Hansen et. al., 1998).  

Thus, a survey of television commercial advertisements will furnish quantitative 

evidence of advertising practices on Lebanese television. The data obtained will 

provide crucial data by which we will build a general understanding of how television 

commercials address viewers. Also, this method will allow us to form a general idea 

about how these ads construct identities.  

Variables 

The question at this point relates to the type of products advertised and the 

cultural features in which they appear. The interest in these ads lies in the pattern of 

representations. Television advertising in Lebanon reveals cultural identity in a 
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multitude of forms. Among them is an identifiable and salient vehicle: the use of 

language. The study on language usage in voice-overs, inter-character dialogue, music 

lyrics, pack-shots, and on-screen tag lines. Another set of variables is the physical 

representation of identity. Identity can be manifested in how ads use skin tone, eye 

color, and hair color to feature a product. Physical representations, however, do not 

appear only through the appearances of the characters involved, but also in the space in 

which the product is situated. The physical setting, location, and style play a significant 

role in determining the „cultural feel‟ of the ad.  

Sampling 

 Roger Wimmer and Joseph Dominick (1994) state that sample collection in 

content analysis must be selected according to explicit and consistent procedures. The 

process of collecting media messages for analysis must adhere to clear and specific 

established rules. If the research were to be replicated by another researcher the study 

should generate the same outcome (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994).  

Our project utilized data collected based on a convenience sample method. 

Advertisements were recorded from six different local broadcast television stations in 

Lebanon: National Broadcasting Network (NBN), Al-Manar Television, Future 

Television (FTV), the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC), New TV (NTV), 

Orange TV (OTV), and Tele-Liban (TL). These channels are the semi-official 

mouthpieces for various political factions in Lebanon. Such diversity of channels will 

allow our study to explore a cross-section of commercial messages broadcast on 

Lebanese channels. 
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 There were practical considerations in choosing the time period during which 

the samples were collected. The main concern in data collection was how to obtain 

samples with least biases possible. Factors that may taint the result lie within the social 

context in which these ads are presented (Hansen et. al., 1998). Thus, keeping in mind 

the seasonal variations, the sampling plan targeted a period of four consecutive weeks 

when there were no national events, religious occasions, or holidays. All data were 

collected on weekdays except Fridays. This schedule permits for reliable and relevant 

content that could be compared across channels.  

Weekend programs would have most likely varied based on channel and 

program line-up. Some more conservative stations such as Al-Manar would not cater to 

night entertainment activities and leisure products. On the other hand, LBC, a liberal 

station that was once the mouth-piece for the Lebanese Forces, a group that supported 

Western ideologies, would provide their audiences with a more socially „liberal‟ 

content. Accordingly, on select stations, ads recorded on Fridays and over weekends 

were more likely to focus on weekend activities and products such as entertainment, 

liquor, and other nightlife-related items and services. To maintain the integrity of the 

sample pool, and for creating valid comparisons across channels, commercial ads from 

weekends within these four weeks were left out.  

Broadcasts were recorded from each channel in increments of eight-hour time 

periods. For each channel, the first eight hours were recorded during the daytime (8:00 

am – 4:00 pm) for the first and the second eight hours were recorded during the evening 

(4:00 pm – 12:00 am) the following week. As indicated in the grid below, eight-hour 
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sample sets were recorded on 14 VHS tapes in the local color system (SECAM). The 

tapes were shipped to the US converted to the US color system (NTSC), and dubbed 

into 28 DVDs (Appendix A).  

Coding 

For the purposes of this study, one unique television advertisement constitutes 

the unit analysis. In total the number of samples collected was 175. Before proceeding 

with the analysis of data, it is imperative to create operational definitions that would 

consider what advertisements to consider for this study and which to discard (Wimmer 

& Dominick, 1994). The samples used were commercial advertisements that appeared 

on local Lebanese broadcast channels (Al-Manar, FTV, LBC, NBN, NTV, and OTV) as 

opposed to those viewed on some of these channels‟ transnational satellite broadcasts 

content specifically tailored for a pan-Arab audience. We are interested in how 

Lebanese advertisers construct identities for a local Lebanese audience. Furthermore, 

advertisements considered for analysis include commercial messages as well as public 

service announcements (PSAs). The duration of the units selected vary between 15 to 

60 seconds. Any message that exceeded this time limit was omitted from the data set 

and would be considered an infomercial.  

Among all these stations, the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC) had the 

highest advertisement percentage at 38.3 percent of the total number of advertisements 

viewed (n=175). Future Television (FTV) had a 21.1 percent of the total number of ads 

viewed while The National Broadcasting Network (NBN) had a 10.9 percent share and 

both Tele Liban and Orange Television (OTV) had a 10.3 percent cut of the total 
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samples collected. Finally, Al-Manar and New Television (NTV) had the lowest share 

of the advertisements viewed with 8.6 percent and 0.6 percent respectively (Appendix 

B). 

 Wimmer and Dominick (1994) state that content analysis categories must be 

clear. They must be well defined so that all categories are mutually exclusive and all 

inclusive. The categorization scheme must allow for each unit of analysis to be placed 

within one unique category (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). A category system was 

developed, tested, and modified. The outcome is described in the “code book” that 

provides detailed pre-defined descriptions and in the code sheet used to break the each 

sample unit into the categories in question (Appendix D). 

In order to test for the inter-coder reliability and the efficiency of the predefined 

categories, a pilot study was carried out on two stages. The pretest relied on three 

trained coders for studying the samples recorded. Since the main coder for this study is 

the author, the pretest involved the cross examination of the analysis between the main 

coder and an additional coder during each of the two pretests conducted. The coders 

were selected on the basis of understanding the local culture and their ability to 

differentiate between Arabic, English, and French languages. Once the coders were 

selected and trained, we thoroughly examined the code-sheet and coding instructions by 

applying. 

The first part of the pretest applied the original set of variable categories and 

their corresponding definitions to 12 unique samples. Once this stage of the pilot study 

yielded the reliability percentages, variables and category definitions required 
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adjustment and modification to develop clearer and unequivocal coding guidelines. The 

adjusted categories were then tested again. The outcome revealed that the new 

definitions significantly improved reliability rates with certain variables while 

rendering lower percentages with others (Appendix E). Given the results of the pretest, 

the category definitions were chosen on the basis of the variable definitions that yielded 

the highest percentages from both pretests. The final categorization scheme of variables 

and categories are the product of the two-stage pretest conducted (Appendix E).  

Textual Analysis  

Content analysis is a helpful instrument that can allow for inferences deduced 

from the recurrences and patterns of media messages. However, any conclusions made 

about the relationship of media messages and society can only be assumptions derived 

from the frequency of appearances. The incidence rate of representations in these ads 

focuses only on the overt surface features that these messages convey. Thus, the 

inferences from content analysis would require an in-depth study of the context in 

which these messages appear in order to generate a rational argument (Hansen et. al., 

1998). It is important not to limit ourselves to the literal meanings that these messages 

present.  Anders Hansen et. al. describe such limitations to a “naive realism [that] has 

failed to interrogate the productive contribution of visuals to the construction of social 

meaning” (1998, p. 150). For that reason, this study employs another tool for examining 

advertising messages on Lebanese television.  

In the course of our examination of advertising patterns, the study utilizes 

textual analysis: this in-depth approach into the intricate symbols will expose complex 
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systems of meaning at work. Ina Bertrand and Peter Hughes (2005) regard the 

importance of this tool in that it “assess[es] how realistically a text represents the world 

through codes […] not as representing the „manifest actuality of our society,‟ but rather 

as reflecting, „symbolically the structure and values beneath the surface‟ of text” (2005, 

p. 185). The authors argue that while textual analysis is applied to small samples, it 

breaks down the complex layers of images and sounds in a particular message to reveal 

the underlying “systems of signification” (Bertrand & Hughes, 2005).  

 Therefore, while a content analysis presents empirical data on the trends in 

advertising, it will be crucial to develop a rational approach in discovering „the how‟ 

and „the what‟ of the workings of television advertising in Lebanon. On one hand, the 

content analysis portion of the study will investigate the “manifest” content to reveal 

the patterns in television advertising. The textual analysis, on the other hand, seeks the 

means through which these commercials use the visual and textual language to convey 

issues relating to culture and identity; how ads present a link between consuming the 

products advertised within the frame of identity. This type of question requires a 

qualitative approach in studying these commercials. As these questions are of an 

exploratory nature, we need to dig deep into how meaning is constructed in these 

messages. Accordingly, we will use a multiple-case study approach that regards 

advertisement texts within the scope of a narrative analysis.  

Since this will be a multi-case study, we considered seven commercial ads as 

cases for analysis. This segment of the investigation will use commercial ads from the 

collected pool of data in order to explain the complex language system that these texts 
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employ. In this instance, the specific examples allow for an in-depth look beyond the 

image and sound. The significance of these texts lies in how characters, setting, colors, 

music, language, etc., create meaning and perform identity.  

The samples were chosen based on the case studies mentioned during the 

interviews portion of the dissertation. So on a primary level, the analysis of these texts 

will complement what the informants from the advertising industry discussed. During 

the interviews, the respondents provided insights as to how they visualized the product, 

implemented a character positioning for it, and accordingly created the advertisement. 

In order to have a comprehensive understanding of the sound, images, setting, and other 

characteristics that they created in these messages, analyzing some of these specific 

texts will reveal the meaning resulting from these messages. On a secondary level, and 

in order to provide a diverse look, we picked various types of products without limiting 

our selection to a particular type (e.g. alcoholic beverage). The samples used for the 

case study analysis were selected respond to the main theoretical issues under study, as 

Yin (2003) points out.  

A complex system of symbols and meanings were analyzed from these 

commercials textual analysis. Accordingly, the textual analysis employed followed a 

narrative criticism approach. This approach analyzes how communication messages 

operate in developing their audiences‟ perceptions of reality (Frey et. al., 2000). 

Advertising messages provide rich and complex narratives. Sonja Foss (2004) asserts 

that characters, setting, and narration are integral dimensions to a narrative analysis 

approach (Foss, 2004). In our study, we additionally considered factors such events, 
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temporal and causal relations, the intended audience, and themes that made these 

messages effective.  

This segment of our investigation attempts to offer answers to questions on how 

products are framed within a social context; particularly, how advertisers present a local 

product versus a global one. Within a post-colonial framework, the project focused on 

how the images presented operate and how they manifest the tension in constructing 

identity. By associating the products these individuals use with a cosmopolitan lifestyle, 

we explore how advertisers are able to utilize the ambivalence in identities and offer 

consumption as a solution. Using theories of global media, cultural studies, and 

postcolonial literature, this project investigates how advertisers approach the Lebanese 

culture and present an image of a “mediated identity” by which the local identity can be 

layered with symbols of cosmopolitanism, and therefore, attain an improved social 

capital through the accumulation of goods.  

Interviews and Procedures  

 Understanding how commercials cater to their target audiences in Lebanon is 

crucial to this study. This study required a profound understanding of the process that 

advertisers use to create their messages. While some of the advertising companies 

might hire contracted production houses to produce their commercials locally, other 

companies imported advertisements produced for international release purposes. 

Regardless of where the commercial ad was produced, our interest lies in what 

advertisers regard as successful in the messages that they featured in their products‟ 

campaigns. This information is significant to our establishing a conception of how 
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advertisers develop the identity of those using their featured products. More 

importantly, it educates us on the techniques that advertisers use to highlight particular 

characteristic traits that allow the viewer to relate to the featured product.  

Accordingly, a number of questions that this research poses are best answered at 

the source of these messages: advertisers and producers. In the course of gathering data, 

phone interviews with advertising professionals – account executives and creative 

directors – provide valuable insights into the choices that these professionals make in 

drawing a character with which to associate their target consumer and product. After 

having studied the patterns of television advertising practices in Lebanon, and once we 

have delved into the latent meaning that surface in out textual analysis of case study 

samples, this segment of the study addresses questions that the content and textual 

analyses were unable to answer.  

The study selected respondents in the field by using Internet databases and 

websites to obtain names and contact information. The researcher also used personal 

connections for leads into the advertising industry in Lebanon. Surely enough, 

interviews conducted were based on a purposive sample using a snowball sampling 

system. The sources which were obtained through personal connections generated the 

most informative feedback. A total of six interviews took place either by phone or via 

Skype voice-over Internet protocol service to reach their offices in Beirut, Lebanon. 

These interviews varied between 60 to 90 minutes in duration. The conversations were 

bi-lingual. They were mostly in Arabic and English with very minimal French usage. It 

is important to note that French and more recently, English, are quite common in the 
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Lebanese vernacular especially when it comes to technical terms of a creative 

profession.   

The interviews were more conversational in format than structured around rigid 

a question-answer scheme. Conversations with minimal interviewer intrusion made 

respondents more relaxed and allowed them to express opinions freely while using 

examples from their own experiences in the field. There were some main questions that 

guided the conversations and are included in Appendix F. Finally, these conversations 

were digitally recorded and later transcribed to word documents for analysis at a later 

stage of the study.   

Per the regulations placed by the University of Texas at Austin‟s Office of 

Research Support (ORS) and the Institutional Review Board (IRB), this study is 

required to meet institutional standards when dealing with human subjects. Human 

subjects were involved the interview segment of the study that solicited professional 

experts‟ opinions.  Human participant welfare was a priority for this project. Hence, by 

implementing the requirements established by the IRB, human subject‟s privacy have 

not been compromised.  

Experts interviewed by phone were informed about the research project and had 

understood and consented to partaking in this doctoral dissertation study on television 

advertising and the representation of identity. Based on this notification, informants 

were given the right to refuse, stop the interview at any point, or decline to answer a 

certain question. Fortunately, those who agreed to be interviewed provided their 

consent via email. There were no risks foreseen in being part of this study. All 
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interviewees were of adult ages. That said, the respondents were made aware that the 

information they provide may be published. They were also alerted that their names 

will be used as references in this study. Sharing information was completely to the 

respondents‟ discretion.  

While respondents provided professional opinions, there were no professional 

risks taken. The information requests and divulged is public knowledge that pertains to 

their respective agencies‟ approaches to advertising. However, for additional safety 

measures to maintain the welfare of the respondents, this study will refer to 

pseudonyms given to the informants in order to conceal their identities.  

The participants in this study have diverse backgrounds and represent various ad 

agencies in Lebanon. Some of the respondents work for global and transnational 

advertising corporations; others work for local Lebanese agencies: Flye Studios, 

Horizon Draft/FCB-Lebanon, Intermarkets, Leo-Burnett, Saatchi & Saatchi, and 

TMI/J.W. Thompson. The capacity in which the selected individuals worked in the 

industry varies across the board. One of them is a regional director for Lebanon and the 

Levant, two are account executives who are in contact with the client and develop 

advertising strategies. Others were on the creative and production side of the profession 

responsible for the artistic conception and direction of an ad campaign. For the purpose 

of protecting the informant‟ identities, this study will use pseudonyms: Amal, Hani, 

Hoda, Karam, Rana, and Salma. 

Amal works with in a media group that houses a number of advertising 

agencies. she explains that her employer‟s production output is significant especially in 
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audiovisual communications. The company has offices in Beirut, Dubai, Abu Dhabi, 

Jeddah, Riyadh, Manama, and Casablanca. Amal describes the advertising agency in 

which she works as a complex network that goes beyond the Middle East. She explains 

the history of the transnationalization of the advertising world. Shortly after 

international brand distributors approached local advertisers for reaching out to local 

audiences, global advertising agencies associated with these products elsewhere 

approached these domestic agencies for collaboration. Soon afterward, as the benefits 

served both the global and the small scale advertisers, mergers and acquisitions started. 

Under this model, brands such as Colgate and Palmolive are able communicate 

messages within the same line: messages with themes recognizable to consumers 

wherever the product is available.  

Hani is a creative director who has had other advertising experience a number of 

agencies before his current position. The conglomerate agency at which he works is 

headquartered in the U.S. and has over 120 branches world-wide. Hani maintains that 

the Lebanon branch is heavily involved with the regional branches. Much of the 

creative work that takes place in Lebanon is result of the exchange that happens 

throughout the network branches in the Middle East. Their international brand clientele 

varies in scale and genres. Hani explains that he has worked on global brands such as 

SC Johnson products (Glade, Raid, Bygon, Ziplock, Windex and others), Subaru, 

Daihatsu, and Moneygram as well as local ones such as Middle East Airlines (MEA), 

Chateau Musar wines, and the lingerie shop, Vanilla.  
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Hoda is the founder of a new small advertising and design agency.  Having 

completed a degree in graphic design at the American University of Beirut, Hoda‟s 

independent project is at its beginning. So far, this agency has about ten clients. One 

client in Aleppo, Syria commissions packaging designs and advertisements for their 

plastic plates and cups products. Another client is international jeweler Dania Moin, 

and one other major client is Soliset, an events production company that plans shows 

and concerts in Lebanon.  

Karam has overseen advertising campaigns for products by Philip Morris as 

well as an array of brands from Proctor & Gamble such as Pert Plus, Camay, Always, 

Tide, and the cheaper version of Tide, Bolex. Karam‟s tenure at his place of 

employment has allowed him to work also on the telecommunications networks, such 

as the regional MTN and the Lebanese-owned independent network, Alpha. His 

experience extends to other genres of products such as the Exotica (plant nursery) as 

well as alcohol brands (Johnnie Walker), financial services (Audi Bank), and restaurants 

(Crepway).  

As of June 2008, Rana was promoted to creative director of an advertising 

agency. Her responsibilities entail working from the early stages of obtaining client 

briefs to finalizing the production of advertising communiqués. She has an art direction 

background with her formal academic training at ALBA University where she majored 

in advertising and specialized in Art direction. Having worked for a former agency as 

an art director, Rana, moved to France to complete her Master of Arts degree in 
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multimedia. This allowed her to rise in the ranks of advertising to reach the position she 

is at.  

Rana maintains that her advertising agency works with a multitude of clients 

most important of whom are transnational marketing firms such as Proctor & Gamble 

(P&G). With a vast number of brands, P&G works with various ad agencies such as 

Leo Burnett, Grey, and Saatchi & Saatchi. Rana has worked on big name brands such 

as Crest, Ariel, Pampers, Head & Shoulders among others. On the domestic Lebanese 

clients‟ front, She works on brands such as The Lebanese Canadian Bank and Banque 

Libano Francaise (BLF). Another major local client is ABC shopping mall. In some 

instances, while the brand can be a global one, the client would be Lebanese-based such 

as the case of the alcohol and spirits distributor Vincento that also works on Cadbury 

chocolates.  

Until recently, Salma was the senior art director at the Lebanese office for the 

transnational advertising agency where she works. She explains that at first there was a 

Lebanon-based independent agency that was soon bought out by a transnational ad 

agency. Salma had been working at that agency since late 1999 before leaving the 

company in 2008 to pursue a degree in media studies at the New School in the U.S. 

Salma worked on domestic Lebanese brands as well as global ones. On the local, 

Libby’s canned goods and X-tra juices were some of the major Lebanese brands that 

required the print inserts, videos and jingles. On a more global scale, she worked on 

Heineken, Mercedes, HSBC bank, Smirnoff Vodka, and the regional Ojer Telecom. 

Other less active brand clients of hers were Chicklets and Halls. Salma proudly 
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announces that the Halls advertisement recently shown in the U.S. was produced by her 

team in Lebanon.  

Secondary Sources 

In order to complement the data gathered from interviews, this research project 

utilized a key source in the advertising industry in Lebanon. The researcher gained 

access to archives of ArabAd magazine. ArabAd is the exclusive monthly journal in the 

Arab world dedicated to covering the advertising and marketing industries in the 

region. Identified as a vital source of information for this project, there were no 

research centers or libraries in the US that carry this journal. However, the researcher 

was able to secure copies of select articles and interviews through connections at 

university libraries in Lebanon. The research assistant in Lebanon was able to acquire 

this literature from The Lebanese American University (LAU), The American 

University of Beirut, and the ArabAd magazine publishing headquarters in Beirut, 

Lebanon. She scanned them electronically and converted them to PDF files and sent 

them via email.  

STUDY LIMITATIONS  

This combination of analyses yielded useful information for subsequent 

analyses. However, it is important to point out some of the inherent shortcomings in the 

methods applied. Regardless of these challenges, this study‟s strength lies in the use of 

multiple methods that answer these research questions. Triangulating the results of the 

three methods used not only compensates for the methodological imperfections, but 

also equips us with a solid view of advertising practices.  
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Beginning with the content analysis segment of data gathering, challenges 

emerged on various levels. On a technical level, obtaining data samples created a 

number of challenges. The first part of these challenges was logistical: how to record 

local television commercials broadcast in Lebanon? The study relied on a research 

assistant residing in Beirut, Lebanon and who had access to a video cassette recorder 

(VCR) and a television set. The assistant in charge received training in coding tapes and 

the monitoring the recording sessions. She administered the VCR programming along 

with tape loading for the planned recording schedule.  

Another set of challenges that emerged during recording data for the content 

analysis of this study was power outages. As Lebanon still suffers from an ailing 

infrastructure, power interruptions still occur however less frequent than they were in 

previous years. With a risk of losing electricity in mind, the research assistant took the 

appropriate measures to avoid recording interruptions. An automatic power generator 

provided electricity during any random outages that might have occurred. The 

arrangement created the expectations for a seamless video recording process. However, 

during eight of the recording sessions the VCR failed to resume recording when the 

electrical current fluctuated. These interruptions varied in duration from two to five 

minutes in some cases, and up to 30 minutes during one instance (Appendix B). These 

interruptions might have affected the sample. However, the time lost does not pose 

significant loss of the number of commercial advertisements recorded. 

Another technical issue encountered in the process of collecting the sample is an 

unexpected bad tape quality. In one of the VHS tapes used, the recording was unclear 
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and rendering its content unusable. This affected the sample collection since the end 

result for one of the television sources, NTV, yielded less than one percent of the total 

samples collected. Such a fault could not have been helped since there was no way to 

predict the quality of the tape or perhaps the machine recording it. However, since this 

study is not concerned with comparing television stations‟ advertising content but 

rather the content of the advertisements themselves, the sample was considered still 

valid for our study.  

There were also non-technical challenges that arose. As it happens, a political 

event on a national scale took place during the first scheduled week of the recording 

phase. On July 16, 2008, a Lebanese prisoner who had been held in an Israeli jail for 

almost 30 years was released in an exchange agreement between the Lebanese and 

Israeli authorities. This event received special media attention in Lebanon. The program 

lineups across Lebanese television stations were frequently interrupted with live news 

flashes from the prisoner-exchange site. This affected the recorded content. Noticeably, 

the programs were either extended or cut short in cases such as live morning talk-

shows. However, based on the advertising data gathered from this session taped on that 

date, the number of advertisements that aired on that date remained constant although 

the space in between commercial breaks might have slightly varied.  

This research aims at establishing the trends of cultural representation in 

Lebanese television advertising. The objective of this study is to reach a comprehensive 

understanding of how television advertising impacts viewers and their choices. 

Generalizations about the public‟s notions of identity and the reasons for adopting 
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certain habits of conception may be misleading. In order to avoid such misconceptions, 

the study focused solely on the means by which television advertising represents 

identity. The goal at this juncture was to look at the industry as an institution. Our 

interest lies in advertising practitioners and advertising texts as a site of analysis rather 

than attempting to project the viewers‟ interpretations and practices. The idea is to 

highlight how television advertisement texts could offer means for performing identity. 

The question of how viewers perceive these messages and interpret them will be left for 

a future study that could look at audience interpretation.   

On the data analysis level, coding biases might have rendered additional 

limitations. The categories listed in the code sheet were the outcome of a rigorous pilot 

study. Accordingly, the pretests conducted developed a new and a more systematic 

code sheet to better analyze a wider range of advertisements that vary in content, style, 

characters… etc. Nevertheless, some samples might still contain variables that did not 

quite fit the pre-defined categories. The belief is that with pre-testing the code sheet 

before hand and extensively training the coders provided an adequate precautionary 

measure to avoid these biases and to maintain the validity of the study.  

Given the obstacles that might arise from our quantitative content analysis 

study, it is important to supplement the findings with more a qualitative approach 

(Hansen et. al., 1998). Thus, as we discussed earlier, this study focused on specific case 

study examples to explore the images and sounds, and the textual meaning they 

provide. While textual analysis serves to furnish a view of identity portrayal in 

advertising, this method does have its limitations. Hansen (1998) observes that deriving 
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meaning from texts in media messages is speculative to an extent. He argues that this 

approach “tends to disaggregate the coherence of visual images” and confronts the 

problem of “pinning down” meaning to a text (Hansen et. al., 1998, p. 191). In essence, 

the question that surfaces involves two levels. Firstly, whether these readings are 

objective becomes an issue of concern. The second level deals with whether the 

interpretations from our textual analysis are comparable to what the advertisers and 

advertising producers had intended from these messages. As we keep the above 

considerations in mind, we find that our third method provides a solution. For the 

purposes of validating the textual and analytical readings of advertisement texts, we 

obtained information on the intended meanings of these messages directly from the 

source. Our third methodological component was to interview advertising professionals 

who have worked on some of the texts that were analyzed for this study.   

Despite their supplying us with vital information on the industry norms, the 

interviews conducted with advertising experts might also pose some limitations. To 

begin with, as the conversations that took place dealt with media, the concern was that 

some of the respondents might have offered „pleasing‟ answers to impress rather than to 

be direct. For example, some issues regarding political opinions and personal 

information might have put them in an awkward situation during the course of the 

interviews. Some might have felt the need to use impressive lexicons or even refer to 

high professional standards. The interviewer verified the information by follow up 

questions and comparing notes for consistency throughout the interview session.  
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Additionally, there were some concerns regarding cultural differences in 

professional settings between Lebanon and the US. For example, it was quite 

cumbersome to reach individuals especially that the standards of customer service and 

responsiveness are different. Furthermore, contacting individuals overseas by phone 

posed scheduling difficulties. There is an 8-hour time difference between local 

Lebanese time and Central Standard Time. The challenge was to get a hold of a 

participant during at a reasonable time during the day. Finally, while it is safe to say 

that advertising professionals in Lebanon are more likely to speak multiple languages, 

including English, the concern is that their use of a second language may not fully 

capture the views they were trying to express. To avert such situations, when some 

answers or parts of the conversation sounded unclear, the interviewer rephrased the 

question to get a more concise answer. This approach provided respondents with a 

chance to adequately reflect on wording their answers and to be able to that at their own 

leisure.  

 The above discussion provides a list of challenges and limitation encountered in 

our study. We have also discussed some ways that prevent such limitations. While the 

challenges pose debates over the findings of our study, the triangulation of methods 

serves as a validity check and keeps our data analysis within a good level of reliability.  
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Chapter 5:  Results, Trends, and Explication 

 INTRODUCTION 

The main objective of the content analysis segment of this study is to explore 

the trends in Lebanese television advertising and to establish the practices by which 

they utilize cultural indicators such as music, setting, language, and human characters. 

The questions this chapter seeks to address relate to the means by which advertisements 

portray identity as well as exploring the trends of representing identity in advertising 

messages.   

A survey of television commercial advertisements provides quantitative 

evidence of how advertising practices illuminate the patterns by which advertising 

constructs identity. Our goal, therefore, is to construct a statistical data analysis through 

which we can study the cultural tone that these messages use. Television advertising in 

Lebanon utilizes a multitude of forms to represent cultural identity.  

One aspect that displays cultural identity is the physical setting of the 

advertisement. The environment in which a product is set in a particular ad is a text in 

itself. It projects an image of „who uses this product.‟ Whether it is urban, rural, 

domestic, traditional, folkloric, global, cosmopolitan…etc., the setting is a tool that 

reveals information about the character of the product. Other identifiable tools are 

musical genres and the language used. The variables where language applies are voice-

overs, dialogue, music lyrics, pack-shots, and vocal and printed tag lines. Also this 

project looks closely at the human element and its physical representation of identity. 

These variables include skin color, eye color, and hair. 
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SETTING CHARACTER 

Before we go into a comparison of advertisement/product representation, it is 

important to look at the overall content of the sampled advertisements in detail. This 

project is mostly concerned with the representation of identity. Thus we looked at 

various aspects of identity representation. One of the considered factors is the cultural 

frame in which the setting of the ad appears. The setting included the inanimate objects 

that appear in the camera frame. In cinematic terms, it is the mise-en-scene; the 

location, the furniture, the objects, structural design, and the nature that surround the 

activity happening in the scene.  

There were a number of aspects considered in the setting category. A 

local/traditional setting is that which carries visual elements of items found in a typical 

Lebanese home (such as traditional kitchen containers, pantries, Lebanese fold-out 

sofas …etc.), domestic layout (high ceilings, Beirut balconies, Lebanese „home-salons,‟ 

etc.), urban space (narrow congested streets, yellow buildings typical of the cities in 

Lebanon, laundry hanging from balconies, etc.) or outdoor environment (nature that is 

distinctly Lebanese such as Lebanese pine trees, cedar trees, rocky mountainous terrain, 

colorful fields reminiscent of the Bekaa valley, etc.). A neutral setting on the other 

hand, is any setting that is an artificial place that would not normally exist in real life. A 

neutral setting is a constructed space designed to give a culturally sterile or futuristic 

look. Ads shot on a sound stage, have electronically mastered background, or are 

evidently shot in a studio fall in this category. An exotic setting is a location that 

resembles a vacation spot. A tropical island, a safari, and a ski resort would fit this 

category. Finally, a non-Arabic folkloric location is a traditional space from foreign 
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cultures that are far removed from an Arabic one. For example, images of Buddhist 

temples and practicing monks referring to Tibetan cultures would fall under this 

category. A Native American setting with teepees and other tribal artifacts would be 

considered in the non-Arabic folklore category.  

On the other hand, a cosmopolitan setting is any space that is urban and does 

not carry a Lebanese connection. In other words, a cosmopolitan space may be a 

kitchen, a living room, city block, etc. that is distinctly non-Arab and non-Lebanese. 

For the purpose of defining what constitutes a cosmopolitan space, we will rely on Ulf 

Hannerz‟s (1996) conceptualization of the “cosmopolitan.” According to Hannerz, a 

cosmopolitan character is a process to demarcate oneself as different from and more 

progressive than the common local folk. He regards the cosmopolitan as a person who 

incorporates foreign items and behaviors into a local culture. The cosmopolitan, he 

explains, identifies himself “in the space where cultures mirror one another” (1996, p. 

104). In essence, the cosmopolitan strives to view the „self‟ as similar to (if not the 

same as) other cosmopolitans in other cultures. Accordingly, our understanding of the 

cosmopolitan setting is that which does not particularly belong to a specific region or 

culture in the world, but yet, it is a space that „mirrors‟ the progressive global space that 

is not weighed down by local cultural flavors.  

Having operationalized the terms and definitions of the categories that account 

for the physical settings in the analyzed advertisements, the following are the results of 

the analysis. Taking into account the multiple physical settings and locations which 

some of the advertisements may contain (n=212), 10 percent of these messages featured 
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settings identified as Lebanese (Table 1). On the other hand, the study found that 61.3 

percent of all the advertisements with one or more settings had a cosmopolitan 

character. Three percent of these settings were exotic and 1.4 percent fell in the non-

Arabic folkloric category. Thus, we find that these ads reflect a trend that features a 

distinctly non-Lebanese character.  

A number of ads can serve as examples. Zain, for instance, features a couple 

having friends over for dinner. The dinner table is set with European-styled serving 

utensils. The light in the room is reflective from what appears to be a lamp in the 

background; in contrast, Lebanese households typically take pride in the chandeliers 

hanging from ceilings to illuminate their „salons‟ and dining rooms. Another ad features 

Fa, a shampoo brand, being used in an ultra-modern shower room. The tiles have a 

„cool‟ curvy design with fresh colors, the shower faucet and shower head are made of 

shiny clean chrome material. They remind one of the latest models in luxury bathroom 

installations of German brands (such as Grohe). 

MUSIC GENRE  

 The physical setting of an ad captures the visual component of the locations 

portrayed. However, advertisements utilize sound elements varying from music to the 

language of songs. Music plays an integral role in presenting identity. Among the music 

genre categories studied were Arabic, Arabic fusion/ Arabic pop, non-Arabic (Western) 

pop, and classical/opera. In the 175 advertisements studied, 92% used music to enhance 

a message. Curiously, only 10 percent of the 161 advertisements that contained music 

featured Arabic tunes (Table 2). Arabic music is identified by rhythm and melody. Any 
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piece that distinctly featured quarter-note tunes, Arabic rhythm and Arabic instruments 

fell in this category. This is an important finding because it demonstrates that 

advertisements are more likely to contain elements of music foreign to the Lebanese 

norms of music. A number (12.4 percent) of commercial ads carried music that 

combined Arabic styles with Western genres of contemporary music. In this instance, 

the music would contain Arabic (Eastern or Middle Eastern) rhythms and/or Arabic 

notes fused with traits of the Western genres listed above.  

Arabic fusion in these pieces encompassed a range of elements from both 

regions - a hybrid of Western pop, electronic, rock, hip-hop and Arabic melody. For 

example, one piece incorporated an electronic beat and electric guitars along with a 

derbakkeh and an oud (traditional Lebanese percussion and string instruments) layered 

in the music arrangement. On the other hand, 12.4 percent of the ads that contained 

music were delivered in a classical/opera style. These ads included world renowned 

compositions from European operas and classical pieces. On some occasions, some ads 

used symphonies resembling blockbuster film sound scores. 

It is important to note that only 3.7 percent of these ads featured non-Arabic 

folkloric music. This is an interesting finding because it helps address the question of 

why advertisers chose to stay away from traditional music. One speculation could be 

that advertisers are conscious about framing their product within a contemporary frame. 

It could be that associating a product with tradition and folklore – regardless of the 

origin of the folklore – can be associated with the past. But a very apparent approach is 

that advertisements are more likely to favor music that is not limited to a particular 
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geographical region or period of history. This presents us with an opportunity to 

investigate this phenomenon and get to the root of how advertising producers choose 

the music genre most fitting their product.  

LANGUAGE 

The case is different when we look at the language used in songs. In a number 

of the ads surveyed, song lyrics tended to be more local and tied to the geographical 

linguistic culture of Lebanon (Table 3). Fifty-five percent of the ads that contained 

songs (n=44) had lyrics in the Lebanese dialect. On the other hand, 38.6 percent 

featured songs in English, 4.6 percent in formal Arabic, and 2.3 percent in French. 

These numbers provide an important indicator of how advertisements address the 

Lebanese culture. They present a set of questions regarding localizing, regionalizing, 

and globalizing the identity of a product. For instance, ads that use the distinctly local 

Lebanese dialect address the Lebanese viewer with her language and her cultural frame 

of mind.  

There is a slight similarity of trends when it comes to the dubbed voice-over 

narrating the ad. The study found that 78.3 percent of the total sample of TVCs 

contained a voice-over. Fifty-seven percent of these voice-overs were in the local 

Lebanese dialect. Twenty-five percent, however, were in the formal Arabic language. 

The use of language in voice-overs was predominantly Arabic. In comparison, 14.6 

percent of the voice-overs in these ads were in English and only 2.2 percent were in 

French. Interestingly, among the advertisements that featured a voice-over in English or 

French, none contained subtitles to translate to Arabic (Table 3). Again, this 
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corroborates the claim that advertisers have certain expectations from their audiences. 

Communicating in a foreign language can only be accomplished if the receivers 

understand that language. Hence, not providing translation speaks to the advertisers‟ 

intended audience and their multi-lingual abilities. The producers‟ expectations of their 

target audiences portray a hybrid society: Lebanese individuals who have incorporated 

for languages, tastes and cultural references into their own culture.   

Furthermore, this study notes that advertisers have an affinity for using the local 

dialect to communicate with their Lebanese audiences not only in voice-overs but also 

when an ad requires dialogue between characters. Of the advertisements that had 

dialogue between characters (n=28), 75 percent presented characters speaking in the 

Lebanese dialect (Table 3). Only 3.6 percent had conversations in formal Arabic while 

21.4 percent were in English. Similar to the case with the use of language in voice-

overs, all the ads that contained dialogue among characters in English or French had no 

subtitles for translation to Arabic, showing that they are aimed at cosmopolitan groups 

who know those languages (Table 6).  

LANGUAGE AND PRINT COPY 

 The use of language is not only important in the audible text of the 

advertisement but also the in visual text such as on-screen print and pack-shots. The on-

screen print is defined by any copy that appears on screen regardless of the content of 

the print (be it a logo, tag-line, or other form). Out of 172 ads that used on-screen copy 

30.8 percent used a combination of English and Arabic (Table 7). Twenty-six percent 

featured English for on-screen print. On the other hand, 35.4 percent were Arabic 
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(20.9% formal Arabic and 14.5% in local dialect), 4.7 percent were in French and 3.5 

percent featured a combination of French and Arabic. Thus, the TVC samples collected 

reveal that Arabic was the language of preference.   

The pack-shot is an advertising term that refers to the label that physically 

printed on the actual product. It is important to note that with products sold in Lebanon, 

it is common that labels are bi-lingual. Our concern focuses on the frequency of 

language preference when featuring an image of a product label. This image is the 

pack-shot that identifies the product to the consumer in visual terms. Seventy-two 

percent of the advertisements that featured pack-shots (n=57) featured labels in the 

English language (Table 7). Fourteen percent contained a combination of English and 

Arabic on the label, while 10.5 percent presented a packshot with text in Arabic. 

Interestingly, in a state where French is considered a second language, the use of the 

French was minimal (1.8 percent in French and 1.8 percent in French and Arabic) in 

this category.  

 Finally, the last observation within the context of language appears in the form 

of the numerical digits. From the onset, a pattern emerged that showed an 

overwhelming favoring of Latin numbers over type of numbers used in the official 

Arabic language in Lebanon (Table 8). To avoid confusion, it is important to expand on 

this concept and explain some background. Historically, it is alleged that digits used in 

the English (and Romantic) languages (i.e. 1, 2, 3…etc.) are originally Arabic. In fact, 

linguists and literary scholars in the English language system refer to these numbers as 

Arabic numerals. The digits used in formal Arabic (٣ ٬١ ٬١… etc.), however, are known 
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in these circles as Indian numerals. At least for the past century, the Latin numbers 

(Arabic numerals – 1, 2, 3) have come to be commonly considered a part of Western 

languages. For the sake of our study, what is classically known as Arabic numerals (1, 

2, 3) will be referred to as “Latin numbers” while Indian numerals will be considered 

“Arabic numbers.”   

A noticeable trend in the usage of numbers as a tool for communicating identity 

begs the question how advertisers consciously choose one over the other. The data in 

Table 8 reveal that 89.6 percent of the ads that contained numbers (n=106) used Latin 

numbers (1, 2, 3). On the other hand, a mere 10.4 percent used Arabic (٣ ٬١ ٬١… etc.). 

This leaves us with much to explore. What lies behind the advertiser‟s choice for 

favoring one of the other? Are there any ideological depths particularly regarding 

nationhood and identity? How do advertising producers represent their products in the 

language of numerals?  

All these questions deserve a close inspection of motives that lie behind the 

seemingly benign choices that advertisers make. In general, and based on the above 

numbers, it is safe to conclude that when given the choice of language with which to 

communicate, English takes precedence. As the numbers above indicated, however, 

English seems to be preferred more with print slogans and packshots, while Arabic is 

slightly more popular with verbal texts. These preferences support the notion hat 

advertisers approach their audiences with specific expectations. With a high degree of 

certainty, advertisers believe their viewers to have multilingual abilities. More 

importantly, as is the case with on-screen print, packshot, and numeral languages, 
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advertisers have a preference for the use of English. It is safe to say, therefore, that the 

English language serves as an attraction – or is considered to be more attractive than 

French. This trend is an important finding because it educates us on the means by 

which advertisers package their product and communicate with their audiences. Again, 

the question that emerges is how the English language contributes to advertising 

appeals. The literature reviewed in an earlier chapter provided some insights on the use 

of language and the prevalence of the English language in non-English speaking 

cultures. Nevertheless, in Lebanon, there certainly is a rationale behind language 

preference that will be further investigated in this study‟s interviews chapter that 

follows.  

PHYSICAL TRAITS 

Aside from the linguistic character of communication, this project analyzed 

physical aspects of the human characters involved. These physical aspects were divided 

into three categories: skin tone, eye color, and hair color. For the purposes of this study, 

any person who appears exclusively in a commercial or for at least one third of the 

duration of the advertisement is defined as a main character. Because some of these ads 

may have contained more than one main character, second and third characters were 

coded separately. An advertisement falls under the category of “no main characters” if 

it contained four or more persons in the message. If more than one individual appeared 

in an ad, these individuals are considered “main characters” only if they have equal (or 

comparable) time intervals during which they are on camera.  With these conditions in 

mind, the analysis yielded interesting results. Unlike languages, where the samples 
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showed an affinity for foreign languages and cosmopolitan settings, the characters were 

predominantly white, were more likely to have black or brown eye color, and black or 

brown hair color.  

To begin with, when coding for skin-tone, three categories were noted: white, 

tan, and dark. It was evident that there was a preference for white (Caucasian) 

representation in these ads. Ninety-five percent of the advertisements that contained 

main characters (n=178) featured individuals with white skin (Table 9). Only 3.9 

percent of these ads had individuals with a tanned or darker skin shade.  

Furthermore, it was also evident that these decisions were more likely to differ 

in terms of features such as eye-color and hair-color.  Based on our content analysis, 

50.7 percent of the main characters (n=154) appeared to have brown eye-color, while 

35.7 percent of them had black eyes (Table 10). On the other side of the spectrum, only 

8.4 percent had blue and 5.2 percent had green eyes. In comparison, the ads featured 

human subjects with black and brown eyes more frequently than those with blue and 

green eyes. This reveals a preference on the producers‟ part to feature the products 

being used by people who are thought to resemble the typical Lebanese Mediterranean 

look.   

Similarly, when looking at the hair color and style of those who appeared in the 

ads, 44.9 percent of the characters involved (n=178) had brown hair. Thirty-three 

percent had black while 11.8 percent were blond, and 6.7 percent had white (or silver) 

hair (Table 15). Incidentally, less than 2 percent of the characters (1 woman out of the 

13 women main characters (Table 13) analyzed in this category were women who wore 
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a hijab. Hijab is a form of veil that is traditional Muslim women wear to conceal their 

hair as a form of religious piousness and modesty. Wearing a hijab is a clear identifier 

of cultural and religious identity.   

There is no study or census of the racial demographics of the Lebanese 

population published that describes the distribution of the physical attributes such as 

skin, eye, and hair color. Thus we cannot assume that a particular characteristic is 

representative of the average Lebanese individual. It would be a mistake to generalize 

or to conflate Lebanon with the rest of the continent where skin-tone patterns may be 

more predominant in one region than another. Regardless, our interest in such physical 

attributes lies particularly in the careful selection of individuals in these ads. Later in 

the discussion, this study explores how advertisers use such physical features to 

represent their product. Our focus is on how these features serve a product‟s character 

and how producers manipulate images to construct cultural identity.  

LOCAL FEATURES VS. COSMOPOLITAN ELEMENTS 

The content analysis segment of the study supplies a vast body of information 

from which we begin to see common practices in Lebanese advertising. It directs our 

attention to the means by which advertisers visualize their products‟ identity as well as 

the cultural context in which they situate them. The above observations reveal patterns 

in how visual, audio, and linguistic instruments can project identities.  

The categories used above, such as setting, music, and language established an 

affinity for cosmopolitan traits when ads situate products in a cultural setting. However, 

the curious phenomenon is that when observing how human subjects appear, the case 
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seems to indicate favorability for local features – at least, what is believed to be 

stereotypically Lebanese (Chapter VII explores this notion further). The attributes of 

the characters on-screen mirror the local individual appearances that commonly 

resemble Lebanese people. This usage poses an interesting symbiotic utilization of 

cosmopolitan traits with the local Lebanese features. To be more specific, there is a 

noticeable pattern of advertisements that combine a Lebanese human element with 

atypical Lebanese visual characteristics and communication tools. While individuals 

that appear in these ads may have hair, eye color, skin tone, and even may use the same 

language as those watching the commercials, the general characteristics of the ads have 

a tendency to generate a foreign environment through the use of music, language, and 

physical setting.  

The patterns observed in these ads reveal that there is a deliberate attempt at 

setting the Lebanese individual in a non-Lebanese context. The contrast is evident in 

many categories that the content analysis yielded. For instance, when looking at ads 

with a cosmopolitan setting that contained character dialogue (n=16), 81 percent of 

these messages contained conversations in the local Lebanese dialect and 6 percent in 

formal Arabic (Table 16). Ninety-four percent of the individuals in these ads with an 

identifiable skin color (n=136) appeared to have a white complexion, while only 4.1 

percent had a tan shade (Table 17). Similarly, advertisements that contained a 

cosmopolitan setting and featured actors with a recognizable eye color (n=119) 

contained 50.4 percent of individuals with brown eyes, 33.6 percent with black eyes, 

9.2 percent with blue eyes, and 6.7 percent with green eye color (Table 18). Forty-four 



 106 

percent of ads with cosmopolitan settings had actors with brown hair (Table 19).  

Thirty-four percent had black hair, while only 13.1 percent had blond hair, 5.1 percent 

had white, and 2.2 percent were women who wore a hijab. 

The contrast between maintaining an international feel to these ads, while 

associating the human element to the local, is also manifest in the use of music genres 

and lyrics. Table 18 reveals that 69.6 percent of the ads that contained pop or classical 

music (n=23), had actors converse in the local Lebanese dialect. Twenty-six percent of 

these ads had dialogues in English while 4.4 percent were in the formal Arabic 

language. With ads that featured non-Arabic music presented interesting findings in 

regards to the human characters involved. Ninety-five percent where white, and only 

3.6 percent had tanned skin and 1.4 percent were with dark skin tones (n=141) (Table 

17). Fifty-one percent of these ads (n=142) featured individuals with brown eyes. 

Thirty-four percent had black eye color, while 9.9 percent were blue-eyed and 4.9 

percent had green-colored eyes (Table 18). Forty-six percent of the characters featured 

in these ads (n=141) had brown hair, 31.21 percent had black hair, and only 12.8 

percent were blonds (Table 19). 

Ads that contained non-Arabic song lyrics that also featured characters with 

identifiable skin color (n=30) had 86.7 percent with a white complexion, 6.7 percent 

who were tanned, and 6.7 percent with a darker skin shade (Table 17). Sixty-four 

percent of the ads that had characters with identifiable eye color (n=25) had characters 

with brown eyes, 32 percent with black eyes, and 4 percent with blue eyes (Table 18). 
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Fifty-eight percent of these characters (n=31) had brown hair, 22.6 percent had black 

hair, and 9.7 percent were blond (Table 19).  

Another aspect of „de-localization‟ that was prominent in the messages analyzed 

is the on-screen print and the label language selected for a product‟s packshot. The 

trends these messages demonstrate present us with results that support our hypothesis. 

While the characters chosen for the ads represent the local Lebanese individual, the 

dialogue they actually speak tends to be local dialect. The language used in the print 

copy that appears in these ads shows preference for foreign languages. For example, out 

of 149 ads that contained non-Arabic copy, 95.3 percent featured white characters, 

while only 3.4 percent presented individuals with a tanned skin-tone, and 1.3 percent 

with a dark skin-tone (Table 17). More than half (55.6 percent) of the ads with non-

Arabic copy whose characters had identifiable eye-color (n=126) featured brown-eyed 

actors, 32.5 percent had black eyes, while 9.5 percent  and 2.4 percent had blue eyes 

and green eyes respectively (Table 18). Forty-eight percent of non-Arabic copy ads 

contained individuals with brown hair, 30.8 percent with black hair, 12.8 percent were 

blonds, while 5.4 percent white hair, 2 percent had white hair and 1.3 percent were 

women wearing a hijab.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

From this examination, it is crucial to note the following conclusions. Firstly, 

Lebanese television advertisements utilize a multi-level approach to create a 

„personality‟ and a cultural character for their products. These instruments vary across 

settings, music, audible languages, copy languages, as well as human subjects. The 
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significance of the variation of usage of the above factors lies in the trends that the 

analysis discovered. This trend can be summarized by the choice of representation of 

human subjects versus the character of all other categories. For instance, based on the 

above analysis, we find that the majority of the individuals who appear in these ads 

resemble and sound like what advertisers think of as a „typical‟ Lebanese citizen. This 

characterization follows a generalization that advertisers seem to share regarding the 

physical features of a Lebanese person. As implied later in the interviews portion of this 

study, a Lebanese individual is portrayed as a white to a slightly-tanned person, with 

brown or black eyes, thick brown or black hair.  

Accordingly, while the choice of human subjects caters to a localized image, 

other categories do not. In other words, the Lebanese human element was infused with 

non-Lebanese attributes. Wherever there were cases of foreign language (in both copy 

and audible texts), cosmopolitan settings, foreign music and/or songs, the ads featured 

characters that bore local Lebanese features and were therefore, „closer to home.‟ This 

is a very important finding, which beckons a number of crucial questions. The premise 

of these questions revolves around the advertising producers‟ motives in making 

deliberate choices in regards to what to highlight in an advertisement message. It would 

also be vital to find out why advertisers particularly select local elements in human 

characters and not in other factors of the ad. Would relating a product to a specific 

cultural sphere limit its appeal? If that is the case, why not create a cosmopolitan 

message in its entirety? How do advertisers utilize the local/cosmopolitan continuum in 

producing a cultural image for their product? Do they think audiences prefer some 
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idealized hybrid of local people and dialect with some selected cosmopolitan cultural 

elements?  

Based on the theoretical framework discussed earlier in this study, the 

approaches that these advertisers follow seem to create a hybrid identity of the 

characters featured in their messages. The trends that this body of data has shown 

reveals that ads that position Lebanese elements in human characters along with non-

Lebanese external elements are more common that those that reflect an exclusive 

cultural tone. In other words, the cosmopolitan contexts that these ads feature their 

human elements generate a sense of “local” that has adopted important traits.    

Furthermore, the findings on the use of dialect versus formal Arabic in all copy 

and audible texts are noteworthy. This presents yet another layer of complexity of 

identity on two levels. Firstly, the use of language and dialect is a form of branding a 

product with a cultural tone. More precisely, aside from this cultural tone being 

colloquial and purely Lebanese, the local dialect creates a particular impression on the 

character of the ad very differently from formal Arabic. Formal Arabic is understood in 

the Arab world and many Muslim countries, while the Lebanese vernacular is not. As 

will be discussed in later chapters of this study, formal Arabic implies a level of 

“Arabic” authenticity; that which is tied to the heritage and culture of the entire Arab 

world. The formal language binds Arabs from various corners of Asia and Africa.  

The use of local dialect in commercial ads supports the notion of hybrid 

identities further. Incorporating foreign attributes such as setting and music in these 

commercials does not necessarily mean that these ads seek to create a non-Lebanese 
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message. Had “Americanizing” a message been the goal, for example, a given ad would 

have used an all-American cast and aspects. On the contrary, the use of local dialect 

seeks to anchor the national identity of those the ads address, however, while giving 

this identity a makeover; a transformation to a state that viewers could desire. This 

could be a form of taking the best of two worlds, adapting new lifestyles to one‟s own, 

and hence, creating a hybrid Lebanese identity.    

Secondly, formal Arabic is associated with more serious and somber media 

content such as religious programs, ancient Arabic literature, and state television 

newscasts that are presented in a relatively outdated style and format. Accordingly, this 

poses a question regarding how advertisers view formal Arabic. What purpose does it 

serve when they choose to use it? And why do they favor using dialect over it? The 

local Lebanese dialect attempts to appeal to the cultural pride in Lebanon. The use of 

Lebanese dialect in TVCs is custom-tailored for a specific audience. This also implies 

exclusivity in addressability. The use of the Lebanese vernacular distinguishes the 

„uniqueness‟ of Lebanon versus the rest of the Arab world. There are political 

ramifications that result from this practice. If a TVC addresses the viewer in the formal 

Arabic language, it claims a sense of pan-Arab community. Accordingly, the language 

imposes an identity beyond the Lebanese cultural space. Furthermore, and since Arabic 

is the language of the Quran, a TVC that features for formal Arabic risks the religious 

association in a society that has already gone religious strife and sectarian turmoil. 

Another component that adds to the complexity of language usage is 

advertisers‟ expectations of their audience. Whether advertisers choose to localize (with 
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a local dialect), regionalize (through formal Arabic), or globalize (with songs in 

English) the identity of their product, language is a key factor in situating the product in 

a particular cultural geographic location.  It is not the product itself that communicates 

identity but rather the environment and character in which the product appears. 

Language, among other factors, is a key factor that communicates a product‟s identity. 

In the instance where song lyrics were involved, 54.6 percent were placed in a cultural 

sphere where English language is spoken.  

This aspect also provides us with an interesting perspective on how advertisers 

view the recipients of their messages. Employing a foreign language such as English 

reveals a level of expectation the ad producers have of their audience. When producers 

address their public in English, they seem to maintain the notion that their viewers not 

only speak and understand English, but also to understand the cultural innuendos of the 

language – in other words, possess a certain cultural capital, in Pierre Bourdieu‟s terms, 

to understand the language nuances.  

Upon closer inspection, the analysis finds that associating products with English 

seems to appear within particular formats. The above trends demonstrate that the use of 

English, while prevalent, remained limited to print (on-screen or packshot), while 

human subjects and voice-overs suggest a preference for the use of Arabic. The choices 

in usage of language lead to questioning how advertisers regard language. The case 

suggests that there is a possibility that by giving the human element an Arabic voice, 

the advertisers seek to relate the product to a Lebanese user. While, on the other end, 

the use of English in non-personal mediated forms – in other words, the product itself – 
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grants the product a cultural currency. In essence, by portraying a Lebanese consumer 

(speaks the local language, resembles an average Lebanese citizen) using a product that 

communicates in a foreign language attempts to construct a context to which a 

Lebanese person can relate. 

The data analysis above provides us with a corpus of sophisticated trends and 

patterns in Lebanese advertising practices. The goal of this analysis was to establish a 

solid background that allows for an in-depth investigation of the role of advertising in 

constructing identity. While this study is firmly anchored by the hypothesis that 

advertising messages form an image of an idealized identity, a rigorous questioning of 

the creative process and the factors that motivate it are crucial to expand upon 

conclusions. Such exploration is intended for a later stage of this project upon 

interviewing advertising professionals and by delving into deeper readings of select 

texts of advertisements.  
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Chapter 6:  Advertising Narratives and Texts: Select Cases 

 

 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter investigates the nuances of commercial advertising by exploring 

very specific television advertising texts. There are seven messages selected for 

analysis that help illuminate the creative process that the informants in the previous 

chapter [Interviews] have discussed. The overarching question pertains to advertisers 

and their construction of identity in Lebanese television commercial messages. The 

previous chapters have provided a survey of ads that described how characteristics of 

cosmopolitanism emerged through various factors such as location and space, language, 

music, and human subjects. They have also revealed how advertising producers 

imagined their client products and attempted to use the best means possible to them to 

communicate the products‟ character. Accordingly, advertisers provided insights into 

how they regard the Lebanese consumer(s), and have devised the appropriate tools to 

address their publics. Advertisers utilized physical space, language, film emulsion and 

tint, music, characters as instruments for communicating a brand‟s character and 

appeal. The creative work of advertising has generated rich texts that deserve in-depth 

analysis. Investigating the use of these tools expands our understanding to encompass 

the meaning resulting from the advertisers‟ audiovisual creations.  

The questions that this segment intends to answer pertain to meaning that 

transpires from these texts. The goal is to uncover the discourse that these messages 
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provide. Location, dress, attitude, props, language, and music compose meaningful 

texts not merely by their individual use, but rather through the articulations that their 

interactions and intersections produce. Essentially, the composite use of these factors 

itself is a performance of identity. Television advertising messages require visual, 

auditory, and cultural senses to be able to grasp their meanings.   

Accordingly, the set of advertisements selected for textual analysis pertains to 

the products that the advertising industry informants used as examples. Broadcast 

television stations in Lebanon have presented an array of commercials that are eclectic 

in style and content. Such ads have presented the audiences with social behaviors and 

settings associated with the products they promote. However, in many cases, these 

displays are quite subtle. Some have utilized a Lebanese character in portraying identity 

while others have relied on cosmopolitan or distinctly Western references. 

Nevertheless, most of these ads functioned on the continuum of the 

Lebanese/traditional-Western/cosmopolitan axis. 

This axis is a continuum along which the advertisements‟ cultural portrayal 

falls. One end of the continuum represents the popular/traditional Lebanese cultural 

representation. The other reflects a cosmopolitan character. The popular/traditional end 

of the axis features popular Lebanese stuffs. As is the case with the content analysis 

portion of this study, the textual analysis will consider factors such as language 

(dialogue, voice-over, packshot, tagline, and song lyrics) as well as setting, music, 

human subjects to determine cultural character. Again, as a study of text, the concern 

will not revolve around these factors as standing alone. Rather, it is the entire message 
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and the combination of the above traits that will determine the meaning resulting from 

the message. The analysis henceforth will regard advertising texts in order varying 

degrees beginning with the message that falls most toward the cosmopolitan end of the 

continuum. Going through the sliding scale of the „popular Lebanese‟-„cosmopolitan‟ 

continuum, the following examples will illustrate the advertising industry‟s role in 

shaping the discourse of identity.  

MIDAS FURNITURE MOVERS 

The Midas advertisement offers an interesting example. The message opens 

with a lighthearted accordion and piano tune playing as a jovial young attractive couple 

welcomes a new couch to their living room. As soon as the delivery men drop off the 

couch and exit, the couple engages in a playful competitive semi two-step dance as 

each of the individuals attempts to trick the other to get to the new couch first. Finally, 

with a tricky move, the man succeeds in landing on the couch first while his woman 

adversary gracefully tumbles onto the seat across. The ad ends with a black screen and 

the Midas slogan printed and accompanied with a Lebanese-Arabic voice over: “„eesh 

„eeshet Midas” (TR. “live the life of Midas”). 

While the interaction between the two main characters in the Midas ad is 

significant, the setting in which the action ad takes place reveals much about these 

characters. The living room is very spacious. Three of its walls have large windows that 

give the impression that the location is a large cabin nestled in a mountain overlooking 

a vista. The room has a high ceiling and a stairwell that connects it to the upper level of 

the house. The living room itself is very well-lit as its large windows provide much 
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sunlight. The space is stylishly decorated with art work and designer furniture pieces. 

These images paint this young couple in a financially well-off and a cosmopolitan 

frame.  

However, the action takes place in a culturally-sterile environment. It is hard for 

the viewer to discern whether these people are in a local Lebanese setting, in a 

European cabin, or any other place in the world. In fact, had it not been for the closing 

Arabic voice-over and on-screen print, there is virtually no information that indicates a 

national or a geographical connection. The overarching theme this ad communicates is 

character: youthful, fashionable, and cosmopolitan in lifestyle. Thus, the advertised 

product speaks not to the quality of the service offered but rather to the quality and the 

type of the person who uses the service.  

The ad suggests that Midas clients are „hip,‟ „modern,‟ young people. As the ad 

addresses a Lebanese audience (through a voice over in the Lebanese dialect), it targets 

viewers‟ aspirations. It invites consumers to embrace the product as an act of 

supplanting a Lebanese identity by subscribing to a much larger community of global 

cosmopolitan individuals. The multitude of religious communities and political 

affiliations in Lebanon has always posed a challenge in agreeing on a common national 

identity. Hence, by mirroring an image of the consumer within a cosmopolitan context, 

the product acts as a marker of identity. Accordingly, the discourse of identity changes 

from the boundaries of the Christian, Sunni, Shiite, or Druze definitions. The 

transformation is in the emergence of locating the consumer‟s self-definition along the 

axis of cosmopolitan/local. In this sense, the cosmopolitan flavor offers an escape from 
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the local identity that has been marred by religious affiliation; a scope through which 

the Lebanese individual continues to be viewed even after the civil war.  

CANDIA LABNEH 

Candia, as discussed with Karam in the previous chapter, is a brand of labneh (a 

Lebanese food staple; a spread consisting of strained yogurt) that released a 30 second 

TVC. The commercial revolves around a playful dad feeding his baby daughter a 

labneh bite. The ad opens with a hand dipping bread into a Candia container. The 

container is held at a close-up angle that shows a label that reads: “Candia labneh, au 

lait frais” in the middle with a drawing of three little Lebanese-style tiled houses on the 

upper right hand corner. The sequence proceeds with the father, a young man in his 

early thirties sitting at a table with his little girl on an infant seat. He teasingly plays a 

game with his daughter. He flies the labneh dipped piece of bread as if to feed her 

except that he swerves the bite and eats it himself. He plays the trick repeatedly until 

the girl outsmarts him by blowing a toy horn, thus distracting him and eventually 

snatching the labneh bite from his hand.  

The commercial message at hand presents characters that are relatable to 

Lebanese consumer. The father has fair skin, thick wavy black hair, and blue eyes. He 

wears an Oxford light blue shirt. The little girl sits on a high chair. She too has black 

wavy hair and bluish-green eyes. As indicated earlier in this study (in the content 

analysis segment), there are no determinant facial features that are typical of the 

Lebanese population due to the country‟s diversity and mix of ethnic origins. 

Regardless, this ad presents a deliberate choice of representing the consumer of the 
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Candia product. In this case, the main characters have black hair and light-colored eyes 

by conscious selection. It is suggestive that by choosing human subjects with black 

hair, the individuals that appear on screen will represent „what is believed to be‟ a 

typical Lebanese individual. Such a deliberate effort to portray a Lebanese consumer 

enjoying Candia is an attempt to bring the ad closer and connect the brand to characters 

with which the Lebanese viewer can identify. Furthermore, the message provides 

additional layers of complexity through the use of space, music, language and character 

behaviors.  

The Candia commercial uses space to present the brand within a cosmopolitan 

environment. The location in which the events take place are an elegant upscale 

kitchen. The space features state of the art utensils and kitchen tools spread throughout 

the site. The appliances in the background are chrome-plated or steel objects. A big 

funnel-shaped vent sits on top of a stove that is integrated into the kitchen‟s maple 

wood theme. There is a shiny silver teakettle on top of the stove-grill; however, the 

stove front is plated with the same wood pattern that matches the kitchen cabinets. The 

kitchen design provides a spacious room. Its walls contrast the wood colors with a dark 

shade of grey. On the countertop, a fairly large shiny chrome coffee grinder is nested in 

the corner next to copper kitchenware (spatulas and other tools that hang from the 

wall).  

Behind the father, on the counter, two things stand out. First, one of the cabinet 

chambers is covered with glass and reveals three crystal vases neatly placed in order of 

height that seem to serve only decorative purposes. This compartment looks empty and 
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it revolves solely on its aesthetic contribution to the kitchen. In other words, the cabinet 

does not serve a utilitarian purpose. Underneath it stands an arrangement of colorful 

fresh exotic flowers. A medium-shot of the father displays a glass cabinet in the 

background that only contains three vases. Similarly, the inverted funnel-shaped stove 

vent has an industrial look that matches the dark grey walls. While the grey color is a 

bold statement of aesthetic preference, the dark walls are contrasted with the bright 

colors and vividness of the exotic flower arrangement. This kitchen space, thus, 

employs an artistic post-modern mélange of items and appliances. It is a kitchen that 

only a person with a sophisticated taste, an affinity for high-brow fare, and of course, 

social status can afford. 

The choice of décor and the spacious setting presents the Candia family in a 

home for affluent people with a high income, sophisticated level of taste, and a wide 

sense cultural exposure. The items displayed in the kitchen show no resemblance to 

what is typically used in a Lebanese cuisine. Rather, the kitchen tools present a taste for 

international gourmet foods. For example, the coffee maker stands out as a chrome-

plated machine used for European or American coffee. A common type of coffee in 

Lebanon is Turkish coffee that is made by boiling ground coffee beans on a stove top. 

While this popular coffee habit and it paraphernalia does not transpire in this message, 

the coffee maker installed projects a clear statement for steering away from local 

traditions. The personality that appears in this kitchen transcends Lebanese 

contemporary culture habits. 
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It is important to note that Lebanese houses are virtually non-existent in urban 

areas due to exorbitant cost of real-estate and because of land scarcity. The space in 

which this ad takes place is more likely to be an apartment. Urban areas in Lebanon 

have become increasingly congested and thus spacious apartments are a rarity except 

for the affluent and the social elite. The kitchen in the Candia commercial represents an 

„ultra-modern‟ kitchen with the latest amenities and aesthetic styles that are only 

afforded by the few rich.  

In addition to the aesthetic statement, and hence, the high-brow culture that the 

Candia advertisement reflects through the use of space, the portrayal of the father and 

the  characters interaction are noteworthy. In the Candia world, family members have 

contemporary roles and enjoy a cosmopolitan lifestyle. The father‟s position in the 

kitchen and his act of feeding his daughter present a lifestyle that is alternative to the 

traditional gender roles of society. This is not to say that fathers performing the role of 

care-takers at home do not exist in Lebanon. Instead, this example serves to highlight a 

conscious choice to include the father in the frame of the cosmopolitan man who defies 

the traditional typecasts and definitions of fatherhood. In this case, it is the father and 

not the mother who is feeding the child. The scene presents a challenge to the 

patriarchal social roles but also brings forth a debate on Lebanese women‟s role as well. 

The father‟s feeding the baby allows for assumptions that suggest that the absent 

mother is a working woman. Such reversal of gender roles delivers a cosmopolitan 

character for the Candia product. This brand is not just for anyone. It is for those who 
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share values and habits that transcend the Lebanese lifestyle and are commonplace with 

the well-to-do, educated, and artful people.   

Finally, the music and the voice-over language present another set of mixed 

cultural identities. The music is a joyous melody comprising of a string symphony 

music alternating with flutes and clarinet. This classical tune adds an air of 

sophistication to the commercial. As the father and daughter perform their vignette the 

coquettish cheerful piece establishes a character that surpasses the Lebanese cultural 

heritage that a typical labneh product brings. The voice-over, however, offers a 

counterpoint. Delivered in the Lebanese dialect, the voice-over speaks the language of 

the Lebanese household.  

In retrospect, the combination of cosmopolitan spatial aspects and musical 

flavor combined with the characters‟ traits, the voice-over language, and the fact that 

the product advertised is essentially a staple in the Lebanese daily life presents Candia 

in a crossbreed image. On one hand, Candia is consumed by a Lebanese person 

(supposedly looks like a Lebanese) and speaks the Lebanese language. On the other 

hand, the person represents a more cosmopolitan and global citizen: a father who 

assumes the role of the caretaker, lives in an elegantly European styled household, has a 

taste for the cosmopolitan. The Candia advertisement, therefore, paints a world of 

desire where Lebanese tradition meets a global culture of the affluent and „cultured.‟ 

ZWAN  

Zwan is a brand of canned deli meat manufactured in the Netherlands and 

exported world-wide. Lebanon serves as one of the product‟s markets in the Middle 
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East. In one of the latest communiqués, Zwan appeared in a two-minute and 43-second 

commercial message. Unusual for its length, the Zwan commercial followed a complex 

script and visual and sound treatment.   

The first image is of a Zwan sandwich vendor truck parked on a spacious 

sidewalk overlooking the sea. We see two children, a boy and a girl, racing for the truck 

and ordering their food from the vendor. A montage of scenes of the two children 

playing follows: riding a swing, sliding, swimming, blowing birthday candles, and 

watching television. Images of the boy and the girl enjoying hotdog sandwiches are 

interspersed through the sequence. The little boy has a signature habit of leaving a trace 

of ketchup on the right hand corner of his lips. The ad continues to a scene where 

bombs and bullets sound as the kids run across the screen on a deserted sidewalk as 

they fly their toy planes. 

At this stage, all outdoor shots reveal empty spaces. For example, in one 

segment the boy pushes the girl sitting in a supermarket cart. With what appears to be a 

camera fixed to the cart, through a fast-paced jump-cut edits, the children play in a wide 

open air garage space underneath a building that contains no cars and no signs of 

pedestrians. This scene is followed by the kids sitting in an empty pool. Eventually, we 

see the girl running after a car with the boy looking back. The sequence leaves the 

impression that the children are separated by the little boy‟s family being displaced due 

to the war.  

The commercial ends with the same opening shot of the Zwan vendor truck 

where the girl - now grown up - buys a sandwich and moves to the side in a lonely dark 
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setting with clouds obscuring the sunset over the sea. The shot shows a man entering 

the frame and walking up to the vendor. As he takes a bite off his sandwich, ketchup 

trickles down his face. This image dissolves into a cutaway of the little boy eating with 

a ketchup smudge on his face. The ad closes with a dissolve into black. The Zwan logo 

appears in red font upon which an Arabic squiggle writes “qissat hob” (Tr.“a love 

story”) at the bottom left corner of the logo. The Zwan logo slide also features the 

commercial production‟s credits. The appearance of this slide is that which one sees in 

film previews: an upcoming attraction‟s trailer that ends with a still frame with a print 

that lists the film‟s name, producer, director, and other information.  

Accompanying these visuals is a sound score that heightens the mood in this 

short film. To begin with, the sequence opens with an eerie sound of instruments 

projecting a dark mood with a recording that is akin of a 1940s Hollywood detective 

film with a man saying: “I will always be here” in English. The violin and cello music 

morphs into a chime melody with a hollow sound. Another man‟s voice says: “just tell 

me what happened to him… is he hurt? Is he alive? Where is he?” Immediately after, a 

wavy siren-like sound effect surfaces overwhelming all other tracks. The siren fades 

only to be followed by muffled gunshots and sounds of bombs exploding. A man‟s 

voice repeats, “I will always be there” as forlorn cellos play in the back. The music 

transitions to an off-key carnival organ tune that resembles scenes from horror films. 

Finally as the commercial approaches the end where the grown up children are at the 

Zwan vendor, a string ensemble plays a melancholic adagio that reaches a crescendo 
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with the sound of a clarinet and a piano. The music ends on a high note when the 

visuals fade to black.  

This commercial is rich with images and sounds that require critical attention. 

The images themselves present a set of aesthetic values and reflect their director‟s 

discernable choices. The film uses a low-contrast bluish tint. The dull colors and grey 

overtones are quite evident. The camera motion, change of focus, and the lens light 

refraction also stand out. The advertisement uses recent Hollywood film techniques in 

the way shots are framed, edited and color-corrected. A common phrase used in film-

making is „form follows function.‟ If the Zwan advertisement were to evoke a particular 

feeling or recall a specific historical event, why not use the visuals that suit this 

objective best? Rather, the Zwan message resorted to visual tools resembling those of 

art films such as Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and others. Thus, the image that 

Zwan piece seeks to achieve is that of an elaborate blockbuster production. The brand 

itself Zwan that serves as a catalyst for the reunion of the main characters is itself the 

protagonist in this major production.  

Typically, the duration of commercial advertisements on television vary in 

length between ten to 30 seconds. Zwan, on the other hand, exceeds two minutes in 

duration. This production is a mini-Hollywood film not only because of its high 

production qualities, but also because of the complexity of the plot and the script. 

Zwan‟s film narrative does not follow a linear plot structure. Instead, the film presents a 

jumble of images that are sporadically distributed through the piece. In essence, the 

commercial focuses on the relationship between the boy and the girl with little concern 
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to the time progression. The images alternate between summer time and winter time 

through the activities and wardrobe that the children wear in each of the shots. 

Similarly, the shots alternate between peace-time and ominous war periods as indicated 

by the sound score and sound effects. The main effect that results is a chaotic feeling 

that matches the unsettling emptiness of buildings, streets, and other locations where 

the kids play.  

The film succeeds in presenting an accurate depiction of the war times in 

Lebanon. However, nowhere in the film does any scene location show a location that 

looks like Lebanon. It is evident that much effort went into location-hunting and 

camera framing as to produce a location-free space. Thus, apart from the buildings, 

there is no element that could indicate that these scenes were shot in Lebanon. None of 

the filming locations indicate that they are even related to the Arab world. The images 

portray an apocalyptic space reminiscent of a lifeless landscape from a Samuel Becket 

play. Along with the colorless feel the film tint brings to the screen, the eerie music, the 

lack of any dialogue mutes any human vibrancy in the piece. The feel that the Zwan 

piece furnishes is certainly appropriate to the war period it depicts. The question that 

remains, however, is: if this is a story about children separated by the long Lebanese 

war, why does it not portray Lebanon or the Lebanese experience?  

The answer to this question lies in the same reason why the ad would use sound-

bytes from Hollywood films of the 1940s; more specifically, recordings in English and 

not Arabic. The portrait that this commercial paints is that of a foreign land and a 

foreign scene. Yet, by presenting sounds of war (and avoiding images of the fighting), 
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the film beckons the Lebanese viewer who is familiar with the dire situation. The 

viewer‟s familiarity, however, remains removed from the dire conditions that the 

situation brought upon those who lived through it.  

The film presents memory of a war, albeit, not the Lebanese war. If the message 

alludes to the war in Lebanon, it frames conflict with a safe distance from political 

affiliation and religious attachments. Thus, the use of empty spaces that bear no 

resemblance to a specific area or region in Lebanon along with the linguistic disconnect 

presents a war that is neutral. The ad recreates a memory of war and frames the conflict 

as a natural occurrence. The Zwan reconstruction of the past dismisses the magnitude of 

casualties that result from the conflict. The catastrophe that ensues from this war, 

according to the Zwan scenario, is limited to the separation of the two children. It could 

be that the Zwan narrative symbolizes the story of the many families separated during 

the war. However, as the event of displacement and separation plays a catalyst role in 

pushing the story forward, Zwan‟s role in the piece is of paramount significance. Zwan  

in this scenario is the cause for the protagonists‟ reunion. Accordingly, in this film, 

Zwan is not a brand of luncheon meat. It is a character in its own right through which a 

recovery from trauma occurs. The images from this ad reinforce Salma‟s views on 

conceptualization the Zwan TVC: create a blockbuster-trailer look from a real-life 

situation by bring back a product widely used during the war and positing it in a 

nostalgic yet contemporary frame.  
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FINE TISSUES 

Another television commercial that is noteworthy is the one for Fine, a 

disposable tissues product that is made in Lebanon. This 30-second commercial 

features an upbeat and youthful tone combined with a hint of classical culture. The 

result is a message that blends styles and genres to produce a unique image for Fine.  

The ad begins with a quarter-toned melody (a signature trait of Arabic music) 

for a few seconds during which we see a woman in her late twenties watering her plants 

on her apartment balcony. She notices her neighbor from across the street: a neatly 

dressed lady in satin dark blue working in her kitchen. The point-of-view (POV) shot of 

the woman watering plants shows the neighbor‟s kitchen window through it is clear that 

she is wiping tears off her cheeks. A close-up shot of the lady in the kitchen reveals her 

shedding tears as she appears to be chopping vegetables and looking away. Troubled by 

the site, the woman puts aside her watering can and hurriedly asks a man sitting beside 

her: “I‟tinee Fine” (TR. “Give me Fine”). She throws the box of Fine tissues (label is in 

Arabic) to someone inside her apartment, who runs to the door, throws it to a 

deliveryman in a closing elevator. This starts a frenzy of people tossing the box from 

one hand to another accompanied by a quick-paced French punk-rock song. The box 

flies from deliveryman‟s hand to a bystander on the side walk who throws it to a 

passenger in a convertible Audi TT who, in turn, passes it on until it eventually reaches 

the lobby of a building, up the stairwell, and passed on to the person who delivers it to 

the lady in the kitchen. The lady smiles and looks away. The music changes back to 

quarter-toned violins when a shot reveals that she is watching a sad classic black and 
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white Egyptian movie. The camera pans over from the lady to the fridge where a small 

squared paper has a print that says: “Fine da‟iman suhhi” (TR. Fine is always healthy).  

This commercial message provides another text where space and artifacts make 

a statement. The opening scene, for example, introduces a woman on a balcony. The 

vista features a familiar Beirut (or any Lebanese city) neighborhood with concrete 

buildings in the background. The balcony itself, the foreground in the frame, is veranda 

with white wooden structures with luscious green plants all over. The image presents a 

well-maintained green nook. More importantly is the care in choosing the gardening 

tools. The pots from which the plants sprout as well the watering can are bright white 

ceramic containers that have art-deco shapes and forms. Essentially, the Swedish-flavor 

of the cube shaped plant pots with curved corners along with the futuristic look of the 

watering can with a smooth wavy spout is a trademark of a contemporary decorative 

style.   

The image heightens the contrast in colors by selecting white objects with green 

plants. Obviously, since the product concerns cleanliness and hygiene, the symbolism 

of the white color is important. Thus, we see white throughout the ad. The montage 

jumps to an interior shot facing the window and the balcony beyond it. For a split 

second, the apartment interior shows a spacious living room with a silhouette of two 

comfy swivel armchairs. The room‟s white walls provide a bright surrounding while the 

commotion of the tossing the Fine tissue box, an empty chair revolves slightly as 

someone has just left it to carry the box on „its mission.‟ Again, the little seen from this 

scene reveals enough information about the aesthetic choice in constructing this 
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domestic space. The chairs have a retro look that has resurged in the interior design 

world in recent years. Their bases have a wine-glass bottom shape. They are cushy, 

curvy, and flow seamlessly to counter the rigid wall structures and the spacious area 

around them. Even though this living room is a fleeting image in the frantic montage, it 

does leave an impression. The image makes a subtle but salient statement. The eye 

focuses on the middle objects in the frame and this one is able to imagine the lifestyle 

of the family that lives in this space – the family that holds Fine tissues in high place.   

The sequence reveals frames of the same pattern, but one particular scene stands 

out as it associates the brand with a luxury item. As the Fine tissue box travels from 

one hand to another, a pedestrian throws it over to a passenger in a convertible Audi 

sports car. Once more, colors and contrast play an effective role. The outdoor image on 

the street is a relatively dark one. Buildings appear in an out-of-focus background as the 

silver car drives down a clean neighborhood street covered with trees on either side. 

The image is relatively dark, nevertheless, the trees are blossoming with bright green 

leaves and the car itself stands out with the Audi logo‟s connected circles glisten. The 

contrast draws attention to the car as the passenger passed on the box. While the car is 

not directly associated with the brand, it reveals the socio-economic character of the 

neighborhood. The assumption is that a well-maintained and clean street with luxury 

cars projects an image of a community of affluent people who embrace a modern 

lifestyle.  

The Fine box finally reaches the destination apartment. A woman in her 

twenties in Capri pants carries it into the kitchen. A match-cut edit of shots shows a 
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spacious and white apartment. Sunlight illuminates the spacious and elegant kitchen. A 

high kitchen counter sits in the middle of the space as the lady prepares food. She 

reaches for the box, takes one tissue, and wipes the corner of her eye. She looks ahead 

as a POV shot finds a small television playing an old black and white film from what 

appears to be an Egyptian drama. The TV set is a compact white box with smooth 

corners. It matches the countertop on the side of the kitchen. The kitchen is another 

instance where space reveals fashion style and „sophisticated‟ taste.  

The Fine commercial message claims ties to a mix of cultural genres. On one 

hand, it addresses its target community of housewives by portraying the woman 

watering her plants and the lady preparing food in her kitchen. These characters appear 

along side a melancholic Arabic tune from an old Egyptian classic film era. This music 

summons a particular mood that ties the two characters together. It is as if to imply that 

old Egyptian dramas are associated with housewives. This music as well as the scene 

from the film playing on the kitchen television caters to a popular preference in cultural 

products. Arguably, Egyptian films are well-liked among blue-collar communities in 

Lebanon. Films from Egypt once popular on daytime TV in Lebanon and thus, 

traditionally viewed by housewives. While film output from Egypt is widely respected 

in the Arab world, in Lebanon, Egyptian films are commonly labeled as low-brow. 

Therefore, the scenes in the Fine commercial that feature this music evoke a Lebanese 

populace feel.  

In contrast, a fast-paced sequence of the box flying from one person to another 

features a punk-rock French song. The individuals passing the tissue box on are mostly 
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young and hip. The passenger in the convertible, among the others, poses a symbolic 

presence in the message. He, much like the others delivering the box, are young 

stylishly dressed and „hip‟ individuals. However, not only is the passenger a 

representation of people surrounding (or using) the Fine product, but also the car in 

which he sits is an attempt to elevate a Lebanese-made product to a status of Western 

appeal. The music beat, the language of the song, the editing, the characters‟ styles, and 

the objects (such as the car) surrounding them inject a spirit of youth and international 

pop-culture into the character of the brand. The global youthful spirit comes together 

with the domesticity and tradition of the typical Lebanese home culture. Here, the ad 

brings qualities from two worlds: the young and the global, and the traditional and 

local.   

JOHNNIE WALKER – ELIE SAAB 

The Johnnie Walker ad presents the story of the world renowned fashion-

designer, Elie Saab. In this commercial, Saab tells his success story; his journey from 

his war-torn country, Lebanon, to Europe where he became one of the most sought-

after designers around the world. The message opens with Saab walking on a red carpet 

away from mounted stage-lights and a backdrop of snow-capped mountains. As he 

walks down the carpet, Saab recounts his experience as a child during the civil war in 

Lebanon. Addressing the viewer in English, he describes his formative years as a boy 

enamored with style and beauty. However, his family was displaced due to the war.  

Accompanied by a synthesized tone resembling Morse-code encryption in the 

background, Saab tells his story. In a somber voice: “I promised myself I would create 
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a better future.” These words are accompanied by a reenactment of the scene. In faint 

color akin of 70‟s film-stock, young Elie Saab rushes out an apartment with his mother 

carrying whatever belongings she managed to grab. His mother takes his hand and 

frantically rushes with him down a hallway. In the back of the hallway, a light flickers 

and loses power as if a bomb fell nearby causing a power failure. The sequence cuts to 

an exterior shot where a terrified father frantically checks for safety, rushes into a car, 

and drives off with his wife and Elie sitting in the rear seat. The car drives away as the 

young Elie looks back from the back window as if it were his last look at the 

neighborhood.  

The adult Elie Saab walking on the red carpet remembers his determination 

from his childhood: “I was a schoolboy by day, a designer by night!” In this scene, a 

short and quick montage shows the young Saab working on a sewing machine, falling 

asleep by his machine, and working as an apprentice in a textile shop. The music subtly 

changes and becomes more upbeat. The setting presents Saab in a well-lit environment 

and a roomier space than that of the preceding sequence. Saab declares that by then he 

had sold his first dress, owned his first workshop, and bought a house. Saab proudly 

confesses that his ambitions went far beyond this stage. The visuals present images 

from Elie Saab‟s current and more glamorous fashion world. Saab states that his 

designs “graced” the catwalks all over the fashion centers of the world. Saab closes the 

message with his statement: “Believe in your dream, you‟ll make it happen!” Finally, 

the Johnnie Walker trademark symbol appears on the lower right-hand corner of the 
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screen showing an animation of a walking man‟s silhouette and a print below it that 

reads “Keep Walking.”  

The Johnnie Walker commercial presents the journey of Elie Saab not only as a 

success story but also as a triumph over hardships during the war. This is an experience 

that the Lebanese people share collectively. This message is a clear reminder of a 

painful past to Lebanese viewers. More so, it exalts the Lebanese perseverance over 

conflict and suffering. The connection between Johnnie Walker‟s „walking‟ is 

associated with Saab‟s walking away from a past of challenges and obstacles (visually 

symbolized by the steep and ominous mountains) toward a future filled with 

possibilities (as he walks on a long velvety red carpet that leads to a spacious smooth 

terrain). In turn, Saab‟s journey exemplifies the path to progress and development. The 

message that transpires from this ad is that Johnnie Walker is the change and the 

brighter beginning that the viewer wishes to see in oneself. The ad gives the product a 

personality of its own. Thus, Johnnie Walker emerges as an active character (as 

opposed to an inanimate consumable object) that propels its consumer to reach his 

potential.  

Furthermore, the Johnnie Walker/Elie Saab Journey advertisement treats the 

conditions through which Saab lived as external and non-consequential. The images 

present Saab‟s family rushing into a car and running for their lives from the war. While 

there is no remnant of violence in the visual text, the viewer understands the situation 

through a number of cues. Such images have become far too familiar in the Lebanese 

daily life during the conflict. The scenes where the hallway light goes off as panic 
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strikes the faces of those on screen relays the intensity of a life-threatening event. It is a 

reminder of the shear terror during episodes of shelling and shooting.  

While these images beckon memories of the civil war, the ad does not make a 

direct reference to the conflict, its causes, those involved in it, or how the violence 

ended. Rather the commercial simplifies the context of the war by focusing on the 

causal relationship between Saab‟s hard work and his triumph over the conflict. The 

ad‟s preoccupation with the individual success story presents a problematic discourse. 

It exalts hard work and personal development as a means to overcome civil strife. It 

also obscures the war trauma by idolizing individual success.  It is important to note the 

distinction. Civil strife is not one individual‟s problem. It is a conflict that is common to 

all members of the Lebanese society. The war occurred along religious lines and 

affected all people albeit in varying degrees. Yet, the ad portrays the conflict as a 

neutral occurrence that was overcome by one‟s dreams, ambition fulfillment, and 

„living the Johnnie Walker life.‟ Johnnie Walker‟s endorsement of Saab‟s journey 

offers the Lebanese viewer a formula to transcend the war trauma. It presents individual 

success – of course, associated with the consumption of the product – rather than civic 

engagement as a solution to address a collective social issue.   

The Johnnie Walker ad is an example that speaks to the Lebanese conflict by 

providing glimpse on a personal success story. However, other ads that air on Lebanese 

television do not necessarily tackle the war per se. Rather they subtly target character 

and attitude associated with the product. Such ads provide consumption as a lifestyle. 

Consumption of a particular product appears as form of behavior affiliated with a 
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unique group of individuals – a group that is not necessarily bound by state borders but 

it transcends to a more global community of people who share the same tastes and 

values.  

TA’ANAYEL 

Ta’anayel, a Lebanese brand of traditional household cheeses, yogurt and 

labneh, uses a similar advertising approach but in a different setting. In a recent 

Ta’anayel television commercial, a Lebanese grandmother checks in at a French airport 

security point en route to visit her grandchildren living in Canada. The commercial 

revolves around the grandmother‟s exchange with the French security officer.  

 The officer checks the contents of the lady‟s carry-on bag and finds that she has 

filled it with Ta’anayel containers. In French, he explains to her that she is only allowed 

to carry only one item. Even though she is able to converse with him in rudimentary 

French and seeks a fellow passenger‟s (supposedly, her husband) help, she is unable to 

understand why the officer is confiscating the containers given that they are of “fresh 

premium quality.” Innocently, she assumes that the officer has a taste for the goodies 

she has brought along. She explains to him that she could fix him a nice “tartine” 

(French for open sandwich). As the officer takes the items away, she flirtatiously 

declares that she figured out the officer‟s intentions and hopes that he and his children 

will enjoy them and find them so good that they will lick their fingers. Finally, she 

resigns by expressing her regrets that she hadn‟t brought enough for the officer‟s 

colleagues. She closes the commercial by saying “yalla! Autre fois.” (Arabic/French for 

“oh, well! Another time”). The ad closes with a packshot of Ta’anayel‟s variety of 
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products with English labels and an Arabic voice over and print that when translated to 

English state “[Ta’anayel] has a pure heart.” The word Ta‟anayel is said in Arabic but 

not spelled-out on screen. In fact throughout the ad, the Arabic title never appears 

clearly. The brand label in Arabic is obscured by the officer‟s hand searching the carry-

on luggage.  

 The Ta’anayel ad provides a rich and multilayered text for analysis. To begin 

with, the main character in the ad is an elderly grandmother. She looks like she is in her 

late 70s. She has a well-made silver hair and wrinkly face. She has short and round 

build, and wears a beige-colored dress with a flowery silk shirt collar on top of her 

dress jacket. The grandmother presents the purity to the product. She anchors Ta’anayel 

as a traditional home staple that has earned her trust and love to the extent that she takes 

the trouble to bring her grandchildren in Canada a taste from Lebanon.  

 The grandmother character ties the brand to Lebanon, Lebanese traditions and 

nostalgia for purity. The grandmother‟s display evokes emotions that stand in contrast 

to the image that an international airport brings. The ad offers is a subtext that plays on 

two distinct levels. On one hand, the grandmother mirrors the old generation and the 

long customs of the Lebanese society. On the other hand, the event of traveling across 

continents reflects the story of almost every Lebanese family. Taken within a social 

context, this ad represents a big segment of the Lebanese population whereby many 

families have relatives that have migrated from Lebanon. However, the choice of the 

event taking place at a French airport is of particular significance. Arguably, it is 

commonplace to find Lebanese families separated due members emigrating as a result 
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of the war or seeking better career opportunities. Thus, the sight of an elderly parent 

traveling to see children residing overseas may be all too common. However, Lebanese 

expatriates live in countries all over the world. Why Canada? 

Lebanese have sought living in various places in the world including Arab 

countries as well as South and West Africa. The grandmother‟s layover in France on 

her way to Canada puts the brand in a higher place in comparison with other 

destinations. The French airport projects a link to the West and the „new world.‟ Thus 

the image this ad presents is a traditional Lebanese staple that is in touch with the 

Western world. In other words, the Ta’anayel brand transcends the domesticity of 

Lebanon to encapsulate the cosmopolitan lifestyle of the Lebanese citizen.  

Furthermore, the French airport is a location that adds a cosmopolitan flare from 

a linguistic perspective. This is an advertising message that speaks to the Lebanese 

viewer yet by utilizing both colloquial Arabic intermixed with French. The airport 

officer addresses the grandmother in French, while she responds with answers in both 

Lebanese dialect and „Arabized‟ version of French. The interaction between the two 

characters bears symbolism of the Ta’anayel‟s metaphorically „speaking‟ a 

cosmopolitan Lebanese‟s language.  

One important aspect is the use of language in the Ta’anayel ad. The main 

character in this commercial is the grandmother who mostly uses the Lebanese dialect 

of Arabic. However, understanding this ad requires, albeit minimally, an understanding 

of the French language. In essence, the ad derives its humor not only from the exchange 

between a lovable elderly woman finagling her way through airport security, but also 
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from her own use of French and the accent in which she speaks it. Understanding this 

ad requires a cultural understanding of Lebanon and a certain linguistic ability in 

French in order to appreciate the humor fully.  

Finally, it is important to shed a critical eye on how the ad ends. As stated 

earlier, the commercial message features a pack-shot of the Ta’anayel products with 

English labels as a voice-over speaks in Arabic. An on-screen print accompanies the 

voice over by revealing the closing statement in writing. However, the brand‟s name is 

never spelled out in Arabic on-screen. The closing shot for this ad reveals a conscious 

choice to avoid printing the brand‟s name in Arabic. Thus, Ta’anayel is an example of a 

Lebanese-made product that is placed in a space between its Arab/Lebanese origins and 

a cosmopolitan environment.   

LAZIZA  

Laziza is a non-alcoholic beer brand from Lebanon. The most recent 

communiqué released for Laziza displays an array of settings and a number of 

youngsters relaying their story. The Laziza advertisement begins with a white screen 

and Arabic writing matching a young man‟s voice asking “shoo riwaytak? Ana 

birweek!” (TR. What‟s your story? I will quench your thirst!). The prelude slide for the 

ad plays on words where in Arabic, the words for „story‟ and „quench‟ have the same 

root. What follows is a pun on the double-meaning by having various young adults 

telling their tale as they drink Laziza.  

A sequence of scenes opens with folk-rock [American folk-rock] music. Two 

young men walk down a city alley and debate whose car they should take. They end up 
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in a „service‟ car (shared taxi service characteristic of Lebanese public transportation). 

One of them sticks his head out of the car window and declares “Ana… haydi siyarti” 

(TR. “Me… this is my car). The next shot is of a teenager spray-painting Arabic graffiti 

on a cement wall. He says: “Ana… hayda daftari” (TR. “Me…that‟s my notebook”) as 

he points at the wall with a head gesture. A long shot shows him drinking from a Laziza 

bottle leaning onto the wall on a dusty sidewalk. The shot that follows is of a young 

woman with long dark hair blowing in the wind. She hangs out with a small group of 

men and women as she sits on the sidewalk railing of the Beirut Cornish overlooking 

the Mediterranean. With a nod of the head pointing at the vista, she states: “Ana… 

hayda balkoni” (TR. “Me… this is my balcony”). A young man stands with a rundown 

old house in the background. He wears a flannel jacket. He puts up the hood of his 

jacket on his head and states: “Ana… haydi badilty” (TR. “Me… this is my suit”).  

The final scene presents an old house rooftop that overlooks other houses with 

typical Lebanese architecture of old city neighborhoods. A long-shot of the view 

overlooks neighboring houses with rooftops filled with clothes-lines and television 

antennas. Hydrangea pots stand on the patio railing as a smog drape over city buildings 

in the horizon where mountains emerge in the background. A quick montage with rapid 

camera movement shows a young man carrying two Laziza bottles walks across the 

cluttered patio: a worn-out old velvet couch, a side table on top of which is a small 

television set with a rabbit-ear antenna, a crooked picture frame hanging from a wire 

extended between two vertical pipes, a globe on top of a boom-box, and a scratched up 

desk lamp on the side.  The man takes a seat on a chair that he flips backwards so as to 
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lean his hands over the chair‟s backrest. He faces a young man and a young woman 

watching the sunset and drinking from chilled Laziza bottles. He drinks from his bottle 

and looks straight at the camera announcing: “Ana… haydi oudti” (TR. “Me… this is 

my bedroom”).  

The Laziza advertisement focuses on Lebanese traits that it portrays with an 

alternative rebellious image. One common aspect among the youth characters in this ad 

is their out-of-the-box approach to life. These are young men and women who 

appreciate the simplicity of their lives within what appears to be their limited means. 

The Laziza commercial uses common scenes from the Lebanese city life. The narrow 

streets, the overcrowded neighborhoods, the „service‟ public transportation, the chaos 

of hundreds of TV antennas over rooftops, clothes hanging from balconies, and the 

„Cornish‟ overlooking the sea [a public space that has provided Beirutis of all walks of 

life with a promenade and a favorite hang-out]  are all markers of the typical Beirut 

scene.  

However, the commercial message takes the mundane aspects in the life of the 

Lebanese youth and transforms it into a site for a trendy alternative display of character. 

For example, riding a „service‟ cab and claiming it as one‟s own private car presents an 

alternative view to financial hardship. The young man‟s attitude overcomes the short 

fall of not having his own car – a sign of wealth and leisure – and reveals his pride in 

taking public transportation and making it integral to his cool lifestyle. Another scene 

shows a young woman claim to a public vista as her private balcony. Her attitude also 

provides a notion of taking pride in the appreciation of the common and popular public 
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space of the Cornish. Her claim reflects a belief that the good things in life are not 

necessarily require money.  The adolescent who uses his house rooftop for his own 

room also projects the same outlook. Regardless of the clutter and smog that his couch 

overlooks, one gets the impression from his declaration that the nook rooftop is his little 

corner of heaven.  

The scene with the teenager spraying graffiti on a wall pushes the Laziza 

statement of rebellion further. Using the street a space for self-expression projects an 

image of a daring and a care-free individual. The teenager declares that the wall is his 

notebook as if to give the impression that he is unafraid of living on the edge: breaking 

the law by defacing public property, displaying his „art‟ in public, or risk being caught 

or ridiculed for his painting. Rather, his declaration suggests that he does not own a 

note-book which implies that he does not go to school.  

While the Laziza message relies on these individuals and their relationship to 

the spaces they occupy, their personal traits are also noteworthy. All characters in the 

ad have dark hair and facial features that appear fitting the general Lebanese 

population. However, one particular character stands out. The teenager spray-painting 

graffiti has short black hair with a trimmed beard. It is important to make a distinction 

that while bearded men are quite common in the Lebanese society in its diverse 

religious denominations, it is more likely that men with this particular beard style to 

belong to a particular community. In some Muslim schools of thought and communities 

with a Muslim political orientation, it is historically common that men display their 

piousness through maintaining a particular look. Thus, grooming of facial hair can 
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serve as a demonstration of religious identity and affiliation. But why bring forth an 

image that can draw a link to a religious community? 

At this juncture, it is important to emphasize that Laziza is a non-alcoholic beer. 

By default, this is the only beer that practicing Muslims are able to drink according to 

their religious doctrine.  However, focusing on the religious community in which this 

beverage may be popular will most likely alienate the rest of the population. As a result, 

the commercial message features Laziza  in a rebellious light while subtly insinuating 

its use by a someone who resemble s a faithful Muslim.  In essence, the ad maintains its 

focus on an image that caters to people within a particular socio-economic bracket and 

portrays the beer within the context of rebellion. The characters‟ alternative lifestyle is 

symbolic of the Laziza‟s position among all other beer brands. The impression that the 

sans-alcohol beer may project is its connection to religion. The ad, however, counters 

this frame by creating a defiant icon that makes it stand out as a beer among all other 

brands.   

Finally, the Laziza ad presents a diligent attempt to tie the beverage to the 

Lebanese contemporary scene. The brand uses its national origin and a youthful spirit 

to appeal to a particular demographic of the Lebanese society. It is statement about 

pride in the average urban common scene. The ad reflects a contemporary Lebanese 

urban characters. It focuses on the underground youth culture, those who are 

underrepresented in the mainstream culture of advertising (and by extension, pop-

culture in Lebanon). The claim posited in this ad focuses on the triumph of the 

underserved. The ad suggests that with Laziza, the marginalized too can assert identity. 
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Drinking Laziza, therefore, is not about how refreshing or tasty the beverage is, but 

rather an expression of a frame of mind. Despite the challenges and pressures that the 

Lebanese society exerts through valuing social status and equating sophistication with 

the cost of “appearances,” the Laziza person is a rebel. Laziza is for those who are 

unique, radical, and even revolutionary in their taking pride and loving their limited 

means.  

While catering to the domestic and commoner values and lifestyle in Lebanon, 

the Laziza ad introduces a discourse on one‟s relationship to society. As established 

earlier in this study through the review of relevant literature, communal sharing and the 

sense of responsibility toward others in society is of high value in Lebanon. However, 

this ad presents a rhetoric of a completely different tone. The individuals speak of their 

belongings. This emerges on two levels: their reference to their individual selves and 

the insinuation of personal property. Throughout the ad, there is a pattern of speech: 

“Me, this is my…” In a society that has highly valued communality and sharing, the 

Laziza ad challenges the discourse that other advertising messages present. It certainly 

teases out „culturally-introspective‟ take on society, but it falls into a common 

advertising pattern that incorporates foreign social values into constructing their 

characters. While the Laziza commercial scrutinizes the Lebanese society for its 

preoccupation with appearances of cosmopolitanism, it redefines the identity by 

advocating a character‟s individuality and distinctiveness.  
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CONCLUSION 

The above texts have demonstrated a multitude of ways in which identity can be 

manifested. The brand character in each of these examples featured a composite of 

cultural features. The texts offer a diverse set of how producers used visual and audio 

techniques that form a product‟s positioning on the Lebanese/global continuum. It is 

important to note that like many languages and their uses of vocabulary, advertising 

texts too use the vocabulary of images, sounds, verbal and print languages… etc. These 

have already been discussed earlier in this study. The combination of these tools in 

itself generates meaning that is not necessarily intended by the message producers. 

Regardless, textual analysis unearthed provocative set of values resulting from the 

selected ads. 

Applying subtle means and minute details revealing cosmopolitan qualities, the 

commercials maintained a sense of global culture affixed to the brands they feature. 

While through particular ways, they featured a link to the Lebanese society, in most of 

the cases, they maintained a cultural attitude that transcends Lebanese borders. These 

examples have demonstrated an intricate use of signifiers regarding the identity that 

each brand articulates. In examples such as Johnnie Walker, Midas, Candia, Ta’nayel, 

Zwan, and Fine, the commercials offer their products as a form of attitude embraced by 

a successful, global, cosmopolitan individual while carefully woven into the Lebanese 

cultural life.  

Such advertisements do not state the quality that these products deliver, but 

rather they dedicate the duration of the message to connect the use of the brand with a 

cosmopolitan lifestyle. The distinctive feature common to these examples is that the 
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cosmopolitan flare lies within realms external to the human subjects such as objects, 

music, décor, and clothing. However, the characters on screen as well as the cultural 

language through which the ad addresses the viewer (e.g., voice over) attempt to be 

Lebanese at their core – despite their resorting to stereotypes.  

Skin-tone, hair color, and eye color represent what is thought to be 

characteristic of Lebanon. Again, this is not to suggest that the Lebanese people have a 

particular look, rather this is to emphasize the deliberate choices that producers made in 

selecting their casts. In some instances as in the case of Candia, one of the characters 

had blue eyes. Yet, the light-color of the eyes is balanced by thick black hair and dense 

eyebrows. The cast of characters in Lebanese advertising seems to reflect a particular 

generalization of the physical attributes of Lebanese people.  

Additionally, as the ads reflect cosmopolitanism, they place characters in a 

cosmopolitan setting but they speak in Lebanese terms. The language used whether in 

voice-overs (Midas, Candia) or dialogue (Ta’anayel, Fine, Laziza) featured the 

colloquial Arabic. The ads thus presented a multiplicity in cultural character. The 

presentation of Lebanese human traits within cosmopolitan settings offers a statement 

of value. When regarded along with the use of the product advertised, the ads feature a 

lifestyle associated with the brand promoted. The significance is in the means the 

advertisements model the behavior of a Lebanese individual [in this case, the use of the 

advertised item] in a cosmopolitan setting. The insinuation is that the cosmopolitan 

individual is the one who uses the product advertised. Furthermore, texts as such create 

a space for negotiating one‟s place in society: in reality, one may not live in a 
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cosmopolitan setting, yet, consuming the same product that occupies a cosmopolitan 

space in the television advertisement suggests that an individual may be defined by 

association as a cosmopolitan by simply mimicking the use of the product on screen.  

It can be argued advertisements worldwide cater to similar sentiments; 

nevertheless, the case is particularly significant in Lebanon given the country‟s history 

and conflict over imagining the Lebanese identity. Citizens of Lebanon have suffered 

traumatic experiences through the long period of violence incurred by political and 

social differences. As this study indicated earlier, the issues that have fueled the conflict 

are still at large. The ads analyzed above have not only depoliticized the social issues at 

hand, but have also offered the products as a safe space for all Lebanese alike.  

Two of the commercial advertisements stand out in how they treat Lebanese 

war. Zwan and Johnnie Walker present images of the war in a sterile and safe manner. 

The suggestions that the ads‟ treatment of the war seems to make are twofold. Firstly, 

they present the war as an occurrence beyond one‟s control. While the war inflicted 

tremendous casualties and losses on mostly innocent people, both ads manage to 

decontextualize the situation. There are no images of bombing, people suffering, or the 

ensuing carnage. Nor are there any references to the parties involved in the conflict. 

Essentially, the war appears to be imposed on the Lebanese people with the implication 

that the Lebanese people themselves were not at war. The salient factor in both 

commercials is that they both allude to experiences that the people of Lebanon have 

come to know all too well. However, over the fifteen years of the conflict, the violence 

took place in episodes, over different periods, in various neighborhoods under different 
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conditions. Accordingly, it is misleading to state that all the people of Lebanon lived 

through the same experience. Yet, Zwan and Johnnie Walker, present the war as a 

discrete singular occurrence – a disaster that has befallen the Lebanese.  

Secondly, the advertisements associate the products with resolving or 

overcoming what the war has caused. Without Zwan, the two children would have 

never reunited. Johnnie Walker‟s theme of “Keep Walking” appears as the ideal mantra 

of „persevere‟ and „work hard‟ that pushed Elie Saab to follow his dream and overcome 

his painful past living as a refugee to finally triumph as a leading fashion-designer. The 

brands themselves stand saviors in these instances. The context of these commercials 

situates the products as active catalysts in prevailing over their consumer‟s anxieties 

and fears. This depiction beckons the comparison between the depicted character and 

the product. Using the product not only addresses one‟s emotional needs, but serves as 

an extension of its consumers‟ desires and fantasies. Unable to resolve the war, reverse 

its effects, return home (in the case of Johnnie Walker) or reunite childhood friends (in 

Zwan), the product assumes the role that a human being is unable to fulfill. The product 

offers an image of success, it is the savior of a long lost friendship: the product is in 

effect a superhero! 

Finally, the case is very similar with advertisements that did not touch on the 

Lebanese war. Midas, Candia, Fine, Ta’anayel, and Laziza present a more subtle heroic 

message. With each of these ads giving a cosmopolitan character to their brands, the 

message is in how these brands are able to remove the Lebanese consumer from a 

social context that still suffers from the various issues that ignited the Lebanese 
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conflict. However, while these ads feature a peaceful and sterile environment for their 

products, they also offer solutions: the sense of safety in consumption. By modeling the 

behavior on screen, one could also achieve a utopia for which the Lebanese citizen has 

longed.     

In theoretical terms, these commercials relied on aspirations and desires that 

have evolved in the Lebanese society. Historically, Lebanon was at the crux of 

hegemonic influence. As established earlier in this project, European powers exerted 

their influence through political alliances, educational institutions, and religious 

missionaries. In postcolonial contexts, such influences created a fertile ground for 

questioning the Lebanese identity. The dilemma was that citizens inherited a feeling of 

backwardness and longed for a more developed lifestyle of European societies. Such 

was the legacy of colonial rule over Lebanon for the decades to follow.  

Essentially, the struggle over defining identity in light of the colonial imprint on 

Lebanese society is quite evident in these advertising messages. These ads presented a 

careful balance of cultural nuances. They placed Lebanese individuals in an 

environment different from what one would expect to see in Lebanon. There is a 

deliberate selection of factors that results in this mix. The outcome addresses a deeply-

rooted sense of desire for transcending localism and embracing ways of a „superior‟ 

West. Accordingly, consuming the featured products acts as the threshold between all 

the burdens that the Lebanese identity carries (again, within a post-colonial context), 

and a Westernized, thus allegedly superior, self. The advertisement‟s role in this 
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instance is to place the promoted product as a subtle answer for the post-colonial 

identity predicament. Consumption of this product is a declaration of belonging.  

As we have discussed in Chapter II, consumption in such cases transforms from 

an act of purchasing objects for the utilitarian purposes. Rather, the use of products 

serves a social purpose. Products step-in to perform a sense of belonging to particular 

social strata. In this sense, commercials for Candia, Almaza, and Zwan, for example, 

target the core of the Lebanese society. While these examples infuse cosmopolitan 

features in their scenarios, they portray Lebanese qualities at their core. In essence, 

while the specific cosmopolitan features may not be physically common in the 

Lebanese community, they certainly appeal to what many strive for in Lebanon. 

Arguably, the lifestyle qualities that these ads feature have been engrained the Lebanese 

social psyche ever since colonial times and more prominently with the flow of media 

content from the West.  

Nevertheless, while the textual analysis component of this study reveals the 

complex workings of television advertising, a more concrete understanding of how 

production contributes to the process is crucial. Chapter VII will investigate the 

advertising industry. It will provide an inside look of how the advertising industry 

functions in Lebanon and how advertisers view the society in which they live. 
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Chapter 7:  Professional Accounts from Advertising Experts in 
Lebanon 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This study has thus far sought out the patterns in which television 

advertisements portray identity. The previous chapters provided an account of content, 

images, and sounds that advertising producers weave together to characterize their 

products‟ cultural tone. At this juncture, the questions that remain relate to how 

advertisers construct their notion of product consumers. Essentially, the interest lies in 

answering questions on how they construct identity in their messages. What criteria do 

advertisers follow to create a particular image for their featured products? More 

specifically, what cultural elements do producers utilize to promote the perceived 

consumption of a particular product? What informs such choices of production? What 

demands do market and industrial standards impose on these producers? Furthermore, 

how do advertisers view their target audiences and their needs? Finally, how do 

advertisers approach global products in Lebanese society? By the same token, how do 

they frame domestic products in their messages?  

Answering these questions aims at reaching a comprehensive understanding of 

how the advertising industry participates in the discourse of identity. Thus, it is 

important to learn the process through which advertisers attempt to create a particular 
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image and personality for their respective products. Information on production choices 

and stylistic decisions originate with these messages‟ producers themselves. Arguably, 

these individuals use their own personal experiences and knowledge of their world to 

produce texts targeting audiences that are part of their very own community. Thus, in 

order to understand the performance of identity in advertising texts, an insight into 

producers‟ thought process is imperative.  

CONSTRUCTING BRAND IMAGE 

Understanding the Advertising Process:  

Creating a television commercial (as well as other types of advertisements) is a 

multi-lateral process that involves a number of parties. From an ad agency perspective, 

the structure is usually divided into two hierarchies: the client services department and 

the creative department. Graphic designers and finalizers, for example, fall under the 

creative department and report to the creative director.  

An important component of creating an advertisement is the brief. Salma notes 

that the first step is the client writing a brief on the brand they wish to advertise. A brief 

is a complete description of the product that also highlights the qualities on which a 

client is keen on focusing. This exchange of information and client handling is the 

primary goal of the account executives on the client servicing side of an agency. This 

stage also involves positioning the product: defining what differentiates it from others 

on the market. Making this distinction, Rana asserts, stems from a consumer‟s need. In 

her opinion, a successful brand is a brand that caters to satisfying a necessity. 
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Once the client and the advertising account executive agree on the appropriate 

positioning of a brand, the amended brief is handed over to the creative department. 

The creative side works through the brief and fine-tunes the product‟s description and 

appeal further. A team of a copy-writer and an art director is formed, and depending on 

the size of the campaign is often spearheaded by an associate creative director.  The 

“creative process” begins by constructing the ideal consumer for this particular product. 

This is a stage that at Rana‟s office at Saatchi and Saatchi often refers to as “who are 

we talking to?” 

Salma recalls that when she worked on Laziza, a non-alcoholic beer brewed in 

Lebanon, the focus was on which geographic location the product will sell. Having 

identified the regions (Beirut suburbs and Tripoli; areas that have a high concentration 

of religious Muslims), the question that emerged was: on what cultural aspects of these 

areas to focus? This was one instance that necessitated sights from the ground to study 

the people‟s approach to life and explore possible competition. In light of the findings, 

the ad agency can tailor a message specific to the niche market for Laziza. This case 

reveals an approach that advertisers follow with local domestic brands. The case is 

much different with global products.  

Amal believes that the close affiliation that Lebanese agencies have with global 

conglomerates (whether consolidation or collaboration) allows for adopting guidelines 

for brands that are marketed worldwide. With universal marketing standards, such 

brands maintain consistency of messages and images wherever these products are 

present. Such an approach to advertising global products follows what in her agency is 
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known as Visual Identity Guidelines (VIG). The outcome is that wherever the 

consumer is, she is able to recognize the product. Amal takes Nike as an example. The 

Nike check-mark logo is recognizable everywhere.  However, there are exceptions in 

some cases of cultural differences when adopting these guidelines. Amal maintains that 

a product‟s VIG would typically have a meticulous list of rules to follow should an 

exception be required. Such exceptions that require a change of the global message 

rarely apply to logos and are more often related to slogans.  

Market Research and Campaign Strategies 

Much of the advertising process is informed by what the advertising experts 

think they know about consumers. Obtaining data on how consumers behave, what 

appeals to them, and how viewers receive media is crucial in the process. According to 

a study by the Arab Advisor Group (AAG), the number of free to air (FTA) satellite 

channels has risen from 263 in October 2006 to 290 in January 2007. The increase is on 

two of the satellite networks in the Middle East, Arabsat and Nilesat, used for the AAG 

study (ArabAd, August 2007, p. 6). The number of channels accessible to Lebanese 

viewers presents challenges for advertisers. While the study at hand focuses on 

broadcast television in Lebanon, it is important to note that these stations do not 

function in a void. “Today, audiences are becoming increasingly unpredictable, and the 

media [are becoming] cluttered and dizzyingly expensive to boot” (ArabAd, June 2008, 

p. 6). Turim & Grise hold that in an increasingly globalized world, marketers and 

advertisers must rely on local research to obtain insights on strategic planning (Turim & 



 154 

Grise, ArabAd, October 2006, p. 98). Accordingly, this chapter will consider social and 

technological factors that impact advertisers‟ decisions.  

Amal, for example, notes how Intermarkets approaches data collection. The 

process is what the agency calls “Uses and Awareness Research.”  This type of 

research, Amal states, provides a comprehensive view of a product‟s consumer profile 

in terms of “how he thinks, how he sees the brand versus other brands.” Based on 

various parameters important to this specific brand, quantitative research is conducted 

on a randomly selected sample representative population to investigate what appeals in 

a given brand and how consumers perceive it. Taking Almaza (a Lebanese beer brand) 

as an example, Amal bases the advertising approach and brand positioning on the 

research results. Thus, if respondents describe Almaza as “not cheerful,” advertisers 

know to address the fun aspect of Almaza‟s character in the next communiqué.  

By the same token, Rana highlights the importance of qualitative research 

results that Saatchi & Saatchi conducts. Similarly, she maintains, Proctor & Gamble is 

an international marketing conglomerate that has developed high research standards. 

Rana holds that this particular client conducts focus group studies to tease out what 

consumers appreciate about a product such as Ariel.  Based on these studies, the agency 

is able to create an advertisement with optimum outreach. Furthermore, Rana reveals 

that Saatchi follows the corporate research method, “Explore,” through which 

researchers are immersed in the consumers‟ lives, embedded in their daily habits, and 

observant of their individual and social behaviors. In essence, the goal of the intensive 
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ethnography is to learn about consumers‟ needs and be able to use this information in 

shaping a brand‟s positioning. 

At Draft/FCB, Hani highlights the “Mind, Mood, Moment” signature approach. 

While this is based on a focus group approach, this study is unique in that it relies on 

social relations for accuracy in reporting feedback and for accountability. Hani asserts 

that when a group of friends participates in a group study, they hold one another 

accountable and in a way, prevent exaggeration or one-upmanship that may result 

among anonymous individuals. Furthermore, he praises the lack of inhibitions that 

interactions among friends allow.   

Amal states that advertisers classify campaigns into two categories: corporate 

campaigns and tactical campaigns. Corporate campaigns are generally informative and 

do not usually involve promotions or particular themes. Brands using these campaign 

approaches follow the established universal guidelines. Amal elaborates by taking 

Orange Telecom as a product that advertised the brand itself and what the name 

“Orange Telecom” stands for. In a tactical campaign, Orange Telecom would create a 

communication about a line of products – in this case, the iPhone. Promoting the 

iPhone as part of the Orange Telecom products is a tactical campaign. Amal asserts that 

it is the tactical campaigns that require communiqués that are custom-tailored and are 

different in each cultural location. 

Another type of campaigns is civic campaigns. Hani believes that civic 

campaigns are important to build trust in the community in which a brand is present. He 

uses his client, Byblos Bank, as an example. Byblos Bank released a campaign that 
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addressed issues of national unity claiming that while the Lebanese may differ, they 

always rise above their differences and the Bank is always there for support. The goal 

of this campaign, Hani reveals, is to give a feeling to the consumer that Byblos Bank is 

a true patriotic bank that cares for customers and non-customers. The portrayal of a 

patriotic and caring Byblos Bank within the context of national unity during times of 

crisis created a unique position for it. The issue of nationhood, national unity, and 

patriotism were a common theme across the interviews. At this stage, the study is 

concerned with the use of this theme as a point of appeal. Later, this chapter will look 

into how advertisers regard national unity in light of constructing brand identity and 

character.     

Finding a key strategy to approach consumers and entice them to choose one 

brand over another is the main goal in an advertising campaign. Hani states that there is 

a plethora of brands in a product line to the extent that highlighting brand qualities is no 

longer effective. In the case of one of Hani‟s client brands, Chateau Musar, Hani 

confesses that there is not much difference in taste and quality between this domestic 

wine and others such as Kefraya and Ksara. For that reason, currently all wines from 

Lebanese cellars communicate different emotional attributes. One of the latter, for 

example, states that it is “pays dans a grand vins” (Tr. “spirit of a country in a big 

wine”) while the other went with “Le Vin de Liban” (Tr. “The Wine of Lebanon”). 

Chateau Musar‟s response was to create a new rhetoric and avoid association with 

Lebanon. Hani claims that while people are aware of Musar‟s origin, the goal was to 

differentiate it by giving it a French experience. 
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PRODUCTS AND IMAGE POSITIONING  

Defining the Target Consumer 

Lebanese advertising has shifted through the past decades from a hard sell 

approach that recounts the qualities and benefits of the product to the use of emotional 

and personal appeals. Amal notes that advertising agencies have shed the classic scope 

through which they viewed consumers: demographics. An outdated approach to today‟s 

market, advertisers no longer describe their target audiences in terms of income, age, 

education…etc. Rather, each advertising agency, she observes, has its own terms of 

definitions that revolve along the axes of personality and personal preferences. 

Following the global practice in this industry, advertisers in Lebanon see consumers as 

clusters of multinational individuals joined by others with lifestyles, attitudes, values, 

and choices. At Amal‟s agency, this approach is called a “cross-cultural consumer 

categorizing scheme” (The 4 C‟s). As such, the advertiser is able to formulate an image 

of the ideal consumer beyond demographics but with enough detail to understand 

behavior and the rationale for it. The resulting picture dictates the language as well as 

the channels through which to communicate with the target audience.  

In Salma‟s experience, it was crucial to the campaign to figure out the pattern of 

behavior for the product‟s typical consumer. Salma‟s creative team created a person 

“X” and gave him a religiously-neutral name such as Ziad or Karim (as opposed to 

John or Mohammed). The next step was to imagine “Ziad‟s” daily life: what he does, 

what nightclubs he frequents, the gym at which he works out… etc. Once the team 

created a complete picture of Ziad, they could understand how to “talk to him.” In the 

case of Ariel, Rana recalls crafting the “Ariel Lady.” The creative team thought of a 
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representation of the person whom they are addressing in the ad and did their best to 

create a character as closest to that individual.  

Hani argues that a demographic-free advertising approach overcomes hurdles 

that advertisers often face in the Lebanese society. In a Lebanese sectarian society, he 

asserts that it is best to stay away from controversial subjects such as religious 

affiliation. Thus, not only is there a need to create an identity for the featured product, 

but it is also crucial to construct a brand personality confined to a neutral character that 

caters to a community beyond religion and political affiliation. During times of war, 

Hani observes, advertisers veered away from religious and political segmentation. As 

such, there is an agreement across all respondents that such associations result in 

unpleasant reminders and will alienate part of the population. Presenting a neutral and 

sterile environment to situate a product placates social anxieties and fears.   

In essence, the brand itself is transformed to a person with human traits. The 

value of this process is a great advantage for the brand. It allows the product to 

transcend its physical state of an object to become a person with whom the consumer 

builds a relationship. In Amal‟s opinion, relevance is fundamental to the success of a 

product. In essence, the goal of an advertisement is to prove the product‟s relevance to 

the consumer: “the product means something to the consumer.” Amal concludes that “it 

[the ad] is not a statement about the brand, it is a statement about the consumer.” 

According to the ArabAd (June 2006), the advertising industry‟s magazine in 

the Arab world, Middle Eastern youth are now exposed to the world more than they 

have ever been. The magazine hails that the buying behavior in the Arab world has 
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changed overnight due to the recent exposure to “hugely consumer oriented Western 

world” (ArabAd, June 2006).  Hani views the Lebanese individual as an “international 

person.” Hani‟s description of the Lebanese is: “He wears Diesel jeans, and drives a 

Mini Cooper and watches Hollywood films, uses French perfume and speaks English to 

begin with.” Hani is asserts that this is the reason why the Lebanese citizen “feels 

comfortable” with “universal references.”  

A study used by Coca Cola - Middle East distinguishes between four groups of 

Arab youth: conservatives, well-balanced, family-oriented, and rebels (ArabAd, June 

2006). The latter group, the study holds, describes individuals who have high regard for 

personal freedom, self-gratification, and power and influence. This group is more likely 

to appreciate friends over family within the other categories in the study. According to 

Adham Hussein, Region Marketing Manager of Coca Cola - Middle East, the 

knowledge of social trends informs the approach to advertising campaigns. A new form 

of society is emerging in the Middle East. Youngsters increasingly exposed to Western 

culture are beginning to think beyond geographic boundaries, albeit timidly given the 

rigid structures. Accordingly, Hussein believes that a successful marketing campaign is 

that which pushes the social limits without breaking them entirely. Companies, he 

argues, “can push boundaries simply by elevating the level of dialogue with them 

[young generation], speaking their language, acting as their friend…” (ArabAd, June 

2006, p. 68).   

Karam states that while releasing a television commercial depicting Harvey 

Keitel‟s life and struggles, it was specifically the Johnnie Walker commercials 
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featuring Lebanese icons that struck a chord with Lebanese audiences. Two 

commercials presented the success story of Lebanese individuals such as famous 

Hollywood film-score composer, Gabriel Yared, and world renowned fashion designer, 

Elie Saab. Johnnie Walker‟s slogan in these television commercials was “Keep 

Walking.” The image that this brand presented in these communiqués was that this is a 

product that is consumed by those ambitious people who face their challenges and 

proceed to achieve success. The main goal of an advertisement is to reach out 

effectively to its target audience. Accordingly, as Karam notes, since Keitel is only 

familiar to a select few in Lebanon, the message in which he appears was not as 

successful. On the other hand, fellow countryman Yared, who won an Oscar for 

composing the score of The English Patient, and Saab, whose designs were worn by the 

likes of Halle Berry on her winning night of the award, are figures that the Lebanese 

viewer recognizes. Yared and Saab‟s “journeys” are stories to which the Lebanese 

viewers could relate. 

The selection of two international Lebanese star figures in the Johnnie Walker 

messages highlights personal achievement and success. However, unlike common 

success stories, these ads feature global success as an attainable feat to a Lebanese 

individual. Success, in these scenarios, transcends national boundaries. It is apparent 

that producing the Johnnie Walker TVCs required personal triumphs of a global 

magnitude. Global success bears significantly more weight than would achievements on 

a local or regional level. The Johnnie Walker approach is indicative of a formula that 

advertisers follow in globalizing the local – focusing on the cosmopolitanism of the 
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Lebanese individualism. This trend is echoed in our study‟s analysis of TVC trends in 

the previous chapter. 

Social and Emotional Aspirations 

A common theme throughout the interviews with these advertisers was the 

importance of emotional appeals in advertisements. They unequivocally stated that a 

successful television commercial is closely tied to how “aspirational” the message is. In 

other words, a commercial advertisement utilizes the language of aspirations and 

dreams to create desire in the product.  Hani, for example, integrates desires in an ad for 

Chateau Musar. Wine consumers aspire for a “universal spirit,” he declares. Musar’s 

Lebanese origin is “banal” to them. Asserting its Lebanese-ness is a “turn-off.” The 

appeal, however, is in the sense of universality that Chateau Musar brings. Stepping 

away from the Lebanese vineyard and the Lebanese traditional setting creates an air of 

a sophisticated lifestyle that goes beyond Lebanon.  

Hani reveals that those who drink wine are more likely to be of a particular 

social denomination. They are educated and appreciate high culture and habits 

associated with it. From Hani‟s description, it is logical that he is referring to what 

Pierre Bourdieu (1984) describes as cultural capital. According to Bourdieu, cultural 

capital is the wealth of intellectual, cultural and social knowledge that an individual 

acquires by belonging to an educated and highly professional family. Catering to higher 

tastes and intellect is evident in the case of Aiishti clothing. Salma recalls a Leo-Burnett 

commercial for Aiishti‟s high-end clothing. Aiishti is a store where the lowest price-tag 

for a shirt is $100, according to Salma. In her opinion, since education is closely 
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associated with income in Lebanon, this store targets individuals with high income who 

by default enjoy a high capital intellect and understanding of the world. Aiishti‟s use of 

Martin Luther King Jr.‟s “I have a dream” speech in the ad appeals to those who know 

the significance of this speech; those who have cultural capital, those have been 

educated overseas. Salma finds the Aiishti ad “brilliant and work[s] excellent for 

fashion.” The message is inspirational because it makes its target viewer know that the 

brand is aware of her culture – or at least the culture to which he strives to belong. 

More often than not, advertisers view the Lebanese citizen as a critical and 

sophisticated individual. Amal, for example, describes the typical Lebanese as 

snobbish, picky and smug; adjectives that are marvelously captured in one Lebanese 

colloquial word “mfazlak.” The Lebanese, says Amal, is a person who “lives in debt 

[beyond his means]… he pays too much attention to appearances.” Furthermore, Amal 

maintains that the Lebanese is a person who typically regards him/herself in very high 

esteem. These are details that an advertiser must take in to consideration when 

developing a communication. The case requires diligent attention to constructing a 

sense of amiable arrogance and affable sophistication. 

Nationalistic Appeals  

The informants for this study agree that more recently and due to the latest 

political developments [referring to the Israeli retreat from South Lebanon in 2000, and 

more recently the success in forcing Syrian presence out of the country in 2005], there 

is a rise of unprecedented national pride and self-awareness. The advertisers 

interviewed expressed this phenomenon in more than one way. Some observed that the 
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Lebanese see themselves as the “phoenix rising from the ashes” – a metaphorical sense 

of how the Lebanon triumphed over a 15-year war, an Israeli invasion, and Syrian 

dominance. Others alluded to the cultural make-up of the Lebanese situated in the 

middle of West and East thus creating a fertile ground for culture and art. The Lebanese 

national pride has certainly made its way from the everyday scene to the television 

screen. Lebanese virtues of uniqueness and triumph have seeped into (if not flooded) 

the advertising industry.  

While Hani may agree on the notion of Lebanese pride, he believes that the 

Lebanese citizen is critical of his homeland. This poses a dilemma to advertisers. Based 

on Hani‟s understanding of the Lebanese society, as proud a patriot the Lebanese 

citizen may be, he “does not like to see himself contained in this bubble that is called 

Lebanon.” Hani notes: 

He is Lebanese, but his aspirations, ambitions, and his culture and his education 
is located outside, or if it is not him, his cousin. So, he is very exposed to the 
outside so much so that he considers himself and he tries to be a citizen of the 
world more than the keeping to the Lebanese identity. 
 

 Similarly, Amal states that national pride is paramount for a Lebanese citizen. 

Regardless of what befalls the country, the Lebanese citizen is proud of her national 

origin. Amal adds that a Lebanese individual may favor Western fashion, or may 

develop a taste for Western fads, however, this does not preclude her national pride. 

She argues that the “Lebanese affinity” for the West is what makes this country unique.  

But what does it mean „to be Lebanese‟ to advertisers in Lebanon? More 

specifically, how do advertisers define citizenship in times of turmoil? In light of recent 
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events following the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, advertisers 

took it upon themselves to address the situation. Hoda states that instead of targeting 

demographic groups, advertisers ended up addressing the Lebanese community divided 

along ideological differences. While perhaps the direction in which advertisements 

headed were not necessarily intentional, by default, aspirations differed from one group 

to another. The pro-Hariri camp (aka the March 14 Alliance; date referring to the major 

demonstration commemorating Hariri‟s passing), favors neo-liberalism, is open to the 

west, and by default caters to the affluent. Their opponent alliance (the March 8 

Coalition, in reference to the Hizbollah protest in support of Syrian presence in 

Lebanon) on the other hand, is spearheaded by Hizbollah and follows a religiously 

conservative and pro-Syrian/Iranian line of thought. Supporters of the latter tend to be 

of lower-income and less educated communities. As such, Hoda explains, the two 

political sides not only have different political agendas but also are inherently divergent 

in the type of communities they represent. Thus, while advertisers sought a niche group 

for a particular product, the result was alienating the rest of the community.    

From another perspective, Amal, Karam, and Salma agree that the advertising 

industry did engage the current events happening on the Lebanese scene. 

Advertisements addressing the political discord are tricky since one risks alienating a 

portion of the audience. Nevertheless, they argue, a product would succeed in being 

relevant to society if it speaks to the consumer‟s psyche. Rana argues that it is a must 

for a product to “mirror society” if it were to succeed. As the sense of patriotism surged 

after the Hariri assassination, people took to the streets in an outburst of emotion. 
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Advertisers establish that campaigns take a very neutral approach in times of crisis. In 

this context, ad scenarios focus on the idea of „nation,‟ „unity,‟ and „cohesion.‟ Karam 

observes that advertisers focused on the “commonalities” between all parties involved 

in the conflict. The result was a set of campaigns that appealed to the humanity of the 

Lebanese citizen and not the politics that divide society.  

It is important to note that while informants revealed that in their view, the 

Lebanese citizen is part of a global culture, they highlight the uniqueness of the 

Lebanese society. Accordingly, and depending on the product and its character, it was 

crucial to present a global culture while still appealing to the unique traits that the 

Lebanese consumer enjoys. Overall, the respondents agree that it is integral to a 

product‟s success to cater to the Lebanese individual‟s uniqueness within the context of 

a “modern and international personality.”  For example, Karam explores the Johnnie 

Walker commercial campaigns that individually focused on major artists‟ journey 

through life.  

In a campaign that tells Saab‟s story, Johnnie Walker endorses the world-

renowned fashion designer‟s journey as he overcame all obstacles (war, displacement, 

and immigration) that resulted from the Lebanese conflict. Karam maintains that all the 

Lebanese people can relate to Saab‟s story; it speaks to their fears and addresses their 

dreams. Featuring the product as part of the success story is particularly successful 

when the ad refers to Saab who represents the experiences shared by all Lebanese alike. 

Despite advertising alcohol, and by default, a particular segment of the population that 
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consumes alcohol, the Johnnie Walker message transcended religious and political 

differences by creating a universal appeal to all Lebanese viewers.  

Karam states that despite the religious association (and therefore, the political 

orientation) that the name Elie Saab holds, the Lebanese people tend to forget religious 

divisions once a fellow countryman makes an international success. „Eli‟ is short for 

Elias – a name that finds its roots with the prophet Elijah in the Christian faith. 

Therefore, clearly, Saab is of a Christian background. Karam claims that because of his 

international success, “no one would resume thinking about his religious identity and 

the sect that divides [the Lebanese society]. Karam continues that “the funny thing 

about the Lebanese and the fabric of our society, is that even if the individual, the 

„succeeder‟, is Muslim, Christian, Orthodox, somehow he becomes a Lebanese hero.” 

With the same token, Audi Bank released a campaign in dire times. Hani asserts 

that at the time of the release, the economy, the market, and national morale had 

reached an all-time low. He claims that no other brand or product invested in new 

campaigns given the uncertainty of the political situation. The Audi Bank advertising 

team, on the other hand, thought it appropriate to build corporate image by releasing a 

campaign that speaks to the situation and not necessarily the bank itself. Hani argues 

that the campaign “gave a feeling that [Audi Bank] was a true patriotic bank that cares 

for its users and non users and that [the campaign] made their [the bank‟s] image really 

stand out vis-à-vis other banks and they were perceived as leaders in the industry.” 

Other examples reveal how advertisements in Lebanon spin a state of war to 

their positioning advantage. Shortly after Israel‟s war on Lebanon in July 2006, 
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advertisers engaged in campaigns of hope and nationalism. Once again, Lebanon saw 

much destruction and death during the Israeli bombings of the south and main bridges 

in the country. The aftermath was a decapitated infrastructure and an emotionally 

broken people. Advertisers once again established their brands as part of the Lebanese 

fabric: the products themselves, much like the people, are victims of this war. Amal 

provides the example of Fine tissues. She explains that this manufacturing plant for this 

product located in the suburbs of Beirut was bombed. Amal maintains that since the 

plant was burnt, the Fine management resorted to using a Fine product made in Jordan 

to meet the demand. Thus, she argues, an advertisement served two purposes: one, to 

notify consumers of the temporary change and two, to rally support as Fine, much like 

Lebanon, will recover. Amal notes that the ad featured this message by framing the 

Fine package in bandages.   

Similarly, Subaru 4x4 addressed the condition in which the country was left by 

using the all-terrain car as a means to go through and beyond bombed streets and 

bridges. Hani holds that this strategy relied solely on people‟s concerns about 

commuting and travelling in Lebanon. While the television commercial for Subaru 4x4 

had no mention of the car‟s qualities, the vehicle‟s performance may have appeared in a 

subtle manner as it drove through the ruins. Hani stresses that the main message for this 

communication is for the Lebanese viewer to know that the Subaru brand understands 

his situation and that the car is relevant to his livelihood.  
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Tonality in Advertising: 

A diverse community such as that constitutes the Lebanese society requires 

meticulous communication in order to achieve the desired response from viewers. The 

complexity of the Lebanese citizen presents advertisers with a set of challenges. One 

approach to which the participants in this study attribute much success in the campaigns 

is humor. As he emphasizes the utility of humor in ads, Karam points out the difference 

in approach based on the product at hand. While a beverage may use puns, a bank may 

have a more somber form of humor.  

Salma believes that the Lebanese society is a community that “loves to tell 

stories and loves to tell jokes.” Her impression of the Lebanese society is that in which 

people spend much time outsmarting one-another with humor and wit. For example, 

one of her client brands, Heineken, released a worldwide campaign that relied on catch 

phrases. The result was a very creative set of advertisements that took unique forms: 

well-dressed storefront mannequins places in random places with witty signs. One 

stated “Curiosity only kills cats,” referring to Heineken’s platform as a beer for 

socialites; people who are curious to meet other people. Another one placed at the 

Beirut airport that cleverly said “everybody has something to declare!” These ads, 

Salma reports, succeed because they fall within the spirit of the Lebanese culture. 

In the case of Audi Bank, the approach is witty and smart. In the Audi Bank 

“Sun” television campaign, Karam explains, school children are in drawing class where 

each is sketching the sun. One of them makes a cut out of a frame for his picture within 

seconds. The astonished teacher inquires as to what he did. The child takes the cutout, 

which is now hollow frame with nothing in the middle and he puts it up against the 
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window overlooking a clear blue sky and bright sun. Hence, the child has thought of a 

brilliant way to “think outside of the box” create a portrait of the sun through putting 

the frame over the window. The “Sun” commercial presents an example of the elegance 

and wit that viewers appreciate. A bank institution such as Audi dictates a tonality that 

is far from slapstick humor.   

Another example is Laziza‟s puns and play on words. Salma found that one of 

the challenges for Laziza was to feature what once was an alcoholic beer beyond 

focusing only on the “0% alcohol” message that may be associated only with those 

observing the Muslim faith. The use of puns was one way in which this brand could 

appear as a fun “hip” beverage. Thus the result was reliance on typical Lebanese pop 

catch-phrases such as khalleeha Laziza (Tr. “keep it sweet”). Another pun that JWT 

developed is “Laziza til‟it ruha” (Tr. Laziza‟s spirit has departed). In colloquial 

Lebanese, this phrase also reveals frustration and impatience – the equivalent in the 

U.S. perhaps is “you‟re killing me!” Not only has the spirit slogan made reference to 

Laziza‟s 0% alcohol content, but it also reflected people‟s dissatisfaction with the 

current political stalemate, economic losses, and declining social services in Lebanon at 

the time.  

Amal also finds political references beneficial in creating a rapport between the 

consumer and the product. Slogans addressing politics, she observes, prove highly 

successful since if the Lebanese people agree on one thing it is their discontent with 

politicians. During the winter of 2009, the Lebanese parliamentary election campaigns 

were in full throttle during the winter. Considering the drop in demand for beer during 
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winter and the political bickering before the elections, Intermarkets came up with a 

slogan: “Almaza ma bit-rashshih hadan.” In the Lebanese dialect, this slogan means 

both: “Almaza does not cause anyone headcolds” as well as “Almaza does not nominate 

anyone.” This was a pun that translated Almaza‟s core values of being a hip popular 

drink as well as its presence on the market as it alluded to the winter.  

Thus far, the data that these interviews provide this study have related to the 

ways in which the advertisers view the Lebanese society and how they approach their 

target consumer. However, what decisions educate these experts‟ choices in creating a 

particular look and feel for television commercials? How does their knowledge 

translate to their creative work in producing these messages?  

ADVERTISING THE GLOBAL PRODUCT 

For the purpose of this study, any imported product will be considered a global 

one. Arguably, a commodity may derive its prominence from the reputation of the state 

that produced it. A car made in Germany is different than a vehicle manufactured in 

India. Vehicles made in Germany have acquired a reputation whether in precision, 

efficiency, safety… etc. India, on the other hand has not established as high a reputation 

in manufacturing cars due to its lower output, lower expertise and the implication of 

lower quality. The assumption is based on the respondents‟ belief in product advantages 

or limitations based on the product‟s country of origin. As products acquire different 

standing through their origin, the discussion below will explore how a product‟s 

nationality affects its image. More so, this discussion will investigate the nuances that 
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advertisers employ in focusing attention to the product‟s origin or steering away from 

it.  

At Proctor & Gamble, Rana states, much of the creative work done on imported 

products mostly revolves on adaptation. Adapting commercial communiqués from 

abroad is a translation of a commercial to a more marketable form to the local 

audiences. The client requests a local packaging (labeling in Arabic) or audio dubbing 

to Arabic. Products such as Picon, Lavache Kiri (The Laughing Cow in the U.S.), and 

Cadbury are cases that require adaptation. Rana sees that the benefit of adapting these 

products to Arabic is that once they are retouched for local audiences, the ads can be 

used all over the Arab world.  

In the advertising industry efficiency and cost reduction is paramount as long as 

communicating to the consumer is effective. However, there are cases where investing 

in producing a commercial proves highly beneficial. Karam sees creating a television 

commercial locally yields great results if well executed for this specific audience. In the 

case of Pantene, for example, the product is internationally known as a beauty product. 

However, in order to “push it” locally, the commercial that aired in Lebanon was in line 

with the international ad release, however instead of featuring Miss America, Miss 

Lebanon starred as the celebrity applying the product to her hair.   

Advertising a global product to consumers in Lebanon requires certain level of 

dexterity and mastery of cultural trends. Karam, for example, notes that promoting a 

global product varies in approach from one brand to another. He recollects the 

development of Audi Bank‟s campaign and its brand evolution over the years. Karam 
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states that in its early years when Audi Bank was founded in Lebanon it focused solely 

on the art of banking in its communication. Focusing on the services the Bank provides 

restricted its advertisements to business jargon. The high-brow classic approach and the 

visualizing clients as money holders limited the Bank‟s appeal to business people while 

alienating potential non-business clients. The Audi Bank messages, Karam admits, were 

not in touch with the average Lebanese consumer. They were too snobbish and 

sophisticated.  

Soon Audi Bank‟s approach emerged to a more public-oriented approach using a 

campaign that focused on their client‟s achievements with “Grow Beyond Your 

Potential.” This campaign released in English as well as its Arabic equivalent (“Your 

potential reaches far beyond your abilities [financial] allow”) relied on wheat as a 

visual metaphor: plant a few grains keeps on multiplying. The wheat image, according 

to Karam, portrayed a closer association to the local population and the everyday 

commoner. In retrospect, this campaign catered to a universal desire to grow and 

evolve. The television commercials that came out during this campaign were not only 

shown in Lebanon, but also in Egypt and other Arab states. Karam points out that the 

image of wheat was significant in the process. He maintains that wheat is a symbol for 

abundance; a desire shared universally.   

The same scenario applies to Smints (European-made breath-freshener candy). 

Hani recalls that Draft/FCB advertisement for Smints created a big buzz in Lebanon. 

The reason for its popularity is that it had a slogan that came from the core of 

Lebanon‟s youth culture. Hani explains that young adults in Lebanon use an English 
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phrase which has absolutely no meaning whatsoever: “Kiss me again.” The reason for 

this phrase to become such part of pop culture is that it is a twist on a crass colloquial 

curse word. The sound of the word „kiss‟ in English refers to a human caress involving 

lips. In Lebanon, it refers to the female genital organ. “Kiss me again,” Hani explains, 

is the Lebanese popular way of softening the blow of a bad slip of the tongue. In other 

words, just as “kiss me again” is an attempt to clean up one‟s language in public, 

Smints cleans one‟s breath in public. The “kiss me again” campaign was highly 

successful because it brought an international product to the level of the Lebanese 

viewer. 

For Zwan canned luncheon meats the case was different. Zwan is a Dutch brand 

of meats that grew popular during the war in Lebanon. In recent years, the product saw 

a drop in sales in the Lebanese market given the myriad of choices in fast-food and 

home-delivery services. Salma‟s advertising team saw an opportunity to bring back 

what this product once meant to the Lebanese consumer while giving it a hip edge. The 

solution, Salma notes, was to create a scenario that harkens its past with the Lebanese 

consumer while evoking a sense of awesomeness with its link to today‟s pop culture. 

Thus, the Zwan love story commercial was born. A boy and a girl are separated by the 

war and rejoin decades later when the girl – who has now grown up – recognizes an all 

too familiar scene: a ketchup spot on her childhood friend, eating a Zwan sandwich at a 

street vendor‟s shack with the typical habit of staining his shirt with ketchup.  The ad‟s 

appeal, Salma states, is in the way it was executed. The commercial was shot as if it 

were a Hollywood movie trailer. To achieve this result, the production relied on 
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impeccable photography with a Polaroid feel and a grainy-film look accompanied by a 

“grandiose” piano score.  

The question is: why not opt for a trendy commercial for Zwan from Europe? 

Why invest in great deal of resources into conceptualizing and executing the “love 

story” when a blockbuster image could have been simply imported and adapted for 

Lebanese consumption? Salma points out that while the Hollywood feel in this 

commercial gave this product a cool trendy image, it was the localization of the 

message that really worked for Lebanon. In Lebanon, she explains, the way people 

show love is through food. During the war, an easily accessible comfort food was 

Zwan. The Zwan “love story” brought back memories for their target consumers: the 

young Lebanese mothers, who themselves lived and understand what Zwan stood for at 

the time. Performing the story in a movie-like scenario and adding romance with a 

happy ending was intended to stir up emotions and nostalgia.   

These above cases provide an insight on advertisers‟ approach to global 

products in a domestic market. A common theme in their strategies is the belief that 

Lebanese consumers relate more to an imported product if the product appealed to their 

local culture. The advertisers interviewed unanimously provide accounts that the 

Lebanese are proud of their culture. If this is the case, then logically, it can be assumed 

that consuming products made in Lebanon would cater to the consumer‟s sense of 

pride.   
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ADVERTISING THE DOMESTIC PRODUCT 

Karam states for products that are uniquely Lebanese and that have long been 

part of the local tradition, such as Ta’nayil (labneh, a traditional Lebanese yogurt 

spread) rely on their cultural connection. Ta’nayil, Karam asserts, is a brand that has 

been part of the Lebanese household for decades. While the brand has always beckoned 

the Lebanese country image that stands for quality and purity, Karam states that it 

needed a “cosmopolitan flare.” The result was a television commercial that featured a 

Lebanese grandmother‟s exchange with a French airport customs officer regarding her 

taking Ta’nayel products to her immigrant grandsons overseas. Karam states that this 

comedic ad established Ta’nayel‟s “appeal to old nostalgia with the flare of a 

cosmopolitan airport.” This positioning continued Ta’nayel‟s legacy of purity – as the 

grandmother trusts the brand to her grandchildren – but combined it with “modern 

innuendos” pertaining to the overwhelming number of Lebanese families with members 

living abroad. Thus, Ta’nayel highlighted its ties to Lebanese traditions in its 

communiqué. Karam sees that not all labneh brands can count on traditional ties as did 

Ta’nayel. 

Karam illustrates that Ta’nayel‟s competitor, Candia, took an opposite 

approach. Karam is critical of the Candia brand and its position in the market. The 

issue with Candia, he states, is its vagueness. Candia is owned by Syrians, 

manufactured in Lebanon with milk imported from Egypt (the package states: E.A.R 

for Egyptian Arab Republic). Furthermore, Karam states that Candia marketers are 

happy to present it as French. Consumers in Lebanon are not familiar with E.A.R. as in 

Lebanese refer to Egypt as “Masr” (Tr.: Egypt). The “E.A.R.” label is confusing: “They 
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will always think it is the Emirates or South Africa which is a bit more trustworthy 

[than Egypt].” Given the complexity of Candia‟s national origins, the product‟s 

television commercial portrayed an “ultra-modern lifestyle.” 

The Candia advertisement featured a father in his 30s playfully feeding his 

infant daughter labneh bites. They sit in what Karam describes as a futuristic kitchen 

space. Essentially, the kitchen in which the ad takes place resembles a designer kitchen 

that one may find in high-income suburban homes in the U.S. or Europe. Karam 

observes that not only does this ad utilize a cosmopolitan space to convey the brand 

image, but it also relies on the interaction between characters. In this scenario, the 

father is the one in the kitchen feeding his daughter. This message is clearly making a 

statement on family roles and in Karam‟s opinion, it speaks to professional mothers. 

Karam concludes that the Candia ad reinvents this traditional Lebanese staple in a more 

cosmopolitan color. In effect, the message diverts ones attention from the product‟s 

origin to the sentimental value for which the product stands.  

The same approach is evident with Vanilla. Hani asserts that it was important 

that the image of the Lebanese lingerie store, Vanilla, be associated with the West. He 

maintains that in order for this brand to be successful in a Lebanese market, the 

commercial developed for Vanilla required the use of the foreign appeal. Accordingly, 

the Vanilla ad cast a Russia woman from with distinctively Caucasian features. The 

actor‟s light skin-tone, blond hair, and light-colored eyes were the focus in casting her. 

Because of the nature of the product, Vanilla‟s Russian cast was an exception. 

Presenting lingerie in an exotic and sensual tone required a hyper-sexualized image. 
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Hani stresses the importance of casting in an advertisement. In recent years, he 

emphasizes, advertisers have sought faces that resemble the local Lebanese citizen in 

order to make the featured product relevant to a Lebanese audience. Within the same 

view, Amal declares that using blond and blue-eyed characters is uncommon in 

advertising practices. The exception occurs only when a television commercial is 

imported and a limited budget precludes shooting a localized version of the ad. She 

maintains that it is important to use an Arab-looking cast in an ad. However, Hani 

questions the typical Lebanese look, claiming that Lebanese personal traits are non-

existent. He claims that while a native of Zouk Mikayel, a coastal town in Lebanon, 

Hani‟s father is blond and blue-eyed. Advertisers, he argues, must acknowledge the 

genetic diversity in Lebanon. Furthermore, he adds, with the prevalence of hair dyes 

and hair oxidization treatments, “you won‟t find any women who are brunette. They 

[Lebanese women] are all blond. Regardless of this phenomenon, Hani states, 

advertisers still choose their casts based on what they think would mirror Lebanese 

society. 

 Rana agrees that advertising in Lebanon has approached representation through 

a lens tainted by stereotypes of what a Lebanese citizen looks like. She asserts that in 

the recent decade, advertisers have made a conscious choice not to pick blonds in a cast 

because “we feel that it doesn‟t reflect the majority of the people.” It is in this instance 

that advertisers end up falling into clichés, she argues.  

 The respondents in this study agree that products made in Lebanon present a 

challenge when marketed domestically. Salma, for instance, confesses that the general 
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perception in the Lebanese society is that an imported product is by default superior to 

the one made locally. Salma explains that unfortunately, the Lebanese consumer does 

not have trust in the quality of Lebanese products. Similarly, Rana‟s experience informs 

her that a foreign brand is unjustifiably more respected. Product status, she adds, 

depends on the product category. A European-made electronic appliance is usually 

more respected if made in Germany than in the one made in China. Brands such as 

Ariel have European credentials and are backed by their sense of professionalism.  

 One example that Salma uses is the use of disposable tissues in her household 

while growing up. She recalls that her mother without a doubt trusts the imported 

Kleenex over the local brand Sanita despite the little difference in quality. Sekaily 

relays that it was perhaps her mother‟s concern over providing care for the family that 

prompted her to remain loyal to Kleenex. Perhaps it is the consumers‟ attitude toward 

foreign/domestic product origin that makes Rana believe in the advantages of tagging a 

domestic product with a European image.  

 The family owned ABC Mall in Lebanon is a client of Rana‟s. ABC 

advertisement follows a Western format. Rana indicates that in recent years ABC 

communications have all been inspired by Galerie La Fayette. Rana sees the ABC 

messages are “fresh, very energetic yet trendy at the same time.” Hani reveals that 

when the Chateau Musar appeared in a recent television commercial campaign that 

gave the wine a “French feel,” sales skyrocketed. Hani points out that the Chateau 

Musar owes its success to the image that “the ad itself was produced in France or 
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Canada, but certainly not in Lebanon.” The commercial message gave the product an 

added value.  

 Advertisers can go to extremes in „internationalizing‟ a brand‟s image. Hani 

himself admits to the farce of the industry practices in Lebanon: Henkel, a German-

based product, required a television commercial be shot in Lebanon. Hani maintains 

that because the brand was “made abroad, therefore trustworthy,” the strategy was to 

create an ad that appeared non-Lebanese. Hani explains: 

Henkel used to send their ads to Lebanon and they would do the dubbing here. 
In the research, it was apparent that […] they [consumers] have trust in the 
brand because the ad is from abroad, therefore [the product is] foreign, therefore 
trustworthy. We ended up having the cast speak and say sentences that are 
different from the script, just so that there wouldn‟t be a synch between the 
voice-over and their lips to pretend that this ad was imported. […] On purpose, 
we intentionally kept the synch with the audio off. The ad cast is Lebanese but 
we had them say anything as long as it was different from the script. So when 
we actually put the VO audio to the visuals, the audio was someplace and the 
visuals were in another [they did not match] which was the aim. Yes, because it 
is more credible.   
 

The approach was similar with other brands in Lebanon. Salma shares the 

Casper and Gambini food services tactic to marketing. She explains how marketing can 

pull a ploy to lure the public. She takes Casper and Gambini as an example of 

fabricating a brand with a „European aura.‟ When Casper and Gambini first started as a 

delivery services, its owners created a myth about their origin and success. Thus the use 

of fiction romanticized the brand‟s origin and gave it an imported character. The 

Casper and Gambini website tells the tale of two families‟ modest beginnings serving 

sandwiches at a harbor in Italy. According to Salma, the Casper and Gambini story 
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(also printed on the restaurant‟s menu) is an invention of its Lebanese owners. 

Regardless, she considers it a smart marketing ploy. Casper and Gambini is a Lebanese 

creation that, in Salma‟s opinion, has stands out from its competitors in Lebanon and 

the region because of the mythical Italian roots that its marketers created.  

In line with Salma‟s views, Hani states that advertisement‟s sole purpose is to 

promote a product. A commercial message can be “fresh,” “unusual” and “original,” it 

does not have to be truthful. He compares advertising to fiction namely, the award 

winning novel DeNiro’s Game by Lebanese author Rami Hajj. Hajj‟s work tells the 

story of the Lebanese war. However, it is not an accurate depiction of history. As a 

novel, it was not meant to be a historical account. It is a work of fiction based on actual 

events. Similarly, Hani states, advertising is not about the truth. As long as the ad is 

unique and effective, “there absolutely no need to be placed in a time [where] the 

events have to be true and genuine.” 

ELEMENTS OF CHARACTER: SETTINGS AND SPACES 

As established earlier, it is important that a television commercial appeal to 

consumers‟ social aspirations. An approach that many of the commercials stated thus 

far use is catering to lifestyle. At this juncture, it is important to explore how advertisers 

utilize space and setting to present aspirational factors in a featured product. 

Throughout the interviews conducted for this study, advertisers highlight the 

importance of creating a site to which consumers not only could relate but also could 

desire in a product. This necessitates a meticulously-produced environment where the 

advertisement strikes a balance by creating a world of desire while anchoring it within 
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the Lebanese viewer‟s real-life context. One of the factors that advertisers use to link a 

product to the viewers‟ aspirations is location.  

Karam gives Pert Plus as an example of how important choosing a location for 

an ad is when addressing a Lebanese consumer. To achieve success in Lebanon, Pert 

Plus used a bathroom that brings in an “element of sophistication and elegance.” 

Placing Pert Plus in a fancy bathroom reflects the product‟s status. While in the U.S. a 

Pert Plus commercial a normal average bathroom commonly found in an American 

household serves the purpose, in Lebanon, the case is different. Karam claims that the 

Lebanese consumer wants to imagine him/herself in an upscale bathroom. The 

American consumer “is not going to care.”     

Amal agrees with this position. She holds that portrayals of cosmopolitan spaces 

depend on the product. If, for example, an agency is developing an advertisement for a 

selective, high-end product such as Aiishti, it is important to communicate the 

exclusivity of the brand through the use of the location in which you shoot the ad. 

Aiishti‟s television commercial, she explains, was shot in Lebanon. The filming took 

place on a non-recognizable outdoor location in Lebanon. The venue appeared as if it 

were shot abroad. Amal argues that foreign-looking and unrecognizable filming 

locations can be found in Lebanon. Such locations are significantly less costly to use 

than sending a film crew abroad.  

Rana, on the other hand, reports that even when an advertisement intentionally 

seeks a characteristically-Lebanese space, finding a suitable location requires a 

concerted effort. As an example, Rana explains, if a commercial were to feature a 
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Lebanese country home, it would have be an “alpha” Lebanese house. The case may 

call for creating a set or manufacturing a look of a Lebanese home, she argues. The 

main challenge to her creative team is defining a true Lebanese look. In a quest to 

recreate the Lebanese home feel, Rana‟s team resorts to the use what one expects to 

find in a Lebanese kitchen: “[the] kind of cliché things make me smile that I find in 

there [in the advertisement] and that I find in my kitchen?” In this instance, Rana refers 

to the cliché things as the behaviors or comfort foods that a Lebanese person can relate 

to. She gives the example of how mothers always put pressure on their children to eat 

well; yet, a typical Lebanese mother offers her son some heavy sugary treat 

immediately after giving her a long lecture. Such anecdotal incidents are particularly 

relevant in Lebanese homes and as a result create a palpable humorous hit when they 

appear in advertisements.     

ELEMENTS OF CHARACTER: LANGUAGE 

In an editorial he wrote for the advertising industry magazine, ArabAd, Omar 

M. Koleilat states that there is an erosion of use of Arabic in the Lebanese society. He 

attributes this loss to war, emigration, and the ensuing intermarriages with foreign 

cultures. Children of such marriages or those who lived away from Lebanon during the 

war have grown up relying on a non-Arabic tongue. Nevertheless, he maintains, the 

over-reliance on English or French is pandemic in the Lebanese society. In Koleilat‟s 

opinion, the issue increases in gravity as women now have professional lives. Children 

are left with nannies with different origins [Sri Lanka, Philippines, Ethiopia…etc.] 

communicating in other languages (ArabAd, March 2006). Does the „Lebanon language 
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predicament‟ affect a product‟s image and stature? The following describes not only the 

difference of use of languages, but also reveals the nuances of language dialects.  

The difference in the uses between the local Arabic dialect in Lebanon (as well 

as in other Arab states) and the formal fus’ha Arabic is noteworthy. Generally speaking, 

as the fus’ha is the language of the Quran, it is the formal version of Arabic associated 

with official forms of communication such as political speeches and newscasts. Salma 

maintains that the fus’ha version of Arabic is typically for government-related 

announcements. Communiqués and formal announcements from government 

departments such as the Ministry of Education would typically rely on fus’ha and not 

the Arabic vernacular. Salma also attributes the use of the formal language to “the 

seriousness of the product.” Rana states that the Arabic language has been cautiously 

making an appearance in recent advertising campaigns. She stresses that, especially 

with television, the commercial use of the Arabic language is restricted to the Lebanese 

dialect and not in the formal language. 

X-tra Juice is a domestic and lower-end product that required a different 

approach. Salma claims that by admission of her client, the manufacturer of X-tra, this 

brand is an average people‟s beverage. X-tra, she claims, is mostly consumed on the go, 

when buying local snacks at a street-corner falafel store or a mana‟eesh (Lebanese 

thyme pies) bakery. Thus, it was appropriate for the X-tra commercial to feature a 

catchy tune in Lebanese dialect addressing its target consumers. The brand name lent 

itself to a very colloquial and very prominent use of the word „extra.‟ In Lebanon, 

„extra‟ has entered the Lebanese daily language to mean „excellent,‟ „in addition to,‟ or 
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„the works‟ (as in a sandwich with „the works‟). The jingle produced used the word 

„extra‟ repetitively applying all the word‟s connotations in the Lebanese colloquial. The 

result was that the language spoke the local language and brought X-tra into the 

public‟s attention in a colloquial Lebanese manner.  

However, there is a consensus among the advertisers interviewed that the use of 

Arabic, colloquial or fus‟ha, is risky. The case of Dynamisan illustrates the complexity 

of language use. Dynamisan is one very successful brand of dietary supplements in 

Lebanon. Hani recalls creating a series of advertising campaigns the last of which 

contained a voice-over tagline that read in Arabic. Hani explains that the choice of 

language for this particular brand yielded disastrous results. The product that was once 

established in the Lebanese market was completely rejected shortly after the release of 

this commercial. Hani claims that since the niche group for this brand were people with 

higher income, and by default, higher education, the message failed to communicate the 

product‟s position in the market. Instead, he argues, people “stopped buying it 

[Dynamisan] because the image portrayed was too mass and too sha‟abi (Tr.: popular, 

or of the populace). They don‟t relate. Imagine, people would become snobbish with a 

brand because the communication for it spoke the language of its homeland.”  

Rana agrees that Lebanon is a market that calls for one to be more sensitive with 

the use of language in advertising. More likely, young adults develop an affinity for 

English because of the overwhelming cultural products such as Hollywood films and 

pop music that are widely appreciated among the Lebanese youth. Based on these 

trends, the use of English has surpassed the use of French in advertising in Lebanon. 
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She points out that the Lebanese individual‟s affinity to English (or French) does not 

mean that she is not patriotic. Rather, it is an expression of their appreciation for global 

cultures. 

The language approach certainly applies for Almaza. Amal states that Almaza’s 

advertisements were in French. Hence, the package label was in French. The Arabic 

font, she states, would have made Almaza look cheap in a market saturated with 

imported competitor beers. The Arabic script was too difficult to read and aesthetically 

less appealing. She imagines the scenario for an Almaza consumer. An Almaza drinker, 

she maintains, is comfortable enjoying the beer at home. The choice changes in public. 

She predicts that a customer would feel “ashamed” to order an Almaza with an Arabic 

label at a bar. Arabic, she states, is a reminder of the old generations. This explains the 

trends seen in chapter V. The belief that Arabic writing is less appealing in advertising 

provides an understanding of the choice behind featuring non-Arabic on-screen copy. 

The contention here is that Arabic presents a particular cultural flavor that does not 

necessarily reflect the status of the brand. Language, as we have established, is a venue 

through which advertisers can affix a cosmopolitan character to their products. In this 

manner, it is not the actual utility or attributes of the brand that are of value. Rather, the 

cultural mood that it projects. 

On the other hand, the informants share a common value in regard to the use of 

English and French in their advertisments. Hoda establishes that in designing 

advertisements, one has to take into account that people see English as modern. 

Advertisers, she continues, use English because it reflects a “modern look” for the 
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product; an “on-edge, new and contemporary feel.” Salma states that advertisements 

that rely on English or French to present their products usually address audiences with a 

general level of education. The assumption here is that there is a relatively high rate of 

education in the Lebanese society, and therefore, the majority of the people speak a 

second language. Accordingly, Salma adds, that when Laziza advertises, the more 

prominent writing on the beer bottle would be in English “just to give it an extra push 

up.” Salma holds that Laziza‟s image is that of a “higher place product.” 

Communicating in English distinguishes her language abilities and, as a result, 

communicates the product‟s position. Language becomes a tool for demarcating social 

status as it assumes education and fluency in English to be traits of this a particular 

social class.  

Karam asserts that depending on the product and its tonality, in some instances, 

Arabic drags the product‟s image to a less than the desired level. According to Karam, 

roughly three quarters of the population speaks English, or at least most of the 

Lebanese understand the language. This is why, at least in Amal‟s opinion, using a 

foreign language ads to the brands “mystery.” In a Lexus car commercial, Amal prefers 

to use an English voice over narration without translating it to the local language. It is a 

given, she argues, that the target audience for Lexus speaks English. Such is the case 

with Heineken beer. Salma notes the importance of English to the Heineken 2005 

campaign. The main purpose of using English was to reach the young and educated 

consumers. There was no attempt to get to groups who did not speak or read English. 
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As such, the campaign reached beyond the designated audience because everyone in 

Lebanon knows “a few words [in English] here, and a few words there.”  

The respondents agree that English is currently the lingua franca in the 

advertising world. However, English is not necessarily the only language they use in 

their communiqués. French is still used although to a lesser extent than English. 

Chateau Musar serves as an example. Hani found that consumers responded well to 

Chateau Musar‟s association with France. Although there is no link to France the 

“natural language of wine is French.” Hani recalls that when conceptualizing a 

television commercial for Chateau Musar, there was a risk of alienating English and 

Arabic speakers if using French as a language of choice. The alternative was to either 

communicate in English or Arabic. In Hani‟s opinion English would have been 

unnatural even to those who speak the language and Arabic would have diverted from 

the desired status. The use of French, on the other hand, creates an air of experiencing 

France; whether in Paris or at a French restaurant in Beirut, the taste of Chateau Musar 

will be associated with French wine.  

One important and curious phenomenon is a tendency to use numerals in Latin 

print. Rana and Hani establish that the Latin print is in actuality Arabic in origin. The 

numbers used in Lebanon and the Arab world are officially known as Indian numerals. 

Hani claims that viewers are not shocked by the sight of Latin numbers (Arabic 

numerals). The questions that remain are: are audiences aware of the ethnic origins of 

these numbers? Does the „national root‟ of these numerals serve as a motive for the use 

of Latin print?  
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Hoda attributes the abundance of Latin numbers in ads to two reasons. Firstly, 

she believes that they are easier to read. Salma expresses the same concern by using the 

example of the symbol for zero in Arabic is „.‟ while in the Latin script it is „0.‟ She 

argues that a circle signifying a zero is easier to read than a point. The second reason, 

Hoda states, is the more problematic one: the deterioration of the Arabic language. 

Furthermore, Hani ads that using Latin numbers would stand out in an Arabic phrase.  

CONCLUSION 

 Advertisers have used multifaceted techniques to forge their image of a 

Lebanese identity that is a hybrid between the Arab society and the Western world. The 

excess attention over situating identity within a cultural spectrum between East and 

West is indicative of controversial undertones of asserting selfhood. In a divided state 

as Lebanon, the use of cultural referents from beyond the state‟s borders is problematic. 

This is a reflection of the much contested notion of what constitutes a Lebanese 

character. As discussed earlier in this study, deliberations over identity have long been 

at the crux of the conflict between the various social groups in the country. 

Yet, the picture that advertisers painted of the Lebanese consumer was a person 

who strives for national pride. Their practices they followed in producing commercial 

messages illustrate the point. Throughout the interviews, advertisers shared how they 

constructed brand character by treating the brand as an individual person with human 

traits. Common to most (if not all) the examples the informants shared is the crafting of 

a personality for their product based on cues from society. This society is a real tangible 

world in which these advertisers live and thrive. This society is their community: what 
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the Lebanese people go through is what these advertisers experience as well. If a 

tragedy befalls the country, the informants themselves are affected by it as well. In 

effect, their creative products reflect their own anxieties, hopes, histories, and 

aspirations - all shared by a larger community of citizens. Amal, for example, expressed 

at the beginning of the conversation that she had lost all her files and saved artwork due 

to her agency‟s offices burning down during riots protesting the Danish cartoon 

depicting the Prophet Mohammad. She reveals the terror she and her colleagues went 

through when a mob descended onto the Danish Embassy in Beirut which incidentally 

happens to be in the building that also houses her agency‟s headquarters.  

Similarly, throughout the conversations, the respondents revealed the challenges 

of working under circumstances when Israel bombed Beirut and the major bridges 

through out the country during its invasion of south Lebanon in 2006. In this light, it is 

a misconception to think that the advertising industry in Lebanon operates far from the 

concerns of the challenges facing the society to which it belongs. By deduction, and 

based on their various testimonies, the work that the informants have produced is 

essentially characteristic of their own beliefs, hopes, dreams, and anxieties that translate 

to their creative work. The mélange of cultural characteristic that forms the identities on 

screen is a manifestation of how the advertisers view themselves and the world around 

them. Their education, upbringing, cultural exposure, and experiences as citizens of 

Lebanon transpire in their work. Discussed in Chapter III was the informants‟ 

education. Most of the informants have received education either in American or 

French institutions of higher education in Lebanon or at universities in the West. It is 
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only a rational deduction that their immersion in foreign cultures, societies, trends, 

fashion, and art should inform their construction of identity and creation of commercial 

advertisements. 

The advertisers offered critiques of the social trends in Lebanon. Among the 

arguments they made were how Lebanese citizens while proud patriots do share an 

affinity for Western flavor. This point transpires when the informants recount their 

successes in the process of positioning a product within a Western context. However, 

the respondents also demonstrated how well-received were messages that wittingly 

infused the Lebanese culture with cosmopolitan aspects. This shows how advertisers 

view the Lebanese identity: it is a hybrid form of the traditional Lebanese and the West. 

This image does not necessarily acknowledge this phenomenon as a mix between two 

distinct cultures, but rather a view that asserts the seamlessness of the point of 

intersection between cultures. There is an agreement among informants that the 

Lebanese citizen is by nature a person who belongs both „East‟ and „West;‟ a citizen of 

Lebanon is a sophisticated being whose disposition defies the limits of a nation-state by 

subscribing to a global state of mind.   

Finally, the insights that emerged from these interviews reveal the array of 

approaches that these advertisers use to promote their products. The respondents have 

informed this study with the strategies they apply to create commercial messages as 

well as their systems that keep their creative work relevant to the Lebanese society. 

They present the frames through which they view their target audiences and audience 

needs and desires. Furthermore, the informants revealed how they use this knowledge 
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to design their campaigns. From various viewpoints, these experts presented evidence 

to how they imagine identity vis-à-vis the consumption of their products.  

Upon reading advertising texts, one has to bear in mind that their main goal is 

not artistic expression or questioning the Lebanese identity. Rather, advertisements aim 

at creating interest in a commodity through their production and creative qualities. 

Throughout the conversations with the respondents, a main theme was to associate the 

featured product to an appealing characteristic. They argued that whether an imported 

or a domestic product, the appeal is in the brand‟s cultural tone. Accordingly, the 

interviews reveal the importance of the use of language, location, music, skin-tone (in 

the case of Vanilla)… etc., featured products with a global flare. In most of the 

examples discussed, the above referents were non-Lebanese. This supports the findings 

in the content analysis segment of this study. The advertisers in this study attested on 

more than one occasion (ABC, Aiishti, Almaza, Candia, Chateau Musar, Johnnie 

Walker, Zwan… etc.) the importance of a Western feature in an advertisement‟s tone. 

The association between products and cosmopolitanism forges a relationship between 

membership to the global community and products. Based on their experiences and 

market research, the interviewed advertisers concur over the success of advertisements 

that made this link. They attribute the success of such strategies to the make-up of the 

Lebanese community.   

 As media in Lebanon have increasingly become dependent on advertising, 

consumption has become integral to daily life (Herman & McChesney, 1997). In the 

Lebanese social context, consumption offers a myriad of options. As we have discussed 
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in Chapter 2, consumption is not merely a act of purchasing items. Rather it is a form of 

displaying ones position in the social hierarchy. According to this study‟s informants,  

Lebanese citizen is a complex individual who is “sophisticated,” aspires for values that 

go beyond her national borders, and distinguishes herself  by being an amalgamate of 

cultures. In theoretical terms, advertisers view the Lebanese consumer as a hybrid 

individual. 

To further explicate on this notion, the participants claimed that it is a typical 

quality for the Lebanese citizen to strive for incorporating European behaviors and 

values into their lives. The point, they argued, is not that they wish to shed their 

Lebanese identity for a more European one. Rather, the claim is that such incorporation 

is Lebanese is its essence. Respondents unanimously agreed that fellow countrymen 

adopt foreign qualities as their own as a form of expressing a “Lebanese” identity. In 

other words, the pride in Lebanese heritage allows for a constant reformation and 

redefinition of behaviors. It makes room for a plethora of identity choices on the 

grounds of how one behaves – and by default, what one consumes.  
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Chapter 8:  Discussion and Conclusions 

 
The study has looked into the workings of advertising in Lebanon while paying 

particular attention to the means by which these messages formulated identity. 

Advertisements that appear on Lebanese broadcast television are not merely venues for 

promoting products. Much like entertainment programs and cultural products, they are 

complex texts that deserve in-depth consideration and investigation. In comparison, 

however, advertising messages are unique: while they may operate as cultural products, 

the end they serve is not artistic expression or entertainment. Rather their sole purpose 

is to promote consumption. 

As the study has shown, portraying consumption in commercial messages 

transcends listing the practical qualities of a product. Rather, multilayered narratives 

accompany the utility of products. The narratives in these instances use a composite 

language of images and sound to tell stories about lifestyles, attitudes, and 

personalities; a mélange of attributes that create product identities. Commercials, thus, 

advertise intangible benefits. In our theoretical discussion over advertising, we found 

that the texts advertising messages produce promise happiness and utopia through the 

consumption of the featured products. Constructions of happiness appear in different 

forms. They stem from our needs, aspirations, wishes, anxieties and insecurities. 

Accordingly, and as argued in Chapter 2, these constructions contribute to the social 

discourse by offering the products they feature as solutions. In Leiss et. al.‟s (1986) 

terms, they function as "totemic operators.” Products signify a social status in society.   
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Advertising in Lebanon presents a very significant case. While Lebanon 

recovers from a history of war and civil turmoil, the current political scene is a constant 

reminder of how fragile the country is. The political elites are preoccupied with 

maintaining their hold on power with no attention to social needs. As diverse as the 

people of Lebanon are in their range of ethnic and political orientation, they have come 

to accept their past and present without any concrete social mediation. Citizens of this 

fractured society seem to take their cues from their leaders. Thus, reconciling the past 

remains a form of political strategy as shifting alliances serve those in power who 

follow regional and international political tides. On a public level, albeit, citizens 

remain at the mercy of their politicians‟ whims to decide the direction in which the 

country will take. As the political elite fail their publics, people resort to their creative 

means to make sense of their world. Advertising, at this instance, steps up as source of 

inspiration. Imagining a world far from sectarian discrimination and other shortcomings 

of life in Lebanon, commercial messages associate lifestyles of utopia with the products 

they feature. 

Hence, when advertisements present a hybrid context for a product (utilizing 

human characters, language, music, and setting), the implication is far more than 

aesthetic. It is a careful weaving of cultural nuances designed to touch upon sensitive 

issues in Lebanese the Lebanese community. Such ads frame product consumption is an 

end in itself. The portrait they paint is that mere act of consumption of a product can 

allow the consumer to reach the state of content featured in the ad. Accordingly, not 

only do the audiovisual texts at hand represent hybrid form of Lebanese identity, but 
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they also utilize the tensions and anxieties of placing the „self‟ on the multi-layered 

axes of identity. The identity spectrum offers a continuum of possibilities along the 

lines of locality, religious affiliation, social status, cultural capital, and income.  

This study revealed the avenues that advertisements work in presenting 

alternative worlds. The messages studied have provided ample evidence of how 

advertisers construct identity. Through the use of sets, music, verbal and print language, 

and characters, television commercials provide a composite of image of their products. 

Essentially, the ads present well-defined cultural identity for their brand.  

The significance of television commercials in Lebanon is in how these messages 

tackle the notion of identity. As the content analysis portion of our study revealed, 

television commercials dipped into different „cultural wells‟ in assembling product 

identity. While a significant number of ads used characteristically Lebanese human 

attributes (inter-personal dialogue and voice-overs in Arabic), they used foreign 

inanimate attributes (English or French print copy, and cosmopolitan settings). The 

careful weaving of Lebanese traits with non-Lebanese elements into an ad produces 

ambivalence in cultural identity. A commercial, thus, creates a Lebanese character that 

is infused with foreign elements. The marriage of styles, language and music builds a 

cosmopolitan image of a hybrid entity. As a result, these ads stage a scenario where the 

product is part of a cosmopolitan Lebanese life. They showcase the product as an 

ingredient for the much desired cosmopolitan life. 

Communicating brand identity varies from one brand to another based on the 

where the product is manufactured. The advertisements sampled for this study provided 
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an array of origins. Regardless of their diversity, and in varying degrees, the trend that 

transpired reveal that products imported from the West attempted to highlight their 

connection to the Lebanese culture. The samples collected for the content analysis part 

of the study provide evidence of the trend in which ads underscore a Lebanese cultural 

trait in communicating a global product. This trend, as indicated earlier, seems to be 

more common in human elements (Lebanese characters and Lebanese dialect voice-

overs).  

Professional accounts from advertisers in Lebanon corroborate these findings. 

Interviews conducted with advertising professionals in Lebanon stress the importance 

of addressability. The informants for this study, for example, unanimously expressed 

their reliance on aspects that are culturally-familiar to the Lebanese public. Advertisers 

praised the benefits of using Lebanese looking characters and the positive outcome that 

ensued from such usage. However, these aspects varied in kind and intensity given the 

product type and product origins.  

As in-depth analysis of selected texts showed, coinciding with both the content 

analysis and interviews for this study, global product advertisements differed in their 

approach to identity from domestic products. The argument relates to how these 

advertisers view the Lebanese citizen. The portrait of Lebanon alluded to the countries 

location at the intersection between east and west. While the Lebanese citizen is a 

Middle Easterner, she has developed an affinity for other non-Arab cultures. It is the 

geographical and cultural openness that Lebanon enjoys that allows for its citizens take 

on eclectic forms of identity.  
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Informants translate Lebanon‟s location on the global cultural map to how the 

Lebanese citizen acts and conducts his daily life: he speaks a number of languages, 

understands foreign cultural nuances, and eats, drinks, wears, and watches products 

from Europe and America. It is behaviors as such that inspire the content of commercial 

messages. The data obtained from the interviews conducted for this study present 

evidence that explain the reasons behind infusing non-Lebanese elements with 

domestic characteristics.  

On the other hand, products manufactured domestically exhibited cosmopolitan 

cultural tones in their communiqués. The data collected in the content analysis, textual 

analysis, and interviews, indicate patterns where domestic products tended to portray a 

cosmopolitan image. The goal behind such measures, as the informants stated, was to 

present a trustworthy image for a product that can be associated with the Western 

standards; hence, the showcasing of a Russian model for Vanilla and the focus on 

French in Chateau Musar, for example. In a way, advertisers‟ practices tend to support 

the common belief that imports from the West posses attributes of a higher caliber than 

those from Lebanon. We note that the ads do not explicitly allude to the quality of the 

products themselves. Instead, the main attraction is the cosmopolitan attitude that these 

products showcase in their ads.  

The Lebanese advertising industry‟s discrimination between nationally-

manufactured products and those imported from the West speaks to the industry‟s 

contribution to the discourse on identity. Situated between east and west, Lebanon is at 

the crux of the postcolonial debates. The study established the historical disputes over 
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what constitutes the Lebanese identity. Conflict has consumed the Lebanese society and 

as these sectarian differences loom in the country‟s present-day scene. Lebanese 

citizens are constantly reminded by their past and fear the worst for their community. In 

light of the confessional political system, the Lebanese people have little sense of 

control of their nation‟s future. Their means are limited; however, the desire to belong 

to a state that represents their hopes triumphs over their reality.  

It is in this instance that advertisers make their contribution to public debate. 

Their craft constructs a world through which a citizen is able to regain her dignity and 

sense of livelihood. Advertisers paint a portrait of the Lebanese citizen in an ideal light. 

The products they feature in their messages act appear in flawless settings; settings that 

lie within cosmopolitan definitions. The emphasis on a cosmopolitan Lebanese identity 

is symptomatic of a longing for Western cultures. Evidently, advertisers resort non-

Lebanese cultural markers (music, print copy, settings) in order to make their respective 

products more appealing.   

Postcolonial conversations inform our critical readings of advertising practices. 

They reveal the workings of commercial messages and their contribution to the debates 

over identity. Amidst a discourse over the Lebanese identity, citizens are caught 

between a bitter reality of the political and social system in which they live, and their 

ambitions for living an ideal life – the measure of idealism being the West (at least in 

postcolonial studies). The discrepancy between reality and aspirations results in 

ambivalence over identity. Endemic to the postcolonial world is a prevailing sense of 

inferiority vis-à-vis the West. On an individual level, subjects in the postcolonial world 
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feel the need to compensate for their inherent inferiority. Adopting new behaviors 

appears to be a vehicle for overcoming the sense of inferiority. In the context of the 

Lebanese society, the advertising industry‟s positioning products in cosmopolitan 

flavor offers consumption as a solution to society‟s ailments.  

Consumption, at this instance, emerges as a form of democratic expression. 

Purchasing behaviors are thusly framed as means of expression. Unable to control or 

remedy the social challenges that face her on a daily basis, the Lebanese citizen is now 

able to use the world of advertising as a space that delivers cues for behavior and offers 

alternatives to the lack of civic engagement. Thus, consumption appears as a form of 

democracy. From the plethora of products available, a commercial advertisement 

solicits active participation; it requires making a choice and taking action by selecting 

the featured product. 

 The research project at hand has delved into issues of identity and the functions 

of advertising in this regard. The importance of this discussion, however, lies in the 

contribution that it makes to the scholarly discourse on the Arab world. While the study 

revolves around Lebanon and the advertising industry‟s construction of identity in 

Lebanon, it reveals that there is much needed work to be done in learning about the 

Arab world and the recent social trends as television and satellite industries 

continuously grow beyond national and regional spaces. 

There have been numerous academic discussions over globalization and its 

effects on national spaces. These debates tend to look at transnational media flows as 

the main contributors to the emerging behaviors and transformations of identity. This 
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study investigated the role of advertisers in the deliberations over identity. These 

individuals contribute to the understanding of identity through the performances they 

produce in their messages by articulating their imagination of the society in which they 

live. 

Thus, advertisers have an understanding of consumers; they construct images of 

the Lebanese citizen that inform the identity constructions we see on screen. The 

construction of identity in Lebanese advertising stems from their producers‟ subjective 

experiences and knowledge of the world in which they live. It is through their eyes, that 

products take certain characteristics. While one can argue that advertisers are 

influenced by their clients‟ guidelines and the limits that the products impose, arguably 

their creative input is boundless.  

The practices of advertising in Lebanon provide yet another set of challenges to 

the East-West debates of media globalization and cultural imperialism. This project 

recognizes the role of producers in the construction of identity. This study, however, 

carves out a significant space for questions on various levels.  

From one angle, and as this study provided an insight into the advertising world 

and its construction(s) of identity, a further aspect to study would be how these 

messages are received in a Lebanese household. Thus, one recommendation is to 

provide a complementary study that investigates issues of reception and how viewers 

interact with such displays of identity. There are plans for furthering this study by 

qualitatively exploring the resonance of the messages with the local public. It is 
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predicted that the results of the proposed study will illuminate yet another aspect of 

how identity is constructed through the interaction between advertiser and viewer.   

From another viewpoint, the issues brought forth in this work call for a 

comparative study on advertising practices in the Arab world. How do advertisers 

construct identity in various settings in Arab societies? Drawing from this inquiry, it 

would be interesting to learn about the cultural role that Lebanese professionals 

working in creative industries play in other Arab countries. The booming media 

industries in the Arab world employ a significant number of Lebanese professionals 

who have practiced their craft in Lebanon prior to the change in the Lebanese media 

scene that shut down pirate media outlets. Given the cultural background of these 

individuals, one wonders about how this work force shapes the creative output and the 

discourse over identity in the Arab world.  
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Tables & Frequencies 

 
 

Table 1: Setting Character 

Category Percent 

Cosmopolitan 61.3% 

Neutral 25% 

Local / Traditional 10% 

Exotic 3.3% 

Folkloric (Other than Arabic) 1.4% 

 n = 2121 

Table 2: Music Genre 

Category Percent 

Non-Arabic Pop 61.5% 

Arabic Fusion2 12.4% 

Classical / Opera 12.4% 

Arabic3 10% 

Folkloric (Non-Arabic) 3.7% 

 n = 1614 

  

                                                 
1 n represents the total number of settings featured in the 175 samples recorded. Out of the 175 samples, 
those that contained at least one setting totaled 155. Those with secondary settings were 44 and those that 
contained a third setting were 13. 
2 Arabic Fusion is defined in this study as any music that contains elements of traditional Arabic music 
(quarter-notes, Arabic rhythm, and Arabic percussion instruments) fused with foreign music styles(non-
Arabic melodies, instruments and rhythms)  
3 Arabic music is any music that contains a combination of quarter-notes, Arabic rhythm, and Arabic 
percussion instruments.   
4 n represents the number of ads that contained music. For this category, “music” is defined as any 
melodic theme (song or background music) that appears in an ad. 
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Table 3: Language 

Language Category Music Lyrics Voice-Over Inter-Character 
Dialogue 

Local Dialect Arabic 54.6% 59.6% 75% 

English 38.6% 14.6% 21.4% 

Formal Arabic 4.6% 25.6% 3.6% 

French 2.3% 2.2%  

Arabic & French  0.7%  

 n
1
 = 44 n

2
 = 137 n

3
 = 285 

 

Table 4: Product Category and Use of Formal Arabic Voice-Over 

Category Percent 

Books & Records 20% 

Performance  13% 

Children / Baby Products 10% 

Hair Care / Shaving Products 10% 

Academic Services 7% 

Banking 7% 

Skin Care 7% 

Cleaning Supplies 3% 

Cosmetics 3% 

Dietary Supplements 3% 

Fashion Shopping 3% 

Food Condiments 3% 

Health Care Remedies 3% 

Home Improvement 3% 

Non-Alcoholic Beverages 3% 

 n = 306 

 
 

                                                 
5 n1

 represents the number of ads that contained songs with lyrics; n
2
 represents the number of ads that 

contained a voice over; n
3
 represents the number of ads that contained conversations. In this category, 

“dialogue” is defined as any conversation between at least two characters whether on- screen or off-
screen.  
6 n represents the number of ads that contained a voice over in formal Arabic language. 
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Table 5: Product Category and Voice-Over Language  

Product Category Arabic VO 
Contain 
English/ 

French VO 
No VO 

Auto  0% 12% 0% 

Auto Prod/Services 1% 2% 0% 

Travel 0% 2% 3% 

Banking 6% 5% 10% 

Memberships/Activities 1% 0% 0% 

Books, Records 7% 2% 0% 

Home Appliances 6% 5% 0% 

Cell Phone Services & 
Products 1% 0% 0% 

Home Improvement 4% 0% 0% 

Restaurants 1% 0% 6% 

Fashion Shopping 3% 0% 6% 

Jewelry, Watches, 
Luggage 0% 2% 0% 

Children/ Baby Prod 4% 0% 3% 

Liquor & Cocktail Drinks 1% 0% 6% 

Beer 0% 2% 0% 

Non-Alcoholic Beverages 4% 2% 0% 

Food Condiments 2% 2% 3% 

Perishable Foods 3% 2% 3% 

Cleaning Supplies 3% 0% 6% 

Skin Care 2% 2% 0% 

Hair Care/ Shaving 
Products 12% 2% 10% 

Health Care Remedies 1% 0% 0% 

Dietary Supplements 2% 0% 0% 

Cosmetics 1% 2% 0% 

Movies 2% 12% 0% 

Performance 19% 24% 19% 

Academic services 3% 0% 3% 

Other 13% 17% 19% 

n=1757  

 
 

                                                 
7 n represents the total number of samples. 
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Table 6: Foreign Language and Dialogue Subtitles 

Category Percent 

Foreign Dialogue with Subtitles 0% 

Foreign Dialogue with No Subtitles 100% 

 n = 68 

 

Table 7: Print Copy (Product Packshot &On-Screen Print) 

Category Product Packshot  On-Screen Print 

English & Arabic 30.8% 14% 

English 25.6% 71.9% 

Arabic 20.9% 10.5% 

Local Dialect Arabic 14.5%  

French 4.7% 1.8% 

French & Arabic 3.5% 1.8% 

 n
1
 = 172 n

2
 = 579 

 

Table 8: On-Screen Numbers  

Category Percent 

Latin Numbers  89.6% 

Arabic Numbers 10.4% 

n = 10610  

 

                                                 
8 n represents the number of ads that contained a voice over in a non-Arabic language.  
9 n1

 represents the number of ads that contained on-screen print. On-screen print is defined as any digital 
print that is added during the post-production stage of the ad; n

2
 represents the number of ads that 

contained a product packshot. Packshot is defined as any conversation between at least two characters 
whether on-screen or off-screen.  
10 n represents the number of ads that contained on-screen digits. This study uses the term “Arabic 
numbers” to signify what is classically known as Indian script and Latin numbers to denote what is 
classically known as Arabic numerals.    
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Table 9: Skin Tone  

Category Percent 

White  94.9% 

Tan  3.9% 

Dark 1.1% 

n = 17811  

 
 

Table 10: Eye Color 

Category Percent 

Brown 50.7% 

Black 35.7% 

Blue 8.4% 

Green 5.2% 

n = 15412 

 

Table 11 Multi-Character Eye Color 

Category Percent 

TVCs featuring characters w/ brown or black eye color 83% 

TVC with at least one character with blue eye color 12% 

TVC with at least one character with green eye color 5% 

n = 6013 

 

                                                 
11 n represents the number of main characters with identifiable skin tone. Only 7 TVCs contained a cast 
of mixed main characters that represented at least two of the above skin-tone categories. 
12 n represents the number of ads that contained one or more characters with identifiable eye color. 
13 n represents the number of ads that contained at least two characters with identifiable eye color. 
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Table 12: Hair Color 

Category Percent 

Brown 44.9% 

Black 33.2% 

Blonde 11.8% 

White 6.7% 

Wearing hijab 1.7% 

Shaved 1.1% 

Bald 0.7% 

n = 17814 

 

Table 13: Women w/ Hijab 

Category Percent 

Wearing hijab 8% 

Uncovered hair 92% 

n = 1315 

 

Table 14: Cosmopolitan Setting and Dialogue Language 

Category Percent 

Dialect 81% 

Formal 6% 

French 0% 

English 13% 

n=1616 

 

                                                 
14 n represents the number of ads that contained one or more characters whose faces were visible. 
15 n represents the number of TVCs with female main characters. 
 
16 n represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters 
speaking.   
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Table 15: Character Skin Color 

Category 
Cosmopolitan 

Setting 
Non-Arabic 

Music 
Non-Arabic 
Song Lyrics 

Non-Arabic 
Print Copy 

White 94.1% 95% 86.7% 95.3% 

Tan 4.4% 3.6% 6.7% 3.4% 

Dark 1.5% 1.4% 6.7% 1.3% 

 n
1
=136 n

2
=141 n

3
=30 n

4
=14917 

 

Table 16: Character Eye Color 

Category 
Cosmopolitan 

Setting 
Non-Arabic 

Music 
Non-Arabic 
Song Lyrics 

Non-Arabic 
Print Copy 

Brown 50.4% 51.4% 64% 55.6% 

Black 33.6% 33.8% 32% 32.5% 

Blue 9.2% 9.9% 4% 9.5% 

Green 6.7% 4.9%  2.4% 

 n
1
=119 n

2
=142 n

3
=25 n

4
=12618 

 
 

                                                 
17 n1

 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters 
with visible skin color; n

2
 represents the number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as 

characters with visible skin color; n
3
 represents the number of ads that contained non-Arabic song lyrics 

as well as characters with identifiable skin color; n
4
 represents the number of ads that contained any non-

Arabic copy (on-screen print or packshot labels) as well as characters with identifiable skin color. 
18 n1

 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters 
with visible hair; n

2
 represents the number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as 

characters with visible eye color; n
3
 represents the number of ads that contained non-Arabic song lyrics 

as well as characters with visible eye color; n
4
 represents the number of ads that contained any non-

Arabic copy (on-screen print or packshot labels) as well as characters with visible eye color. 
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Table 17: Character Hair 

Category 
Cosmopolitan 

Setting 
Non-Arabic 

Music 
Non-Arabic Song 

Lyrics 
Non-Arabic Print 

Copy 

Brown  43.8% 46.2% 58% 47.7% 

Black 33.6% 31.2% 22.6% 30.9% 

Blonde 13.1% 12.8% 9.7% 12.8% 

White 5.1% 5.7% 3.2% 5.4% 

Wearing hijab 2.2% 2.1% 6.5% 1.3% 

Shaved/ Bald/ Receding 2.2% 2.1%  2% 

 n
1
=137 n

2
=141  n

3
=31 n

4
=14919 

 

Table 18: Non-Arabic Music and Character Dialogue 

Category Percent 

Dialect 69.6% 

English  26.1% 

Formal Arabic 4.4% 

  n =2320 

 

 

                                                 
19 n1

 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters 
with visible faces; n

2
 represents the number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as 

characters with visible faces; n
3
 represents the number of ads that contained non-Arabic song lyrics as 

well as characters with visible faces; n
4
 represents the number of ads that contained any non-Arabic copy 

(on-screen print or packshot labels) as well as characters with visible faces. 
20 n represents the number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as characters speaking.   
 



 210 

Appenices 

Appendix A  
Data Sampling & Schedule  

Week Tape Date Day Channel Time 

1 1 7/14/2008 Mon NBN 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

1 2 7/15/2008 Tue Al-Manar 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

1 3 7/16/2008 Wed FTV 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

1 4 7/18/2008 Thu LBC 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

2 5 7/21/2008 Mon NTV 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

2 6 7/22/2008 Tue OTV 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

2 7 7/23/2008 Wed TL 8:00 am - 4:00 pm 

2 8 7/24/2008 Thu NBN 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

3 9 7/28/2008 Mon Al-Manar 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

3 10 7/29/2008 Tue FTV 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

3 11 7/30/2008 Wed LBC 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

3 12 7/31/2008 Thu NTV 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

4 13 8/1/2008 Mon OTV 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

4 14 8/2/2008 Tue TL 4:00 pm - 12:00 am 

 
*Total number of samples recorded is 175.  

 
 

Appendix B 
Interruptions in Advertising  

Sample Recording 

Date Channel Time of Outage Duration 

Tuesday July 15, 2008 Al-Manar 07:12-07:16 am 4 minutes 

Thursday July 17, 2008 LBC 01:00-01:02 pm 2 minutes 

Thursday July 17, 2008 LBC 03:56-03:58 pm 2 minutes 

Monday July 21, 2008 NTV 01:01-01:05 pm 4 minutes 

Monday July 21, 2008 NTV 03:55-04:00 pm 5 minutes 

Tuesday July 22, 2008 OTV 09:00-09:13 am 13 minutes 

Tuesday July 22, 2008 OTV 01:00-01:14 pm 14 minutes 

Wednesday July 23, 2008 TL 03:01-03:04 pm 3 minutes 

Monday July 28, 2008 Al-Manar 01:45-01:48 pm 3 minutes 

Thursday July 31, 2008 NTV 01:26-01:56 pm 30 minutes 
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Appendix C 
Television Stations & 
Sample Distribution 

 Percent 

Al-Manar 8.6% 

FTV 21.1% 

LBC 38.3% 

NBN 10.9% 

NTV .6% 

OTV 10.3% 

Tele Liban 10.3% 

 n = 175 

* n represents the total number of unique TVC samples.  

 
Appendix D 
Code Sheet 

Sample Number  

Source #  

Week  

Date  

Channel  

Time Slot  

DVD Time Code  

Channel  

NBN 1 

FTV 2 

OTV 3 

TL 4 

MNR 5 

NTV 6 

LBC 7 

Commercial Duration  

1 - 15 Sec. 1 

2 - 30 Sec 2 

3 - 45 Sec. 3 

4 - Other 4 

Program Type  

Sitcom 1 

R Movie 2 

Movie (G) 3 

Series 4 

Variety Sho 5 

Ent.Talk Sho 6 



 212 

Game Sho 7 

Talent Sho 8 

News 9 

News Show 10 

Document 11 

Religious 12 

Kids/ Cartoons 13 

Sports 14 

Other 15 

 
Prog Language  

Arabic 1 

French 2 

English  3 

sub-Fre 4 

sub-Eng 5 

Other 6 

 
Product Category  

Auto  1 

Auto Prod/Serv 2 

Travel 3 

Banking 4 

Memberships/Activities 5 

Insurance 6 

Books, Records 7 

Home Appliances 8 

Computer Prodcuts 9 

Home Entertainment 10 

Cell Phone Servcs & Prod 11 

Home Improvement 12 

Furniture 13 

Restaurants 14 

Fashion Shopping 15 

Florists 16 

Jewelry, Watches, Luggage 17 

Stationary and Office Suppl 18 

Children/ Baby Prod 19 

Tobacco Prodcuts 20 

Photo Production & Sevcs 21 

Liquor & Cocktail Drinks 22 

Beer 23 

Wines 24 

Non-Alcoholic Beverages 25 

Food Condiments 26 

Perishable Foods 27 

Candy 28 

Cleaning Supplies 29 

Oral Hygiene 30 

Skin Care 31 
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Deodorants 32 

Hair Care/ Shaving Products 33 

Health Care Remedies 34 

Dietary Supplements 35 

Cosmetics 36 

Games and Toys 37 

Batteries 38 

Real Estate 39 

Movies 40 

Performance 41 

Car Rentals 42 

Academic services 43 

Other 44 

 
Setting Character I  

Local/ Traditional 1 

Folkloric (Other than Arabic) 2 

Neutral 3 

Cosmopolitan 4 

Exotic 5 

Other 6 

N/A (No setting-inanimate objects) 7 

Setting Location I  

Domestic 1 

Workplace 2 

Leisure 3 

Other 4 

None 5 

Setting Character II  

Local/ Traditional 1 

Folkloric (Other than Arabic) 2 

Neutral 3 

Cosmopolitan 4 

Exotic 5 

Other 6 

N/A (No setting-inanimate objects) 7 

Setting Location II  

Domestic 1 

Workplace 2 

Leisure 3 

Other 4 

Setting Character III  

Local/ Traditional 1 

Folkloric (Other than Arabic) 2 

Neutral 3 

Cosmopolitan 4 

Exotic 5 

Other 6 

N/A (No setting-inanimate objects) 7 

Setting Location III  

Domestic 1 
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Workplace 2 

Leisure 3 

Other 4 

 
Music Genre  

Music  

Arabic 2 

Arabic/Fusion pop 3 

Non-Arabic pop 4 

Classical/Opera 5 

Folkloric (Non-Arab) 6 

No Music 7 

Other  8 

 
Lyrics  

Arabic (Formal) 1 

Local Dialect Arabic 2 

French 3 

English 4 

French w/ Subtitles 5 

English w/ Subtitles 6 

No Song 7 

Other 8 

Voice Over  

Dialect 1 

Formal 2 

French 3 

English 4 

Arabic/English 5 

Arabic/French 6 

None  7 

Other 8 

VO Subtitles  

Arabic  1 

French 2 

English 3 

Other 4 

No Voice Over 5 

Foreign VO w No Subtitles 6 

No Subtitles 7 

Intercharacter Dialogue  

Dialect 1 

Formal 2 

French 3 

English 4 

Arabic/English 5 

Arabic/French 6 

None  7 

Other 8 

Dialogue Subtitles  
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Arabic  1 

French  2 

English 3 

Other 4 

No Dialogue 5 

Foreign VO w/ No Subtitles  6 

No Subtitles 7 

 
OnScreen Print  

Arabic (Formal) 1 

Local Dialect Arabic 2 

French 3 

English 4 

French/Arabic 5 

English/Arabic 6 

NA - No On-Screen Tag 7 

Other 8 

Product Packshot  

Dialect  

Formal 2 

French 3 

English 4 

Arabic/English 5 

Arabic/French 6 

None 7 

Other 8 

Digit Language  

Arabic numbers  1 

Latin Numbers 2 

None 3 

 
Number of Characters  

1 1 

2 2 

3 3 

4 4 

5 5 

6 6 

7 7 

8 8 

9 9 

Equal or More than 10 10 

No Characters 11 

Intercharacter Relationship  

Family 1 

Colleagues 2 

Random  3 

Business 4 

Romance 5 

Competitive  6 
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No Characters 8 

Other 7 

 
Main Character I  

Male 1 

Female 2 

Not Applicable 3 

Multiple/No Main Character 4 

Character Age I  

Child 1 

Tween 2 

Teen 3 

20's 4 

30's 5 

Mid-Age (40s-65) 6 

Elderly (Older than 65) 7 

Multiple/No Main Character 8 

Character Skin Tone I  

White 1 

Tan 2 

Dark 3 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 4 

NA (No Characters involved) 5 

Multiple/No Main Character 6 

Character Eye Color I  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blue 3 

Green 4 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 5 

NA (No Characters involved) 6 

Multiple/No Main Character 7 

Character Hair Color I  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blonde 3 

White 4 

Red 5 

Shaved 6 

Bald (Bald, Severely Receding) 7 

Veiled 8 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 9 

NA (No Characters involved) 10 

Multiple/No Main Character 11 

Main Character II  

Male 1 

Female 2 

Not Applicable 3 

Multiple 4 

Multiple/No Main Character 5 

Character Age II  
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Child 1 

Tween 2 

Teen 3 

20's 4 

30's 5 

Mid-Age (40s-65) 6 

Elderly (Older than 65) 7 

Multiple/No Main Character 8 

   

Character Skin Tone II  

White 1 

Tan 2 

Dark 3 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 4 

NA (No Characters involved) 5 

Multiple/No Main Character 6 

Character Eye Color II  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blue 3 

Green 4 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 5 

NA (No Characters involved) 6 

Multiple/No Main Character 7 

Character Hair Color II  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blonde 3 

White 4 

Red 5 

Shaved 6 

Bald (Bald, Severely Receding) 7 

Veiled 8 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 9 

NA (No Characters involved) 10 

Multiple/No Main Character 11 

Main Character III  

Male 1 

Female 2 

Not Applicable 3 

Multiple 4 

Multiple/No Main Character 5 

Character Age III  

Child 1 

Tween 2 

Teen 3 

20's 4 

30's 5 

Mid-Age (40s-65) 6 

Elderly (Older than 65) 7 

Multiple/No Main Character 8 
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Character Skin Tone III  

White 1 

Tan 2 

Dark 3 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 4 

NA (No Characters involved) 5 

Multiple/No Main Character 6 

Character Eye Color III  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blue 3 

Green 4 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 5 

NA (No Characters involved) 6 

Multiple/No Main Character 7 

Character Hair Color III  

Black 1 

Brown 2 

Blonde 3 

White 4 

Red 4 

Shaved 5 

Bald (Bald, Severely Receding) 6 

Veiled / Scarved 7 

Other (Indiscernible or other color 8 

NA (No Characters involved) 9 

Multiple/No Main Character 10 
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Appendix E 
Pre-Tests I & II 
Reliability Rates 

 
Variable / Category % Reliability / Number of Samples 

 Pre-Test Pre-Test II 

Film Color 85%                   n =13 63 %              n =1621 

Color -Regular   

Color - Enhanced   

Sepia   

Black/White   

Other   

    

Setting  67%                 n =12 63 %               n =1622 

Local/ Traditional   

non-Lebanese but Traditional   

Neutral/Artificial   

Cosmopolitan   

Exotic   

Other   
N/A (No setting-inanimate 

objects)  
 

    

Setting Location 67%                n =12 93 %                n =14 

Outdoor   

Home   

Workplace   

Leisure   

Sport   

Other   

    

Music / Melody 83%                 n =12 86 %               n =14 

Arabic / Lebanese   

Non-Arabic   

Arabic Fusion   

Foreign Modern   

Classical/ Opera   

Foreign folkloric   

NA - no Music   

                                                 
21 Two advertisements had more than one setting. Therefore the number of settings counted for these ads 
were four increasing the total number of settings counted to n=16. 
22 Two advertisements had more than one setting. Therefore the number of settings counted for these ads 
were four increasing the total number of settings counted to n=16. 
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Other   

    

Music  Lyrics 92%                n =12 93 %              n =14 

Arabic (Formal)   

Local Dialect Arabic   

French   

English   

French/Arabic   

English/Arabic   

French w/ subtitles   

English w/ subtitles   

French/Arabic w/ subtitles   

English/Arabic w/ subtitles   

NA - No Song   

Other   

    

Voice Over 75%              n =12 93 %             n =14 

Arabic (Formal)   

Local Dialect Arabic   

French   

English   

French w/ subtitles   

English w/ subtitles   

French & Arabic   

English & Arabic   

French/Arabic w/ subtitles   

English/Arabic w/ subtitles   

NA - No Voice Over   

Other   

   

Voice Over w/ Subtitles Item  added  in Pre-Test II 79 %              n =14 

Arabic    

French   

English   

Other   

No Voice Over   

Foreign VO / no Subtitles   

   

On-Screen Print 83%                n =12 50 %              n =14 

Arabic (Formal)   

Local Dialect Arabic   

French   

English   



 221 

French/Arabic   

English/Arabic   

NA - No On-Screen Tag   

Other   

    

Prodcut Packshot 75%              n = 12 93 %               n =14 

Arabic (Formal)   

Local Dialect Arabic   

French   

English   

French/Arabic   

English/Arabic   

NA - No Packshot   

Other   

    

On-Screen/ Pack Numbers 92%              n =12 93 %               n =14 

Arabic numbers    

Latin Numbers   

none   

    

Dialogue 75%             n =12 100 %              n =14 

Arabic (Formal)   

Local Dialect Arabic   

French   

English   

French/Arabic   

English/Arabic   

French/Arabic w/ subtitles   

English/Arabic w/ subtitles   

none   

   

Dialogue w/ Subtitles Item added  in Pre-T II 86 %               n =14 

Arabic    

French    

English   

Other   

No Dialogue   

Foreign VO/ No Subtitles   

    

Number of O/S Characters 83%             n =12 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

1   

2   

3   
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4   

5   

6   

7   

8   

9   

Equal or More than 10   

No Characters   

    

Inter-Character Relationship 83%               n =12 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

Family   

Colleagues   

Random    

Business   

Romance   

Competitive    

Other   

    

OS Character Gender 60%              n =21 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

Male   

Female   

Not Applicable   

Multiple/No Main Character   

    

OS Character Age 62%              n =21 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

Child   

Tween   

Teen   

20's   

30's   

Mid-Age (40s-65)   

Elderly (Older than 65)   

Multiple/No Main Character   

    

OS Character Skin-Tone 76%                n =21 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

White   

Tan   

Dark   
Other (Indiscernible or other 
color  

 

NA (No Characters involved)   

Multiple/No Main Character   
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OS Character Eye-Color 41%                n=21 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

Black   

Brown   

Blue   

Green   
Other (Indiscernible or other 
color  

 

NA (No Characters involved)   

Multiple/No Main Character   

    

OS Character Hair Color 56%                 n=21 Item  removed  in Pre-T II 

Black   

Brown   

Blonde   

White   

Red   

Shaved   

Bald (Bald, Severely Receding)   

Veiled   
Other (Indiscernible or other 
color  

 

NA (No Characters involved)   

Multiple/No Main Character   
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Appendix F 
Interview Questions 

 
Informed Consent: Prior to conducting interviews for this study, the researcher 
provided a statement to all potential informants and required written (via e-mail) 
consent as a prerequisite to proceed with the data collection. The forms submitted to the 
informants provided information about the study and presented them with room for questions 
before deciding whether or not to take part in the study. Participants were assured that their 
contribution is entirely voluntary and that they might refuse to participate or stop participation 
at any time.   
 

 Who are your clients? In what capacity are you involved in the process of 
creating an ad campaign for their products? 

 

 Taking two products as examples, could you walk me through the process of 
how you created a strategy for developing an ad (be it print, radio, or TV)? 

 

 Is there any kind of research done on consumers that educates your decisions? 
 

 Can you elaborate on what research you‟ve acquired before launching a 
campaign for the two product examples you picked for this interview? Please 
describe the typical result and how it affected the campaigns. 

 

 How did you identify who your potential consumer is for these particular 
products? 

 

 How do characteristics like income, education, age, and social background with 
which your target is associated play into creating a commercial?  

 

 How did you choose your media, time slots… etc.? In the campaigns you 
developed, what media, programs, and additional “stunts” did you use to 
advertise your client‟s product?  

 

 How do stations, time slots, program language, program content… etc. impact 
how your product is portrayed? (or is the site and time of featuring your 
commercial depends solely on reaching a target audience?) 

 

 Taking product x as an example, the ad for this product has a complex plot, 
foreign language, and generally a more “cosmopolitan” feel. Is this an accurate 
observation? Can you explain why if it is?  
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 Tag lines and slogans were printed or verbally stated in English or French. Is the 
use of foreign languages a trend in advertising? How does the use language 
appeal to potential customers? Why is there a preference of one over the other? 

 

 From the ads that I observed so far, there seems to be an interesting usage of 
languages. For example, the more I look at ads, the more I find that closing 
statements are in English or French. Is that a trend in advertising? How does 
language appeal to potential customers?) 

 

 I also found an overwhelming use of Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3…etc.) and not the 
official language numbers in which are in Indian script ( ١٣ ١٬ ٬ ). Why is that?  

 

 I am also interested in finding out how advertisers choose the physical settings 
in which products are positioned. What is the role of the setting in ______ 
example? How do use setting to convey a message? 
** Architecture, clothing, design, and the overall look resemble less of what we 
have typically see in Lebanon and more of what you may find in American or 
European films.  
How and why do advertisers make such choices? Is this approach based on any 
evaluation of the market and consumer preferences? 
 

 Character Casting: based on advertising trends in the Lebanon in the 80s and 
90s, there was a diligent choice in picking blond blue-eyed characters. The 
recent survey done for this study suggests that casting choices have varied. How 
do viewers respond to your characters‟ features that are less common in an 
average Lebanese population?  

 

 Global vs. Local: Based on your market research, how do Lebanese viewers 
respond to an ad produced for a non-Lebanese market? 

 

 Are there any differences in how you present a product that is made in Lebanon 
versus that which is imported? Can you provide examples? 

 

 Transnational Advertising Co.’s:  
o Are there certain standards set by the international head office of your 

company that your agency follows? 
o What makes your agency different than other advertising TNCs? 
o Visiting the various websites and reading literature on global advertising 

companies in Lebanon, these agencies state mission statements of “high 
standards”, “excellence”…etc. (and other clichés of the sort). How does 
your company‟s mission statement translate to your work? 
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