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Abstract 

 

The Internet and Structuration: Agency and Structure through Internet 

Usage within Kinship 

 

Hussam Sameh Kanaan, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Joseph Straubhaar 

 

This Report applies the theories of Structuration and reflexivity to the Internet in Amman, 

Jordan, to argue how the Internet can challenge authority as embedded in kinship social 

formations. In the first place, the Internet can be an empowering agent by challenging 

authority; at the same time, kinship’s social and moral codes can structure the reflexivity 

that users derive from the Internet and guide the Structuration to which the Internet can 

lead. This Report argues that there is a symbiotic relationship between the Internet and 

kinship. Situating Internet usage within kinship would challenge the ontological and 

epistemological centrality of the “the media text” in Media Studies. Furthermore, 

situating Internet usage within kinship would highlight users’ emerging Structuration, 

which can lead to counter-hegemonic currents in Amman. Then, the Report explains how 

and why an anthropological approach to media, including the Internet, would be 

especially suitable for exploring the Internet’s functions in users’ lives. Finally, the 

Report uses an interview of an Arab woman student to show how kinship’s social and 
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moral codes structure user’s reflexivity on one hand, and the Internet’s ability to 

encourage reflexivity-- eroding kinship’s codes-- on the other hand. An anthropological 

approach would offer the conceptual and methodological tools for understanding how 

media usage in general is a social process, and that reflexivity and structuration emerge 

within that process, rather than assuming technological determinism. This is crucial in the 

context of the “Arab Spring,” where the Internet has challenged authority. Thus, this 

Report proposes kinship as a form of authority and social structure and the Internet as a 

conduit of Structuration.    
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Media Globalization- Macro trends 

Media globalization research has highlighted such phenomena as reflexivity, 

glocalization hybridity, and emerging agency for women through old media (film and 

television) (Kim, 2005; Kraidy, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010; Banerjee, 2002; Johnson, 

2001; Jin, 2007; Fung 2006; Malhotra and Rogers, 2000). Those articles discuss the 

macro-level processes within media globalization; other research delved into some 

specific, but still structural, examples of media and globalization (Havens, 2006; Shim, 

2006; Scrase, 2002). The literature on the structural aspects focuses on the media texts 

and/or media institutions; the literature on the sociological aspects highlights media’s 

interplays with gender roles, consumerism, and identity. On the continuum of macro-

cultural to micro-cultural processes, the literature tilts towards macro-level findings-- 

suggesting the relative shortage of anthropological or sociological explorations of media 

(old and new) (Scrase, 2002, p. 325). 

  Specifically, research on the structural side documents outcomes of privatization 

of media channels in India and some newfound agency for women on Indian television 

(although not in “real” life) de-regulation of the market, and neo-liberal policies 

(Malhotra and Rogers, 2000; Scrase, 2002). It also documents how television in India 

(and other countries) has become liberal in depictions of women, although women in 

“real life” still live under patriarchy (Scrase, 2001; Johnson, 2001). Johnson identified 

what he saw were psychological and structural changes in Indian villages as a result of 

television. His division of the changes to psychological and structural illuminates a key 
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distinction—that television in those two villages promoted identity challenges to both the 

family and to the individual (Johnson, 2001, p. 165). Other studies discuss localization 

(Banerjee, 2002). 

From the sociological perspective and in countries other than India, media 

exposure has led to reflexivity and identity changes: How television viewers negotiate 

their identities through American situation-comedies (sitcoms) (Havens, 2001; Kanaan, 

2006; Grixtie, 2006), and how Internet users in Kuwait challenge gender-based power 

relations through cyberspace and chat rooms while  retaining their own identities 

(Wheeler, 2000, 2001). In fact, three studies specifically highlighted how the Internet is 

challenging the local social order by encouraging users to interact with the opposite sex 

and increase their own confidence by expanding their social networks online (Wheeler, 

2000, 2001; Al-Saggaf, 2004). Another study explored how the media were only some of 

the factors that played roles in individual self-identity (Strelitz, 2002). Unlike the 

assumption of the epistemological and ontological centrality of the media text within 

media studies, Strelitz shows how television was merely one of the sources of forging the 

self-identity of the “homeland” viewers (Strelitz, 2002, p. 478). The article supported the 

notion of reflexivity and that people exercise agency in their viewing habits and patterns. 

What concerns this Report is the application of two theories to the Internet in 

Amman, Jordan, as part of the Arab region for the following reasons. The first is the 

scarcity of apolitical media research on the Arab region, which makes the theme of the 

Internet and users new. Specifically, Al-Jazeera commands a huge amount of research 
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(Seib, 2008; Rushing, 2007; Zayani, 2007; Miles, 2005; El-Nawawy and Powers, 2010), 

which only reinforces the focus on the media text and the political. Second, the advent of 

the Internet particularly provides an opportunity of exploring such phenomena as agency, 

reflexivity, structuration, and empowerment—themes within media sociology and 

anthropology (Thompson, 1990, 1995; Giddens, 1995). This second point is especially 

important in the case of the Internet since the Internet has challenged “authority” in 

general in Egypt, Pakistan, Libya, and Saudi Arabia (Milani, 2011; Erdbrink, 2011; 

MacFarquhar, 2011); this Report proposes that kinship is one form of authority in those 

countries. Third, an anthropological approach would be holistic, meaning would 

holistically examine the interplay between the Internet and the users—which is the crux 

of this Report. An anthropological approach would explore the Internet in a region where 

kinship ties are foundational, thus allowing for situating Internet usage rather than 

treating the Internet as an isolated cultural and social force. The point becomes to study 

the Internet as interwoven within users’ lives. 

Overall, kinship ties, this Report argues, are a moral and social structure, and the 

Internet is the agent of reflexivity and Structuration that erodes that structure. At a 

general level, the Internet can challenge all types of authority—government, traditional 

news media, the family. Also, kinship ties serve as a safety net and offer privileges and 

social coherence to members of the same kinship group (Kriem, 2009; Holmes-Eber, 

1997; Ekong, 1986; Azadarmaki and Bahar, 2006; Al-Thakeb, 1985; Bin-Suneitan, 

2008). On the other hand, kinship ties can be a social, moral, and/or political structure 
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because of how they give power and decision-making to men at the expense of women, 

on one hand, and people of the same group at the expense of “outsiders,” on the other 

hand. For this report, the Internet can challenge, if not gradually break, kinship’s social 

and moral codes by giving users voice and agency (the reflexivity aspect), which can lead 

to challenging family and government structures (the Structuration aspect). All this would 

make an anthropological approach especially relevant and timely. Again, an 

anthropological approach would explore the Internet as embedded within users’ lives 

since it would be holistic, and highlight such issues as reflexivity, agency and the social 

construction of meaning (Postill, 2009), which are themes that media studies alone do not 

explore. This article makes a case for this interplay between the Internet and kinship’s 

social and moral codes in Amman.  

 

 

REFLEXIVITY AND AGENCY IN MEDIA STUDIES: 

 

One goal of this Report is to invite an investigation or understanding of media, the 

Internet in this case, as embedded within social structures and not as isolated forces, a 

scholarly opinion that at least three scholars hold (Couldry, 2006; Thompson, 1995; 

Postill, 2006). The sociology of the media explores such processes as media in social life 

and the self, personal identity, agency, structure, and the social construction of meaning. 

The theories in sociology that are optimal for exploring media for this Report are 

Structuration and the Reflexive Organization of the Self. Structuration outlines how the 

actions of individuals in society contribute to, and form, long-term structure, meaning 
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how agency contributes to structure. The Reflexive Organization of the Self means how 

the media are conduits of reflexivity, and that they become one component of the 

narrative of the self (personal identity) (Thompson, 1995).  

Furthermore, media reception involves the selective appropriation of media in 

specific, structured conditions (Thompson, 1995): In this case, kinship’s social and moral 

boundaries can act as structures, thus can and inevitably do influence how individuals 

derive and negotiate their agency, reflexivity and Structuration as a result of media, in 

this case, the Internet. This Report approaches the kinship aspect of modern and 

“traditional” (for the lack of a better word) societies from the lens of Structuration. In his 

comparison between Modern, capitalist societies with kinship-based societies, Giddens 

theorizes a continuum where face-to-face communication dominates in kinship-based 

societies, and institutions and impersonal relations dominate the current information-

saturated societies. Kinship societies have trust and ontological security and continuity in 

social relations across space and time (Fandy, 2000; Silverstone, 1993), which leads to 

continuity in the narrative of the self. Mediated quasi- interaction plays a greater role now 

in social interaction (Thompson, 1995, p. 84). In this article, the media, especially the 

Internet, are conduits of anxiety and reflexivity since they can challenge the traditional 

family or kinship structure: They offer individuals reflexivity and agency; “the self is 

viewed neither as the product of an external symbolic system, nor as a fixed entity which 

the individual can immediately and directly grasp; rather, the self is a symbolic project 

that the individual actively constructs,” (Thompson, 1995, p. 210). Accordingly, often the 
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media interfere and conflict with the “original” identity of the individual. This reflexivity 

and agency can lead to forming social structures in the long term that can challenge 

kinship. What concerns this Report is how the Internet can encourage reflexivity and 

Structuration, thus challenging kinship’s social and moral codes. An example of how the 

Internet is challenging “authority” in general is Facebook and Twitter in Saudi Arabia 

and Iran. “Two years ago, Iranian activists used social media sites as engines to organize 

massive anti-government demonstrations. But now, activists say, the limitless freedoms 

available online are proving to be a distraction from real-world dissent,” (Erdbrink, 

2011). 

Specifically, four articles highlight what are central themes of this Report-- 

agency and reflexivity (Kim, 2005; Kraidy, 2009; Samin, 2008; Kanaan, 2006). Kim’s 

article is about how American TV in Korea encourages reflexivity for Korean women 

because it allows them to draw from their TV viewing and “compare” it to their own 

lives. The availability of mediated symbolic material gives these women (and others 

globally) an opportunity for reflexivity. What is especially important in Kim’s article is 

that it is an empirical exploration of what is mostly a theory in media sociology 

(reflexivity), which she herself also acknowledges (Kim, 2005, p. 448). Because of the 

importance of media as a component of self-identity, reflexivity becomes important in 

countries and contexts where, Kim writes, people do not have any access to 

psychological expertise or resources that would help them reconcile divergent or 

conflicting identity challenges. What this means overall is that television viewing in this 
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particular case (Korea) serves as a springboard for the “reflexive organization of the self” 

(Thompson, 1995) by providing foreign symbolic material for identity formation for 

viewers. 

Kraidy’s study is about the conflicting institutional and “individual” discourses 

that emerged about Star Academy, the reality show that airs out of Lebanon and reaches 

the entire Arab region. Kraidy focuses on cultural consequences of television, not the 

structural aspects, by arguing that this show triggered many cultural controversies in 

Saudi Arabia because of the controversial position of women it invited. “Controversies 

ensue in Saudi Arabia because the hypervisibility of women’s bodies on LBC clashes 

head on with Wahhabiya’s compulsive invisibility of the female body in public space. It 

is against this institutional and social backdrop that the Star Academy controversy in 

Saudi Arabia is best understood,” (Kraidy, 2009, p. 351). We need to see the scope and 

nature of the Star Academy controversy as embedded in a country that restricts and 

controls women. Star Academy threatens Saudi Arabia’s (and that of other Arab countries 

like Bahrain’s) national identity; “a cultural hybrid of the foreign and the native, Star 

Academy threatens the core of Wahhabiya in two specific ways.  It crystallizes a 

radically pluralistic world and compels participants to enact alien social norms,” (Kraidy, 

2009, p. 359). One of Kraidy’s conclusions is that “Star Academy offers an alternative 

social reality imbued with women’s agency, albeit contrived and commoditized, and thus 

inimical to Saudi definitions of a social order,” (Kraidy, 2009, p. 358). Therefore, the 
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relevance of Kraidy’s article to this Report is that it delves somewhat into how a reality 

show offers both viewers and contestants agency, reflexivity, and empowerment.  

Yet another study within media sociology is one that the writer of this Report 

conducted in Amman, Jordan (Kanaan, 2006). The study utilized the theory of the 

Reflexive Organization of the Self to explore what values, if any, young adult Jordanian 

women extracted from American mediated culture. The findings were that Oprah 

Winfrey, Angelina Jolie, and Nicole Kidman were the most common influences on the 

women—highlighting reflexivity and agency. Samin’s study on the Internet in Saudi 

Arabia reveals the complex ways through which the Internet “flattens” social hierarchies 

and increases people’s voices. “These technologies [new media] are said to produce a 

flattening of social hierarchies, greater personal autonomy and a capacity to circumvent 

moral and administrative strictures governing behavior and expression,” (Samin, 2008, p. 

198). The author analyzed a bulletin board that represented the Qahtan tribe in Saudi 

Arabia and a bulletin board that represented the Shi’i community in the Al-Ahsa region 

of Saudi Arabia (Samin, 2008, p. 200). 

 

In the Najd, in particular, the issue of intermarriage between tribal (qabili) and 

non-tribal (khadiri) status groups plays an important role in reproducing prevalent 

hierarchies in the kingdom. As marriage in the Najd is a contract between two 

families, ‘upper-caste’ qabili Najdis like Qahtan will, as a rule, avoid marriages to 

“lower-caste” khadiris, (Samin, 2008, p 203).  
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So the article, which is the closest to this Report’s argument, explores how Internet 

bulletin boards challenge tribal identity and how the tribes Qahtan and a Shiite 

community manage their kinship-inculcated values. “They [the findings] underline the 

dual nature of the Internet as both an instrument for the progressive dissolution of 

hierarchies and divisions and a means for maintaining and updating definitions of 

community,” (Samin, 2008, p. 201).  

Thus, Kim invokes reflexivity and Kraidy invokes agency. The writer of this 

Report invoked both agency and reflexivity in his 2006 article; Samin invoked both 

reflexivity and agency. The point of all these examples is to show how timely it is to 

further explore these ideas by examining how specifically the Internet encourages 

reflexivity, agency, and structuration, especially where there is state and/or other 

oppression. Other, more recent examples of agency and emerging Structuration in the 

Arab region are in the press-- of Saudi women who use Facebook and Twitter to organize 

protests (MacFarquhar, 2011; Milani, 2011) and similar cases in Iran (Erdbrink, 2011). 

But, this Report argues, the relatively narrow range of the sociological or anthropological 

exploration of media necessitates systematic exploration of how the Internet challenges 

kinship’s social and moral codes, which dominate in Amman. Unlike old media, the 

Internet (which is the focus of this Report) offers even more opportunity for reflexivity, 

agency (Van Djick, 2009), and Structuration. Thus, what makes this Report different is 

its focus on individual (not group) personal uses of the Internet (such as Facebook or 

Twitter), not the political or public uses, which dominate the research. This latter research 
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on new media focuses on social movements and protests (Atton, 2003; Ballard, Habib, 

Valodia, and Zueren, 2005; Bennett, Breunig, and Givens, 2008; Rolfe, 2005; Wall, 

2007; Marmura, 2008), which makes personal uses for an Arab a worthwhile case. The 

responses of an Arab student, at the end of this Report, exemplify this article’s approach 

since Arab students are embedded in kinship-based social formations. This Report invites 

an examination of the Internet within this new context of kinship ties by utilizing this 

interview. This interview would be a step towards exploring how kinship social and 

moral expectations structure agency and reflexivity, and can lead to Structuration, all of 

which emerge and result from Internet usage. Moreover, this approach challenges the 

media-centrism in media studies and instead adopts the anthropological ideal that media 

usage and meaning are socially embedded and constructed. All this research would be a 

foray into wider explorations of the Internet’s ability to challenge authority in general and 

in non-Western locations (where many structures exist). We now discuss in detail how an 

anthropological approach would contribute to media studies by exploring how Internet 

usage is embedded within kinship, leading to agency and reflexivity being structured by 

kinship. 

 

TOWARDS AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACH: 

 

A central point of this Report is to call for holistically understanding the media’s roles, 

meaning to situate media consumption in large cultural and social processes: 
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Anthropology advocates such a holistic approach. “Only with increased attention to the 

people and processes interconnected through the media can we further our understanding 

of these social phenomena,” (Askew and Wilk, 2002, p. 324). Furthermore, Anthropology 

of Media: a Reader (Askew and Wilk, 2002) and Media Worlds (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, 

and Larkin, Eds., 2002) state that scholars cannot study media in isolation from social 

and cultural forces, a tendency that is pronounced, if not is pervasive, in Media Studies. 

Again, this Report argues that kinship’s moral and social codes structure how men and 

women in Amman use the Internet such as Facebook. In that case, Facebook exposure for 

a woman can encroach on her family’s honor by giving the woman exposure and voice, 

as was the case in Saudi Arabia (Husseini, 2009, p. 141). Other specific examples of how 

the Internet can challenge authority in general are aforementioned (in Saudi Arabia and 

Iran). Kinship networks are embedded in Amman (and the Arab region as a whole) that 

guide people’s choices and careers, and can affect how users derive agency, reflexivity, 

and Structuration from the Internet. According to James Lull, anthropology does not 

acknowledge the media as social forces (personal correspondence, 2010) and there is 

only disparate and little research on media within anthropology in the first place (Dickey, 

1997, p. 425).  

Specifically, the anthropological exploration of media began with a few disparate 

studies in the middle 20
th 

century with the work of Margaret Mead and Rhoda Metraux, 

Hortense Powdermaker, and Adair Worth, to name some examples (Askew and Wilk, 

2002, p. 2, 3)-- who did not study the social consequences of media, though, only as 
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cultural documents. The reason that anthropology rarely explored media is 

anthropology’s traditional and historical focus on local communities and not Western 

artifacts and culture-- the media being such: Anthropologists viewed media as a 

“Western” entity because of their association with the colonial West. But anthropology in 

the 1990s-- for many reasons-- embraced “media as a social practice” and not as cultural 

documents (Ginsburg, Lughod, and Larkin, 2002, p. 3). Furthermore, as opposed to 

anthropological works in the 1950s and 1960s (and some later) and that focused on visual 

anthropology and ethnographic film (Spitulnik, 1993, p. 300), 1980s scholarship, such as 

Stuart Hall’s, explored the agency of audiences-- which is one step closer, not the whole 

idea, to the point of this article. British Cultural Studies, of which Hall was the major 

name, used anthropological methods to explore audience appropriations of and resistance 

to dominant media forms. Thus, media scholars utilized anthropological methods, not 

theory, to explore media, which testifies to the shortage of anthropological attention to 

media.  

Later, statistical content analyses and market research led to the preoccupation 

with quantifiable “effects” of media, thus “disembodying” the media text from its 

socially and historically situated uses; this separation led scholars in the American 

traditions of media studies to attribute media meaning and effects to the media text only 

(Spitulnik, 1993, p. 299). Moreover, media scholars used ethnography to theorize Uses 

and Gratifications (Lazarsfeld, 1940), which was replaced by the said preoccupation with 

numbers. Spitulnik’s article is old and she was lamenting the then-limited body of 
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literature on media within anthropology but adds that anthropologists are now (by 1993) 

acknowledging media as social processes (Spitulnik, 1993, p. 303). 

 

Analyses of the content and effects of media have grown since the 1920s and 

1930s, beginning in the United States with government and private studies 

addressing the effects of radio and film, and continuing (more or less 

chronologically) in the academic fields of sociology, psychology, 

communications (and later, film and media studies), critical theory, literary 

criticism, and psychoanalytic theory. Until recently, most of these approaches 

shared the critical assumption that the ‘meaning’ of the medium was to be found 

in the messages of its written, visual, and/or aural ‘text’, and that this meaning 

was absorbed unproblematically (Dickey, 1997, p. 414). 

 

The 1990s saw some systematic anthropological interest in media. Askew and 

Wilk’s reader on media anthropology organizes the literature into themes that this article 

finds convenient. Their book covers how media can be purveyors of reality (Askew and 

Wilk, 2006, p. 10), media’s roles in self-representation— Powdermaker (1950), Ginsburg 

(1990, 1995), and the Internet’s facilitation of Trinidadian social relations (Askew and 

Wilk, 2006, p. 10, 11)-- media reception and active audiences (cited in Askew and Wilk, 

2006), and Mankekar (Mankekar, 1993), and finally, media and nationalism, focusing on 

the media text.    
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Thus, this Report now calls for focusing on the human agency and resulting 

reflexivity that underline and underlie uses of the Internet, not simply film or TV. 

“Anthropologists make important contributions by continually stressing the human 

agency that underscores their significance and grants them meaning. Media are not 

autonomous processes,” (Askew and Wilk, 2002, p. 324, emphasis added). This view 

stems from the anthropological ideal that media are but one aspect of social life. 

 

The value of anthropological approaches lies in a shared understanding of media 

as simply one aspect of contemporary social life, no different in essence from law, 

economics, kinship, social organization, art, and religion. All these categories of 

thought and behavior are socially conceived and socially enacted. Anthropologists 

categorically reject the common tendency to treat media as separate from social 

life and in ethnographic case after case highlight the interconnections between 

media practices and cultural frames of references, (Askew and Wilk, 2002, p. 10, 

emphasis added).  

 

This Report thus challenges the epistemological and ontological centrality of the media 

text (whether it is a television show, a film, or the Internet), or the “media-centrism” of 

Media Studies to express it colloquially, by juxtaposing the Internet with kinship social 

and moral codes. “Recent decades have witnessed an explosion of fascinating critical 

approaches to the study of culture and media that interrogate in creative ways the all-too-
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common tendency to divorce media technologies and media texts from their social 

contexts,” (Askew and Wilk, 2002, p. 1, emphasis added). Now, Faye Ginsurg (Ginsburg, 

1994), Lila Abu-Lughod (Abu-Lughod, 1993), and Christa Salamandra (Salamandra, 

2005) are examples of anthropologists who explore media. We now turn to 

anthropological literature about the Arab region to highlight the importance of kinship 

and tribal culture; specifically, we highlight the gender and social codes that kinship 

imposes and indoctrinates.  

 

ANTHROPOLOGY OF ARAB REGION: 

 

The Arab region in the middle of the 20
th

 century did not represent a separate 

anthropological specialty (Gilmore, 1982) and anthropologists “discovered” the 

Mediterranean in the 1970s with the publication of a number of studies that triggered 

research on the Mediterranean region, such as Jane Schneider’s paper on the origins of 

honor-complexes (Gilmore, 1982, p. 175). But Gilmore writes that John Davis’ People of 

the Mediterranean: an Essay in Comparative Social Anthropology in 1977 was a decisive 

point because it outlined similarities Mediterranean societies had with European 

anthropology that ushered in the Mediterranean region as a geographic entity to be 

explored. Another paper that supported that opinion was Jeremy Boissevain’s “Towards a 

Social Anthropology of the Mediterranean.” Those two studies, Gilmore writes, brought 
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to the fore certain traits that were pervasive in the Mediterranean region, kinship being 

one of them (Gilmore, 1982, p. 178, 179). 

Thus, this Report specifies kinship (“Asha-iriyya,” Arabic for the culture of 

tribalism) as a non-Western social institution in Amman and its crucial importance 

(Crivello, 2008, p. 41). The point of the below citations is to highlight kinship as a power 

structure in the Arab region; specifically, kinship/tribal social relations determine politics 

in Yemen and Libya (Tharoor, 2011; Dehghanpisheh, 2011; Dehghanpisheh and Dickey, 

2011); kinship also is a source of respect, identity, and possible “shame” for members if 

they transgress their kinship group or family’s values (Dodd, 1973; Layne, 1989; Antoun, 

1968, 2000; Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993; Sharabi, 1988; Moghadam, 2003; Keddi, 

2007; Crivello, 2008; Newcomb, 2007).  

Moghadam writes, “one important dimension of social change in the region 

[Middle East] has been the weakening of the patriarchal family and traditional kinship 

systems,” (Moghadam, 2003, p. 25, emphasis added). Nikki Keddi writes, “tribal-

nomadic organization and structure, the importance of patrilineal kinship, and the 

preference for marriages between paternal cousins, and strong concepts of honor 

centering on female virginity and chastity,” are hallmarks of the social structure of 

Middle Eastern and eastern Mediterranean societies (Keddi, 2007, p. 15). Sharabi 

specifies patriarchy as a micro-level structure with the centrality of the father and family 

as a social unit. “Neopatriarchal society as a dependant, nonmodern socioeconomic 

structure represents the quintessentially underdeveloped society,” (Sharabi, 1988, p. 7). 

http://www.newsweek.com/authors/babak-dehghanpisheh.html
http://www.newsweek.com/authors/christopher-dickey.html
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This Report adds that reflexivity from media exposure, especially the Internet, has been 

challenging kinship social and moral values.  

Furthermore, Peter Dodd wrote of “Ird” (honor in Arabic), which is a part of 

kinship and distributes power unevenly. He wrote that Ird emanates from the need to 

safeguard one’s clan; Ird encompasses both the individual and the group, and the 

patriarch safeguards it (Dodd, 1973, p. 44-46). Linda Layne (in an essay, not academic 

article) identified kinship groups and tribes as the predominant social institution in 

Jordan; “bedouin tribes have come to symbolize Jordan’s national identity,” (Layne, 

1989, p. 24). She wrote how people both supported and opposed tribalism, supported it 

because they believed tribalism embodied noble qualities associated with desert life—

magnanimity, hospitality, and family coherence. Those who opposed it believed it 

prevented or obstructed the emergence of a nation-state (Layne, 1989, p. 26 and 27). The 

point of these citations is to highlight the embedded power in kinship ties and how 

women, for a major example, can lose agency and voice in these formations.  

Furthermore, an anthropologist who appreciated kinship in and by itself (instead 

of treating it as an afterthought), Richard Antoun highlighted kinship as a form of social 

coherence not predominant in the West (Antoun, 1968, 2000). He called for replacing the 

understanding of civil society in the West with other social institutions that exist in the 

Arab region (in his case, Jordan) and that provide the social support and trust that he 

argued are equivalent to civil society in the West. Antoun wrote of how (un)attentive 

anthropology is to realities and social institutions outside the West (Antoun, 2000), which 
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led him to highlight kinship as a pivotal social institution in Jordan and cites others’ work 

by saying that kinship has numerous benefits, not simply setbacks. For his own study 

specifically on a town in Jordan, he wrote,  

 

The weakening of kinship ties, the decline in multiplexity, and the development of 

differences in social status have taken their toll on the guest house and the full 

blown process of tribal conflict resolution. These changes have led to 

reinterpretations of the ideology of tribalism by many villagers—but not by all of 

them, (Antoun, 2000, p. 452).  

 

Compared to the 1960s when Antoun first began research on kinship, he later wrote that 

the town where he did research had shown reflexivity about kinship practices and 

identity. He highlighted the endurance of kinship and trust as social institutions: Kinship 

rituals and “third party” intervention are a manifestation of patriarchy and age deference, 

which are products of kinship power. Antoun himself praised these conflict resolution 

mechanisms as conducive to harmony and moral order but this Report calls attention to 

how restrictive they can be for individual agency, especially women. 

Finally, Gina Crivello and Rachel Newcomb discuss some of kinship’s 

manifestations in Morocco and their unequal distributions of power. Crivello 

acknowledges that honor and shame are not common in the current anthropology 

literature but were in the early 20th century when colonial anthropology began exploring 
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themes outside of the colonial and military domains (Crivello, 2008, p. 41 and 53). 

Crivello mentions works that highlight kinship, honor, and shame in the Mediterranean 

region as a whole, arguing that, in the absence of social and political institutions, honor 

and shame are key institutions in Morocco. “As part of a broader system in which 

individuals negotiate status and respectability, honour and shame mediate relationships 

between individuals, families, and ‘honour groups’ or moral communities in which they 

participate,” (Crivello, 2008, p. 38). Honor and shame are part of kinship identity and 

structure how women derive agency and reflexivity from the Internet. “I have argued that 

honour and shame are deep-seated notions within the community that continue to shape 

gender expectations and behavior,” (Crivello, 2008, p. 53). She explains how women had 

the onus of safeguarding their tribes’ honor by secluding themselves; men, 

simultaneously, had the responsibility of “making sure” the women adhere to gender 

roles. Thus, it becomes the responsibility of men and other “prominent” members of a 

kinship group to protect the family honor and image by special concern with women. 

Again, this indicates the importance of kinship as a social and moral code, which this 

Report argues the Internet can challenge by giving people voice and agency. Moreover, 

Newcomb writes that women have been gaining status in Fes, the second largest city in 

Morocco, because of their active roles in kinship networks in time of financial need and 

that they are now assuming historically patriarchal positions (Newcomb, 2007, p. 38). 

This indicates that kinship has proven to be a resilient, mature social institution in Fes 

that warrants exploration, especially with the advent of the Internet. 



20 

 

Now, in order to complement the scholarly literature, this Report offers an 

interview of an Arab that highlights how kinship moral and social codes structure the 

agency that the Internet allows on one hand, and how the Internet can erode kinship as a 

social and moral structure (the reflexivity aspect), on the other hand. Also, Rana Husseini 

is a Jordanian journalist who documented many cases (in and outside Jordan) of what 

some women have faced as a result of using the Internet outside the family or gender 

boundaries (Husseini, 2009). The purpose of the interview is simply to invite attention to 

how simultaneously kinship codes structure Internet-induced reflexivity and 

Structuration, and how the Internet, by offering this reflexivity and Structuration, can 

challenge kinship codes; this would allow for counter-hegemonic tendencies (which 

would be a realization of Structuration). One statement summarizes this Report’s 

approach: “Media anthropology comprises ethnographically informed, historically 

grounded, and context-sensitive analyses of the ways in which people use and make sense 

of media technologies,” (Askew and Wilk, 2002, p. 3).     

Therefore, the purpose of the interview, below, is not to provide a “thick” 

description of kinship since such would be beyond this Report but to simply introduce 

kinship as a social phenomenon and its structuring role. This interview is a “stepping-

stone” towards comprehensively exploring how the Internet challenges authority in 

general, which the writer of this Report is doing. Furthermore, this Report proposes 

kinship as a worthy topic in the long term since it would contextualize the Internet’s role 

of giving voice and agency to users. A “worthy topic” is a characteristic of qualitative 
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research (Tracy, 2010, p. 839). Statistics about social media indicate their crucial 

importance in as many countries as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, Turkey, and others. In 

fact, the Arab region had the most new users of Facebook, which was during the civil 

unrest in early 2011. Specifically, the U.A.E. has the highest Facebook penetration rate in 

the Arab region (Arab Social Media Report, 2011, p. 9) and 70% of Facebook users are 

youth (Arab Social Media Report, 2011, p. 23). What especially concerns this paper is 

why users used Facebook: 29.55% of users in Egypt and 22.31% in Tunisia used it for 

organizing and managing demonstrations; only 12.37% in Egypt and 10.74% used it for 

entertainment or social purposes (Arab Social Media Report, 2011, p. 6). Arab youth’s 

adoption and use of Facebook in the first three months of 2011 “can only be termed a 

substantial shift in the Arab world’s usage of social media towards online social and civil 

mobilization online,” (Arab Social Media Report, 2011, p. 2). 

Also, in this Report’s case, the typical example of Internet usage would provide 

enough information, not the atypical or isolated case (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 229) since the 

Internet and new media are new phenomena in Amman (and the Arab region), and which 

both reinforce and challenge kinship values. The following are the responses of the 

student to how the Internet, especially Facebook, has challenged Arab kinship’s codes 

and gender role.  
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Interview 

 

Do you feel that the Internet gives you freedom in your everyday life? 

 

Oh, definitely. When I lived in Dubai, I lived there until I was seventeen. Before I had 

access to the Internet and Facebook, obviously my interactions with people were very 

limited, especially with guys [which is a kinship-derived value]. I used to go to a girls 

school until 8
th

 grade so, you know, I didn’t have that much interaction with guys. Then, 

when I changed schools to a mixed school… so I got to know more people and chatted 

with them online. So I spoke to guys more [eroding kinship’s moral and social code]. 

You connect with friends’ friends. You get access to more things. You Tube.  It gives 

you a lot of freedom, freedom of information. It gives you a lot more information. 

Increase interaction with people. When you’re in the Middle East and you’re young, 

you’re not allowed to go out whenever you want. But you can interact with people online. 

 

Has this caused you any conflict in the family? 
 

My father is actually very against Facebook. So, … he actually when Facebook started. 

One of the girls in our family. 13 or 14. One of my male cousins saw her picture and she 

was wearing a santa hat and sleeveless top.’ My dad asked, ‘did you hear about this 

person? She had her picture on Facebook and this is such a bad website. 

 

I’m very disappointed that you have a Facebook,” [Her father said] 

 

He [my dad] was concerned that I had a Facebook account and he was very against it. He 

was not happy about it. My mother also opened a Facebook account and she kept this a 
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secret from him [because it gives woman exposure]. He found out about it and he was 

very, very upset with her.   

 

She didn’t have her picture. She just had her name and that she was married. He was 

really upset with her. They had a huge fight about that. She closed down her account. He 

has become tolerant because it’s [Facebook] become so widespread. Every time it comes 

up, he [my father] grumbles about it.  

 

Does your father have a cell phone? 

 

He [my father] has an email. He uses the Internet close to daily. He’s very limited in what  

 

websites he goes to. He just checks currency rates, Al-Jazeera.  

 

 

Does your brother have issues with it [Facebook]? 

 

He’s [my brother] more privileged because he’s a male. My father’s never questioned    

 

anything about him.  

 

 

He’s never had that issue with my brother of having a Facebook or anything like that  

 

[because males have power in a kinship formations]. I don’t think he’s ever brought that  

 

up with my brother or even my mother ever bringing up anything like that with my  

 

brother.. It doesn’t seem to be a problem from my perspective. I don’t know if he’s told  

 

him anything in private. I think there’s a problem for a woman having her picture. Being  

 

public. There’s a problem with that.  

 

For Arab cultures, it’s important for the woman to have the submissive role or a more  
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private role [partly because of kinship moral and social codes]. Men are allowed to be in  

 

the media and outside. If you look at Gulf leaders and their wives, the wives are usually  

 

never shown. It’s a negative thing for women to be out there. Sometimes, women are  

 

looked down upon when they appear in newspapers. Or have articles written about them.  

 

My family’s fairly liberal and my dad is kinda conservative but some families are really,  

 

really strict. A lot of girls wouldn’t be allowed to study in the U.S. [because of how much  

 

concern their families have over them]. It’s very complicated. That’s a huge privilege [to  

 

study in the U.S.]. That’s if you’re lucky. Some women aren’t encouraged to get a job. A  

 

man won’t want to marry a woman who works or who studied abroad. It’s also a big  

 

thing to go to mixed universities and stuff like that. The gulf is. There’s a lot of cultural  

 

issues and stuff [in Dubai]. It’s very conservative, some people.  

 

 

Would you consider yourself and your family to be conservative or more 

progressive? How does this affect your outlook on the Internet? 

My family is a lot more progressive than most in my country.  But they have lots of  

 

conservative values. For me, because my family is liberal, they have a huge attachment to  

 

education and career. In my family, it’s a good thing for someone to be successful  

 

whether they’re a woman or man. So if I study abroad, it would be for my education and  

 

advancement, reaching my potential.  

 

 

But there’s a very conservative side: There’s no mixing with guys [because of kinship’s  

 

moral and social codes of segregation between the sexes]. If I’m caught in public with  
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another guy.  

 

 

People will talk. My dad would ask me, ‘what are you doing with that boy at that cafe?’  

 

I tell them [my parents] I’m here in America. You have no idea what I’m doing. But  

 

when I’m home, I need to be back at a certain  time. I’m only allowed to hang out with  

 

certain people. They [people] don’t know how to deal with globalization and  

 

Westernization. They’re having a hard time adjusting to it. It’s caused a huge problem.  

 

People want the good things, not the bad things.  

 

 

It ends up with people being confused. I have my own ideals and feel that I’m very  

 

Western-influenced because I went to English, private schools. My ideals are liberal and  

 

my family is conservative. So I have this clash, which is hard to reconcile sometimes. 

 

Coping with it [Westernization] is very hard. I do things [here in the U.S.] that are  

 

considered really bad [at home]. Over there, I can’t just leave whenever I want. I have to  

 

ask permission. 

 

 

The Internet challenges all that? 

 

With the Internet and stuff, the Internet has been such an important source of information  

 

for me.  

 

 

You can find people similar to you. You can increase your knowledge that way. It’s  

 

given me a lot of freedom… It’s given me mental freedom. Just reading about things that  

 

are taboo [partly because of social codes that are often from kinship]. My country.  
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They’re against some things and I can read articles criticizing the government. It opens  

 

up all those things. Whatever interactions your parents don’t want you to do, you can  

 

easily do. It’s easy access. The best way to control someone is to cut them off from the  

 

Internet [testifying to the voice and agency that the Internet offers].  That’s the best way  

 

to increase your mental freedom and find out about yourself. 

 

 

The Internet allows you much more access to information and this threatens the  

 

social hierarchy? 

 

It definitely does. The Internet. It’s dangerous to people who want to control others,  

 

because it’s a free flow of information. It’s gonna be dangerous to hierarchies whether  

 

it’s the family [including kinship codes] or the whole government. The Internet is a  

 

dangerous tool but it’s an important tool. People shouldn’t be controlled. Freedom of  

 

information is very important. The same problem that applies to family can be  

 

extrapolated to government. They’re trying to educate the people but they also don’t want  

 

people to question the government.  

 

 

Do you feel that online media expose you to things the family doesn’t approve of? 

 

When I was in high school, I was exposed more to photographers or directors. It was a  

 

possible career choice. It’s a possible major. I really wanted to do that. When I told my  

 

parents, my parents laughed at me.  If I didn’t have access to the Internet, I wouldn’t have  

 

considered [it]. The Internet gives you a lot of options. 
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Do you think the Internet makes people aspire to things that the family doesn’t  

 

approve of, such as marriage? 

 

It’s a big deal. I’m Emirati and have a lot of Iranian roots. I’m only allowed to marry an  

 

Emirati or maybe an Iranian guy. That’s my circle. But I don’t like Emiratis or Iranians. I  

 

know whenever I wanna get married, it will be a big problem. With the Internet, you get  

 

to interact more [Internet challenges kinship codes]. If you know someone offline, you  

 

might not see them that much but if you have a computer, you can talk to them more.  

 

 

Does the Internet shift the balance of power, dating with Khalijis? 

 

A lot of people aren’t allowed to use Facebook in the Khalij [Gulf]; they have to protect  

 

their identity [because kinship prefers socializing among one’s on family]. So they put  

 

nicknames for themselves on Facebook, not their real names. So you’ll find really funny  

 

things [names] like cutie or sexy. Gucci. They’ll come up with fake names. Then they’d  

 

put a picture of themselves.  

 

 

The picture will be only… have one part of their face, like their eye. If it’s a guy, he’d put  

 

up a picture of his wallet or car. They add everybody. People meet through Facebook.  

 

That’s how relationships develop. There used to be this other site called highfive.com  

 

before Facebook came up, or before Facebook became popular. But that got blocked  

 

because of that. A lot of people used it for dating. Facebook is more… since a lot of  

 

people use it, they can’t block it. But that’s how a lot of Khalijis use it—as a dating site.  

 

 

A lot of people meet online and chat rooms and messenger. They can’t meet online so  
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they conduct online relationships. It’s not acceptable at all [to date online] but people do  

 

it because they want to date people and meet people. They can’t do it through normal  

 

channels so they go this [online and Facebook] way. The normal channels are when you  

 

meet other guys and girls, which is when you go to mixed schools. But because schools  

 

are segregated, they don’t have a chance to meet. There’s also the official way of  

 

marriage and stuff but some people are too young to be married or they will wanna be  

 

married. They go this way. They just date. 

 

 

It’s [Facebook] very popular. Obviously if parents knew about that, they’d definitely put  

 

a stop to it. That’s why a lot of people aren’t allowed to go on Facebook, because that’s  

 

the perception they have of Facebook--that it’s a dating website [and that violates some  

 

kinship codes]. That people can meet through it and other people can see your picture.  

 

They can get to know you. But Khalijis [those from the Khalij, or the Gulf] themselves  

 

are different from the older generation.  

 

 

Tribes [that is, kinship codes] and things like that aren’t always important [for the new 

 

generation] so they just wanna meet other people basically and, you know, go out and  

 

stuff.    

 

 

People [on Facebook] don’t add people they know because they don’t want them to see  

 

what they’re doing [out of respect for family and kinship image]. They only add strangers  

 

and people they don’t know. Women must be empowered.  
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Women who are typically supposed to cover up when they go out, on Facebook, they can  

 

show some of their face if they want. Some of them put pictures of their bodies. They  

 

don’t put pictures of their faces [because kinship and patriarchal ideals dictate women be  

 

covered] but they take pictures of their bodies. 

 

 

I do it and everyone does it-- not everyone does it. It’s kept secret. When they do find out  

 

about it, it’s a big deal. It depends on the family but a lot of consequences [can happen].  

 

My cousin was caught once and she got into a lot of trouble with her father. He hit her.  

 

They told her she wasn’t allowed to go out unless it was with her cousin or with  

 

themselves. It varies from case to case.  

 

 

It’s a phenomenon in the Khalij and I don’t know about the rest of the Middle East. It’s  

 

so closed and their interactions can’t happen in the open [because of family social and  

 

moral codes]. That’s how they bypass it. It’s NOT more open. In their culture,  

 

interactions between boys and girls.  

 

 

They go to Arabic schools. It’s boys and girls. It’s not mixed.  

 

 

The thing about the parents is that most of them are not up to date with the Internet. The  

 

kids from strict families are more traditional and not very computer-literate. That’s a  

 

good way to say it. My parents are different and very educated. They use the Internet  

 

regularly. They would have more of a chance of finding out more about these things. 

 

Putting your picture online or any details about yourself period is especially taboo. This  
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is all secret and people are taking risks. They put themselves online but it’s also  

 

anonymous. This is all undercover. They take pictures from the neck-down or their  

 

watch. They never show the full face.   
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Conclusion 

This Report highlighted kinship as a social institution in Amman and how it can structure 

people’s agency and reflexivity that emanate from kinship’s moral and social codes. We 

thus can explore the Internet in Amman through the dialectic between agency and 

structure-- individual agency and kinship-derived structures (shame, honor, loyalty to 

family, identity, privilege). Kinship is an institution within which individuals and groups 

are embedded in Amman and the Arab region as a whole. Kinship acts as both an agent 

and a structure; how this manifests itself vis-à-vis the Internet can be a step towards 

examining how the Internet challenges authority in general, especially in the “Arab 

Spring.” Moreover, kinship represents an especially fertile field of research under the 

advent of media (old and new): Constructions of agency and reflexivity that the Internet 

induces take place within kinship moral and social codes. Scholars need to situate media, 

especially new media, within this crucial concept, kinship, in Amman as one example. 

Specifically, the case study would explore how a given kinship group’s social 

expectations, for example, affect if and how women choose to gain exposure on 

Facebook. Dating and career expectations are partly the domain of kinship in Jordan (and 

other Arab countries) and, in some situations, parental approval. The opportunity to meet 

others online and to be a member of Internet groups can challenge kinship-based social 

expectations and norms. Thus, kinship values can be crucial factors in Internet adoption. 

In turn, this would invite integration of media studies with social life more systematically 
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than what exists, paving the way for exploring how kinship ties can structure media 

consumption, especially new media. 
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