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When writing about anything in the Middle East, it is necessary to be careful on what to write, not 

only because of possible governmental pressure and repression, but more importantly, so as to not 

get things wrong.  

This difficulty arises out of the immense complexity of conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) region, including Turkey. Despite the sometimes-oversimplified reporting conducted by 

Western media outlets on the region and its conflicts, the Arab World is multi-faceted, and 

therefore the circumstances surrounding its conflicts are often hard to grasp for outsiders. The 

word “conflict” is used here in a generic way and does not only refer to violent conflicts, but to 

tensions in general in Middle Eastern societies. 

Conflicts are rarely exclusively political, religious, or ethical in nature. In fact, they often transcend 

the boundaries foreign analysts often lean on to make sense out of the region: national borders, 

political alliances, and/or religious communities. Moreover, conflicts are never between two binary 

parties, but between several competing forces that all share similarities and disagreements. 

Bilateral alliances between states are not ahistorical, but vary depending on the issue or 

controversy at hand. Despite the existence of multilateral alliances, their members maintain 

different interests depending on the topic in question.   

Larger, more far-reaching conflicts between two regional superpowers might house smaller 

conflicts between and among various sub-groups that fall beyond observers’ purview.  

In one single country, you can easily have people of different nationalities, tribes, origins, skin 

colours, cultural backdrops, generations, religious sects, political ideologies, levels of political 

engagement, and so on. With these diverse characteristics comes a diversity in interests, and so 

people quarrel with each other for their own interest. One individual can belong to many groups at 

the same time, although their various allegiances may dictate contradictory interests. In the words 

of US-American-Indian philosopher Amartya Sen, the people in the Middle East could be described 

of phenotypes of his “plural identities” (people who have not only one identity to identify 



 

 

themselves, but rather move in different groups, as explained in “Identity and Violence. The Illusion 

of Destiny,” 2006). 

One can be a Lebanese Shiite in Cairo supporting the current Egyptian government because of its 

efforts against the former Sunni Muslim Brotherhood Government, which supported Hamas in 

Gaza. The same person could also be an advocate for the Palestinian cause, however. Another 

individual may be an Iraqi Kurd who wants independence for Iraqi Kurdistan, but at the same time 

supports Turkey’s suppression of its Kurdish community because they believe Turkish-Kurdish 

independence efforts threaten Iraqi-Kurdish independence efforts.  

Additionally, all of the region’s conflicts should be considered relative to their historical context: 

Who was related to who and who was fighting with who? Who was affiliated to a foreign power, to 

an overthrown government, or to a successful or unsuccessful revolution in the past? Critically, 

which land belonged to whom, when, and under what circumstances did this situation change?  

To give a few examples: the mainstream media tends to portray the Egyptian Christian community 

as having a distinct set of uniform interests. It takes but minimal inquiry to realize that Egypt 

houses various Christian groups (Orthodox, Evangelical, Catholic, etc). Each of these groups 

seeks to promote their own influence and advocate for their own interests. Alternatively, the 

conflicts between Shia and Sunni Muslims (amongst others) are not only a conflict between two 

sides of the Gulf, but can also be contained within the same country, like Lebanon. Any given 

conflict between various Arab (and Persian) nation-states cannot be simply reduced to one of 

regional political hegemony, religious differences, or access to natural resources – they often 

encompass all of the above at once, and potentially more. Just consider the Kurdish issue, 

probably one of the most complex conflicts in the region. Its ever-changing attributes fit much of 

that which is described in this article.    

When reporting about any issue here, one has to be aware that almost every topic is politically 

sensitive in the MENA region and is very likely to offend at least one party or group in or outside 

the country. That said, the fact that one’s journalistic approach may be misinterpreted and 

considered offensive is nothing new. As a consequence of the enormous spider’s web of facts, 

misconceptions, rumours, and exaggerations, it is almost impossible for one to see all the 

connections contained within one single story, and to understand the overall big picture. The same 

predicament is faced by locals navigating these conflicts themselves, which leads many to hold 

very strong convictions in their own narratives – irrespective of factual validity. Region-wide 

repression of free press and far-reaching censorship have undoubtedly contributed to this 

phenomenon. Anyone reporting in a manner that does not follow the hegemonic political narrative 

of any given group instantly becomes perceived as an aggressor. Just as most visitors tend to be 



 

 

treated with extreme hospitality and kindness, so too are enemies handled in an equally extreme, 

but harsh, fashion.  

As one Turkish friend once told me: “If you go the restaurant in Diyarbakir, expect that you might 

not even have to pay your bill, but also expect them to pull out a Kalash [Ak-47] if you say there 

was too much salt in the food.” 

So, you have to be careful about any reporting on a “sensitive topic.” “Sensitive topic” in this 

context does not mean that a topic has to be necessarily related to the current state of affairs in 

terms of politics. Neither does it mean that you cannot criticize the government, nor that you should 

criticize the government. A “sensitive topic” can be anything that has the potential to offend 

anybody – be they an individual, or political party, even in the slightest way. Here, “political party” 

is not used in its traditional sense of an established entity represented in parliament of forming part 

of the opposition. Rather, “political party” refers to any of the various politically competitive and 

participatory groups mentioned above.   

In the Arab-West Report, we recently had a discussion on how to report on the sexual harassment 

of women (including foreign women) in the Siwa oasis, without offending local authorities. Of 

course, it was the desire of the editorial team to report on the issue in a way that could yield a 

tangible impact on the women impacted by this unacceptable phenomenon. What we were 

especially concerned with was how to trigger an impulse among local authorities to take real action 

towards changing the presently unsafe and intimidating environment that Siwa is for many of its 

women inhabitants. That said, we had to be extremely careful. By claiming Siwa to be in any way 

“unsafe” for tourists, one risks local authorities perceiving the report as harmful and perceiving you 

personally as an enemy of Egyptian interests, which are firmly oriented towards reviving the local 

tourism industry. As such, these authorities might not ever agree to speak with you again and, 

worse still, may refuse to take any policy action on the issue, just because they can.  

 “People in Egypt can be easily offended,” says Cornelius Hulsman, Editor-in-Chief of the Arab-

West Report, and a long-term resident to Cairo since 1994, having worked most of this time in the 

fields of journalism and sociology. “It is all related to the culture of honour and shame in Egypt. You 

can blame someone for something but you have to be careful that you do not offend him in terms 

of his honour,” adding that people who you have been ashamed, even by accident, can cause a lot 

of trouble for you.  

“They simply will not talk to you anymore. Much depends on personal relations and particular 

people in power may find a way to make your work very hard,” says Hulsman, also referring to the 

problem of nepotism in Egypt. Furthermore, the Egyptian Government’s policy on independent and 



 

 

oppositional journalism has been stricter than usual recently, and Egypt was “the world’s third-

worst jailer of journalists in 2016, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ).”  

In fact, almost all countries in the MENA region, including Turkey and Egypt, have a reputation for 

crackdowns against journalists, with CPJ reporting new repression against freedom of speech from 

various governments and groups on a weekly, sometimes daily, basis (https://cpj.org/mideast/). 

According to the 2017 World Press Freedom Index, a survey conducted by the international NGO 

“Reporters without Borders,” almost all MENA countries are listed as “black countries” meaning 

that press freedom is in a “very serious situation.” The survey results also demonstrate that the 

situation in Egypt has worsened since 2016. 

Even though the Arab-West report has not been affected by the latest wave of imprisonments, due 

to its profiled position as a source-based database mainly reporting on intercultural and 

interreligious understanding, as well as its academic approach; Hulsman’s own journalism work 

permit was not renewed in June 2016 and he is still struggling to get it back. Has he ever offended 

someone by doing or saying something he shouldn’t have? He has no idea.  

So, in this environment, how then can one conduct effective journalism and reportage in the Middle 

East? Well, it has to be said, it is not easy. You have to go step by step, approaching your issue of 

interest slowly. There is a tricky balance to strike between confronting the conflicts at hand 

honestly and ethically, as well as treading carefully around potential sources of offence, dishonour, 

and worst of all, prosecution. If you remain around for long enough to blame an individual or an 

authority for their shortcomings, it would do you well to know the risks of such an approach in the 

highly politicized MENA media environment. So, if local authorities decide to keep you around for 

long enough to put together a decent story and issue out blame to someone in power, make sure 

it’s not too much, lest they change their minds… 


