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Global or Local? Arab Mediascape in the Information Age

Towards the New World Communication Order?

Introduction

In the contemporary world characterized by the dynamic progress of

technology and easiness with which the media transcend the national

boundaries, the historical communication peripheries seems to gradually

disappear. Instead, we are witnessing the emergence of new regional media

realities tied by, and embedded in, socio-cultural context. As different stud-

ies of so-called global media clearly show their share in as well as impact

on the international mediascape are marginally. 

In this light, it seems legitimate to put some necessary questions about

a validity of the concept of global media village built upon a historical com-

munication hegemony of the West. It is also clear that the recent launch of

the BBC Arabic Television will not influence the Arab media environment

in such an extent as CNN did it in the region in early 90s. What has changed

in the Arab mediascape in the last twenty years? Are we witnessing the

emergence of new global communication order? Finally, how should we

consider the new Arab media?

There is any doubt that the analysis relying upon the Western theories

and approaches cannot provide a fully comprehensive and accurate image

of the Arab media environment. As Abdelrahman argues, such a depend-

ence tends to neglect the possibility that the regional media express the spe-

cific historical, political and socio-cultural context of the Arabic-Islamic

World.1 In order to unveil these bias, this paper explores the main charac-

teristics of the Arab media in the new world’s communication order that

1 A. Abdelrahman, Studies in Egyptian and Arab Press: Current Issues, Al-
Arabi, Cairo 1989.



Iskandar describes as a post-taxonomic era in media studies.2 The commu-

nication environment in every part in the world have to face the pressures

coming from ‘globalization’. Nevertheless, we also have to be aware of the

fact that these processes cannot be limited only to an abstract term of ‘glob-

alization’ that includes the multiplicity of meanings. Neither can it be con-

tained within the simple dichotomy of global and local. Instead, the new

regional markets exceeding beyond the Western hegemony in communica-

tion field should be taken into particular consideration. 

One of the most evident examples related to these new regional reali-

ties can be found in the Arab media pattern. As this paper explore in the first

section, this particular mediascape has to be seen as a product of specific

context of a highly politicized region that results in structural and econom-

ic characteristic of media institutions. In the second section, based on the

revised concept of commonness in the Arab world, it will be explained how

the notion of transnational identity affects the regional media. Finally, in

order to understand the changes in international mediascape, following the

discussion that has remerged recently in media scholarship, this study will

question what is truly global about the Arab media. 

1. Media within the context: Exploring the background

It is hard to understand the Arab mediascape without going deeper into

the contexts that surround and permeate this environment. An accurate

analysis of this sphere should confront the normative assumptions of media

functioning with a particular reality in which they operate. As Anabelle

Sreberny remarks, an effective approach in Arab media studies should first

of all explore the competing pressures of conservatism, tradition, cultural

maintenance and “other pressures towards change and modernization which

exist within every society and are pronounced across the regions”.3 This

issue has been formulated in similar way by Marwan Kraidy and Joe Khalil.

According to scholars, a balanced analysis of the Arab media sphere is

needed particularly within highly politicized context of Middle Eastern

governance, tense relations between Arab and Western World, and within
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the terrorism reducing the space for dialogue.4 Following these suggestions,

it is legitimate to claim that the Arab media need to be analysed: as institu-

tions that may contribute to national and transnational processes of politi-

cal liberalization and democratization (even if this approach needs to be

revised in order to be taken into more careful consideration); as potential

agents of national and regional solidarity, of cultural convergence and of

social transformation; and finally, as actors within wider processes of eco-

nomic globalization, market expansion and rationalization of employment

and labour relations”.5

Moreover, such analysis also require a particular awareness of the

regional complexity and existence of many different kinds of variables,

mixed legacies, influences and discrepancies. Abu Bakr et al. divide for

instance the region in three communities based on geopolitical assump-

tions. According to scholars, the Arab World contains: the North Africa sub-

region (Libya, Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia), the Nile Valley region

(Egypt and Sudan); and Asian-Arab countries known as the Levant (Syria,

Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, the Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula).6 As

Alterman observes, between these countries there are great disparities in

many different aspects: from illiteracy level, demographics and ethnic com-

position of society, to forms of political and economic system.7 The Arab

World is also a region of a hugely disparate economic status including the

countries with the highest GNP in the world like United Arab Emirates and

Kuwait, and those with among the lowest, like Yemen. Finally, this diversi-

ty results from different political and economic tradition in which republi-

can revolutions in Iraq, Syria and Egypt in 1950s highly contrast with sta-

ble and resilient to turbulent changes autocratic monarchies in Saudi

Arabia, UAE, and Kuwait.8

These remarks points out the need of new approach. It seems thus nec-

essary, as Nick Couldry suggests, to abandon the Western-biased approach-

es and turn to alternative theoretical paths able to take into account the par-
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ticularities of the Arab media and the Arab world.9 In this light, the Arab

media should be explored according to critical paths in global media stud-

ies that “places communication within broader political economic and cul-

tural processes and treats communication research as an inherently integra-

tive exercise that cuts across disciplinary lines”.10 These studies has to put

a strong emphasis on such issues as public sphere, meaning-making, iden-

tity formation and reinterpretation, telecommunication networks and infor-

mation technologies, social development and modernization, economic

production and community formation. They must also express what Kraidy

calls ‘critical transculturalism’, a framework of different fields from cultur-

al and media studies to economic and political science that puts dual focus

on both structure and culture. 11

Through more careful analysis of the context that interplay in, shape

and affect the Arab media sphere12, in order to follow the changes in the

Arab mediascape, this paper will look at this environment from different

angles: political and economic to introduce its background; from socio-cul-

tural, regional and global to explain its operational dimension.

Political context 

The political context of the relations occurring within the Arab medi-

ascape is a key point in understanding these structures. Many scholars point

out the particular interconnections between media and power in the Arab

world. As Kirchner observes, a dynamics of changes in the Arab media is

limited by restrictive state policies resulting from a lack of acceptance of

the new media by the authorities.13 In spite of relevant changes in the Arab
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mediascape determined by the satellite revolution, the nation state still

remains a remarkable player. As Naomi Sakr remarks, even a decade after

start of this revolution, the Arab governments still had the upper hand over

the majority of media practices.14

The political context affects almost every aspect of Arab media sphere.

The governments retain a high degree of media control through various leg-

islative mechanism, such as emergency laws, ownership laws and official

content restrictions. Private undertakings are led on a leash by financial

obligations, personal dependencies and privileges. Despite the emergence

of new Arab media players such as broadcasters, licensing commissions,

professional alliances, audience research agencies, advertisers’ trade asso-

ciations, training bodies, and media watch groups, these institutions do not

run away from being subjected to a certain degree of government pres-

sure.15 As I have suggested in my latest article built upon the Oliver

Schlumberger’s approach of the political transition in the Arab world, it is

still difficult to acknowledge that the Arab regimes are subject to the

process of democratization. Contrarily, the empirical findings at both polit-

ical and media levels indicate rather that these regimes have successfully

adjusted themselves to the new global conditions without a substantial loss

of the power.16 As Da Lage confirms referring to the liberalization of media

law in Qatar, although the country abolished the Ministry of Information

and repealed censorship, the new measures do not mean necessarily that

journalists are completely free. In practice, such a thaw has even proven to

be a real headache for local journalists who are no longer sure where to

draw the line. “The main difference, Da Lage argues, is that now, instead of

knowing with certitude where the red lines are drawn they have to guess”.17

One of the obvious signs of this process is the omnipresent censorship.

Undoubtedly, in the last years the Arab media have undergone the remark-
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able alterations in this field. The ties of the traditional forms of media con-

trol has been loosened significantly and the media, particularly pan-Arab

news outlets, enjoy now the higher degree of editorial independence.

Nevertheless, as Amin remarks, many more sophisticated methods of con-

trolling the cultural production have emerged. As a result, the press freedom

and the performance of Arab journalist are still threatened by the overt cen-

sorship and self-censorship that are commonplace not only in the Arab

news media but also in the journalism education and training programs.18

Despite the proliferation of new media – transnational satellite televi-

sion and the Internet as the most dynamic of them – the freedom of expres-

sion is still notoriously restricted in the Arab world. As El Gody argues in

his study of new mechanism of Web censorship, although Internet technolo-

gies cannot be controlled so easily, the Arab governments are applying dif-

ferent measures to control this medium”.19 El Gody provides also some

examples of these new forms of control such as restrictive laws and licens-

ing requirements, content filtering, tapping and surveillance, pricing and

taxation policies, and software and hardware manipulation. Furthermore, in

addition to such technical and legal means, Arab governments practice a

‘social responsibility censorship’ by creating an atmosphere of fear in order

to intimidate Internet users and prevent them from using the medium for

political purposes.20 These acts are often justified by the arguments relating

to social peace, political stability, and needs to protect the moral values.21

In Jordan for instance, threats and intimidation techniques are used to stop

inappropriate discussions in chat rooms.22 In Saudi Arabia the imprison-

ment without charge of the bloggers and reform advocates criticizing the

rulers is a regular occurence23 In Egypt, the national Facebook website

administrator was arrested and detained on charges of helping to organize

the political manifestation.24 In Lebanon, considered as the most liberal
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country in the Arab world, state censorship affects any topics that touch

upon Israel or sensitive issues including religion.25

These and many other cases prevailing in the contemporary Arab world

result from a long tradition to use the media as a tool for achieving various

political goals, to increase a country’s significance at the regional stage, and

to promote the certain policies or ideologies. As Mellor notes, Saudi Arabia

established its television broadcasting service to distract citizens from for-

eign media programs and to provide them with a sense of community.26

Media were also seen as a symbols of national modernization. As El-Sherif

remarks, some small emirates could exist without army as long as they

could afford their daily newspapers, radio and television service as a signs

of economic prosperity and integration wit the modern world.27

The media in general, and the Arab satellite television in particular, are

also seen as the diplomatic tools in hands of the Arab states. According to

Andrew Hammond, since the Gulf crisis in early 90s, when the United States

used Saudi Arabia as a launch pad for a campaign to evict occupying Iraqi

forces from Kuwait, the Kingdom has used the Arab media as a key area for

responding to perceived threats to the leadership’s legitimacy and stability

provoked by the alliance with the United States.28 A Qatari network Al

Jazeera can constitute another example of such practices. The observations

drew on the recent station’s coverage may suggest that the channel has pulled

in its horns in covering Saudi Kingdom. Al Jazeera’s attitudes towards Saudi

Arabia are accused to be politically determined. As one of the station’s

employee claims, any issue affecting the Saudi should not be exposed with-

out referring to the higher management. Moreover, all dissident voices has

recently disappeared from the screens. This strategy can be seen as a result of

the new priorities in foreign policy of the Qatari rulers. One of the possible

explanation is that Qatar, that established Al Jazeera as a forum of critics

towards the Saudi rulers, realized that in the face of the Iranian threat, the

Saudi Arabia as a fellow Sunni nation cannot continue to be isolated.29 This
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intrinsic function of Al Jazeera seems to be confirmed by Zayani who notes

that in spite of the guarantees of freedom and pan-Arab current that runs

through it, Al Jazeera is first and foremost a Qatari channel.30 These exam-

ples expose that despite several alteration that have allowed the Arab media

to entry into international competition in media sphere, even today these

media remain strongly related to the power and are treated as a political tools

in cases of ‘absolute necessity’.

Economic context

The political context described above affects the economic dimension

of the Arab media industry. Although also in terms of ownership the Arab

media have experienced significant structural changes in the last decade, it

is hardly controversial to state that they operate under the full and healthy

market economy. To understand the economic context of these structures, it

is rather necessary to take into account the assumptions of critical political

economy that Mosco defines as “the study of the social relations, particu-

larly the power relations that mutually constitute the production, distribu-

tion, and consumption of resources”.31

These assumptions can be found in many of well known Arab media

ventures. As Zayani remarks in relation to the political economy of Al

Jazeera, on the one hand the situation of Qatari station corresponds with an

interesting global trend of favouring a marriage between media ownership

and politics.32 On the other hand, the station presents the very clear char-

acteristics of a longstanding regional tradition of operating under control

either of governments or some rich owner in many cases associated with

the ruling elite.33 The outcome of such a tradition is an interesting interre-

lation of two contradictory models: the public and the private; and the ide-

ological and the commercial. As Zayani argues: “On the one hand, govern-

ments are ideologically inclined to more commercialization and privatiza-
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tion; on the other hand, they still conceive of mass media as a state-con-

trolled public service”.34

Political economy of the Arab media might be also a reflection of what

Chakravartty and Zhao describe as “asymmetric structures of power within

the media systems”.35 Over the past seventeen years the Saudi establish-

ment has used its financial resources to influence the region’s media, “mor-

phing from an approach that paid off and intimidated media that ran nega-

tive reports on the kingdom, to become one of the Middle East’s most influ-

ential media owners”.36 From this perspective, it is possible to acknowl-

edge that although both the Arab media and the Middle Eastern regimes

seek to adjust themselves to the conditions of global media industry, it is a

vision and an implementation of these adjustments that differ relevantly

among the Arab regimes. 

The latest developments in Arab media, particularly in the satellite tel-

evision industry, may indicate the growing integration of Arab television

into the global media structures, and some signs of the slow and restricted

liberalization. However, taking these processes into deeper account, it is

rather clear that also from this perspective the Arab media present some

particular characteristics related to the environment within which they

operate. 

First of all, according to Kraidy, “it is not precise to speak of deregula-

tion per se, since the Arab television industry was never regulated to begin

with”.37 In this light, the term ‘liberalization’ may indicate the partial relin-

quishing of control over broadcasting by Arab regimes and a clear breaking

of state monopolies over regional television sector. Nonetheless, at the level

of implementation o these changes and their real significance, it is rather

disputable speaking about the media independence. Some obvious exam-

ples seem to confirm this thesis. Egypt for instance has opened the satellite

broadcasting sphere for the private capital in 2005. However, as in the case

of its ‘free’ Media Production City 38, the government has maintained a

share control over these private undertakings through the state-controlled
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Egyptian Radio and Television Union (ERTU). Also in Saudi Arabia, sev-

eral private endeavours have been launched but they are usually tied to the

royal family. In Dubai, although the 100 per cent foreign capital is allowed

within Dubai Media City (another free media zone under the state adminis-

tration), outside this area the quota decreases to 49 per cent. In Jordan, the

launch of the first private Jordanian satellite channel ATV was being noto-

riously blocked by unclear and abstract requirements of the state-controlled

regulatory body until the station was sold to ‘more trustful’ investor. 

Considering these facts, rather than seeking the signs of liberalization

in the full sense of this meaning, it is more appropriate to talk about the

Arab mediascape that adjusts itself (or is adjusted) to the global media mar-

ket requirements. The pressures exerted upon the private owners of the

news media force them to escape from sensitive local issues and direct

toward regional market. Also in reality television, the connections between

the ruling class, the business elite, and the religious establishments bring

out indirect methods of influence, control and deal making.39 These over-

lapping economic, political, social and religious forces animating Arab

entertainment television are even more evident in the relationship between

the Saudi and Lebanese political-business-media elite that result in specif-

ic mixture of capital (Saudi) and talents (Lebanese). As Kraidy remarks,

these ties point out the fact that, through the sponsorship, Saudi social, cul-

tural and religious sensibilities can easily permeate the Arab satellite indus-

try40, thereby constituting another example of political influence on media

economy.

2. What is Arab about the Arab media

Analysis of the new Arab satellite industry constitute an evident exam-

ple of the notion of Arabness within the regional mediascape. It also pro-

vides an auspicious opportunity to explore issues related to the connections

between the political and economic aspects in this sphere, and its cultural

dimension. As it will be discussed below, despite the global (Westernized)

formats and technological advancements, in terms of ownership and finan-

cial reliance as well as of content, style and prevailing standards, the Arab

media relevantly differ from the Western (or Westernized) media outlets. 

39 Ibidem, p. 198. 
40 Ibidem. 



Furthermore, within this sphere a remarkable interplay of various con-

texts characterized by technological trends and commercial purposes, that

clash with the state’s restrictions on Arab media, occurs. An expression of

this complexity can be found in the Arabic version of the popular show

“Star Academy”. Based on the above-mentioned and classical in the Arab

entertainment industry combination of Saudi capital and Lebanese talent,

that includes the Western format of the programme and aims at the region-

al audience, the show mix Arab (regional), national (Lebanese),

cultural/moral (Saudi) and global (international) legacies. Hence, to expose

the particularity of Arabness in such a complex mediascape, two contexts –

socio-cultural and regional – have to be taken into particular consideration. 

Socio-cultural context 

In order to understand the socio-cultural dimension of Arab media, it is

necessary to look closer at a pan-Arab journalistic tradition expressing

sense of common belonging as a response to foreign broadcasting and

imperial media hegemony. This question, as Iskandar argues, is particular-

ly urgent in the light of prevailing tendency to limit the commonness of the

Arab region to geo-linguistic and cultural discourse.41

For a long time a commonly held reference to the language and the cul-

ture as a foundation of the media Arabness has been prevalent in the

Western scholarship. In his taxonomic typology of Arab media, William

Rugh for instance points out the “strong cultural and psychological ties”

that spread across the Arab region through a single culture, language and

religion.42 However, as further studies have showed, these aspects often

tends to be oversimplified. As Mellor argues in her analysis of linguistic

aspects in the Arab news-making, albeit the region shares a common media

language, mainly the Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), the diversity of

regional dialects used in daily communication indicates that rather MSA’s

trans-nationalistic function.43

Paradoxically, the limitations of this linguistic argument come from the

language itself. According to Iskandar, this implies a question whether the

extensions of the regional Arab media that are broadcasted or published in
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foreign languages can be still considered as “Arab”.44 This point may sug-

gest that with its linguistic complexity deriving from the period of coloniza-

tion, the Arab media should not be limited only to the linguistic coherence.

The examples of English-language press as the “Jordan Times”, “Gulf

News”, Egyptian “Al-Ahram Weekly”, the “Yemen Observer” or French-

language “L’Orient du Jour” confirm that also non-Arabic titles are wide-

spread in the regional media market. Another paradigm of this geolinguis-

tic insufficiency can be found in so-called ‘offshore’ Arab media category.

As Najm Jarrah observes, despite the current reverse trends, for more than

twenty years London was a central point to the emergence of a pan-Arab

daily press and the proliferation of transnational Arabic publications, such

as the well known titles like Saudi Arabia’s “Asharq al-Awsat”, the pro-

Libyan “Al-Arab”, the Palestinian Arab nationalist voice “Al-Quds al-

Arabi”, the renascent (and subsequently Saudi-acquired) Lebanese “Al-

Hayat”, and many others. The British capital was a primary destination of

media that were escaping from home censorship and restrictive atmosphere.

However, what is even more remarkable, as Jarrah writes: “it was the Arab

world itself, rather than Arab expatriates, that the majority of these offshore

publications saw as their principal audience”.45

On the other hand, analyzing the Arabness of Arab media from the

geolinguistic perspective, one should mention the international media

undertakings broadcasting in Arabic. Considering the longstanding interest

in the Arab world manifested by Western (and not only) countries, it should

be also questioned the real “Arabness” of such media ventures as Al-∞urra,

Radio Sawa, Arabic services of France 24, Rusiya al-Yaum or the newest

BBC Arabic TV. These Arabic but not Arab outlets fit exactly into geolin-

guistic category but explicitly fail in their goals, approaches and perception

by the regional audience. In the light of the diversity of the region with 300

million people (excluding the Arab Diaspora) and composed by twenty

three countries, the idea of shared linguistic and cultural experience appears

thus to be abstract and questionable. What unify the Arab world today is

rather a “notion of joint destiny”46 that seems to be more and more related

to the Andersonian concept of imagined community that in the context of

the Arab world can be connoted with the notion of umma (Arabic nation).
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Taking into account these remarks, one thing seems to be clear.

Undoubtedly, along with a reconfiguration of Arab media landscape that

has occurred in the last years, the concept of common identity has also

changed. This reconfiguration can be seen as a result of two contradictory

sets of factors. On the one hand, it is shaped by systematic repressions and

intimidations exerted upon the Arab media, by censorship and self-censor-

ship, and by the attempts to preserve the political and social taboos. On the

other, it has to be seen as a consequence of the “end of silence” in Arab

journalism, the developments of public discourse and successive breaking

the existing taboos. Furthermore, as Ibrahim Saleh puts it: “In ongoing con-

temporary discourse about a question of social identifications, Arab identi-

ty is perceived as an alienated concept that lacks authencity even from

indigenous people’s perspective”.47 This derives from the twofold self-

image of Arabs: first seen as the romantic and sentimental attachment to

idealized beauties of Arab culture; the second, as the growing rebellion

against the rigidity of the classic aesthetic. According to Saleh, this new

spirit of cultural revolt, that came with the new dimension of Arab media,

does not accept the former static framework of social norms. Different

social forces seek to advance their own perspectives that entangles the news

media in the struggle over the definition of the social reality.48

In this light, the central role played by media in seeking for the new

notion of identity has to be analyzed from two different perspectives: first-

ly, as searching for a new media logic; secondly, as a re-imagination of

identity transmitted to the public. Both dimensions seem to be crucially

interrelated. As Iskandar remarks, this new logic of transnational Arab

broadcasters expose an important division between pan-Arab media, as the

new generation of Arab journalism on the one hand, and national and state-

controlled media on the other. In creation of identity the nation-state is

being bypassed by both media and audiences, and the transnational media

construct dual narratives – one of the state, and one of the nation.49

With the use of new media logic the transnational media has also con-

tributed to the emergence of the Arab public debate. The beginning of this

process should be inevitably linked with the advent of Al-Jazeera. The

Qatari station not only has turned to the Arab public and Arab issues in its

novel programming, but also seeks to construct the new dimension of pan-
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Arabism. As Zayani observes: “Not only are Arab issues prominent on the

network’s new and discussion programs, but the very issue of Arabness is

paramount”.50 Al Jazeera thus has broadened pan-Arab interaction through

what Donatella Della Ratta describes as “satellite pan-Arabism”.51

Although the Della Ratta’s focus on the Arabic-Islamic religious identity

requires further research, it seems to be true that Al-Jazeera has established

new concept of alternative, regionalized and socio-culturally bounded style

of international broadcasting, followed later by other Arab broadcasters. In

relation to these remarks, it is worth precisely quoting the Iskandar’s

description of three principal ways in which Arab media alter the common-

ly understood paradigm of alternative media: “First, alternative media may

reflect the political economic structure and institutions which they them-

selves critique; second, the label “alternative media” can be attributed with-

out any regard for authentication by either the medium or the audience, in

some cases becoming part of a corporate strategy; and third despite the pre-

vious two contradictions, alternative media can express alterity solely

through content, coverage and programming that is perceived as counter-

hegemonic. These conditions have forced alternative media researchers to

reconsider the vernacular of alterity.”52

From this perspective, as Mary-Denise Tabar argues: “Al Jazeera has

reinvigorated a sense of common destiny in the Arab world and is even

encouraging Arab unity, so much so that pan-Arabism is being reinvented

on this channel”.53 The establishment of this identity has come with a deep

reconsideration of the pan-Arab media logic dominated for a long time by

Saudi concept. As a first (and not least) pan-Arab news media outlet, Al

Jazeera has distinguished itself from the Saudi media style in three impor-

tant considerations: location (within the Arab world and not outside); per-

sonnel (sociological diversification of journalists); and ideology (plurality

of viewpoints and breaking the taboos).54

This newly established notion of Arab media identity has contributed

also to the discussion about the new distinctive concept of journalistic
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objectivity that prevails within the regional mediascape. Through their

more complex focus on the less covered areas on the one hand, and their

‘Third World’ background on the other, the Arab media have broken the

myths of objectivity based upon the Western concepts of journalism. As

Mellor argues, the conflict in terminology during the intervention in Iraq in

2003 has exposed that “the criteria journalists use for selecting the news

vary from one culture to another, reflecting various ideological, political,

and cultural realities”.55 This could be observed also during the 2006 war

between Israel and Hezbollah. The Arabic channels—particularly Al-

Jazeera and Al-Arabiya – provided more extensive coverage than was

offered by other international channels. As Seib comments, the reports of

these media often featured by graphic images of dead and wounded

Lebanese civilians, affected the region’s politics by stoking Arab anger

toward Israel and the United States, and toward Arab governments that

were slow to support Hezbollah, thereby pushing countries such as Saudi

Arabia and Jordan closer to Hezbollah’s cause.56

Being often accused of the favouring terrorism and spreading an ‘Arab

propaganda’, in these examples, the Arab media unveil the rationale of the

‘others’ to be seen and heard. Such coverage was also featured by the

acceptation of the audience towards which the message was directed.

Iskandar and El-Nawawy describe this phenomenon as a ‘contextual objec-

tivity’—the notion shaped by, and strongly relied on, socio-cultural con-

texts. It is thus a contextualization, as they write, that “demonstrates a situ-

ational perspective, a means of creating collectivism among participants

within the same context, allowing for sensitivity to cultural, religious, polit-

ical, and economic climates”.57 Although the term sounds as an oxymoron

itself, this concept relevantly contributes to the analysis of the media con-

tent on the basis of audience sensitivities. Journalistic standards seen from

this perspective, although reflecting all sides of a story, still are related to

the values, beliefs and sentiments of their audience. In this light, not only

Al-Jazeera, but also a broader wave of the new Arab satellite media, seem

to appeal to this audience, becoming a part of a particular socio-cultural

context. 
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Regional context

In order to explore the notion of Arabness of the Arab media, it is nec-

essary to recognize a long tradition of transnationality and regionalization

occurring within these structures. From historical perspective, the founda-

tion of Egyptian Press by Syrian and Lebanese journalists, the changes

determined by the expansion of foreign media outlets, finally, the attempts

of oil-rich Gulf Arab countries to control the chaotic regional public sphere

can constitute the examples that the Arab media in terms of structure, cap-

ital and ownership have always easily crossed national boundaries. 

These processes can be explained also by the interplay of political, eco-

nomic and legal contexts such as political media economy, complex rela-

tionships between media and power, and pan-Arab unification projects. In

the Arab news sector, despite the above-mentioned “end of silence”, the

reason for which the television channels regularly focus on transnational

issues is also to escape from restrictions imposed on politically sensitive

local and national issues. On the other hand, in entertainment sector, the

media benefit from linguistic and cultural similarities using the popular

Western formats in order to extend their audience to other Arab countries.

These strategies have led to regionalization of Arabic songs and the video

“clips” industry, and, subsequently, to the greater public integration at the

regional media level in terms of representation and participation. In this

light, as Artz put is, these trends are compatible with globalisation in that it

promotes industry practices that conform to the media market model.58 The

regionalisation of Arab media structures and content has to be seen thus as

a result of both convergence of technological trends, Arab states media pol-

icy and the new logic of transnational Arab media. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned already, although the Arab mediascape in

general, and television sector in particular, is being modelled by global

media practices, such as for example a format standardization resulting in

increasingly sophisticated visual style, the dynamics of these changes as

well as their characteristics relevantly differ from the global trends.

According to Kraidy and Khalil, these broad patterns of development

include “the regionalization of production and consumption of Arab televi-

sion, the emergence of specialized thematic channels that cater to various

Studia Arabistyczne i Islamistyczne 13, 2007118

58 See Artz, L. (2003), Globalization, Media, Hegemony and Social Class, in
L. Artz and Y. Kamalipour (Eds), Globalization of Corporate Media Hegemony, pp.
3–31. 



niche media markets, and the recent emergence of multi-platform ‘net-

works’, where several channels under one owner combine audience seg-

mentation and large-scale appeal”.59 From this perspective the Arab media

structures can be seen as a result of a twofold transition affected by the

process of regionalization.

The first one involves the subsequent regionalization of the commer-

cial model. The Arab media industry for a long time dominated by Saudi

capital and Lebanese and Egyptian talents, has to be seen in the process of

regional commercialization as a result of unpredictable mixture of radical

Islam, oil wealth, foreign pressures and inter-Arab rivalries (Saudi-

Egyptian, Saudi-Qatari, rivalries within Saudi ruling circles). This leads to

a situation in which the Arab media commercial model is affected not only

by purely economic and technological forces but also by political factors

that express the struggle for control over, and prestige in, the Arab media

sphere.

The second of these transitory dimensions has to be seen as a process of

conversion from regionalization of the industry to the niche markets. On the

one hand, by replacing terrestrial channels with satellite outlets of general

‘infotainment’ format (mix of news and entertainment), such as pioneering

Middle Eastern Broadcasting Centre (MBC), Future TV and, subsequently,

Al-Jazeera and Dream TV, a clear distinction between the new quality of tel-

evision making and the official government television has been made. On the

other hand, however, starting from the mid-90s these new “infotainment”

channels characterized by “high production values, a level of sensuality, and

narrative dynamism” have been challenged by the pay-TV networks, orient-

ed to profits and niche markets. Such practices have determined the special-

ization of the existing pan-Arab channels in order to compete at the new

regional media market. As a consequence, the big regional players, including

state-controlled satellite networks, have started to diversify their bouqet
through thematic niche channels. In the last years, MBC launched for

instance the entertainment, news and movie channels. Al-Jazeera now offers

two sport channels, one channel for kids, one live politics and one documen-

tary channel. In the music sector, the Saudi-owned and Lebanon-based

Rotana network transmit channels for various kind of music, such as pop

music and classic Arabic songs. Finally, with proliferation of Arab satellite

industry new distinctive niche channels, such as these focused on female

audience (Heya TV and Nile Family), and shopping channels (Tamima TV)

have b been launched to fill the gap determined by the commercial needs. 
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3. What is global about the Arab media: 

Beyond the technological context

An impact of globalization on the Arab mediascape has recently attract

a great attention of media scholars. As it has been proved already, the

Arabness of the Arab media is challenged by a progress of technology and

reliance on the Western programming stylization. Many scholars seen this

access to the new technologies and perception of Western formats by the

Arab media as searching for their global identity.60 Nevertheless, consider-

ing the Arab media push to re-imagine a concept of transnational commu-

nity through their own identity and separate logic, this seems to be partly

true only. 

As Tarik Sabry remarks, in searching a ‘global’ in the Arab media, one

should in the first instance critically consider it as a category within the par-

ticular context of the regional mediascape61. There is no doubt that, as Boyd

confirm, the Arab television has predominantly Western style both in tech-

nological developments as well as the stylization and standardization of

programming.62 It is also true that globalisation forced the Arab countries

to recognize the power of Information ad Telecommunication Technologies

as a basic element in a successful development.63 And, indeed, according to

the Internet World Stats, the number of Internet user in the Arab world

increased from around 1.8 million users in 2000 to over almost 33.5 mil-

lions at the end of the 2007, with an impressive Internet usage growth rate

of 920.2 %. Internet penetration in this period rise from 0.1 per cent to 17.4

per cent exceeding the Asian, Latin American and African nations.64

Nonetheless, albeit these data indicate that the Arab world is successful-

ly facing the challenges of globalisation in terms of technology, the cultural

resistance of the Arab mediascape invites to reconsider the validity of the

actual global media order. One of the most explicit evidence of such a need

comes from the empirical findings by Jeremy Tunstall. Tunstall, who has

recently reviewed its epochal thesis about the American hegemony within the
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global media patterns65, points out in his latest book that the Western domi-

nation in international media industry has been replaced by national and

regional media industries. “Most people around the world, Tunstall writes,

prefer to be entertained by people who look the same, talk the same, joke the

same, behave the same, play the same games, and have the same beliefs (and

worldviews) as themselves”.66 Furthermore, as he argues, the communication

world splits into major media regions based on geography, on religious and

cultural tradition, and on one main language or one main group of languages,

which are largely self-sufficient. Although Tunstall’s regional division seems

to be disputable requiring further improvements67, his thesis about regional-

ization of media production illustrates well the changes that has occurred in

the global media environment in the last years. 

According to Hafez, in many fields of cross-border communication it

seems also to be less true that the global interactions are increasing. As he

argues: “Media production and use are proving conservative cultural forces

in many part of the world”.68 According to data provided by the Arab States

Broadcasting Union, an argument for deeper regionalization appears to

have the strong foundations. A regional trend indicates that the biggest Arab

media player tend to produce a majority of their programming locally and

in collaboration (or in reliance on) the other Arab media. The data expose

also that the most significant Arab satellite media dependence on the for-

eign production is marginally. Al-Jazeera and Lebanese LBC produce local-

ly 80 per cent of its programming, in 5 per cent relaying on the other Arab

broadcaster and in 15 per cent on foreign production. Hezbollah-owned Al-

Manar, Syrian Arab News Network and MBC broadcast approximately 60

per cent of Arab programming (local and regional together) and 40 per cent

of foreign production while ART Networks channels production (despite

Sport and two children channels) comes totally from the region.69

This evidence has been confirmed also by other research. According to

John Sinclair, Elizabeth Jacka and Stuart Cunningham, neither in the Middle
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East, nor in Asia, nor even in Latin America, where the American influence

was consider as relevant, do Western television programmes dominate.70

Furthermore, as many studies have exposed, television is now more influ-

enced by regional centres as Saudi Arabia, Egypt Brazil, Mexico or India

that forces to reconsider, reinterpret and research all notions of cultural

imperialism, hegemony and globalism within the world’s mediascape.71

Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to explore the factors influencing the Arab

media in the so-called Information Age. A study of specific conditions pre-

vailing within this sphere exhibits a distinctive and complex regional media

reality balancing between the commercial tasks and political limitations.

On the one hand, the Arab media seek for adjusting themselves to the com-

mercial requirements of the new global media industry. On the other, the

political context that shapes, influences and restricts the this sphere still

plays the relevant role in the regional mediascape. 

Specific nature of Arab media environment forces also to critically

reconsider the character of liberalization (or as many scholars claim,

democratization) of Arab media reality. Instead, a particular interplay of

political, political-economic and socio-cultural contexts at both regional

and global stages indicates a consequent consolidation of regional medias-

cape. This sphere, spread between various market-oriented practices and

led by political and societal values that express a particular socio-cultural

context, appears to be a unique experience in the global media sphere.

Moreover, although the Arab media are still seen as a tool for achieving var-

ious political goals, they also have contributed relevantly to the socio-cul-

tural practices in the recent years. 

Such an impact is particularly evident in relation to the Arab public

sphere. Through a new logic introduced by Qatari channel Al-Jazeera, the

Studia Arabistyczne i Islamistyczne 13, 2007122

70 See J. Sinclair, E. Jacka, S. Cunningham, “Peripheral Vision”, in J. Sinclair,
E. Jacka and S. Cunningham (Eds), New Patterns in Global Television: Peripheral
Vision, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1996.

71 See J. Galtung, R.C. Vincent, Global Glasnost: Toward a New World
Information and Communication Order?, Hampton, Cresskill (NJ) 1992; J. Curran,
M.J. Park, op.cit.; D. Yong Jin, “Reinterpretation of cultural imperialism: emerging
domestic market vs continuing US dominance”.



Arab media consequently challenge this sphere. As commonly agreed, it is

still too early to consider it in terms of Habernasian concept. It seems even

more appropriate to seek for a new unique idea of the societal practices

mediated by the media, that would take into consideration the end of glob-

al world’s communication peripheries. Nonetheless, it seems also clear that

through the Arab media appeal to the regional public, this media contribute

to what can be called the new satellite pan-Arabism. 

Nevertheless, although Arab media might be seen as an expression of

new unification project, this pan-Arabism paradoxically leads to division

rather than to consolidation of the Arab audiences. The further analysis of

the new media unification projects exhibit a progressive fragmentarization

of the Arab public, enforced by the new satellite channels and the remark-

able differences in media freedom between various types of media. In this

light, the situation that emerges seems also to be unique. On the one hand,

the Arab media, especially the pan-Arab news outlets, bring the Arab audi-

ence together proposing the new quality of journalism. This journalism,

although still remarkably linked to the political environment, has been able

to introduce the new trend of covering the regional events, basing on par-

ticipation of the public, investigative orientation and more critical

approach. Providing the alternative perspective, the new Arab media

attracts their audiences’ attention through a higher degree of independence,

their mass-orientation, linkage to the particular set of values and a strong

interest in the life of ordinary Arabs (and not only of the Arab regimes). On

the other hand, a development of the Arab mediascape in the last ten years

has led to the situation in which these media, covering different dimensions

of the Arab daily lives has contributed to the fragmentarization of the Arab

public sphere. Although Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya are still the widest

watched stations in the region, their popularity is incessantly challenged by

new, more localized and thematic, satellite channels. 

Despite these new trends, a reconfiguration of Arab media as well as

their impact on the regional public, indicate a particular character of the

regional mediascape. This implies the closer attention that has to be put on

the new dimension of the world’s communication order. As many studies

have exposed, the general trend within this mediascape points out a gradual

disappearance of the global communication village based upon the Western

hegemony. Instead, this environment seems to become a multi-structured

global ‘metropolis’ with the growing and more and more influential media

‘districts’ such us Arab, European, Asian, Australian, Latin or Northern

American. These distinctive media realities, although interconnected

among themselves in their technological dimension, maintain and seek to
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preserve their own professional logic and identity. In order to understand

the new world’s media structure further research on regional emerging

communication realities seem thusto be particularly needed. As Hafez ques-

tions: “How is one to interpret the fact that while nowadays a significant

chunk of humanity has the technology to access foreign broadcasters at its

disposal, it almost never makes use of it?”
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