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What Effects are New Media Such as Satellite Television and the Internet Having in the Arab World?


“Arab satellites have done probably for the Arab world more than any organized critical movement could have done, in opening up the public space, in giving Arab citizens a newly found opportunity to assert themselves.”

-- Saad Eddin Ibrahim (2004)


The integration of new media vehicles such as satellite television and the internet into the Arab world have had profound effects on its society in several different ways. The effects that these devices have had on the people in this region have brought about increasing amounts of change that many thought never to be possible. New technological developments such as these have single-handedly changed the ways in which people in the Arab world do business, communicate, and ultimately think about different aspects in their world. In a world that was once solely dictated by government, this new information revolution has brought upon the people not only freedom of choice, but ultimately freedom of mind and a newfound awareness of their freedom to question. 

Increased availability of access to these devices have provoked changes in Arab society such as a sense of unification, feelings of freedom, and new accessibility to information unbeknownst to them. Not only has there been an increased free flow of information, but the incorporation of these new forms of media have also given the people of the Arab public a voice, and with that; an increased amount of power over society. As Marc Lynch states in his book Voices of the New Arab Public, “Technology has helped the Arab press to develop into a place of free discussion and debate.” (Lynch 2006)

This paper will examine the effects that new media, specifically satellite television and the internet, have had on the Arab world. It will also take a look at how this information revolution came to be, and the ways that it has changed how people think, do business, communicate, and respond to their government. In addition, this paper will explain the certain aspects of Arab satellite television that have contributed to the complete turn around in the ways in which the Arab people feel about, challenge, and respond to their government and the events going on around them. 
The Evolution and History of New Media


Satellite television has just recently come into the Arab world only in the last decade or so. According to Jon Alterman, author of New Media, New Politics?, regular television broadcasts did not begin in places such as Egypt and Yemen until the 1960s and 1970s. Today, an estimated 20% of the Arab world has access to satellite television, yet only about 10-15% of them regularly tune into satellite broadcasts. (Alterman 1998) Alterman explains that there were three developments that ultimately led to the rise in satellite television in the Arab world. The first was the response to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iraq. The broadcasts of this event provided highly impressive images that contributed to increased amounts of viewers. Second, there was the launch of a new generation of satellites that were smaller, therefore more affordable to the general Arab public. Lastly, there was a rise in Arab professionals who could afford this luxury. These people were members of a younger generation who were more consumer-oriented than their parents. Many of these people were educated in the west and therefore felt that the satellite television broadcasts were a good way to keep them connected to the western lifestyle that had become a part of their lives. Many American advertisers took advantage of this new audience, which led to the beginning of the exposure of Arabic people to American products. (Alterman 1998) 

The internet is the other new form of media that has taken the Arab world by storm. Prior to 1990, only a small number of institutions in the Middle East had access to the internet. Today, the popularity of the internet has spread to the Arab public, claiming an estimated total of 1.9 million users in the Middle East as of 2000, and has continued to increase exponentially each year since. (Ghareeb 2000) An astonishing 72% of users in the Middle East have the capability to access the internet at home, while 22% of the people have access to the internet strictly from work only. The rest have access to the internet in cafes or from educational buildings. (Ghareeb 2000) Although satellite television can transcend borders, it requires major capital investments and other involvement, while accessing the internet is a much easier alternative for the average Arabian citizen. This makes it much more powerful because despite the fact that many of the internet content in the Middle East is government regulated and controlled, messages can be sent much more quickly and easily. The ease of the sharing of messages has led to an interconnectedness both within the Arab world and internationally.
New Media Effects on Arab Society


One substantial effect that the introduction of new media such as satellite television and the internet has had on the Arab public has been an increased sense of unification of the people. Through satellite television and the internet, the Arab public has formed a globalized community that allows them to connect to Arabs not only in the Middle East, but in other countries as well. These new media are providing increasing numbers of average Arabs with greater amounts of information about each other, their countries, and the world in general. “A beneficial feature about this new media, more specifically satellite television, is its ability to transcend geographical boundaries and time barriers,” states Edmund Ghareeb, writer for The Middle East Journal. Satellite networks have ultimately broken the isolation of countless towns and villages of the Middle East by providing them all with the same access to endless amounts of information that is all being presented to them in one uniform language. The language of modern standard Arabic has now become the universal language of satellite broadcasts all over the Arab world, and is not just being used as a written formal language accessible to only a certain educated few. (The Economist 2005) The breaking down of barriers  and the obliteration of local cultures in order to form a new and unified culture makes the new Arab world a great example of the media/cultural imperialism approach. This approach states that through the spread of globalization and the free flow of information, smaller and more separated local towns and villages can be unified into one collective group with no boundaries. (Rinnawi 2006)

Another element of satellite broadcasts that have helped to bring the Arab public together is the promotion and conservation of the Muslim faith during satellite broadcasting programs. This has created a stronger sense of nationalism through a unified belief in the same faith that has come alive through religious discussion and debate broadcasted on Arab satellite television programs. The role of the media in promoting and conserving Arab-Islamic values has been consistently maintained and carried on through features such as prayer reminders that flash on the screen five times a day during Arab satellite programming. Khalil Rinnawi, author of Instant Nationalism: McArabism, Al-Jazeera and Transnational Media in the Arab World, proposes an interesting theory regarding the increased usage of these new media in the Arab world. Rinnawi explains that the perspective of “McArabism” simply describes how the globalization of new media has significantly affected the Arab world by creating a sense of instant nationalism and unity within its people. (Rinnawi 2006) This perspective directly correlates with the point of Arab unification because it explains how its people are using this new technology to connect with each other, share common interests and language, and ultimately create an almost instant sense of nationalism that wasn’t there prior to the development of satellite television and the internet. 

In addition to an increased sense of unity, Arab society has also experienced some political implications following the introduction and increased usage of these new media. Governments as well as businesses have and will continue to face choices and dilemmas regarding the interconnectedness of worldwide globalized markets. Since there has been an increased flow of information , it has become progressively more difficult for governments and business leaders to regulate and/or control the amount of information being passed through the global market. In his article, Ghareeb explains that technology such as the aforementioned usage of satellite television and the internet has allowed for communication to be had between larger bases of people and therefore many see this as a possible contribution to increased political democratization. (Ghareeb 2000) He goes on to explain how this modern technology is doing to television what short-wave did to radio. It is helping to shape public opinion and satellite television programs  are influencing the decision-making of political leaders through widespread amounts of political debate and increased free flow of information. 

The political implications that have been had on the Arab public due to these new media directly relates to the social responsibility theory. According to Noha Mellor, author of The Making of Arab News, the social responsibility theory should provide sufficient information to the public in order to promote citizen participation in the political process. (Mellor 2005) This is important to Arab society because as a developing nation, it needs political stability, and seeing as how political opinions of the public are being affected because of the new media, there is no other time than now that political stability is important to Arabs. It is the responsibility of the Arab satellite news networks to provide the people with factual information involving political issues. 

Yet another point that directly correlates with the globalization of the Arab media through the development of new technology is the increased amount of uncensored free flow information. New satellite television networks in the Arab world such as Al-Jazeera have provided the Arab public with a gigantic amount of uncensored information that may be considered by some to be controversial. The Qatari-owned and based news channel began on November 1, 1996, and was the first of its kind. It has since then become the most widely viewed news network in the Arab world due to its independence and willingness to break taboos imposed by governments. (Ghareeb 2000) Al-Jazeera has revolutionized news coverage in the Middle East by providing the people with a credible source to turn to as well as the previously mentioned political debate programs that are unique to other news channels in the Arab world. Its appeals include the offerings of various daring news programs and political debates which are comparable to the United State’s show Crossfire. Another added feature is that it also offers some view call-in programs that allow Arab citizens to have a voice on the show. One of the most popular call-in shows is called “The Opposite Direction”. This program is a 90-minute showdown  between guest opponents and viewers are asked to call in and join in the debate. 

Programs such as this have become popular because they present the Arab public with contrasting and often clashing opinions that are alternative to the opinions of the government. These programs have posed questions to the Arab public and thus created an appetite for change. Because the Arab public is being exposed more and more to uncensored information, they are also being exposed to various different viewpoints. This is, in turn, opening their eyes to new options of opinion, choices, and is also creating a sense of freedom and excitement. The excitement is breeding an increased appetite for change because the Arab people are now realizing and actually being encouraged to voice their opinions on issues relating to politics, religion, and other taboo issues. They are starting to see that their voices have the ability to challenge and possibly change the way that their society is run. Because they are able to now challenge ideas, the Arab public has experienced an increased awareness of a theory that Mellor refers to as the “watchdog rule”. This theory explains that the people in a society need to pay attention to the news and how it is affecting them at a national level as well as being able to pick out and ultimately reveal the possible deficiencies in the current government regimes. (Mellor 2005)Because of the increased availability and access that the Arab people have had to new forms of media, they are now being able to open their eyes to how the news and the information they receive from their government is really affecting them. 

Al-Jazeera has created a revolution for the Arab people through giving them a voice. In the past, Egypt’s radio service of the 1950s called “Voice of the Arabs”  brought political speech to the people through radio. This was done to mobilize the masses to support the viewpoints of these political leaders. Today, Al-Jazeera has completely changed this. They have “rose to prominence by giving voice to public opinion rather than directly attempting to mobilize or lead it,” Lynch states. (Lynch 2006) 

Since the development of Al-Jazeera, the Middle East has brought forth several new competitors such as the Arab News Network and the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation. This added competition has led to an increased amount of both national and international advertising, which, thus in turn has exposed the Arab people to various amounts of new and different information. A negative effect that this increased advertising has had however, is that it is thought by some to be threatening the changes that come with westernization such as democratic viewpoints. In addition to advertising, many of the people working for Al-Jazeera are from the west and people of the Arab public are sometimes hesitant to accept their viewpoints due to this fact. Despite the fact that some Arabs are skeptical of this controversial news channel, the general public’s conception of the program has been that of excitement and success. 

In conclusion, it is safe to say that although many studies have not yet been done to determine the exact repercussions and effects that these new forms of media have had on Arab society, it has been becoming increasingly more evident that change in a positive manner has been brought about in the Arab world due to satellite television and the internet. Satellite news channels such as Al-Jazeera and instant accessibility to endless information contained on various websites have made the Arab public more aware of the power that they have in their own society and has given the people a voice. Since the free flow of information has been increased and taboo subjects are now being publicly discussed and debated, it is evident that Arab society has evolved in a more independent, yet ironically unified manner. Independent in the way that each Arab person’s voice has now been deemed as important; and unified in the way that the globalization of the internet and satellite television information has allowed all Arab people to find themselves relating to each other based on shared values and viewpoints. Overall, the fact that these communication systems (satellite television and the internet) have contributed to this transition in the Arab world, makes it directly relatable to Daniel Lerner’s modernization theory. This is because the modernization theory uses communication systems such as these to socialize people into wanting more out of life, such as is evident in the way the Arab public is hungry to change and excited to voice their opinions in order to receive this change. (Rinnawi 2006)The information revolution has truly affected Arab society on many levels and will keep on moving forward to a world where each individual’s voice is heard and the accessibility to uncensored information is without limit. 
