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In September 2005, Egypt witnessed its
first presidential election (with the pres-
idential poll open to more than one can-
didate) after 25 years of authoritarian
rule. Despite the criticism that sur-
rounded the voting process and which
secured the 77-year-old President
Mubarak a fifth term, it is vital to ac-
knowledge the role assigned to the state
media both prior and during the election.
The Egyptian cabinet had announced
that the state media should play a new
role in that historical election by allo-
cating equal time to all the ten presi-
dential candidates, including the Pres-
ident. The state television channels
welcomed the initiative in the name of
professional integrity and media inde-
pendence and thus allocated 30 minutes
for each candidate per coverage, a step
that had been praised by various NGOs
inside and outside Egypt. Also in
Lebanon, following the rising tension
with Syria in the wake of the assassi-
nation of the former Prime Minister, Rafik
El Hariri, (Syria was accused of plot-
ting the assassination), the Lebanese
parliament amended their television reg-
ulations in order to allow MTV, a private
anti-Syrian channel, to go on air again.
Syria, in turn allowed Syrian private in-
vestors, for the first time, to open private
satellite channels to compete with ex-
isting state outlets.

These examples prove that the media
had been acknowledged as a useful po-
litical tool, and furthermore, that changes
within the media field itself can have an

impact on re-formulating the relation-
ship between the media and the state.
This development should be seen in
light of the recent changes on the Arab
media scene and which made it in-
evitable for statesmen to accommodate
their political communication to the
needs of the new media. This article
briefly points out some of these changes
as a point of departure for discussing the
impact of these changes on the de-
mocratisation of the region, i.e. promot-
ing freedom of speech, engagement in
civil society, confronting social prob-
lems, etc.

The New Trend

Chief among these changes is the emer-
gence of TV journalism in Arabic televi-
sion, which several scholars claim was
an unknown professional concept
amongst Arab journalists until MBC, Al
Jazeera and Al Arabiya entered the
scene. Before then, news reporting de-
pended upon reading material collect-
ed from international agencies and
broadcasting the pre-recorded reading.
The new satellite channels, however,
adopted many of the professional prac-
tices known to European and American
journalists, including live reporting, in-
depth discussions with guests in the
studio, etc. The number of satellite chan-
nels has been consistently growing since
the mid-1990s, now reaching well over
100 channels, and a recent estimate by
the Arab Advisors Group indicates that
this figure may well double within the next
decade.

In addition to Syria starting permitting the
establishment of private media outlets,
2005 witnessed further changes on the
Arab media scene, including proposals

to establish specialized channels, such
as: an Arabic Islamic channel in Mo-
rocco; an English-language Islamic chan-
nel and another tourism channel in Sau-
di Arabia; Yemen announced its plan to
open a youth channel; Al Jazeera an-
nounced the inauguration of a channel
dedicated to the needs of children, not
to mention its plan to launch an English
speaking news channel this year; the
BBC announced its plan to open an
Arabic speaking television channel in
2007, which will be followed by anoth-
er in Persian.

Interestingly, the entertainment sector,
which is much larger than the news sec-
tor, has also witnessed several important
developments. The genre of talk show
has been introduced as a new format
with daring discussion topics such as
youth sexuality, informal marriages, etc.;
reality TV consolidates its position as a
popular youth genre and as a popular
discussion topic for journalists and schol-
ars alike. Seen against this backdrop, the
communication between the state and
the people has had to adapt to the new
reality, despite some commentators’
claim, such as Charles Levinson (Levin-
son, 2006), that the core message of the
state television is still the same old sto-
ry and that nothing fundamental has
changed. The question then is whether
the new development marks a real bal-
ance between changes of format as well
as of content.

Style Before Substance?

This change — and whether it has been
genuine or just cosmetic — was the main
issue in my book The Making of Arab
News, released in 2005 in the USA. In
this book (Mellor, 2005a), | pointed to
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“CULTURE IN THE EURO-MEDITERRANEAN AREA”, BARCELONA 22-23 NOVEMBER 2005

From the 22nd-23rd of November 2005, the
international conference of Culture in the
Euro-Mediterranean Area, took place in
Barcelona, sponsored by the Department of
Culture of the Government of Catalonia, and
the Interarts Foundation (Barcelona). Appro-
ximately 190 people took part, coming from
more than twenty states, representing asso-
ciations from civil society engaged in the field
of the arts and several other institutions, such
as the Anna Lindh Euro-Mediterranean
Foundation for Dialogue between Cultures,
The Arab League for Education, Science, and
Culture (ALECSO) and the Department of
Culture of the Government of Catalonia. The
aim of the conference was to promote a
debate on cultural and artistic aspects of the
Euro-Mediterranean cooperation, by identi-
fying the most significant aspects of cultur-
al creation in the region. Furthermore, the
conference was an opportunity for culture
professionals to evaluate the development of
the Partnership in this sector, and put togeth-
er specific propositions which would promote
further artistic and cultural cooperation. To
facilitate this, four workshops were organ-
ised on the following topics: Creation and
Mobility; Culture and Social change; Cultural
Diversity; and finally, Cooperation, Cities and
Culture in the Mediterranean. The results
which came from the conference underlined
primarily that until now there have been gaps
in the definition of the Euro-Mediterranean
area, both on a cultural and a political level.
The professionals thought that it was nec-
essary to understand the Mediterranean as
a “source of energy and creativity for cultur-
al cooperation, not as a problem” and above

all that the definition of the area is still insuf-
ficient because the Balkans and countries
such as Libya need to be included. Concern-
ing the difficulties noted in the sector, the
professionals highlighted:

The fact that cultural cooperation is still
conceived from an interstate and institu-
tional viewpoint, while the other actors (pub-
lic or private) are relegated to marginal roles

and are little considered;

This leads to a sort of marginalisation of
cultural cooperation and difficulties in imple-
menting new projects, mostly between local

administrative groups;

Cultural cooperation often suffers from
asymmetry in institutions and types of man-
agement between South and North, main-
ly concerning the “unequal recognition of
the role of civil society”, due to the fact
that numerous state and intergovernmen-
tal organisations “keep local administra-
tion at the level of non-governmental

agents”;

The lack of a means of support for the mobil-
ity of artists and professionals and the dis-

persal of information;

The lack of available training adapted to dif-

ferent local realities.

Following the workshops, the participants put
together recommendations in order to face
common problems. Some of the most remark-

able propositions suggested were:

= The necessity for relaunching the Euro-
Mediterranean Conference of the Ministers

of Culture which has not met since 1998;

= To support the participation and engage-
ment of civil society, to overcome interstate

logic;

To establish specific lines of funding for
cultural cooperation and the opening up of

small and medium-sized initiatives;

To strengthen South-South cooperation;

To stimulate the circulation of information
and establish new mechanisms to facili-
tate the mobility of artists in the Mediter-
ranean, such as the creation of a “mobili-
ty fund”;

To grant a more central role to culture with-

in the European Neighbourhood Policy.

Following the discussions, the institutions
attending at the conference pointed out their
intention to take immediate steps to support
cultural cooperation. In particular, the Depart-
ment of Culture of the Government of Cata-
lonia announced the signature of an agree-
ment of collaboration with the Spanish Agency
of International Cooperation (AECI) “for the
implementation of a qualification program for
cultural professionals in the Mediterranean”
and the Coalitions for Cultural Diversity gath-
ered in Barcelona agreed to ask the states
of the region to ratify the Convention on the
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of
Cultural Expression “so that they adopt poli-
cies favourable to cultural diversity”. The
Interarts Foundation, on its part, expressed
its interest in continuing to support the cre-

ation of areas for artistic encounters.

Website reference:
www.barcelona10.org

www.interarts.net/esp/1.1_index.php

the homogenisation impact of globali-
sation on the Arab journalistic practices,
e.g. live reporting, presenting two sides
of the story, etc., while pointing to the
lack of addressing immediate social is-
sues, e.g. schooling, child labour, cor-
ruption, etc. As | argue, the intertwining
of western (Anglo-American) and Arab
traditional format has sometimes been
seen as a progressive step in the de-
velopment of the regional image vis-a-
vis the West. In other words, by being
able to produce western genre, Arab
professionals mark their professional
identity on a global basis. For instance,
Al Jazeera prides itself of being a bea-

con of objectivity, which is a long-held
American journalistic norm, in order to
mark its presence not only regionally
but also internationally; Barbie dolls,
seen as an emblem of western infatua-
tion with promiscuous lifestyle, have
been challenged by an Arab version
(called Fullah); films and music videos
have become a competition arena for
Arab media professionals to show their
incorporation of the latest techniques
and looks; the Internet has become an
integral part of the national identity for
several gulf countries such as Kuwait not
to mention that several Gulf cities, such
as Jeddah, have come to resemble

American states rather than the tradi-
tional nomadic land.

But the change, | warned, may end up
being a merely cosmetic change with lit-
tle genuine impact upon the develop-
ment and everyday life of the Arab peo-
ples. Why, for example, should we hail
American style TV journalism if the news
content does not address social issues
and merely maintains the traditional po-
litical outlook? Or why should we hail the
building of skyscrapers if issues such as
the discrepancy between social class-
es are not subject to public debates? Or
why should we hail the reality show Big
Brother for teaching Arab audiences to




vote for a winner, if the voting experience
is not genuinely conducted and practised
in real life?

Substantial Knowledge

The problem, in my view, is the lack of
deep understanding of the Arab social
identities, both of audiences and pro-
fessionals, as presented in the media. In-
deed, the increasing number of publi-
cations and reports published recently
about Arab media has mostly been de-
scriptive in nature, pointing at the change
in format in Arab media and speculating
about the new mixture of modern images
alongside traditional lives. Thus the re-
sult is a largely speculative bundle of
concerns about the role of the media in
changing the political and social scene
in the Middle East. But what we need
now — perhaps more than ever — is to
encourage and embrace an in-depth
understanding about the mechanisms
of this change and its contingency. We
need to unravel the impact of these
changes not only on the surface, i.e.
journalistic forms and genre, but also
upon journalism as a profession. Me-
dia, both news and entertainment, re-
flects the mediated representation of
national as well as pan-Arab identities.
We need to understand the rivalry and
yet similarities, amongst the diverse so-
cial identities (re)presented in the new
media. We need to conduct qualitative
audience analyses to replace the tradi-
tional scheme of counting voices that
favour Al Jazeera versus those who

favour CNN. We need to understand
the politics of the popular versus the
political, and the mechanism of change
as imposed by an elite class versus the
consensus emerging from the classes
below. In summary, we need qualitative
data that goes deeper than the de-
scriptive and speculative.

Post-Euro-Med

The changes on the Arab media scene
were raised in one of the main sessions
during the Euro-Med and the Media
Seminar, held in November 2005 (see
my article in Afkar/idées No. 8). The
session resulted in a heated debate be-
tween some speakers (including my-
self), and other Arab journalists and at-
tendants who preferred to hold the
discussion to the ‘Us versus Them' lev-
el characterized by focussing on the dif-
ferent coverage of Arab affairs in west-
ern versus Arab media, or the censorship
imposed by statesmen, etc. In my view,
the ‘Us versus Them'-debate represents
a sort of denial to see the picture from
within, i.e. how media professionals
themselves — actively or passively — help
consolidate certain images and avoid
tackling the social issues that should
be the part and parcel of their task. At
the end of the session, a west Euro-
pean participant asked me, ‘all what was
said today was good, but what has this
to do with Europe or the Euro-Med?’ This
summarises the problem. We tend to
look at the outer layers of the Arab prob-
lems in a search for a remedy rather

than seeking a deeper understanding
of these problems. For instance, west-
ern news about the Arab affairs revolves
typically around security and politics,
etc., rather than immediate social prob-
lems. Thus, the European audiences are
likely to be familiar with the names of
threatening fundamentalists, somewhat
less familiar with the names of Arab
leaders and rather ignorant about school-
ing, poverty, medical service, urbaniza-
tion, etc. Thus the vast majority of jour-
nalistic accounts and even the majority
of academic accounts, inflict a typified
identity upon all Arabs, leading observers
to eventually wonder why things have not
changed much in the Arab societies,
despite the media, political and eco-
nomic attention that Europe is pouring
into the region. It is time to update the
focus of our analysis, targeting the issues
that really matter, rather than asking our-
selves, ‘what has this to do with Eu-
rope?’
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