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The Arab satellite media landscape has changed dramatically in less than two decades; it has
currently become a booming environment constantly developing, growing, and introducing new players and
political narratives. Satellite televisions such as Al Jazeera has had a large impact on information availability
in Arab societies and left its print on how Arabic media operate and broadcast its news programs. The

question is what kind of impact it is having and on what domains.

The purpose of this research is to study the realm of social and political impact satellite news
televisions, such as Al Jazeera, have on Arab societies. This research uses the contextualized approach to
form the narrative of the Arab mass media development and the political landscapes that accompanied it,
and to put the latest developments in mass media; the introduction of satellite news broadcasting and its
impact, into context. Though not the first, Al Jazeera Arabic News channel was among the first satellite
televisions that appeared in the Arab media landscape. The understanding of the historical context in which
satellite televisions appeared clarifies the reason why Arab public quickly embraced the new media. Media
messages and information from privately managed transnational sources were attractive enough for the Arab
audience, so when Al Jazeera appeared with its unique coverage; allowing blunt criticism of Arab
governments and providing exclusive or extensive coverage of Arab issues in line with Arab sentiments
towards them such as the Arab - Israeli conflict, Iraq, corruption, undemocratic Arab regimes, and even
shedding light on inter-Arab conflicts, the Arab audience was quick to embrace it as the first and most
trusted source of news. Statistics show that, even after 14 years and despite the exponential expansion in the

number of Arabic satellite channels in the Arab media landscape, Al Jazeera maintains its place as the
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most-viewed first source of information in all Arab countries (Saad, 2002; Burkholder, 2002; Rheault,
2007).

This research also tries to unravel the nature, the political, and the financial limitations, and
subsequently the influential factors that shape the nature of the messages and programs on Al Jazeera Arabic
News channel. The continuous popularity of Al Jazeera makes it and its news content significant and worth
studying in any attempt to understand its impact on its Arab audience, and in any endeavor to examine the
effects of Arab satellite news televisions on Arab societies. Therefore, this research examines the Frames
employed and the Agendas set by Al Jazeera Arabic news channel through surveying the topics tackled on
its three flagship political talk shows; ““Al Ittijahil Muaakes” (Opposite Direction), “Bila Hudud” (No
Limits), ““Akthar Min Ra’i” (More than One Opinion) and examining the kinds of guests that are called
upon to discuss these topics, thus framing the argument and shaping the public political discourse. The
survey also examines the correlation between significant events in the Arab region and the topic choices
made for the three political talk shows. This research also studies the Frames in which many social and
political issues are presented and made significant through examining and contextualizing a sample of the
channel’s several slogans and political coverage campaigns. Finally, this research examines the reciprocal
influence between mass media such as Al Jazeera, and the newly emerging social networking media; and

how/if they are both attributing to the liberation of the media environment as a whole.

This research has found that despite the various impacts Al Jazeera Arabic news channel and other
privately owned satellite televisions may have on their Arab audience and the Arab public sphere, their true
influence lie in the dynamic interplay between the mass media and the political and cultural environment in
which that media is found, and the messages they emit. Frames and Agendas on Al Jazeera were either (@)
“New” and unfamiliar to its audiences; therefore playing a role in introducing new perspectives and
discourses that affect the social fabric, such as by tackling sexuality, ethnic minority issues, and other
“taboos”, or were (b) “Old” and conformed with/ confirmed the pre-existing understanding of key issues in
the region, such as in the case of the “Palestinian suffering under the Israeli occupation”, and “the aggression
and brutality of Israeli attacks on Lebanon”, on which there is a consensus. The research also found that
while Al Jazeera Arabic news channel clearly prioritizes certain issues over others and at times focuses the
audiences’ attention in certain directions whereby in effect setting the agenda for the Arab public, the
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driving force behind its constant popularity is the fact that the frames in which it presents these issues tend
to resonate with the majority of Arabs’ sentiments; the discontent with social, economic, and political
underdevelopment caused by corrupt systems and regimes, the anger at the way the Arab-Israeli issue is
being handled by the international community and the Arab regimes. Most issues in the Arab world can be
boiled down to these two problems, but they are also precisely the two issues that governmental or loyalist
media avoid discussing.  Another finding was that Al Jazeera Arabic’s three political programs hosted
more specialists thank politicians on their programs. This finding was significant because political narrative
and discourse in the Arab world had previously been steered by politicians’ and religious leaders’ rhetoric,
where as with the introduction of political talk shows a new category of opinion leaders has been developed.
Journalists, scholars, researchers, analysts and writers could previously reach a very few elite in Arab
societies, thus having a very small impact on Arab public opinion; however, with their opinions becoming a
common source of information and understanding of issues on the satellite media, their opinions and
analysis is being shared and perhaps even adopted by the Arab audience. And in a highly politicized society
such as the Arab society, this kind of change may prove to be a key factor in future shifts in the Arab society

as a whole.

Al Jazeera can be credited for its role in connecting the Western world with the Arab world, and in
allowing a new direction in the flow of information —from East to West- where there has long been an
imbalance in the flow and amount of information between the developed and the developing worlds.
Through its sufficient funding and compatible professionalism in world news coverage, especially in crisis
areas, Al Jazeera managed to gain curiosity of and access to the Western audience. After the 9-11 attacks on
the US and the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, Al Jazeera became a household name even in
non-Arab societies, which in turn allowed for a new voice, even if faint, to be heard. The more significant
role Al Jazeera is playing is in widening the scope of political and social expressions in Arab societies as
well as developing a more informed and opinionated audience in the Arab world.

Satellite television broadcasting has created a pluralistic media landscape and an abundance of
information; however, this has not been able to result in a similar level of development in press freedom,
social and political development, and in the elimination of governments’ censorship practices, nor has it

been able to diminish the rift between the “West” and the Arab world. Through being informed, Arab
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societies have grown more suspicious of Western governments and now have a less perfect picture of their
societies. The American dream is less a dream and more a similar reality of power politics; Europe less the
human rights savior and more a xenophobic society in which more and more Muslim communities are
cornered for their religious practices and beliefs. These newly painted grim images of the West has not
helped in creating bridges, but rather suspicions among the Arab audience.

Even though Al Jazeera Arabic news channel has encouraged political narratives that call for
political reform and change in government censorship and monopoly over information, but this has not
resulted in concrete action by its audience — the Arab populous- to demand for more political transparency,
government credibility, and loosening up of old anti-liberal regulations. This could be attributed to the fact
that public platforms, such as Al Jazeera that seemingly expressed and resonated the discontent of the Arab
public towards their social, economic and political situation, has acted as an instrument to vent popular
anger and mistrust of governments, instead of leading to creating new leaders and mobilizing the public
anger towards change. Arguably, the media’s main responsibility matures at acting as a watchdog in its
society, but the lack of social response and mobilization as a result of consuming information in a

completely novel media landscape calls for a new approach in studying media effects.



