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Abstract  
 
The relationship between civil society and satellite broadcastings 
in the Arab World is increasingly developing. In fact, Arabs are 
becoming more conscious of civil society issues thanks to the 
emergence and growth of many innovative Arab satellite 
networks such as Al-Jazeera. Al-Jazeera continues to command 
the largest share of the Arabic news market, allowing the network 
to be a powerful communication tool that eases the challenges 
encountering Arab civil society. These challenges stand as 
stumbling blocks in the Arab civil society’s way of contributing to 
the democratic transition of many counties in the region. Using a 
content analysis of Al-Jazeera’s website and randomly selected 
broadcasts, this paper shows Al-Jazeera’s important role in 
helping Arab civil society to overcome its challenges and empower 
its organizations through extensively covering their activities and 
frequently hosting their representatives. The paper further argues 
that empowering Arab civil society makes Al-Jazeera an important 
potential player in the Arab democratization taking into 
consideration the significant role that civil society organizations 
play in a democratic transition.  

  
Keywords: Al-Jazeera, civil society, the Arab World.  
 
1. Introduction  
 
The Arab world is undergoing an accelerating development in the 
political, social, economic and technological makeup of many 
countries that comprise it. These developmental changes are 
having extensive effects on Arab people and Arab regimes; in 
fact, some of these regimes have recently attempted to engage in 
a process of modernizing, liberalizing and democratizing many 
sectors of public life including the media. The emergence and 
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growth of many Arab transnational satellite TV networks, such as 
Al-Jazeera, is one of the manifestations of this development. 
Some of these networks have made tremendous inroads in the 
Western dominated flow of news, allowing Arabs to maintain an 
effective globalization tool through which they can inform the 
world about their pressing issues and emerging problems. Al-Hail 
argues that ‘the relationship between civil society and satellite 
broadcasting in the Arab world is becoming clearer and more 
significant owing to two simultaneous and related 
developments.’27 First, he emphasizes the growing importance of 
satellite broadcasting in the region; second, he highlights the fact 
that Arabs are becoming more aware of civil society issues owing 
to the growth of Arab satellite broadcasting.  
 
Although Arab civil society organizations are increasingly growing, 
they still encounter many challenges; the most important of 
which is holding a communication tool through which they can 
channel their messages and promote their democratic agenda. 
Using a content analysis of Al-Jazeera’s website and randomly 
selected broadcasts, this paper shows Al-Jazeera’s important role 
in helping Arab civil society to overcome this main challenge and 
empower its organizations through extensively covering their 
activities and frequently hosting their representatives. The paper 
further argues that empowering Arab civil society makes Al-
Jazeera an important potential player in the ongoing 
democratization throughout many Arab countries. To put it 
differently, the democratic transition theory considers civil society 
an important player in a democratic transition; so empowering its 
entities makes Al-Jazeera a significant contributor in the 
democratic transition throughout the region.  
 
The first part of this paper commences with providing a brief 
overview of the mainstream TV channels in the Arab world 
followed by a short discussion on the rise of Arab satellite 
channels and concludes with a discussion of the growth of civil 

                                                
27  Ali Al-Hail. Civil Society in the Arab World: The Role of Transnational Broadcasting. The age of 

New Media: The Role of Al-Jazeera Satellite TV in Developing Aspects of Civil Society in Qatar. TBS Archives, 

Issu.4, p. 4, spring, 2000.  
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society in the Arab world and the main challenge that encounters 
its development. The second part empirically examines the role of 
Al-Jazeera in lessening this challenge and empowering Arab civil 
society. The paper concludes with discussing the potential 
contribution of Al-Jazeera in the ongoing democratic transition 
throughout the Arab world.  
  
2. The Mainstream Arab TV Channels  
 
The role of Arab media in general and Arab TV channels in 
particular has always been influenced by Arab governments which 
tend to consider a TV station as a symbol of national status rather 
than a communication tool that can be used to address citizens in 
an objective and impartial manner as well as a platform where 
issues of democracy and political reform can be freely and openly 
discussed. In fact, although few Arab regimes have liberalized 
parts of their media systems such as the internet and the press in 
Morocco, Jordan and Egypt, none of them attempted to open up 
the TV sector, except for few Gulf countries such as Qatar and 
UAE.28 Some scholars (e.g. Price and Amin) argue that the 
advancement of information technology and the exponential 
increase of transnational satellite channels have made Arab 
national borders more amenable to other transnational 
channels.29 However, I (along with Selber & Ghanem) think that 
Arab governments can still dominate and shape the structure and 
behavior of Arab media in general and transnational satellite 
broadcasting in particular; the recently signed Arab satellite 
broadcasting charter is a clear example of this dominance.30  
 
The Arab League summits have mostly been opportunities that 
illustrate and enhance the widespread cliché ‘Arabs agree to 

                                                
28  Naomi Sakr. Satellite Realms. Transnational Television, Globalization and the Middle East. 

(London/New York: I.B. Tauris, 2001).  

29  Monroe Price. A Charter of Contradictions. Arab Media & Society/ Middle East Center St. Antony’s 

College. University of Oxford, 2008. 

  Hussein Amin. Y., The Arab States Charter for Satellite Television: A quest for Regulation. Arab Media & 

Society/ Middle East Center St. Antony’s College. University of Oxford, 2008. 

30  Selber & Ghanem. Modernization and Media in the Arab World. Global Media Journal. Vol. 3, iss. 

5. Article No.10, 2004.  
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disagree’. However, it seems that this cliché fades away when 
Arab regimes aberrantly and unanimously agree on manipulating 
laws to ensure maintaining a strong grip on media in general and 
satellite broadcasting in particular. The Arab League adopted a 
non-binding document on February 13, 2008 in Cairo entitled 
"Principles for Organizing Satellite Radio and TV Broadcasting in 
the Arab Region"; a long title for a relatively short charter which 
was the brainchild of Egypt and Saudi Arabia. It was signed by 
twenty Arab countries and only Lebanon and Qatar refuted to sign 
it. Abu-Fadil stated that this document ‘eerily parrallels the 
existing legislation in a number of Arab countries whose 
fledgeling private broadcasters had hoped to establish a foothold 
in an otherwise state-controlled media landscape.’31 Qatar’s 
refusal to sign the charter implies that Al-Jazeera was targeted as 
it is mainly funded by Qatar’s royal family and enjoys a larger 
margin of freedom in comparison to most mainstream Arab TV 
channels. Unlike most Arab national channels, the newly 
emerging Arab satellite broadcasters, especially Al-Jazeera, 
provide a space for political parties, social movements, and civil 
society institutions to engage in an open and free debate, criticize 
Arab regimes and uncover their corrupt policies. Clearly, Arab 
regimes do not only control their national TV channels but they 
also attempt to do so with the Arab transnational satellite 
broadcasters which seem to epitomize a better alternative to the 
state-dominated networks.  
  
3. The Rise and Growth of Arab Satellite Broadcasting 
 
While it is difficult to comprehensively encompass all the factors 
that have contributed into the emergence of Arab satellite 
channels, I briefly highlight some of the important ones. Rinnawi 
attributes the birth of Arab Satellite Broadcasting to a 
combination of Arab domestic politics and the advancement of 
technology.32 The first factor was the Lebanese domestic politics 
which is characterized by the presence of three major sectarian 

                                                
31  Magda Abu-Fadil. Arab Broadcast Charter Stirs Hornets’ Nest. The Huffington Post, 2008.  

32  Khalil Rinnawi. Instant Nationalism: McArabism, Al-Jazeera and Transnational Media in the Arab 

World. (University Press of America, New York, 2006).  
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groups each of which is epitomized by a charismatic leader or a 
strong party. The articulation of each group’s interests 
necessitated the formation of different media outlets. These are 
Al-Hariri’s Al-Mustaqbal for Sunni Muslims, Hezbollah’s Al-Manar 
for Shiites, and Pierre Daher’s LBC for Maronites. Nowadays, 
these channels are major players in the landscape of Arab 
satellite broadcasting as their target audience goes beyond the 
Lebanese to reach a wide range of pan-Arab audience. The 
second major aspect of Arab politics refers to those tiny and 
wealthy Gulf regimes which have aimed at putting themselves on 
the regional political map through establishing critical news 
networks such as Qatar’s Al-Jazeera. These two factors were 
enhanced by the advancement of technology which makes 
broadcastings transcend local borders and reach most of Arab 
households throughout the region.  
 
In addition to Rinnawi’s birth factors, I identify two main ones 
which contributed into the growth of these innovative outlets. 
First, the costs of satellite dishes are increasingly decreasing 
allowing most Arabs to have access to these channels. These 
dishes mushroom even in such places as Alger’s Kasbahs, Cairo’s 
slums, the suburbs of Damascus, and the desert’s tents of Arab 
Bedouins. Second, the poor performance of the state-owned 
media, which tend to present one-sided stories, result in 
excluding a wide variety of views that represent different civil 
society institutions. In so saying, the emerging Arab satellite 
broadcasting can play an important role in empowering Arab civil 
society through allowing various voices to be voiced out. Before 
examining the empirical validity of this assumption, I briefly 
discuss the status of Arab civil society organizations and the 
challenges they encounter.  
 
4. Civil Society in the Arab World: Definition, Development 
and Challenges 
 
Although there is no consensus among contemporary scholars on 
what constitutes civil society, most of them (Kaldor and 
Dahlgren) agree that civil society includes a wide range of formal 
and informal groups such as associations, syndicates, federations, 
clubs, unions, guilds, and social movements that are autonomous 
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from the state and bound by legal order or a set of shared rules.33 
Diamond states that these groups usually include citizens acting 
collectively in a public sphere to express their interests, exchange 
information, make demands on the state and hold state officials 
accountable.34 The question is to what extent the above 
characteristics of civil society, which are mainly Western-oriented, 
comply with the Arab context.  
 
The concept of “civil society” in the Arab world seems to suggest 
a different notion from the one conventionally used in the West.35 
First, while the chief building blocks of the modern Western 
society lie in encouraging individuals’ initiatives and their effective 
roles as citizens, the contemporary history of the Arab world 
reveals a focus on leaders and states where enhancing the status 
of the regime is favored over encouraging individual initiatives 
and contributions in the political life. This explains the fact that 
most Arab civil society groups are charitable organizations whose 
main aim is to provide material help to the less privileged among 
the Arab populace. Additionally, many of these civil society 
organizations are related to the state and they might even be 
considered “semi-governmental” institutions as Al-Halfi pointed 
out.36 Generally, the concept of civil society in the Arab world 
entails different definition from the one that exists in the West; 
this is due to the environment where it operates which is 
characterized by low rate of volunteerism as well as the lack of 
autonomy which is a product of the state dominance. In any rate, 
this overview cannot be generalized to include all Arab states as 
there is a considerable variance among them in terms of the 
extent to which civil society institutions have evolved.  
                                                
33  Mary Kaldor. ‘Five Meanings of Global Civil Society’, in Kaldor, Mary, Global Civil Society: An 

Answer to War. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003).  

Peter Dahlgren. ‘Citizens, Agency and Politics’, in Dahlgren (ed) Media and Civic Engagement. (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008, pp. 1-10).  

34  Larry Diamond. “Rethinking Civil Society. Toward Democratic Consolidation,” in Journal of 

Democracy 5/3 (July, 1997).  

35  Sa’ed Karajah. Civil Society in the Arab World: The Missing Concept. The International Journal for 

Not-for-Profit Law. Vol. 9, iss. 2,  2007. 

 

36  Adnan Al-Halfi. The Establishment of Civil Society. First Edition. Al-Barq Publishing House, 2007.  
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Al-Sayyid categorizes Arab states into three groups based on the 
degree of respect to freedom of associations.37 The first group 
includes countries that allow a reasonable margin of freedom of 
association in which political parties are authorized and the 
establishment of professional associations is permitted such as 
Mauritania, Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, Algeria between 1988 and 
1991, Yemen, and Kuwait. The second group includes countries 
where various civil society associations exist but they are heavily 
controlled by the presence of a dominant or single party. This 
group includes Arab countries that used to be- or still- deemed 
radical such as Libya, Syria, Iraq and Sudan. The third group 
comprises countries where freedom of association is not 
witnessed either for political parties, professional associations, or 
trade unions. This group includes most Gulf countries, except a 
few such as Qatar, Kuwait and UAE.  
 
Based on Al-Sayyid’s typology, I identify three types of 
relationships between Arab civil society and Arab political 
systems. The first type reveals an embryonic civil society with a 
relatively friendly relationship with the political systems within 
which they operate. The second type discloses a relationship of 
suppression from the part of political regimes; the third type 
divulges a non-existence of any relationship owing to the non-
presence of civil society institutions. The type of relationship 
between civil society and political systems does also suggest that 
there is a connection between political liberalization and the 
emergence and growth of civil society. In other words, there is a 
mutual enhancement between the process of democratization and 
the development of a strong civil society in which each one 
contribute into stimulating and developing the other. 
 
Despite the disparity between Arab states in the development of 
an active civil society, Ibrahim has generally considered this 
development a promising one and identifies many factors that 

                                                
37  Mustapha Al-Sayyid K. The Concept of Civil Society and the Arab World. In Brynen, R., Korany, 

B., & Noble, P. Political Liberalization & Democratization in the Arab World. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995, p. 
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have contributed, and will contribute, into the growth of Arab civil 
society.38 I categorized these factors into internal and regional. 
The internal factors include the growing number of new socio-
economic entities such as trade unions, professional associations 
and social movements. In so saying, most Arab governments find 
controlling these steadily growing organizations a difficult task. 
The regional factors refer to the prolonged regional armed 
conflicts which have drained states’ resources and weakened their 
power. These factors have pushed the agenda of civil society 
forward in many countries, but the progress remains sluggish 
taking into consideration that the Arab experience of civil society 
is relatively new and it goes without saying that new experiences 
often encounter numerous challenges. 
 
The first and foremost challenge which encounters civil society in 
the Arab world is the inability of its components to communicate 
their ideas and put their messages across. This is mainly owing to 
the state’s control of the media which goes beyond the national 
level to include collective measures to control the transnational 
broadcastings. Lacking a communication platform through which 
civil society can address Arab constituencies remains the key 
challenge that hinder the development of the sector. Without 
such a communication tool, civil society can not uncover the 
oppressive practices of Arab regimes against human rights 
orgnizations; additionally, they cannot effectively raise peoples’ 
awareness on certain pressing issues of direct concern to Arabs. 
In short, without a powerful communication tool, civil society in 
the Arab world can hardly fulfil the aforementioned functions and, 
therefore, it is difficult to talk about empowering civil society in 
the Arab world and its potential contribution in the democratic 
transtion throughout the region.  
 
 
 

                                                
38  Saad Eddin Ibrahim. The Troubled Triangle: Populism, Islam and Civil Society in the Arab World. 

(International Political Science Review. Vol. 19, No. 4, 2008, 373-385).  
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5. The Role of Al-Jazeera in Empowering Civil Society in 
the Arab world 
 
Before venturing into investigating how does Al-Jazeera empower 
civil society in the Arab world, it is important to justify its choice 
from a wide range of other Arab transnational broadcasters. First, 
Al-Jazeera continues to command the largest share of Arab news 
market. 53% of Arabs identified Al-Jazeera as their first choice for 
news.39 Second, Al-Jazeera maintains a relatively large margin of 
freedom in comparison with its counterparts in the region.40 This 
allows the channel to encompass various views on different 
issues. Third. Al-Jazeera is also the most controversial among the 
newly emerging Arab satellite broadcasters not only in the Arab 
world, but also in the West; this was translated into banning and 
boycotting the channel’s broadcasting in many Arab countries the 
last of which was Morocco after the 2007 Moroccan parliamentary 
elections. All these reasons make Al-Jazeera a unique case for 
examining the role of Arab satellite broadcasting in empowering 
civil society in the Arab world.   
 
Al-Jazeera plays an important role in empowering civil society 
organizations, especially those working on issues of freedoms, 
human rights and political reform. The empowerment is reflected 
in the considerable attention Al-Jazeera gives to such 
organizations both in its website and broadcastings in an attempt 
to make their voice heard and help them to voice out their 
concerns. In order to test the accuracy of such a hypothesis, I did 
a content analysis of www.aljazeera.net and three randomly 
selected broadcasts.  

                                                
39  2008 Annual Arab Public Opinion Poll. Survey of the Anwar Sadat Chair for Peace and 

Development at the University of Maryland (With Zogby International). Professor Shibley Telhami, Principle 

Investigator. Survey conducted March 2008 in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. 

40  Mohammed El Nawawy & Adel Iskander. Al Jazeera: How the free Arab news network scooped the 

world and changed the Middle East. Cambridge, MA: Westview Press, 2002. 
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 Al-Jazeera’s Website 
Fig  3.  aljazeera.net home page 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2008 Media Viewership 
Aggregate  

When you watch international news, which of the following network's news broadcasts do you 
watch most often?

Al Jazeera, 53%

An Egyptian Network, 
17%

Al Arabiya, 9%

MBC, 7%

LBC, 3%

Al Manar, 2%

Morocco TV, 2%

Al Hurra, 2%

Other, 2%



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2 
 

 265 

I conducted a content analysis of Al-Jazeera’s website 
(www.aljazeera.net) in Arabic on April 10, 2009. It is important to 
point out that the date was randomly selected as it coincided with 
writing this paper. The purpose of the content analysis was to find 
out how much attention does Al-Jazeera give to issues pertaining 
to civil society organizations in the Arab world. The website’s 
menu contains four main sections; namely, akhbar (news), 
almaarifa (knowledge), iktisad and aamal (business and 
economics), and huriyat and hukuk (rights and freedoms). I 
found around 56 entries/articles in the four sections which cover 
a wide variety of issues ranging from politics, economics, natural 
disasters, human rights violations, to name a few. Some of these 
articles were published on April 10, 2009 and others dated back 
to a couple of days before. I skimmed over the titles in an 
attempt to decrease the number of articles and rule out the 
irrelevant ones based on two main criteria. First, the article 
should be related to the Arab world in general or to a particular 
Arab country. Therefore, the articles that are related to other 
countries were ruled out. Second, the article should deal with 
issues related to the activities of Arab civil society organizations.  
 
The above sifting left the analysis with 19 articles; that is, one 
third of the total articles found most of which are related to rights 
and freedoms. Geographically speaking, these 19 articles cover 
many countries including Morocco (1), Egypt (2), Yemen (1), 
Libya (1), Sudan (1), Tunisia (1), Qatar (1), Palestine (3), 
Mauritania (1), UAE (1) in addition to six articles about the Arab 
world in general. As far as the subject matter is concerned, the 
articles mainly covered the activities of the organizations that 
deal with rights and freedoms. Understanding that analyzing the 
content of these articles remains beyond the scope of this paper, 
I briefly summarize the issues covered. The most salient issue 
was freedom of speech and the everlasting battle between Arab 
governments and journalists’ associations in an attempt to gain 
more freedom and less governments’ censorship. Second, there 
was the issue of human rights and the tireless struggle of Arab 
human rights associations to denounce human trafficking in Gulf 
countries, which remain a common destination for South and 
Southeast Asians. They serve as domestic workers and unskilled 
laborers and often fall victims to involuntary servitude, excessive 
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working hours and nonpayment of salaries as well as sexual and 
physical abuse. Furthermore, there was a reference to the Arab 
human rights associations’ advocacy for improving the situation 
of detainees in Arab prisons and guaranteeing fair and 
transparent trials for political prisoners. Another salient issue was 
the active Arab businesswomen association which had met in 
Oman and came up with a set of recommendations for the G-20 
summit that took place in London April 2, 2009. This is in addition 
to other miscellaneous issues such as children’s rights and the 
untiring efforts of Arab organizations to limit child’s labor and 
promote girls’ education. Table 1 below summarizes the titles of 
these articles.   
 
Table 1.   Al-Jazeera’s Website: A Content Analysis of Al-
Jazeera’s Coverage of the activities of Arab Civil Society 
Organizations. 

Country/Region  Title of the Articles  
 
 
 
 
 

General to the Arab 
World 

 
 

• Who can realize the motto “Children 
First” 
• Arab human rights organizations 
reject deporting 1200 Tunisians from Italy.  
• The family of a Yemeni prisoner in 
Afghanistan asks Obama to release him.  
• Prisons in the Arab World. 
• The stumbling blocks for 
establishing freedoms in the Arab region.  
• Arab Businesswomen Association’s 
recommendations to the G-20 in London. 

  
 
 

Palestine 

• The Palestinian Center for Human 
Rights condemns the Israeli arrests in the 
West Bank.  
• The situation of human rights in the 
occupied territories is worsening.  
• Palestinian journalists protest 
against censorship. 

 
 

Egypt 

• Egyptian human rights activists and 
journalists ask Mubarak to stop arresting 
bloggers.  
• An urgent plea from Arab human 
rights associations to Cairo to respect its 
promises for freedom of press. 

 • A Qatari institution launched a 
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Qatar campaign for human dignity against human 
trafficking.  

Sudan • The battle between Sudan and Arab 
human rights organizations.  

 
Tunisia 

• The Tunisian opposition accuses the 
government of marginalizing it after 
banning its newspaper.  

 
Yemen 

• A Yemeni human rights organization 
accuses the Yemeni government for 
torturing female detainees and sell their 
children. 

Mauritania • Nouakchott releases a journalist and 
dis-bans an electronic newspaper.  

Morocco • Human rights movement in Morocco 
between promises and consensus.  

Libya • The compensation verdicts revealed 
issues of torture in Libya.  

UAE • Human rights activists criticize the 
new communication law in UAE.  

 
The fact that there is a significant attention from the part of Al-
Jazeera to covering various activities of Arab civil society 
organizations would play an important role in empowering them 
due to the wide reach of Al-Jazeera’s website which is the most 
visited website in the Arab world (approximately 2 million page 
views a day) and one of the top 200 most visited websites in the 
world according to Alexa.com.41 This would ease the main 
challenge that encounter these organizations; that is, the lack of 
a communication tool whereby they can voice out their concerns 
and put across their messages. However, one might argue that 
despite the wide reach of Al-Jazeera’s website, this latter can only 
be used by the elite or, more correctly, the computer literate, 
which represent a small part of the Arab populace. For this 
reason, a more encompassing analysis of Al-Jazeera’s broadcasts 
is needed owing to their broader reach.  
 
 
 

                                                
  http://www.alexa.com/siteinfo/aljazeera.net يمكنك مشاهدة بث القناة من خالل الموقع. قناة عربية إخبارية تعمل على مدار اليوم        41
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6. Al-Jazeera’s Broadcasts 
 
A similar analysis of three live programs was conducted during 
the first and second week of April, 2009 (April 1-12). It is also 
important to emphasize that this timeframe was randomly 
selected as it just coincided with writing this paper. These 
programs are Lil-Nissa’ Faqat, Al-Ittijah al-Muakiss and Hiwar 
Maftouh. Since the main purpose of this paper is to find out how 
does Al-Jazeera activate and empower Arab civil society 
organizations, I was mainly interested in the topic, guests, and 
the issues being discussed in each program rather than engaging 
in a discourse analysis to examine how the issues were framed. 
Before summing up the findings, I shall briefly introduce the 
randomly chosen programs.   
 
For the fifth year in a row, Al-Ittijah al-Muakiss (the opposite 
direction) continues its tireless pursuit of daring controversial 
topics, and remains one of the most popular talk shows and most 
interactive programs amongst the Arabic-language Satellite 
Channels. Every Week, Dr. Faisal Al Qassem, a former BBC 
journalist, moderates a debate between two personalities with 
opposing views on a particular issue. Second, there is Lil-Nissa’ 
Faqat (for women only) which is usually presented by Montaha 
Al-Ramahi and geared particularly towards women. Women from 
all over the world, especially Arab women are invited to express 
their points of view about critical social, political, scientific and 
environmental issues. As it is the case with most of Al-Jazeera’s 
programs, audience input is vital to the show where Arabs, 
especially women participate directly to the program through 
phone calls. Third, there is Hiwar Maftouh (open dialogue) where 
Arab decision makers and intellectuals answer questions live from 
the audience on topics of Arab interests. A summary of findings is 
included in tables 2, 3, and 4 below.  
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Table 2. Lil-Nissa’ Faqat: A Content Analysis of the Program’s Discussed topics and 
Received Guests 

Guests Date Host Topic of 
Discussion Name Position/Organiz

ation 

Point of Discussion 

Sarour 
Qarwany 

consultant for a 
humanitarian 
development 
possibilities 

Maha al-
Hamssa 

is a manager of the 
program for 
children’s protection 
in the Jordan office 
of UNICEF.  

Apr 3, 09 Fairuz 
Zayani 

Sexual exploitation 
of Children,   

Iza Karim , professor of 
education in the 
national center for 
social and criminal 
research 

- Examples of children’s sexual 
exploitation in Morocco.  
- Sexual exploitation of 
children and the lack of 
statistics.  
- Psychological effects of 
sexual attacks on children.  
- Social effects of children’s 
sexual exploitation.  
- Ways to identify molested 
children.  
- Protected methods against 
sexual harassment.  

Apr 7, 09 Louna 
ash-
Shebl 

The New York 
Conference and 
Women’s rights  

Azat al-Hur 
Marwa 

general coordinator 
for the Lebanese 
national project to 
eliminate 
discrimination 
against women 

- Arab civil society 
organization and the external 
agendas.  
- Ignoring cultural differences 
in Beijing’s agreement on 
women’s rights. 
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Moha Aby 
Diya 
Shimass 

head of the 
woman’s center for 
the direction of 
constitution in Cairo 

   

Aliya al-
Karady 

Iraqi researcher for 
gender and 
women’s affairs 

- true sexual freedom and 
women’s enablement.  
 

Amany 
Qandyl 

executive director 
of the Arab Network 
for Arab national 
organizations.  

Iqabal 
Doghan 

the former 
president of the 
Lebanese Women’s 
Council 

Apr10   Louna 
ash-
Shebl 

the culture of 
voluntary work in 
the Arab women’s 
charitable 
organizations 

Mana 
Shishtar 

activist the domain 
of voluntary work 

- the role of the Arab women 
in less privileged areas. 
- evaluation of the 
performance of Arab charitable 
organizations. 
- women’s role in the work of 
charitable organizations. 
- traditions and customs that 
hinds women’s work as 
volunteers. 
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Table 3. Al-Ittijah al-Muakiss: A Content Analysis of the Program’s Discussed topics and Received 
Guests 

Guests Date Host Topic of 
Discussion 

Name Position/Organiz
ation 

Point of Discussion 

Ghazy 
Suleiman 

chairman of the 
National Coalition 
to restore 
Democracy in 
Sudan 

Apr 1, 
09 

Faical Al-
Kassim 

the [Nairobi] peace 
accord in Sudan 

Hassan Saty A Sudanese 
journalist and 
writer 

- Religious, cultural, and 
political pluralism and the 
danger of dividing Sudan.  
- Dividing the wealth between 
the North and the South and 
its problems. 
- The foreign role behind the 
peace accord and its 
implications. 
- The situation of Sudan during 
the transitional period. 

Abd al-Razaq 
Eid 

founding member 
of the committee 
for reviving civil 
society in Syria 

Apr 7, 
09 

Faical Al-
Kassim 

of police states and 
the political friction 
in Lebanon and 
Syria 

Karim al-
Shybany 

head of the Syrian 
National 
Democratic Party 

- The Syrian internal 
movement Vs the security 
core. 
- the discourse of the 
opposition against Syria.  
- the reasons behind the 
Syrian political rigidity. 
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Table 4.  Hiwar maftouh: A Content Analysis of the Program’s Discussed topics and Received Guests 
Guests Date Host Topic of 

Discussion Name Position/Organizatio
n 

Point of Discussion 

Burhan 
Ghalioun 

professor of sociology 
at the university of 
Paris and director of 
the Center for 
Contemporary Oriental 
Studies 

Apr 2, 
09 

Ghassan 
Bin 
Jeddou 

The Arab future 
and the issue o 
freeform  

Moustafa Al-
Faqi 

the head of the 
Egyptian National 
Assembly’s Foreign 
Affairs Committee 

- The secret behind the 
silence of the Arab 
population. 
- Arabs between reform and 
change. 
- Reform between civil 
society and authority.  
- the internal dispute about 
openness and external 
intervention. 

Issam Khalifa a professor of history 
in the Lebanese 
University 

Assa’ad Abu-
Khalil 

Professor of political 
science in the 
University of California 

Apr 9, 
09 

Ghassan 
Bin 
Jeddou 

The Arab 
popular 
movement  

Ala Maddy foundation of the 
middle party and the 
Kiffayah movement in 
Egypt 

- Popular pressure and the 
opportunities for change.  
- Popular pressure and the 
external intervention.  
- Democracy between 
national and foreign agenda.  
- Arab popular movements in 
the context of global 
movements. 
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7. Al-Jazeera and Democratic Transition in the Arab World:  
Discussion and Conclusion  
 
Taking into consideration the randomly selected timeframe for 
analyzing the content of the website and the three broadcasts, 
the above content analysis reveals a strong attention from the 
part of Al-Jazeera to civil society organizations in the Arab world. 
This attention can be effortlessly inferred from the topics chosen 
by the hosts and the guests who mostly represent civil society 
organizations. The appearance of such  national organizations on 
Al-Jazeera shall doubtlessly empower them, especially if we know 
that 70% of Arabs who own satellite dishes tune in to Al-Jazeera 
for news and political information, which also include Arab 
communities in the US and Europe.16 This is in addition to Al-
Jazeera’s command on the largest share of Arab news market as, 
approximately, 60% of Arabs mentioned Al-Jazeera as their first 
choice for news. In so saying, Al-Jazeera plays an important role 
in removing the major stumbling block that hinders the 
development of Arab civil society organizations; that is, a popular 
communication platform whereby they can present themselves to 
the Arab populace, channel their mission, and put their messages 
across. Furthermore, the topics discussed and the guests received 
in these programs reveal a clear focus on issues of political 
reform and freedoms in the Arab world which indicates the role of 
such a media outlet in creating a free and open space where 
issues of democracy can be debated freely and openly.  
 
Free and open debate on issues of democracy and political reform 
remains important for a smooth democratic transition as it is 
difficult for citizens to effectively participate, organize, and freely 
choose among political alternatives without a context of political 
freedom.217 The processes of democratic transition have often 
been a point of academic interests since the early 1980s, 
especially for political scientists. This academic surge started with 

                                                
16  William Rugh A. Arab Mass Media: Newspaper, radion and television in Arab politics. Westport, 

Conn: Praeger, 2004.   

217  Brynen, Korany,& Noble. Political Liberalization and Democratization in the Arab World: 

Theoretical Perspectives. Vol. 1. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995, p. 350.   
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examining the democratization of the remaining authoritarian 
regimes in Southern Europe in addition to the continuing 
processes in Latin America. This was followed by a relatively 
similar process in East and Southeast Asia, Africa- to a lesser 
extent- as well as the most dramatic transformation of former 
communist regimes in Eastern and Central Europe. This marked 
the beginning of a new era of scholarship which is often referred 
to as the third wave of global democratization.318 Surprisingly 
enough, the process of democratization in the Arab world was 
given a little or no attention by scholars of comparative politics. 
To illustrate, O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead’s ground-
breaking comparative study of transitions from authoritarian rule 
do not refer to any Arab country in their volume.419 Similarly, 
Dimaond, Linz, and Lipset’s four-volume study of democratic 
politics in the developing world excluded most of the Arab world 
claiming that ‘the Islamic countries of the Middle East and North 
Africa generally lack much previous democratic experience, and 
most appear to have little prospect of transition to even semi-
democracy.’520 The interests started to emerge in the mid 1990s, 
especially from social scientists who focus on the Middle East. 
However, most of these contributions (e.g. Yom, S.L. 2005; 
Plattner, M.F. & Diamond, L. 2002; Handelman, H. Tessler, M.A., 
& Kellogg, H. 2000; Pratt, N.C. 2007; Ottaway, M. & Choucair-
Vizoso, J. 2008) remain ad hoc in the sense that they were not 
able to identify the theoretical issues to studying the specificities 
of political change in the Arab world such as the important 
players which usually take part in the democratic transition and 
lead the process of enhancing democratization. In other words, 
they mostly examine Arab democratization process in the light of 
previous transitional democratic experiences, especially in 
Southern, Eastern and Central Europe. In so saying, I was 

                                                
318 Samuel Huntington. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century. Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1991. 

419 ’Donnell, Schmitter & Whitehead. Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Prospects for Democracy. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986. 

520 Dimaond, Linz & Lipset. Democracy in Developing Countries, Volume Two: Africa. Boulder: Lynne 

Rienner Publishers, 1988,  p. xix.  
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interested in the available literature on the vital actors which 
escort and lead the transition process.   
 
The mainstream transition theory emphasizes the role of political 
elites and civil society in carrying out the political reform and 
leading the democratization process.621 Similarly, Stepan and Linz 
argue that the role of political elites, especially at important 
moments and crises, is decisive in the democratic transition of a 
particular society.722 On the other hand, Baker relates civil society 
associations and movements to the role of the elites and argues 
that these organizations provide the conditions for the elites to 
negotiate democratic transitions.823 In brief, the democratic 
transition theory considers political reform and democratization a 
function of political elites and civil society organizations, but not 
of the media.  
 
Clearly, mainstream democratic transition theorists have rarely 
considered media, especially TV, to be a catalyst for democratic 
change. McConnell & Becker attribute this assumption to two 
major factors. First, they argue that politics or market forces 
seem to dominate the media which can either be subject to 
industrial forces or be controlled by the state. Second, media 
content is mostly influenced by actors such as governments, 
lobbies and political parties.924 This makes the media a reactor 
rather than a pro-actor in the democratic transition as it cannot 
be a driving force in this process because it is a vulnerable player 

                                                
621 David Herbert. Religion and Civil Society: Rethinking Public Religion in the Contemporary World. 

Ashgate Publishing, 2003, p. 66.   

722 Alfred Stepan & Juan Linz. Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern 

Europe, South America, and Pos-communist Europe. JHU Press. p. 479, 1996. 

823 Gideon Baker. Civil Society and Democratic Theory: Alternative Voices. Routledge Publisher, 

2002, p. 191.  

924 McConnell, P.J. & Becker, B.L., The Role of the Media in Democratization, Paper presented to the 

Political Communication Section of the International Association for Media and Communication Research at 

the Barcelona Conference, July, 2002. 

(http://www.grady.uga.edu/coxcenter/activities/activities0102/DemocratizationIAMCR.pdf   
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which is usually forced to follow the flow.1025 An attempt to read 
the transition theory in the light of Al-Jazeera’s case reveals two 
main limitations for this theory. First, the theory was mainly 
concerned with the state-based media but not for the 
transnational satellite channels that transcend countries’ national 
borders in an attempt to establish a new public space where 
issues of democracy and political reform can be debated. Second, 
the case of Al-Jazeera ridicules the second factor because 
although it is funded by Qatar’s royal family, it enjoys an 
unparalleled margin of freedom in the Arab World which was a 
source of a lot of diplomatic tension between the Qatari 
government and the Arab as well as Western governments; the 
Qatari government keeps turning down the complaints about Al-
Jazeera’s coverage of certain issues and emphasizing the editorial 
independence of Al-Jazeera.1126 All in all, the fact that Al-Jazeera 
plays an important role in empowering Arab civil society shall 
make the network a potentially significant contributor in the 
democratic transition of the Arab region. Therefore, it is crucial to 
reconsider the role of media in democratic transitions, especially 
with the emergence of such satellite networks.   
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