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Media

Commemoration of iconic journalist, an occasion 
to decry Lebanese media
Samar Kadi

Beirut

J 

ournalists in the Arab world 
have long been targeted 
and killed for speaking 
their minds and criticis-
ing regimes. Kamel Mrowa, 

founder of al-Hayat, the first pan-
Arab newspaper, is among iconic 
figures of Arab journalism who was 
silenced by the gun 50 years ago 
when Lebanon was the hub of free 
media in the region.

A Life in Pictures a commemora-
tive exhibition, which was shown 
in May in Beirut’s downtown souks, 
recalled Mrowa’s life through im-
ages and memorabilia but also told 
the stories that shaped Lebanon 
and the Arab world in the post-co-
lonial era between 1946 — the year 
Mrowa founded al-Hayat — and 
1966 when he was assassinated.

Mrowa’s slogan — “Have your say 
and move on” — cost him his life. 
He was killed by a gunman while in 
his office as he was checking final 
proofs of his newspaper’s next edi-
tion. The shooting was linked to al-
Hayat’s vocal criticism of the Arab 
nationalist movement, then led by 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser of 
Egypt.

“Iconic pioneers of Arab journal-
ism like Kamel Mrowa should be 
remembered, after having fallen 
into oblivion because of the civil 
war in Lebanon,” his youngest son, 
Malek Mrowa, said of the reasons 
for marking the 50th anniversary of 
his father’s death.

“In those days, you had giants in 
Arab journalism, such as Ghassan 
Tueni, Kamel Mrowa, Rushdi Maal-
ouf, Said Freiha, Georges Naccache 

and Michel Chiha. Even Syria had a 
very vibrant press at that time,” he 
said.

Lebanese media, which were re-
nowned as being the freest in the 
Middle East, lost much of their 
credibility and standing during and 
after the 1975-90 civil war with the 
rise of partisan publications relying 
largely on funding by governments 
and political parties.

“The media today are part of a 
‘cold civil war’ taking place in Leba-
non. They have become a weapon 
used by political parties because 
they are not independent in the fi-
nancial term,” Malek Mrowa said, 
noting that it is a sharp slide from 
what media were at the time of his 
father, though newspapers also re-
ceived outside funding then.

“They used to pay (newspapers) 
not to criticise them (too harshly) 
or because they were good newspa-
pers,” he said. “Until the mid-‘80s, 
you had no free media anywhere in 
the Arab world, except in Lebanon. 
Today, the Kuwaiti media, for in-
stance, are freer than Lebanon’s on 
an international scale.”

He complained that Lebanese 
media cover too much local news, 
and “shifting positions right, left 
and centre, which made it lose 
credibility”.

“By playing our local Lebanese 
politics all the time we are not at-
tractive anymore. We are not inter-
esting, not even for the Lebanese 
themselves,” Mrowa noted.

In addition to losing much 
ground to audiovisual media and 
the internet, print media have suf-
fered from lack of professionalism, 
Mrowa said, adding: “Publishers 
nowadays are mainly people with 
big money who decide to start a 
newspaper and get employees to 
run it. In the past the papers were 
directly managed by the owners 

who were dedicated journalists. 
Journalism is no longer a vocation; 
it is just a job.”

Within a span of 20 years, Kamel 
Mrowa’s al-Hayat newspaper be-
came the number one publication 
not only in Lebanon but across the 
Arab world. It is still among the 
leading Arab newspapers 70 years 
after its creation, though it has 
changed hands and is owned by 
Saudi Arabia.

“It was the first pan-Arab news-
paper. If you look at old editions of 
al-Hayat, the front pages were not 
about Lebanon unless there was a 
very important story worth appear-
ing on the first page,” Malek Mrowa 
explained.

“Kamel Mrowa always thought 
that Lebanon was too small. He 
always looked at the region. One 
man told me one day that coverage 
of events in Jordan, Palestine and 

Iraq only existed in al-Hayat at the 
time. Issues of the Arab world were 
covered in al-Hayat as if they were 
internal issues.”

A man with a broad vision, Kamel 
Mrowa planned to print editions in 
other Arab countries before he was 
assassinated. “He thought Arab 
audience needed to get the news-
paper in the morning on the same 
day, instead of waiting for it to be 
shipped,” Malek Mrowa said.

Kamel Mrowa was considered 
the father of modern Arab journal-
ism. In the 1940s and ‘50s, he de-
vised new layout designs, had the 
first newspaper ad campaign, cre-
ated the trend of front-page editori-
als and introduced colour printing.

However, his main achievement 
was the creation of an Arabic font, 
the “forefather” of simplified Ara-
bic used on computers. “It was a 
revolutionary thing,” Malek Mrowa 

said. “He created a system in which 
the Arabic alphabet, which is com-
posed of about 3,000 shapes, was 
reduced to something like 50 that 
made it possible to use on normal 
keys of a typewriter with one shift.”

An outspoken critic of post-colo-
nial revolutions that toppled Arab 
monarchies, bringing to power 
military people such as Nasser in 
Egypt, Muammar Qaddafi in Libya 
and Hafez Assad in Syria, Kamel 
Mrowa supported the development 
of constitutional monarchies.

“He believed that these were 
military coups d’état and the people 
they brought to power were going 
to ruin economies and tighten their 
grip on politics,” Malek Mrowa 
said. “The ‘Arab spring’ proved him 
right.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.

The inauguration of the exhibition marking the 50th anniversary of the assassination of iconic 
Lebanese journalist and publisher Kamel Mrowa, in downtown Beirut.
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civil war’ taking 
place in Lebanon.”
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Maghreb print media imperiled
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

W 

hen Tunisia’s pri-
vately owned daily 
newspaper Et-
tounissia stopped 
printing on May 

15th, it highlighted the perils facing 
print media in the country and the 
Maghreb region.

The problems confronting news-
papers in North Africa are not 
much different from those of other 
regional and international print 
media. Such problems were best 
illustrated by the decision of Brit-
ain’s the Independent newspaper 
in March to keep only its online 
edition going.

Print newspapers in the Maghreb 
have been struggling to survive 
during the last five years as po-
litical and economic liberalisation 
loosened state grip on media but 
left print publications without ade-
quate resources to adapt to compe-
tition from other media, especially 
online offerings.

Algeria’s independent daily el 
Khabar embodies the trend and 
predicament of print newspapers 
in the region.

In the 1980s, reform-minded 
Algerian prime minister Mouloud 
Hamrouche saw independent me-
dia as a way to help Algeria move 
from a rigid single party rule to a 
vibrant multiparty system.

Under his watch, newspapers 
such as el Khabar received state 
subsidies. El Khabar printed 1 mil-
lion copies in the 1990s. However, 
it fell on hard times in the last five 
years and circulation shrank.

Algerian tycoon Issad Rebrab 
once approached its owners — in-
dependent journalists — in an at-
tempt to acquire the newspaper 
for about $2.2 million. He ended 
up buying it in May for less than 
one-third of that initial offer as the 
newspaper faced the thorny choice 
of falling to private ownership or 
folding as advertising shrank and 
online offerings squeezed its read-
ership.

El Khabar was thrown into a po-
litical and judicial limbo as the gov-
ernment chose to fight Rebrab in 
court to scrap the sale, arguing it 
was a threat to media freedom and 
diversity of opinion because the 
tycoon already owned newspaper 
Liberté.

Rebrab said he bought el Khabar 
to save it from bankruptcy and sup-
port press freedom out of concern 
for the future of democracy and 
pluralism in Algeria.

In Morocco, which was a pioneer 
in media pluralism in the region, 
about ten newspapers, includ-
ing Nichane and L’Hebdomadaire, 
folded or fell to the ownership of 
businessmen eager to enhance 
their influence in the kingdom.

Their founders — mostly inde-
pendent journalists — turned to 
online publications or went abroad 
for work.

Commenting on the shift in the 
print landscape in Morocco, jour-
nalist Abdelkarim Saoura said: 
“At a time when the grip of the 
government is loosening to face 
feisty and ferociously independent 
newspapers, the genius of the state 
discovered a tool to kill off these 
independent outlets: Opening that 
market for anyone willing to pub-
lish gutter press.

“That provided a great service 
to the state when it was too weak 

to fight back against independent 
newspapers,” he added.

Rachid Afif, another independ-
ent journalist, said: “The number 
of print newspapers was higher in 
the past than now for several rea-
sons; one of which is the current 
competition of online outlets.”

He cited other factors hobbling 
the growth of independent print 
newspapers, including a crisis of 
readership — Moroccan publica-
tions in French and Arabic share 
about 300,000 daily readers in a 
population of about 40 million; 
lack of sound business models; 
limited pool of advertising as well 

as a lack of ethics of competition 
among newspapers.

In Tunisia, the difficulties facing 
print newspapers intensified after 
the ouster of former president Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali, the journalists’ 
union and a publishers’ group said.

The General Union of the Media 
in Tunisia, an affiliate of the coun-
try’s powerful trade union UGTT, 
called on the government to rescue 
newspapers before other print dai-
lies shut down.

Under Ben Ali, the government 
handed out public advertising and 
bought copies of newspapers in 
a veiled system of subsidies that 
shored up certain outlets but not 
others. The government scrapped 
those practices after 2011 to steer 
the media from government con-
trol. However, it has hesitated to 
introduce an alternative subsidy 
system.

The union described the situa-
tion of the print media as “cata-
strophic”, blaming the government 
for the “chaos” of the newspaper 
landscape, including lack of regu-
lation of advertising.

Taieb Zahar, a businessman who 
shut down the print edition of his 
Horizons weekly and replaced it 
with an online edition, is chair-
man of the Newspapers Publishers 
Group.

“The government is deliberately 
willing to let this chaos continue 
unchecked in the aim of bringing 
the newspapers to their knees as 
they have refused to be domes-
ticated anew by the authorities,” 
he said after Ettounissia stopped 
printing.

A front page of an el Khabar newspaper lies on the table in the 
company’s publishing room in Algiers, on May 6th. The front page 
reads in Arabic: “We are not going down”.

Moroccan publications 
in French and Arabic 
share about 300,000 
daily readers in a 
population of about 40 
million.


