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The case for regulating social media

I
t seems ages since citizen 
journalism erupted in Iran’s 
2009 post-election unrest 
and Facebook was hailed as 
the engine of the 2011 “Arab 
spring”. Social media once 

promised to foster democracy 
and citizens’ rights; it now looks 
like a tool of corporate business 
and political demagogues.

In the 1990s, after the Berlin 
Wall fell, people around the 
world saw the United States as 
the future. Liberal capitalism, 
political tolerance and equal 
opportunities offered a way of 
life that everyone should aspire 
to.

Internet access, we were told, 
was the means. Dictators would 
be powerless to block the tide 
with their control of television, 
radio and newspapers. Yet the 
2016 US presidential election has 
unleashed post-truth politics, 
with the internet enabling a 
populist politician to market 
slogans at targeted groups, 
exploiting fears and prejudices, 
safely away from public debate or 
scrutiny of factual content.

Wael Ghonim, the Egyptian 
famous as a blogger in the Arab 
spring’s birth, is today critical of 

social media. “The system is 
designed to reward content that 
gets the largest number of ‘likes’ 
and comments”, he has written. 
“That might work really well 
when one of us shares a photo… 
with friends. But when exchang-
ing opinions, content that would 
draw ‘likes’ or comments is 
content that confirms people’s 
biases or, the opposite, that 
elicits highly passionate and 
emotional comments.”

Social media builds clusters of 
people who share opinions. 
Those skilled at tapping into the 
cluster are free to deliver care-
fully targeted emotional mes-
sages.

According to the Pew Research 
Center, 44% of Americans get 
their news from Facebook, which 
began in 2004 as a digital meet-
ing place but in 2007 allowed 
businesses, political groups and 
media outlets to promote 
themselves or their message. 
With 1.19 billion users, Facebook 
is now the biggest source of 
traffic to news websites, ahead of 
Google: its profits depend on 
engaging users, and yet it has no 
developed editorial standards.

A Buzznews survey found that 
six large Facebook “hyper 
partisan” political pages gener-
ated far more “shares” and 
comments than mainstream 
ones, but that 38% of posts on 
the right-wing pages were mostly 

false or a mixture of true and 
false (compared to 19% of 
left-wing pages). Facebook has 
belatedly acknowledged the 
problem of fake news but 
co-founder Mark Zuckerberg has 
denied the company has respon-
sibility to monitor the content it 
publishes.

By its nature, social media 
encourages isolation. Young 
Muslims in Europe lured into 
jihad in Syria have often been 
recruited online. Alone in a 
bedroom with their smartphone, 
they were insulated from the 
family discussion that can 
develop watching television 
news. Syria is “the first tweeted 
war”, according to Jonathan 
Russell of the Quilliam Founda-
tion, set up in Britain to combat 
extremism: “Gone are the days 
when you had to go to a certain 
problematic mosque and meet a 
hate preacher,” he said.

Facebook is not alone. Social 
media is way ahead of the 
regulatory authorities. Look 
around YouTube. In the British 
referendum on the European 
Union, social media was rife with 
messages about “unlimited 
immigration” and “Muslim 
rapists” that would never have 
made newspapers or broadcast 
media. Trump continually 
repeated false news and conspir-
acy theories — that Obama was 
born outside the United States, 

that Hillary Clinton was in ill 
health, that the reality of climate 
change might be made up.

Trump and right-wing bloggers 
in Europe and the United States 
— Alex Jones, Breitbart, the Daily 
Mail’s Katie Hopkins — routinely 
denigrate the mainstream media. 
Public service broadcasters draw 
special venom.

There is a reason for this 
beyond reinforcing populist 
attacks on an undefined elite. It 
undermines the very notion of 
balanced coverage and the 
statutory requirement on public 
service broadcasting to check 
facts.

Attacking the mainstream 
media is often disguised as 
rejecting political correctness, 
but it opens a world where it is 
acceptable to denigrate people on 
the basis of race or religion. 
There are chilling parallels with 
the 1930s. Less far back, in the 
1980s and 1990s, the populist 
right demanded free-market 
solutions and opposed the 
regulation of financial markets 
that might have prevented or 
mitigated the 2009 financial 
crash.

Self-regulation will work no 
better with social media than it 
did with banking. The way 
forward is not to allow the venom 
of social media into the main-
stream. It is to regulate social 
media.

By its nature, 
social media 
encourages 
isolation.

Young Muslims in Europe lured 
into jihad in Syria have often 
been recruited online.

Huge shake-up at London’s pan-Arab media
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T 

here was a shake-up 
at two major pan-Arab 
newspapers this week 
following the resigna-
tion of Asharq Al-Awsat 

editor-in-chief Salman Al-Dossa-
ry, who was replaced by former 
Al-Hayat editor-in-chief Ghassan 
Charbel. Zouheir Kseibati, head of 
Al-Hayat’s Beirut office, succeeds 
Cherbel as Al-Hayat’s editor-in-
chief. Both publications are Saudi-
owned.

According to Saudi sources, Ri-
yadh is seeking to modernise Saudi 
Arabia’s media operations in line 
with the requirements of the time, 
particularly in terms of technologi-
cal advances.

The appointment of new editors-
in-chief at Asharq Al-Awsat and 
Al-Hayat brings hope that changes 
in personnel will lead to improve-
ments in the journalistic perfor-
mance and content of both news-
papers, the Saudi sources said.

Kseibati has a long history with 
Al-Hayat, working as managing 
editor at its London office starting 
in 1990. He subsequently headed 
Al-Hayat’s Beirut office beginning 
in 2005 before being appointed 
editor-in-chief earlier this year 
following Charbel’s resignation. 
Kseibati previously worked for a 
number of Lebanese publications, 
including Al-Hawadeth and Awraq 
magazines, among others.

Veteran Lebanese journalist 
Charbel was head of the political 
desk at Asharq Al-Awsat, before 
moving on to work for the now 
defunct current affairs magazine 
Al-Wasat, a sister publication of 
Al-Hayat. While there Charbel 
worked his way up to the position 
of editor-in-chief, and then joined 
the editorial staff of Al-Hayat as 
its assistant editor, until becoming 
editor-in-chief in 2004.

The change in the leadership of 

Al-Hayat comes just a few months 
after the decision to move its head-
quarters from London to Dubai and 
after Cherbel made the decision to 
resign as editor-in-chief weeks ago.

Al-Dossary announced his resig-
nation as Asharq Al-Awsat editor-
in-chief and the appointment of 
Charbel as his successor during a 
staff meeting.

“I wish all the best to my dear 
colleague Ghassan Charbel as ed-
itor-in-chief of Asharq Al-Awsat. 
My professional relationship [with 
the newspaper] might have come 
to an end, but my relationship as 
a reader with this beautiful green 
newspaper will never end,” he 
tweeted following his resignation.

While Kseibati’s promotion to 
editor-in-chief, following Charbel’s 
resignation was viewed as logical, 
Charbel’s appointment as Asharq 

Al-Awsat’s new editor-in-chief is 
viewed as an interesting develop-
ment, particularly given that he is a 
non-Saudi national. Given that the 
post had previously been held by a 
succession of Saudi journalists, the 
appointment of a non-Saudi na-
tional represents a possible change 
in strategy for the newspaper, me-
dia observers say.

Commenting on Charbel’s ap-
pointment as Asharq Al-Awsat’s 
new editor-in-chief, Saudi Re-
search and Marketing Group’s 
(SRMG) Chairman Prince Badr bin 
Abdullah bin Farhan Al-Saud said: 
“The appointment is in line with 
the future vision of the Saudi group 
to enable the best media leaders to 
help improve all publications and 
lead them.”

Asharq Al-Awsat has changed 
leadership three times since 2013, 

with one of its editors, Adel Al to-
raifi, going on to hold the position 
of information minister in Saudi 
Arabia. Charbel is the first non-
Saudi editor, since its first editor-
in-chief Jihad Khazen, who is also 
Lebanese.

Before the pan-Arab satellite 
news boom started with the Doha-
based Al Jazeera news channel in 
1996, London’s pan-Arab news-
papers were the only method by 
which regional news reached a 
global audience, reporting on all 
the trials and tribulations the Mid-
dle East region was experiencing.

The first pan-Arab newspaper to 
launch from London, was Al Arab 
Daily in 1977, a sister publication 
of The Arab Weekly and part of the 
Al Arab Publishing Centre’s family 
of publications, established by the 
late Hajj Ahmed El-Houni.

After that came SRMG’s Asharq 
Al-Awsat newspaper, which 
launched in 1978, and went on to 
become one of the most influential 
newspapers globally. The publica-
tion, which is printed simultane-
ously each day on four continents 
in 14 cities, was described by the 
New York Times in 2005 as “one of 
the oldest and most influential in 
the region”.

Originally a Lebanese publica-
tion founded and launched by 
Kamel Marwa in 1946, Al-Hayat 
began publishing out of London in 
1988, after it was bought by Saudi 
Prince Khalid bin Sultan. The pa-
per, which describes itself as “an 
independent, international and 
Arab political daily paper”, tar-
gets Arab communities in about 30 
countries in the Middle East, North 
Africa, Europe and North America.

A collection of Saudi-owned newspapers, including the London based Asharq Al-Awsat.                                                                                         (AFP)
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