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T
he storytelling 
tradition is anchored 
deep within Arabic-
speaking societies. 
Arabs have long told 
stories, verbally and 
in writing. Stories 

have a particular force when told 
in Arabic. Addressing someone in 
their mother tongue is to speak to 
their heart.

Whether fiction or non-fiction, 
stories feed the imagination. They 
open new realities, novel perspec-
tives and innovative ideas. Funda-
mentally, they inspire the readers 
or listeners to become more the 
people they want to be.

Ideas and information set 
individuals free — to think, to act 
and to make decisions about their 
social, political and economic 
life. The story can help people 
own their lives fully. For the Arab 
world, the story is the first chapter 
in the book of digital change.

Growing internet penetration 
and increasing access via smart-

phones in the Arab world are 
changing the way people engage 
with information. Millennial Arabs 
spend a huge amount of time on 
the internet and see new opportu-
nities for lifelong learning with the 
growth of Arabic content. In other 
words, Arab millennials train their 
minds online and educate them-
selves constantly on the internet.

Think about the breadth and 
depth of what is under way. The 
changes in the way Arabs con-
sume information is one of the 
region’s greatest social opportuni-
ties. Arabic is the fastest-growing 
language on the web. In less than 
a decade, Arabic has become the 
fourth most used online language. 
This, even though Arabic lan-
guage content is nowhere near as 
plentiful as that available in other 
languages.

The Arabic news media have 
long had a dominant position 
in the region but reporting on 
wars, economic decline and the 
like is hardly inspirational for the 

young. Arab youth are looking for 
more constructive content than a 
depressing never-ending cycle of 
news.

Young Arabs are looking for 
content that feeds their passions, 
answers their questions, opens 
career opportunities or that helps 
them decide their formal educa-
tion path. “How do I” begins 
many extremely popular internet 
questions in the Arab world. The 
answers, of course, are crucial.

Not only can the answers 
reshape the Arab world’s digital 
identity, they can change the 
direction in which societies are 
heading. Telling the Arab story 
properly and for a new generation 
is key. Quality Arabic content is a 
must.

What does that mean? What 
does quality mean in the context 
of digital Arabic content? No one 
has defined it.

As an industry, no one has set 
the standards for digital ergo-
nomics (user interface and user 

experience), for visuals (font, 
pictures, titles) and for storytell-
ing (standpoint, informational 
value, depth). Setting standards 
would be a great help to digital 
publishers and might encourage 
new entrants into the field.

Published Arabic-language con-
tent has grown at a 7,000% annual 
rate in the last decade. However, 
digital content — media and text 
— is still on a journey of discovery 
in terms of distribution, consump-
tion and monetisation strategies.

The problem of Arabic content 
needs to be solved in a vertical 
manner. It will certainly require 
innovation in terms of Arabic 
language technologies. Publishers 
need help pitching the right story 
to the right audience.

Here’s the important point 
to remember: The region has a 
language of reference — classical 
Arabic — an invaluable asset avail-
able to few peoples in the world. 
It would be unfathomable not to 
leverage its power digitally.

Telling the Arab story — in Arabic 

27, is a Belgian-Moroccan 
entrepreneur in Beirut. 
She started a social 
enterprise, SEJAAL Inc, 
which is working on an 
educational app to enable 
Arab millennials’ lifelong 
learning.
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Debate

D
espite Lebanon’s 
many problems 
and challenges, 
the country and its 
people have enjoyed 
an atmosphere of 
relative political 

freedom. This somewhat liberal 
oasis stood in stark contrast to the 
Orwellian models across the vari-
ous autocracies in the region, such 
as that of Gamal Abdel Nasser, who 
employed the cloak of Arab nation-
alism to establish police states to 
violate people’s rights and privacy.

The multifunctional nature of the 
Lebanese state and the presence of 
trailblazing politicians such as Ka-
mal Jumblatt, Raymond Edde and 
Saeb Salam were sufficient to hold 
the inquisitiveness of some of the 
Lebanese security agencies at bay. 
Salam, the charismatic and centrist 
former prime minister who sported 
a carnation boutonniere and a Cu-
ban cigar, stormed an unsanctioned 
wiretapping room in the Ministry 
of Communications and destroyed 
the surveillance equipment.

However, clouds are gathering on 
that once clear horizon. The Ameri-
can security-research company 
Lookout and digital rights group 
Electronic Frontier Foundation 
released an electronic forensics 

report implicating Lebanon’s Gen-
eral Directorate of General Security 
(GDGS) in the use of malware to spy 
on thousands of Android operat-
ing system users, some of them 
believed to be political activists and 
members of the media.

GDGS Director-General Major-
General Abbas Ibrahim downplayed 
the accusations but implicitly 
admitted his agency was running 
a surveillance-and-hacking project 
on the Lebanese public, without 
divulging whether it had been un-
dertaken with judicial sanction.

Curiously, the public reaction to 
this dangerous breach of privacy 
has been meek. As Lebanon’s 
cyber-activists channelled their 
outrage through various social 
media, much of Lebanese society 
shrugged its shoulders. Leba-
nese joked about how the GDGS 
monitoring of their phone calls 
was only of primary concern to 
straying marital partners, rather 
than a gross invasion of everyone’s 
privacy.

Beyond this adolescent banter, 
no Lebanese political faction saw 
fit to tackle the allegations, which, 
even if partially true, would destroy 
the so-called myth of Lebanon as 
an oasis of freedom.

Let’s not be naive. Governments 

and their security agencies are 
almost expected to spy on their 
own people when issues of national 
security are at stake. Yet for these 
acts to become legitimate, they 
must be granted legal sanction by 
the state. Typically, this is only 
given when the security agency 
can prove that the subject whose 
privacy will be violated is a person 
of interest or can lead to the appre-
hension of one.

More importantly, even after 
such legal authorisations are 
granted, the relevant agencies 
need to be under the oversight of 
government bodies, ones that can 
be held to account by parliament. 
In the case of Lebanon, neither the 
cabinet nor members of parliament 
have seriously commented on the 
matter and demanded a legal and 
technical explanation from the 
GDGS over alleged transgressions.

Legal concerns aside, at a time 
when combating terrorism and 
violent extremism requires excel-
lent grass-roots relations with the 
community, the Lebanese estab-
lishment, in condoning the GDGS’s 
surveillance of the public, has 
effectively achieved the opposite 
end. While the Lebanese public 
might joke about the affair, such 
practices will only lead them to 

lose what little trust they have in 
their security agencies, which have 
historically relied heavily on the 
intel and cooperation of the public 
to root out terrorist cells.

These same agencies (the 
Lebanese Army, GDSG, the Internal 
Security Forces, etc.) spend a small 
fortune on promoting themselves, 
repeating the tired axioms of 
service and protection with which 
they are entrusted. None of these 
revelations is likely to reinforce 
that image.

People might assume that, 
despite the recent hacking fiasco, 
Lebanon is kilometres away from 
the kind of Orwellian police state 
described in “1984,” possessed 
of an electronic Big Brother that 
watches over every thought and 
action. However, many of the 
events unfolding in Lebanon, allied 
with the failure of the ruling elite 
to stand up for the public they 
are sworn to protect, are working 
towards that end. For Lebanon, 
where once we had the words of 
the constitution, we are given the 
ominous words of Orwell: “War is 
peace, Freedom is slavery. Igno-
rance is strength.”

Big Brother isn’t just watching 
you; he’s reading your most  
intimate phone texts.

In Lebanon, the local Big Brother is really watching
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Makram Rabah

While the 
Lebanese public 
might joke about 
the affair, such 
practices will only 
lead them to lose 
what little trust 
they have in their 
security agencies.

Digital Arab Series

Genuine 
concerns. 
Lebanese 
entrepreneurs 
from different 
internet 
startup 
companies 
work in the 
offices of 
a startup 
accelerator 
in Beirut’s 
Hamra 
district.     (AFP)
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