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THE START OF USING SOCIAL MEDIA IN THE ARABIC WORLD AS TOOL OF MIDDLE EASTERN 

POLITICS –  AS WELL AS TO EXPRESS INDEPENDENT VIEWS OF INDIVIDUALS – REPRESENTS NOT ONLY A 

PROGRESS FOR THE COUNTRIES IT SELVES. IT IS NOT JUST ABOUT GAINING COMMUNICATIONS SKILLS AND 

TECHNICAL CAPACITIES TO USE SOCIAL NETWORKING PLATFORMS. IT IS THE OPPORTUNITY AND THE 

AWAKING OF FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IN SUPPRESSED COUNTRIES. EVEN THERE IS THIS NEW 

OPPORTUNITY ON ONE SIDE, THERE IS ALSO A QUESTION OF TRUST AND RELIABILITY ON THESE KINDS OF 

MEDIA, AND EVEN MORE WHAT THE ROLE IS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ARAB REVOLUTION. JEFFREY 

GHANNAM, FROM THE WASHINGTON POST, COMES STRAIGHT TO THE POINT: “IS ALL YOU NEED TO 

TOPPLE AN ENTRENCHED AUTOCRATIC REGIME A COLLECTION OF FACEBOOK UPDATES, YOUTUBE 

VIDEOS AND TWITTER HASHTAGS?” IN THESE TIMES OF CONFLICTS, THIS IS A MEANINGFUL QUESTION THAT 

MUST BE ANSWERED.  

 

In Yemen, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco and Egypt, people under 

age 25 comprise nearly 50 percent of the populations there. In the rest of the region, 

the under-25 Internet generation makes up 37 percent to 47 percent of total 

populations; according to the Arab Media Outlook 2008-2012 report, published by 

the Dubai Press Club. This is one of the decisive factors in the power of social media. 

“People who are able to speak English, use Facebook”, says the German editor and 

Diploma-journalist Cornelia Wegerhoff. Having her second home in Egypt’s capital 

Cairo, she knows that the people discuss a lot at the moment and also human rights 

groups are really active. “The Facebook revolutionaries have achieved 

a great victory, but they must provide the majority of the population yet, what the 

meaning of this victory is”, she explains. “After 30 years of dictatorship, participation is 

a foreign word for the people. Ordinary people – due to the many 

everyday concerns that they have – could be impressed quickly by Islamists 

who distribute rice, make pious slogans and try to jump on the train of the 

revolution.”  

Furthermore, considering that people throughout the world have the choice 

between a factual report – maybe a little emotionless and lazy – and an eyewitness 

report with lots of emotions and characterized by a personal story, what would the 

majority choose? The latter of this two is just an opinion from an individual and 

shaped with a strong subjective view, but could it be not much catchier as a boring 

news article? If this is true and most of the people prefer a report on one’s 

experience in the Arabic World, than the power of social media is immense. 

Facebook for example has a massive reach and impact. A story from a single 

person, sitting on its computer in a small village in Egypt can reach a mass of people 
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everywhere in the world. In general social networking platforms could be seen as the 

bridge between an eyewitness report in the Middle East and a reader getting its 

news somewhere in Europe, Australia or America. Arabs can express their opinions 

and are enabling to enjoy freedom of speech, at least when they assume a 

pseudonym for their stories. The most important thing in the Middle East is that the 

world gets attentive. That is why a lot of bloggers assume a full risk to get caught due 

to their offensive to government authority, just to tell the world their story. 

Therefore, we must not forget the fact that there are a huge number of people 

sent to prison because they published articles or videos in Facebook which are 

against the government or military. They take a highly chance to inform the people 

and to reach changes with that. They know that their stories could have power with 

the social network as amplifier. The German journalist Cornelia Wegerhoff can 

confirm this through her own experiences in Cairo: “In the military trials a hundred of 

people just get a summary procedure and high punishments because they criticised 

the military.  A recent example is the blogger Michael Nabil Sanad. He was 

sentenced on the 10th April 2011 to three years imprisonment because of supposed 

‘abuse against the military and wrong information about the army’. As a result he 

went on hunger strike till he was committed in a psychiatric institution now.” He is not 

an individual case in the blogger community. 

That is the point why I think that the power of Facebook is enormous. Even 

Wegerhoff witnesses this: „The might of the Social Media is immense. Now you can 

communicate with the whole world. “Bloggers can express their independent views 

and via Facebook or Twitter they have an effective dissemination. It is clear to 

everybody that the Arabic governments and militaries are fully aware of the 

blogger’s might forcing political movements. Would they otherwise forbid bloggers to 

write something against them or sent them in prison for that?  

In general you can say that social media platforms in the Arabic countries have 

a different significance than in Western countries, because it is a new development 

and a lot of people are still not used to it. For the Arab population social media is the 

window on the world which enables them to gather in large groups together to 

discuss their problems and their meaning of every kind of topic. Especially for a good 

outcome of the revolution and a better future of their countries, the political and 
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economical issues are still a matter of debate. Platforms, like Facebook, Twitter or 

YouTube, are the key to conquer the feeling of being alone. Arabs can share their 

opinions for the first time not only with their neighbourhood. This is the way how they 

can finally tell the whole world what happens in their countries.  

In this context, the Arab revolution is often called as the “Facebook-“or “Twitter-

Revolution”. These are not nicknames, those words are much more descriptive or 

critical words for the Arab Revolution and the way of sharing the news about this 

topic. On top of that, the names stand for the importance of social media’s role in 

these upheavals. It is a matter of debate about influences, opinions and possibly 

dangers of social media in time of conflicts. As important is, that it is not only 

discussed by its contributors, it is a discussion on the social media platforms about the 

social media platforms. For that reason, it is really important to give a clear definition 

of the role of social media networks in the Arabic Revolution. The Internet, this 

includes especially Twitter and Facebook, is first a tool for the revolution or could be 

described as a successful catalyser for the upheavals. What’s more, social platforms 

are like a medium which carry the message about the revolution in the Middle East 

from the people there throughout the whole world to the computer or iPhone of 

every person who is interested in. Social networks shape the message at least a little 

bit.  

That shows that social media is not irrelevant, that is sure. All the people are just 

a click away to tell their own story in the Internet. On the other hand you can 

change your article and you can delete it again. It is a fast-changing world, where 

everyone can participate. Social media as a tool or medium made it much more 

difficult to ignore the happenings in the Arabic countries. The platforms are there for 

international attention, so that also the happenings in the Arabic countries receive 

coverage in the whole world. It is all about the content. Information is power and 

with social networks you can spread them really quick. The more people know about 

it, the more people can act against.  

However, it is not for nothing to ask if social media could be also the trigger of 

the revolution. It is the first time for people there to have the opportunity to tell what 

they want to tell and with the possibility to reach something with it.  

"We would post a video on Facebook that would be shared by 60,000 people on 
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their walls within a few hours. I've always said that if you want to liberate a society, 

just give them the Internet", says Google marketing executive Wael Ghonim, who 

was speaking on a Google event in Cairo in December 2010. He knows about the 

might of the social media. “More than 100 million Arabs – out of 351 million region-

wide – are expected to be using the Internet in 2015.” Ghonim also told the 

conference that 24 hours of video were being uploaded to YouTube every minute 

from the region, this well before the revolutions. This should lead us to three main 

questions. First, can we imagine how many posts are uploaded in the Arabic World 

now in the rush hour of the revolution? Second, could this medium made the 

preparations for the start of the revolutions and is consequently the trigger for it or 

third, is social media not that important because it was there long before? 

Let’s face it: A large amount of the population in the Middle East is 

unemployed, hopeless and their future appears to have no prospect of success. It is 

not the Internet that makes people desperate, these are political, economical and 

social issues of the whole system which lead them to start revolutions. Definitely, there 

were a lot of bricks for a revolution already there before Facebook was invented.  

That is the reason why you can say that the revolution is inspired by social 

media, but it neither is the trigger nor the result. To visualize it; Weapons and shells do 

not make war, the people do. It is the same with social media; Facebook or Twitter 

cannot make revolution, the people do. The role of the social media is just to spread 

it faster and illustrate it for the whole world. Social Media is still a platform. If someone 

“Like” a post, there could be an opinion and if a lot of people do it, maybe there is 

power as well. But it is just a click; it is not even a second and maybe the people did 

not even think about clicking the button for a second. The real power is situated on 

the streets where the revolution really takes place. There is the power and there are 

the roots to tackle the problem; you cannot find it in the Internet. 

That this time could be experienced as a historic moment in the universal 

history, knows Wegerhoff for sure. However, she admits that “we’re still tapping in the 

dark about the ending scene”. Also Birgit Svensson, a German journalist and foreign 

correspondent in Bagdad knows that the world has to be aware of the future. It is not 

to say that everything published over social media platforms has been either true or 

reliable. “You can find videos on Twitter or Facebook which are fake or produced on 
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purpose to influence people or lead them in a specific direction. This could be 

dangerous for people who trust these kinds of media”, she says. This could also 

influence the development and outcome of the revolution. 

To sum up, it is quite hard to say where the Arab Revolution would be now, 

eight months after the beginning, if there would not be a social media platform to 

share all the things. It is even not sure if the revolution would still have happened in 

that dimension. It is really difficult to ask the what-if-questions and nobody knows 

what the outcome of the Arab revolution would be without social media. Certainly, it 

would be different, but up to what extend? The only thing which is certain is, the 

message will be there, if you have social media for sharing or not. People will always 

find a way to communicate, with or without the Internet. It is just the easier option for 

organizing and sharing information. In retrospect; before Facebook and Twitter there 

were audiocassettes, like in the 1979 Iranian revolution and in the 

Tiananmen revolution, there were faxes. Communication systems are always 

involved in revolutions. Even a smoke sign or a carrier pigeon could be a part of this 

system, bring the message and mobilize the masses.  
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