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This article is about the question why Egyptian transnational radio was tremen-
dously popular in Egypt and all over the Arab World during the 1950 and 1960s, 
and why its popularity declined steeply after those decades.   
     In order to understand the role of Egyptian radio in the Arab world, this paper 
will first focus on the beginnings of European and American transnational Arabic 
broadcasts.  It will also look at the beginning of the radio industry in some major 
Arabic countries including Egypt.  
     Then, the heyday of Egyptian radio (1953-1967) will be treated.  After that, this 
paper describes the reasons for the decreasing impact of the radio broadcasts of 
Egypt (1967-1990), and the reasons for the decreasing popularity of radio in the 
Arab World in general (after 1990).  Finally, we will summarize the reasons for the 
ups and downs of Egyptian radio. 
 
 
1 EUROPEAN AND AMERICAN BROADCASTS IN ARABIC: 1934-1953 
 
1.1 Italy: 1934 
 
The first Europeans to begin broadcasting programs to the Arab World in Arabic 
were the Italians.  In 1934 they began SW broadcasting of Arabic news programs 
from their transmitters in the city of Bari in the south-eastern province Puglia (It-
aly).  The original announcers of Radio Bari were Tunisians.2 The station portrayed 
Italy’s leader Bennito Mussolini as the friend and protector of Islam in the struggle 
of the Middle East and North Africa to throw off the yoke of the United Kingdom 
and France.  Mussolini played on Arab and Egyptian nationalism that erupted in-
termittently in violence and that undermined the colonial presence in the Arab 
World.  At the same time, Mussolini aimed at making the Mediterranean Sea into 
Italy’s Mare Nostrum.  In 1935 the Italians began their war in Abyssinia and the 
colonization of Libya; in 1937 Mussolini was looking at invading Ethiopia.  As 
Great Britain resisted this imperial Italian drive, the Italian Arabic broadcasts be-
came increasingly anti-British.3 
  

                                                
1 This paper is based on a chapter titled The Arab World: Radio in the PhD thesis of the author: Jos M. 
Strengholt, Gospel in the Air: 50 Years of Christian Witness through Radio in the Arab World (Zoeter-
meer, 2008), pp. 185-232. 
2 Nevill Barbour, ‘Broadcasting to the Arab World: Arabic Transmissions from the B.B.C. and Other 
Non-Arab Stations’, in Middle East Journal (No. 1, 1951), pp. 58-59.   
3 Howard M. Sachar, A History of Israel: from the Rise of Zionism to our Time (New York, 1997, first 
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1.2 Great Britain: 1938 
 
The colonialist plans of Italy and the anti-British broadcasts of Radio Bari encour-
aged British diplomats in the target area to pressure the BBC’s Empire Service to 
begin its own Arabic broadcasts; these began on 3 January 1938.  These were the 
first foreign-language broadcasts of BBC.  In April 1938, this first ‘war of the air-
waves’ that was waged specifically to influence the Arab World, ended temporarily 
because of the Anglo-Italian Pact.  Among other things, Italy promised to stop its 
hostile propaganda to the Arabs.4 
     In 1951 Neville Barbour, assistant head of the Eastern Services of the BBC, 
wrote that in the early days, the ‘type of Arabic to be used’ was the most urgent 
issue for BBC: 
 

Even excluding the linguistically very different Arab World in North Africa, there 
was a great diversity of spoken language in the Arab World of the Middle East for 
which the broadcasts were intended.  Should some form of standard Arabic be used, 
universally intelligible to the relatively small educated class but to them only, or 
the particular dialect which could directly reach the hearts and understanding of the 
masses in a given country.5 

 
     The BBC experimented from time to time ‘with colloquial talks and features in 
Syrian, Egyptian and other dialects. These had a mixed reception, according to 
Barbour.  BBC decided to mainly use ‘standard Arabic’.6  Barbour was convinced 
that these broadcasts played a role in fostering Arab unity as they spread the usage 
of Modern Standard Arabic (MSA): 

 
The universal use of the standard Arabic is a remarkable tribute to its vitality; its 
use throughout the Arab World must itself have been greatly promoted by the 
broadcasts.  […] There can, in fact, be no doubt that foreign broadcasting, ad-
dressed as it is to the Arab World as a whole, is a prime factor in promoting a sense 
of unity amongst the Arab nations by spreading a knowledge of standard Arabic, by 
informing the various countries about one another, and by giving them a common 
stock of information and views on events of the day.7 

 
     Barbour made these comments in 1951.  Two years later the Egyptian President 
Jamâl ‘Abd al-Nâs}ir began using radio as his main medium for spreading his Pan-
Arab dreams.   
 
1.3 Germany: 1938 
 
Radio Berlin began broadcasting in Arabic in April 1938. Germany’s propaganda 
minister Joseph Göbbels used as one of his major ‘stars’ Amîn Muh}ammad al-
                                                
4 Hansjörg Biener, Christliche Rundfunksender Weltweit: Rundfunkarbeit im Klima der Konkurrenz 
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5 Barbour, ‘Broadcasting to the Arab World’ , pp. 57-58. 
6 Ibid., p. 64. 
7 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 



 

H}usaynî, the grand muft}î of Jerusalem, who had lived in Germany since 1942.  He 
issued regular appeals to the Arabs from Berlin through the Bari transmitters in 
Italy, calling the Arabs to jihâd against the British.  Rashîd ‘Alî al-Ghaylânî, Iraq’s 
prime minister until 1941, also became one of Radio Berlin’s speakers.8  
     Yûnis al-Bah}rî, one of the Arabs involved in these Arabic broadcasts, described 
his work for the Germans in his autobiography of 1956, Here Berlin, Long Live the 
Arabs (Hunâ Birlîn, H}ayya al-‘Arab).  Al-Bah}rî was an Iraqi journalist and an offi-
cer in the German army.  In his book, he claimed that he was responsible for all 
Arab broadcasts on Radio Berlin but that was an exaggeration, as there was never 
one person or one department responsible for all the Arab broadcasts of the Nazis.9 
Al-Bah}rî was a well-known speaker in some of those broadcasts, though.  Accord-
ing to Barbour, he ‘had a remarkable talent for the sensational type of broadcasting. 
[…] Berlin Radio was bound by no scruples, and cared nothing for factual accu-
racy’.10  
     Barbour and al-Bah}rî did share a similar view of the importance of the right us-
age of Arabic.  Al-Bah}rî wrote in his autobiography that he refused to use any other 
language than MSA, even when Radio Berlin began to receive letters, articles, and 
poetry submitted from Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia in the colloquial Arabic of 
those countries.  He decided to set aside an hour each day for North Africa, but he 
did not want to broadcast in its local Arabic dialects.11 On this matter, al-Bah}rî 
described a discussion he had with Kurt Munzel, who was the head of the foreign 
ministry’s broadcasting department for broadcasting to the Orient from 1 July 
1941.  Munzel tried to convince al-Bah}rî to change his mind and use North Afri-
cans dialects: ‘The Arabic dialects are so different, how can the North Africans 
understand standard Arabic?’ Al-Bah}rî replied:   

 
That is a falsehood with no basis in fact or reality.  […]  That is what the French 
colonialists claim.  […]  The French are the ones who want to impose the dialect in 
Arab North Africa so as to wipe out standard Arabic and thereby weaken the feelings 
of Arab nationalism, strangle freedom, and the spirit of independence in the souls of 
the heroic North Africans!12  

 
According to al-Bah}rî, his refusal to allow anything but MSA made Munzel decide 
to start broadcasting Arabic colloquial programs to North Africa from Radio Mon-
dial in Paris.  He would have preferred to broadcast those programs from Radio 
Berlin, but al-Bah}rî claimed that he resisted that successfully.13  

                                                
8 Philip Mattar, The Mufti of Jerusalem: Al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni and the Palestinian National Move-
ment (New York, 1988), p. 104.  Horst J.P. Bergmeier in an email to the author (24 May 2004). 
9 Eric Mueller, ‘Foiling Espionage in Berlin Radio's Arabic Service’, in The Journal of Historical Re-
view (Vol. 19 No. 1, 2000), pp. 32-36.  This journal is published by an institute of revisionist historians. 
10 Barbour, Broadcasting to the Arab World, p. 66. 
11 See Yûnis al-Bah}rî, Hunâ Birlîn, H}ayya al-‘Arab Vol. 5 (Beirut, 1956), pp. 112-115.  Text provided 
by Eric Mueller, Arabist and publicist in Texas, USA.  Eric Mueller in an email to the author (19 April 
2003). 
12 Bergmeier in an email to the author (24 May 2004). 
13 Al-Bah}rî, Hunâ Birlîn, H}ayya al-‘Arab, pp. 112-115. France imposed French as the language of ad-
ministration in schools in Algeria as Algeria was considered an integral part of France.  France also 
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1.4 Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR): 1939 
 
In the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR), set up with Russia at the cen-
ter after the Communist revolution of 1917, all radio was state-owned and the con-
tent of the radio programs did not allow for any minority viewpoint.  Radio was 
used as a propaganda instrument for teaching people the dogma of Communism.  
All religious messages were banned from Soviet radio.   
     The USSR developed an enormous array of SW transmitters.  In 1929 it began 
its English, French and German broadcasts on Radio Moscow.  In 1939 Radio Mos-
cow started its Arabic service as a medium to support the Communist parties in the 
Arab World.  After World War II, Radio Moscow was among the largest SW 
broadcasters in the world and the Cold War that followed motivated Moscow to 
broadcast evermore programs, including Arabic ones.14   
 
1.5 France: 1939 
 
France began Arabic SW broadcasts from Paris in 1939.  These broadcasts were 
aimed at the French territories in North Africa, Lebanon and Syria; they were in-
tended to counteract the Arabic broadcasts of Italy and Germany.  These broad-
casts from Paris were relayed by France’s own mediumwave transmitters or broad-
cast as part of domestic programming in North Africa, Lebanon and Syria.15 
     The French regime of Vichy in Southern France tried to enlist the support of 
France’s colonies for its collaboration with Germany during World War II.  It did 
so by its own SW broadcasts of The Voice of France, Faithful France, and Muslim 
France.16  
 
1.6 USA: 1950 
 
At the beginning of World War II, the USA was the only world power without a 
state-owned transnational radio service.  In 1942, the Voice of America (VOA) was 
set up.  After the war VOA and related stations like Radio Free Europe, Radio Lib-
erty and Radio Free Asia, increasingly became instruments of American foreign 
policy and weapons against the USSR.  This was deemed important for counteract-

                                                                                                              
The Algerian nationalist movement used MSA and Islam for unifying the Algerian population against 
the French rulers.  It seems unlikely that al-Bah}rî was ever in a position to take this sort of decision 
against a representative of the German foreign ministry.  Al-Bah}rî’s description of his adversity against 
broadcasting in the Moroccan, Algerian and Tunisian dialects may very well be related to efforts in 
1956 to prove his Pan-Arab credentials after he had been hired by Jordanian radio to lead its broadcasts 
as a counterweight against Nâs}ir’s broadcasts of Voice of the Arabs.  During the 1950s, Egypt was 
broadcasting to Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria for the liberation of those lands from the French.  Possi-
bly al-Bah}rî wanted to show that he did that even before Nâs}ir conceived of it and that he behaved as 
an independent Pan-Arabist while working for the Nazis. For more on Al-Bah}rî’s role in broadcasting 
against Nâs}ir, see below.   
14 Biener, Christliche Rundfunksender Weltweit, pp. 11-18. Barbour, Broadcasting to the Arab World, 
p.  64. 
15 Boyd, Broadcasting in the Arab World, p. 294. 
16 Jacqueline Papet, ‘Histoire : Si RFI m'était contée’, on www.rfi.fr (9 November 2006).. 



 

ing Communist propaganda broadcasts from Radio Moscow.17 For that reason, 
VOA began SW broadcasting in Arabic on 1 January 1950.18 MSA was used 
throughout the history of VOA’s Arabic Branch.  VOA used Arabs from different 
countries of the Middle East as presenters but Egyptians played the main role.  Al-
gerians and Moroccans regionalized the morning news for North Africa.19 
     After Nâs}ir took over power in Egypt in 1952, VOA ‘increasingly came to see 
[itself] as being in competition with Cairo Radio in the strategically vital region 
stretching across the countries of North Africa and the Arab Middle East’.  VOA 
wanted to counter Egypt’s Pan-Arab propaganda, beside the growing popularity of 
the USSR in the Arab World.20 

 
1.7 Beginnings of Audience Research 
 
In 1943, the first real audience research was done in the Arab World.  This was 
done at the request of the US army by the American University of Beirut (AUB).  
AUB researched the audience for transnational Arab radio in Lebanon, Syria and 
Palestine.  It found that most listeners were mainly interested in world news.  BBC 
was the most popular foreign station and considered to be the most credible.  The 
regional station that was most listened to was Radio Cairo from King Farûq’s 
Egypt.21  
     Before the Egyptian revolution of 1952, VOA’s Arabic broadcasts did not have 
a large audience.  This was mainly due to problems with reception because the 
transmitters of VOA were in the USA.  The signal reaching the Arab World was 
weak and often unreliable.22  VOA exerted ‘virtually no influence in the Middle 
East’, Barbour wrote in 1951.23 BBC’s transmissions were better appreciated, ac-
cording to Barbour, who pointed to the ‘large number of letters received from lis-
teners’.  In the late 1940s, BBC’s Arabic Service received 6,000 letters annually.24  
Compared to later audience responses that was not high but it should be seen in the 
light of the fact that few Arabs owned a radio in those days, literacy was low, and 
the Arab populations were relatively small. 
 
 
 

                                                
17 Biener, Christliche Rundfunksender Weltweit, p. 198. 
18 Joe O'Connell of VOA’s Office of Public Affairs in emails to the author (13 and 15 March 2004). 
19 Ibid. 
20 James Vaughan, ‘Propaganda by Proxy? Britain, America and Arab Radio Broadcasting, 1953-1957’, 
in Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television (Vol. 22 No. 2, 2002), p. 157. 
21 Boyd, Broadcasting in the Arab World, p. 314. 
22 George C. Mackenzie, Jr., ‘Arabic Branch’, in Voice No. 32 (April-May 1989), p. 8. 
23 Barbour, Broadcasting to the Arab World, p. 63.  
24 Ibid., pp. 68-69.  An independent survey done in four main towns in Lebanon in 1962 showed that 
more than half of all radio listeners were regularly tuned into BBC.  In 1963, BBC received a total of 
37,000 letters from listeners.  In the early 1980s, BBC received between 70,000 and 79,000 letters an-
nually.  In 1987 that dipped to 60,000.  Figures based on World Radio and Television Handbook, 1989, 
as quoted in Muhammad I. Ayish, ‘Foreign Voices as People’s Choices; BBC Popularity in the Arab 
World  ’, in Middle Eastern Studies (Vol. 27 No. 3, 1991), pp. 379-380. 



 

2 EARLY BROADCASTS FROM ARABIC SOIL: 1928-1953 
 
2.1 Morocco: 1928 
   
France developed radio in Morocco mainly to serve the French settlers and their 
hold over Morocco.  The director of Radio Morocco was directly responsible to the 
French authorities.  In February 1928 the first radio broadcast was made from Ra-
bat with a two kW transmitter.  By 1935, the power of this station was increased to 
20 kW. During World War II, in 1942, a 2,5 kW shortwave transmitter started re-
laying this signal from Rabat.  It is likely that the initial broadcasts in 1928 were 
mainly if not wholly in French, but this needs further research.  Between 1934 and 
1936 three hours of Arabic programs were broadcast each week.  After 1936 this 
became 90 minutes per day.25  
     It was only after World War II that radio in Morocco began to develop substan-
tially.  In 1947 Radio Morocco was brought under the postal authorities.  During 
that year separate production and transmission facilities were created for French 
and Arabic programs.  Only in Rabat, Fez, Casablanca and Meknes could the 
transmissions be received.  In 1949, two new 20 kW transmitters were inaugurated, 
one for the French, the other for the Arabic programs.  In 1953 the Seven Wells 
(Sâbi‘a ‘Uyûn) transmission complex, containing two MW transmitters of 120 kW 
each, became operational.  At night those covered most of the country with French 
and Arabic broadcasts.26 
 
2.2 Egypt: 1934 
 
During the 1920s, more than 100 wireless broadcasters were operational in Egypt, 
mostly in and around Cairo.  Most of the operators of these stations were amateurs 
but there were also some businesses advertising their goods between the music that 
was broadcast.  These stations were mostly in the hands of English, Italians and 
Greeks residing in Egypt.  It is possible that some of these broadcasts were in Ara-
bic, but this needs more research.  By 1930 most broadcasts were closed as the 
number of radio receivers remained small, and in 1931 the government forbade all 
broadcasting.  A year later, it decided to develop radop and that only public radio 
should be allowed. 
     In June 1932, the minister of communication signed a contract with the Marconi 
Company of the United Kingdom.  Guglielmo Marconi himself was to run a non-
commercial station after overseeing its construction; Egypt would own the facili-
ties, which included three MW transmitters.  The income was divided over Marconi 
and the government.  It was generated from a tax on radio receivers.  In 1934 Radio 
Cairo began two broadcasts, one in Arabic and the other in the languages of the 
non-Arabic communities in Egypt.  By the end of 1939 there were 86,477 radios in 
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Egypt.  Marconi remained the majority owner of radio in Egypt until 1947 when 
radio was nationalized.27  
 
2.3 Iraq: 1935 
 
The first radio station in Iraq was a government enterprise and began in 1935.  This 
low powered MW station had seven fulltime employees and was overseen by a 
government committee.  The lack of government funds reflected the lack of interest 
in broadcasting in Iraq at that time.  King Ghâzî, who was personally very inter-
ested in anything technical and fiercely anti-British, began his own private station 
in the palace shortly after the broadcasts of the government station had begun.  He 
was the sole announcer on his station and operated it according to his moods.  He 
often read pro-Nazi bulletins as supplied to him by the Germans.  King Ghâzî’s 
station stopped broadcasting when he died under suspicious circumstances in 1939. 
     Until 1939, the government station had only broadcast five hours of Arabic pro-
grams per day.  In 1939, a 15 minute Kurdish program was added. During the war, 
British program advisers and technicians helped the station to expand its broadcast-
ing, with the intent to counter Nazi radio propaganda and to control the Iraqi popu-
lation that was as anti-British as its King. In 1945, the Arabic programs, lasting 
almost six hours in the evenings contained some news but they focused mainly on 
entertainment.  The Kurdish programs had increased to one hour and were broad-
cast in the late afternoon.  After the war, Iraq showed no interest in further devel-
oping its radio broadcasts.28   
 
2.4 Tangier: 1935 
 
Tangier was an excellent place for transnational broadcasting into Europe, both due 
it its unique location and the liberal media laws of the city.  The city was adminis-
tered by a group of Western nations as a ‘free zone’.29 The first station, Radio 
Tangier, was initiated in 1935 by a French lawyer, Mr. Hamburg.30  
     During World War II, Spain occupied Tangier and allowed the Nazi Germans to 
come in and have a consulate.  Tangier abounded with German intelligence offi-
cers.  It was also used as a recruiting ground for the Nazi’s Arabic broadcasts of 
Radio Berlin.  Al-Bah}rî of Radio Berlin went to Tangier after Spain took over, to 
recruit Arabic broadcasters.31 
     After the war, the allied powers forced Spain to leave Tangier.  Once again the 
city became an international free zone.  The USA was one of the parties that did 
participate in the Tangier government until the incorporation of Tangier into Mo-
rocco in 1956.  This gave the USA jurisdiction over its citizens and protégés and 
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30 See Jacques Lane, ‘Tanger, Le Rêve Radiophonique’, in Medina: Maroc Magazine (Juillet-Août 
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encouraged a number of American servicemen who had been in Morocco during the 
war years, to stay there afterwards or to later return to Tangier.32 
     Until 1948 almost anyone could build a radio station in Tangier. This resulted in 
approximately ten commercial radio stations, which sprang up quickly in this radio 
paradise, especially after the war.33 This development was stimulated by the avail-
ability of broadcasting facilities of the allied armies.  The American armies in 
Europe and North Africa were willing to auction much of their stock to the highest 
bidders.34     
     Tangier attracted colorful radio broadcasters.  One of those was the American 
Herbert Southworth.  He went to Algeria in 1943 to work for the Office of War 
Information in the Office of Psychological Warfare of the USA.  Because of his 
knowledge of the Spanish situation he was later posted to Rabat to direct Spanish-
language broadcasts to Spain that was ruled by the fascist dictator Francisco 
Franco.  At the end of the war he bought a quantity of US Army surplus radio 
equipment with which he founded Radio Tangier International to broadcast against 
Franco.  Transmissions started in 1946.35 VOA began broadcasting from the city in 
1948. 
     Another well-known broadcaster in Tangier was Jacques Trémoulet, who had 
been the owner of a media empire in France, Spain and Andorra before World War 
II.  During the war he was the representative of the Vichy-regime in the construc-
tion of Radio Monte Carlo (RMC).36 In 1947, Trémoulet bought three stations in 
Tangier, namely Radio Africa Maghrib, Radio Africa Tangier, and Radio Inter Af-
rica.37  
 
2.5 Palestine and Jordan: 1936 
 
In March 1936, the British authorities in Palestine began to broadcast through the 
Palestine Broadcasting Service (PBS).  This radio station aimed to facilitate com-
munication between the authorities and the Palestinians and Jews in the land and to 
counter the Italian radio propaganda.  Programs were broadcast in English, Arabic 
and Hebrew.  The studio was in Jerusalem while the 20 kilowatt (kW) transmitter 
was placed nearby in Ramallah.  During and after the war these facilities were ex-
panded.   

                                                
32 In order to free Morocco and Algeria from their pro-Vichy governments and in order to have a 
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     In May 1948, when Great Britain left Palestine, Jewish forces occupied the part 
of Jerusalem where PBS had its studio.  Ramallah and PBS’ transmitter fell into 
Transjordanian hands.  The Transjordanian authorities that occupied the Palestin-
ian territories added studios to the Ramallah site and began their own broadcasts.  
Financial constraints hampered further development.  In 1950 Jordan integrated the 
Westbank into its state and the radio station then came under the responsibility of 
the ministry of information in Amman.38  
 
2.6 Algeria: 1937 
 
In 1937 radio broadcasting began in Algeria as a service to the French colonists.  
The broadcasts were called France Cinque (France Five, i.e., the fifth French chan-
nel) and were mostly produced in France where the other four national channels 
were.  Of all radio sets in Algeria, 95 percent were owned by foreigners.  In 1940, 
an Arab channel was set up. These Arabic broadcasts were quite limited in broad-
casting hours per week.  They were seen as part of France’s civilizing task, and that 
included, of course, the battle against the German and Italian propaganda broad-
casts.  In 1948, the French also set up a broadcast for the Kabyles in Algeria; ini-
tially, these Arabic and Kabyle broadcasts were rather limited.39  
     In the early 1950s, Algeria has some 100 kW transmitters for their French and 
Arabic broadcasts, and 20 kW transmitters for the Kabyle programs.  When the 
War of Liberation began in 1954, France increased its arsenal of transmitters, so 
that it could broadcast 84 hous per week in French, 60 hours in Arabic, and 26 
hours in Kabyle.  The number of radio sets at that time was 255,000.40  
      
2.7 Lebanon: 1937 
 
In 1937 Radio Levant, the first radio station in Lebanon, began its broadcasts.  It 
was managed by France with local employees.  The main motivation for building 
the station seems to have been to counteract the Arabic propaganda broadcasts of 
Italy, so Radio Levant did probably broadcast some programs in Arabic from its 
inception.  When the Allied forces occupied Lebanon in 1941, the Vichy troops that 
were forced to retreat, destroyed the station.  It was soon rebuilt and both the 
French and the British governments had their programs broadcast over Radio Le-
vant’s MW and SW transmitters.   
     In 1946, when Lebanon became formally independent, the facilities of Radio 
Levant were formally handed over to the Lebanese government.  It was renamed 
Lebanese Broadcasting Station (LBS).  The Lebanese were not motivated to de-
velop the rather low-powered service.41   
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2.8 Saudi Arabia: 1949 
 
The Ottoman Turks had installed telephone lines and used radio communication for 
ruling over the Hijâz, the northwestern region of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
(KSA).  When Ibn Sa‘ûd conquered the Hijâz (1925) and began the creation of his 
desert Kingdom, he used a network of transmitters for communications in his vast 
land.  He realized he needed the support of the Wahhâbi conservatives, who were 
initially religiously set against using radio in the heartland of Islam.  Ibn Sa‘ûd 
therefore did an experiment with a group of Wahhâbi ‘ulamâ’ (scholars).  He had 
them listen to readings in Mecca from the Qur’ân that were being broadcast from 
Riyadh.  By doing so, he convinced the ‘ulamâ’ conclusively that radio was not 
from the devil as he would not have been able to transfer the word of the Qur’ân.  
In 1927 a fatwá of the ‘ulamâ’ stated:  ‘We abstain from answering the question 
and without knowing about science we will not discuss it from the viewpoint of the 
teachings of God and His Prophet’. As they did not speak out against radio, in spite 
of their misgivings, Ibn Sa‘ûd was at liberty to further develop it. 
     In 1949 the first radio station began broadcasting in KSA.  This first station 
with a studio and a three kW MW transmitter was built in Jeddah.  Ibn Sa‘ûd’s son 
Faysal, the later king of KSA, was made responsible for the broadcasts.  Initially 
there were five hours of programs each day.  Voices of women and music were not 
allowed.  The majority of the airtime was filled with religious programs including 
some broadcasts that originated in Mecca.  The transmitter was soon replaced by 
one of 50 kW, and the number of daily broadcasts increased.  In 1953 Faysal en-
sured that the broadcasting came formally under a government institute, which 
later became the ministry of information.  During the 1950s no other changes oc-
curred.  Throughout this period, only the Western parts of KSA could listen to ra-
dio from Jeddah.42 
 
 
3 EGYPTIAN PREDOMINANCE: 1953-1967 
 
3.1 Egypt’s Interest in Broadcasting 
 
After Nâs}ir’s appointment as president of Egypt in 1953, he ordered the building of 
SW transmitters.  He began using transnational radio as the ‘pulpit of the revolu-
tion’ to spread his anti-colonial and Pan-Arab ideas to the rest of the Arab World.43  
During and after World War II, he had experienced the importance of radio as a 
means of communication to enemy-held lands.  External broadcasting in the lan-
guage of listeners, rather then that of the senders, was considered so worthwhile 
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that, by the end of 1945, 55 countries had formal foreign-language SW broadcast-
ing services.44 
 
3.2 Timeliness of Transistor Radio 
 
In the early 1950s, few homes in rural and poorer urban areas in Egypt had electric-
ity and radios were still expensive and large.  In spite of that, the medium enjoyed a 
universal appeal among all classes in Egypt.  During the 1950s, small and cheap 
Japanese transistor radios penetrated into the most remote and poor parts of Egypt.  
This situation was repeated all over the Arab World.45 The introduction of the tran-
sistor radio meant a communication revolution.  These radios were icons of techno-
logical triumph and dominated the market until the late 1960s.46  The bulky tube 
radios disappeared and were replaced with smaller and cheaper transistor radios 
that could fit into a shirt pocket or a purse.  Radio became an item that could be 
owned by anyone in the Arab World.47 A further great advantage of transistor ra-
dios was that they operated on batteries.  In major parts of the Arab World, elec-
tricity had not yet penetrated the countryside even up until the 1950s.48   
     The Libyan leader Mu‘amar al-Qadhdhâfî once thought to demonstrate the 
wealth of his country by quoting statistics that Libya had imported three transistor 
radios per person into Libya.49  The transistor radio became the status symbol for 
many Arabs.  In 1956, before transistor radios were introduced, there were 405,000 
radio receivers in the Arab World.  In 1960 there were more than one million.  In 
1973, there were 21.5 million radios in the Arab World.50  In 1997, there were up to 
69 million radios.51  The politically interesting broadcasts that Egypt began in the 
1950s must have played an important role in the rapid growth of the number of 
transistor radios in Egypt and all over the Arab World.   
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3.3 Reasons for Popularity of Egypt’s Broadcasts 
 
The broadcasts of Voice of the Arabs (S}awt al-‘Arab, VOTA) began in July 1953 
and became the best-known Egyptian program.  The aim of the station was ‘per-
sonifying the national thought of the Arab masses, presenting the Cairo viewpoint 
to the Arab populace, and emphasizing the relationship between the future of 
Egypt and the Arab nation’.  Egypt wanted to play a leading role in the Arab World 
and this was reflected in its broadcasting policies.  In 1954 VOTA was broadcast-
ing seven hours per day and by 1967 that had increased to 24 hours per day.52  
     In the 1950s and 1960s, the pro-Western governments of the Arab World feared 
Voice of the Arabs as it played a major role in making Nâs}ir the role model for 
many young people.  Bypassing the ‘reactionary’ Arab governments, he could ap-
peal to the Arab ‘masses’.53 As millions of Egyptians found work in other Arab 
states, Egyptian radio was also a method of ensuring that these immigrant workers 
would not adopt the political views of their host nations. 
     Radio was a powerful political weapon for the Egyptian government, not only 
because of its masterly usage of Arabic and revolutionary jargon but also because 
no other Arab state in those days had similar broadcasting facilities and coverage.54 
Egypt was the only Arab country in the early 1950s with international radio broad-
casts.  Morocco followed in 1959, while in the 1960s Tunisia, Algeria, Sudan, Jor-
dan, KSA, Syria, Iraq, Kuwait and Lebanon began international Arabic broad-
casts.55   
     Figure 1 shows the absolute and relative strength of the broadcasting facilities 
in the different countries of the Arab World from the 1960s to 2003.56  These are 
combined figures for both MW and SW facilities.  Differentiating between these 
would not have been very useful as many MW broadcasts in the Arab World were 
transnational.  Further research in this area would be useful as not all needed igures 
were available.  Figure 1 is therefore mainly helpful as an indication of the relative 
strength of the broadcasting facilities of the Arab countries throughout the years.   
     After VOTA had become the popular mouthpiece for Nâs}ir, the broadcasts of 
BBC and VOA became less interesting for the audiences in the Arab World.  Ac-
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cording to official American reports from Egypt, Iraq and Syria, VOA had ‘a small 
and unresponsive audience’, it ‘achieve[d] little’, it was of ‘little value’, ‘of poor 
reception’ and ‘hard to understand’.57  
 

 
     Figure 1 Power of Radio Transmitters of Arab Countries: 1960-2003 

 
     Wilbur Schramm’s investigation of the effectiveness of USA’s overseas broad-
casting, conducted on the behalf of the National Security Council in the autumn of 
1954, concluded that the Middle East was ‘a region which tends to be distrustful 
[…] of foreign broadcasts and of “propaganda’.  […]  It is the considered opinion of 
our observers that no direct foreign broadcast, including BBC, has a substantial 
proportion of listeners in any of these countries’.58  
 
3.4 Liberation of North Africa 
 
During the first few years after the revolution in Egypt, VOTA focused mainly on 
the Arab struggle for independence in North Africa.  Egypt supported the case of 
the Moroccan Sult}ân Muh}ammad V who was exiled to France; it also helped Habîb 
Bûrqîbâ’s Dustûr Jadîd (New Constitution) Party in Tunisia; it allowed Algerian 
revolutionary leaders who resided in Cairo to use VOTA for their attacks on 
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France.  In 1956, both Morocco and Tunisia were granted independence.  Egypt’s 
attacks from then on focused on French policies regarding Algeria.  The French 
tried to convince Nâs}ir to stop these verbal attacks, but to no avail.  Paris consid-
ered the broadcasts from Cairo a major factor in Algeria’s war of independence.59  
     In the 1950s, when the Algerian resistance began, the French-controlled Radio 
Algiers continued its daily broadcasts about ‘the wiping out of the last remaining 
guerrilla bands’, but VOTA showed the Algerian nationalists another reality.  Ex-
periencing such a discrepancy first hand greatly increased the Algerians’ interest in 
owning radio facilities.  In 1956, when the Voice of Free Algeria came on air, the 
French military rulers of Algeria banned the further sales of radio sets and began 
jamming the broadcasts.  The myth of radio was thereby reinforced.60 
 
3.5 Struggle for Revolution in Iraq 
 
The perceived effect of radio propaganda aimed at North Africa during the first 
three years of broadcasting was so great that VOTA became increasingly bold in 
supporting Nâs}ir’s political aspirations for the Middle East.  In 1955, Egypt started 
a virulent radio campaign against the Baghdad Pact and especially against the Iraqi 
leaders, King Faysal and Prime Minister Nûrî al-Sa‘îd.  Any Arab leader that 
seemed to lean towards participating in the Western alliance received its share of 
vilification on Voice of the Arabs.  This propaganda barrage against the Iraqi re-
gime lasted almost four years.  The Iraqi regime had a tight clamp on internal op-
position.  ‘Demonstrations, strikes and newspapers could be dealt with through 
arrests, police actions and suspensions’, according to Iraq-historian Phebe Marr.61  
The Iraqi rulers were unable however to control this propaganda weapon of radio 
that was used against them.  Marr described the impact of VOTA on Iraq: 
 

[The] Voice of the Arabs penetrated the village, the field, and the Bedouin camp, 
the barracks and the dormitory.  Gradually its message spread hostility –previously 
limited mainly to the urban groups – among rural areas as well, swelling the num-
bers of those opposed to the regime and undermining whatever legitimacy the re-
gime possessed.  The greatest impact of the Voice of the Arabs was on the officer 
corps, which was capable of mobilizing the force necessary to overthrow the re-
gime.62 
 

     Great Britain had tried to help Baghdad to make its own Radio Baghdad into a 
tool in the battle of the airwaves, but to no avail.63  In 1958, the pro-Western Iraqi 
rulers were ousted when they ordered their troops to march to Jordan for defending 
King H}usayn against a possible left-wing takeover.  The Iraqi armies decided not 
to march for the defense of Jordan but against their own government.  They had 
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broad support in Iraqi society.  It was in the foreign policy sphere that the regime 
had lost the battle, according to Marr.  ‘Iraq was surrounded by hostile Arab states 
[…] while the propaganda barrage continued unabated from Cairo.’64 
     The Iraqi coup leader, ‘Abd al-Karîm Qâssim, had seen the power of radio, and 
asked the USSR to help Iraq construct new facilities.  By 1961 Iraq had several 
powerful MW and SW transmitters.  Qâssim and all the Iraqi leaders after him 
used radio to build their personality cults to spread internal propaganda and to 
disseminate Iraq’s political philosophy to the Arab World.65  The Iraqi leaders had 
seen the example of Egypt and by imitating that model, made themselves the main 
contenders with Egypt for being the leading nation in the Arab World.   
 
3.6 Verbal War with Jordan 
 
In December 1955, when Jordan was about to become a member of the Baghdad 
Pact, VOTA started a campaign against King H}usayn.  The Egyptian broadcasts 
seemed successful.  Violent demonstrations broke out all over Jordan.  Three cabi-
nets fell in 23 days and Jordan decided it would not join the Baghdad Pact.  The 
king was forced to fire his English military advisor, John Glubb Pasha, but he per-
sonally survived the revolutionary storm retaining his pro-British attitude.66 
     With British help, King H}usayn briefly experimented with his own radio station 
Radio Ramallah.  In the 1950s, he began using the station against the political in-
fluence exerted by Egypt, Syria, and KSA on his small state.67  The chief propa-
gandist hired by the station was al-Bah}rî, the same broadcaster who during World 
War II had been an Arab propagandist on Radio Berlin against the British.  His 
crude anti-Nâs}ir tirades were unpopular in Jordan where Nâs}ir was generally seen 
as a hero.68 Radio Ramallah was soon closed, and in 1956 Jordan moved those 
broadcasting facilities to Amman.  Studios were also opened in Jerusalem; these 
were taken over by Israel when Israeli troops captured East Jerusalem in 1967.69 
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3.7 Victory in the Suez Canal War 
 
Nâs}ir nationalized the Suez Canal in July 1956.  This was used as a pretext by 
Great Britain, Israel and France to begin a war against Egypt in October 1956.  
This war made Nâs}ir even more popular as the symbol of Arab nationalism.70  
Among the first British targets in the war were the transmitters of the Egyptian 
radio stations. One research project of the British Overseas Information Services 
concluded that radio broadcasting was ‘probably the most effective form of propa-
ganda in the region’.71  The British prime-minister, Anthony Eden, was so con-
vinced of the impact of radio that he tried to take-over BBC as he was unhappy 
with its efforts to be impartial in its broadcasting about the Suez War.72 The main 
reason why France participated in the Suez War against Egypt was Nâs}ir’s per-
ceived importance in the Algerian struggle for independence against France 
through the revolutionary broadcasts from Cairo.   
     As part of its war efforts, Great Britain used secret radio stations broadcasting 
on wavelengths close to VOTA, calling for the Egyptians to overthrow Nâs}ir.73 
One of those radio stations was Near East Radio (al-Sharq al-Adná, or NER) in 
Limassol (Cyprus).  After the bombardment of Radio Cairo, NER briefly remained 
the only powerful station in the Middle East.  On 30 October 1956 the British for-
mally requisitioned this commercial station from its owners.  The Arabic staff of 
the station refused to serve the British interests though and instead, broadcast to 
Egypt that they were on Egypt’s side.  In 1957 the station was closed altogether.74  
 
3.8 Meddling in Lebanon  
 
In 1958, the year of the Iraqi Revolution and of the formation of the United Arab 
Republic (UAR) of Egypt and Syria, a Pan-Arab revolt almost ousted President 
Kamîl Shâmûn of Lebanon.  The USA came to his support, briefly sending marines 
to Beirut to safeguard his government. In Washington, President Dwight L.  Eisen-
hower discussed the Lebanese situation and perceived it mainly as ‘the problem of 
Nasser’s popularity with the Arab masses’.  He concluded that there was ‘a need 
for a powerful radio station’ to counteract Nâs}ir’s propaganda.75 
     VOA had been broadcasting half an hour of Arabic programs per day since 1950, 
but with weak reception.  From 1952, VOA used the US coast guard ship Carrier 
off the coast of Rhodes (Greece) as a floating MW and SW station, among other 
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things for Arabic broadcasts to the Middle East and North Africa.  The Arabic 
broadcast increased to two hours daily in 1954, and later to three hours daily.76 
     When the USA wanted to expand its broadcasts after the crisis in Lebanon in 
1958, VOA’s officials faced the problem that it did not have MW facilities on the 
ground in the Middle East, unlike BBC with its base in Cyprus.  In order to solve 
the problem VOA built a studio and a transmission station on Rhodes in 1963, and 
Carrier was taken out of service.  VOA went on air from Rhodes in May 1964.  
Programs were produced there and no longer relayed by SW and then rebroadcast 
as before, so the quality of the signal and the local atmosphere of VOA’s programs 
increased remarkably.77 
     Until 1958 Lebanon had not been very interested in developing its own radio.  
After 1958 however some SW broadcasts were added to Lebanon’s output as the 
authorities had now woken up to the power of radio as a result of having been un-
der attack by Nâs}ir.78  

 
3.9 Fighting in the Civil War of Yemen 
 
In Yemen the broadcasts of VOTA were widely credited for helping to bring about 
the collapse of the Royalist government in the civil war of 1962-1970. This was 
chiefly achieved through calls for armed uprising coupled with reminders of various 
injustices and restrictions imposed by the royalist government.79  Following several 
setbacks, Nâs}ir ordered the distribution of 100,000 transistor radios to the Yemeni 
tribes.  According to Muh}ammad H}asanayn Haykal, one of Nâs}ir’s closest advisors, 
this ‘had more effect than a whole division’.80  That may have been an exaggera-
tion, but it shows the perception of the power of radio during those years.   
     KSA squarely supported the Yemeni Royalists against Nâs}ir.  The Saudi gov-
ernment was slow in countering Egypt’s radio propaganda.  During the early 1960s, 
plans were made to build a powerful national and international radio service for 
KSA.  The slow implementation was partly due to the strong resistance of the 
Wahhâbî clerics of KSA, as many continued to consider radio to be religiously un-
acceptable.81\ 
 
3.10 Islamic Broadcasts  
 
During the 1950s and early 1960s, religion did not play a major role in Egyptian 
radio broadcasts.  The socialist leaders were not very interested in religion, and 
conservative Arab states like KSA did not yet have the means to counter the Egyp-
tian role in the Arab World.  During the Yemeni war, when KSA began to seriously 
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accuse Egypt of being irreligious, Egyptian radio tried to prove the Islamic devo-
tion of the Egyptian regime through the broadcasts of Voice of the Merciful Qur’ân 
(S}awt al-Qur’ân al-Karîm, VOMQ).  These broadcasts on MW and SW started in 
1964, initially with 18½ hours but soon with 24 hours per day.  These broadcasts 
included the call to prayer, Qur’ânic recitals, explanations of the Qur’ân and the 
h}adîths, religious discussions and other strictly religious programs.82   
     VOMQ was intended to prove to the Arab nations that Nâs}ir’s regime, that 
aligned itself politically with the USSR, was not irreligious as countries like KSA 
claimed.  These broadcasts were also meant to counter the criticism of the Egyp-
tian Islamic opposition to Nâs}ir. 
     The broadcasts of conservative Islam over VOMQ played a role in educating the 
Egyptian population in basic Islamic thinking.  It taught orthodox Sunnî Islam to 
the population of Egypt that had always had heterodox habits and opinions.  In the 
search for an identity during the period after decolonization and the socialist revo-
lution, these broadcasts played an important role in teaching young people what to 
believe and how to apply their religious beliefs to a new age.83 
 
 
4 DECREASING INFLUENCE OF EGYPT’S BROADCASTS: 1967-1990 
 
4.1 Waning Credibility of Egypt’s Radio Broadcasts 
 
The failed experiment to unify Egypt and Syria in the UAR (1958-1961) and the 
lack of economic progress in the early 1960s, together with the lack of success in 
the Yemeni campaign, created doubts in many Arabs’ minds about Nâs}ir’s ability 
to deliver on his promises.  This in turn reflected on the credibility of the VOTA 
that continued to describe Nâs}ir as a bigger-than-life hero.  It was the dramatic loss 
in the Arab-Israeli war of June 1967 that really discredited VOTA as the newsread-
ers continued describing tremendous victories of the Egyptian armies against Israel 
while in reality Israel destroyed the Egyptian air force and occupied the Sinai 
within a few days.  Israel also occupied the Westbank of the Jordan River including 
East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights.   
     When the size of the disaster became clear, Egyptian and other Arab listeners 
felt deceived and Ah}mad Sa‘îd, VOTA’s chief announcer who had been regarded as 
a hero for his skillful propaganda campaign against Yemen, was forced to resign in 
disgrace.84 He was arrested, imprisoned, and later kept under house arrest for some 
years because he was considered the ‘agent of Egyptian humiliation’.85  
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     The credibility of the Egyptian President himself was at stake after 1967.  In 
1984, Ah}mad Fath}î, an expert on Egyptian radio, wrote that the audiences believed 
whatever Nâs}ir’s broadcasts would say, but only until 1967.86 The defeat of Egypt 
was a defining moment in the history of the Arab World in general and of transna-
tional media in the Arab World in particular.  The Arab masses learned to be much 
more critical of their leaders.  As long as the Arab leaders could uphold the image 
of being victorious, the exaggerations in the media were believed.  The exaggera-
tions about the victorious Arab armies that were in reality badly defeated broke 
the spell.  Arab masses would not take their media’s claims at face value again.   
     The audience figures for foreign transnational Arab broadcasts went up tremen-
dously in the years after 1967.  Before 1967, broadcasters like BBC and VOA were 
mainly ignored by the Arabs and were unable to counteract the popularity of Nâs}ir 
and his radio broadcasts.  It was not the Western effort to discredit Nâs}ir but his 
defeat by Israel and the exaggerations in the Egyptian media that created the 
credibility problem.  The Arab World continued listening to broadcasts originating 
in Arab countries, but after the demise of Nâs}ir, no Arab leader would ever again 
be able to dominate the airwaves the way he had.  The Arabs began to avidly 
search for truth by also listening to Arabic broadcasts that originated outside the 
Arab World.   
 
4.2 New Arab Broadcasters begin Transnational Broadcasting 
 
After Nâs}ir’s death in 1970 and especially after his successor resident Muh}ammad 
Anwar al-Sâdât began the peace process with Israel in 1975, Egypt no longer 
played a leading role in the Arab World.  Throughout the Arab World interest in 
the VOTA waned.  One reason was the lack of credibility of Cairo’s broadcasts 
since 1967.  The growth of transnational broadcasts by other Arab states also 
played an important role.  Table 5.1 shows that Egypt was still the major radio 
power in the Arab World in the mid 1970s, but it had lost its massive preponder-
ance.   
     In the 1970s Libya, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar began their 
own international radio broadcasts.  This became possible for these formerly poor 
states thanks in part to their oil-wealth after the price-hikes of the early 1970s.87 
Iraq, KSA and Kuwait also increased their broadcasting capacities compared to the 
previous decade.  KSA began broadcasting Qur’ânic recitals and sermons from 
mosques in 1972 and Libya did likewise in 1975.88 From the perspective of under-
standing the different interpretations of Islam in the Arab World it would be re-
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warding to research the theological and other differences between the Islamic 
broadcasts from Egypt, KSA and Libya.   
     Another reason why VOTA became less interesting for the Arab World was 
that after Nâs}ir died, the much more circumspect and pragmatic Sâdât decided to 
limit the use of VOTA as an instrument of foreign policy.89 Thus, VOTA in its 
broadcast during the October 1973 war was much more mature.  Communiqués 
were factual, Arab aims were clearly stated and the news could generally be 
trusted.  This very moderation was probably one reason why other stations over-
took VOTA in popularity.  Many Arabs preferred the bombastic, less-than-factual 
style of the VOTA of the days of Nâs}ir.  After Sâdât began his peace process with 
Israel, broadcasts from Libya, KSA and Iraq became the voices of resistance 
against both Israel and Egypt, using the rhetorical styles they had learned from 
Egypt.90  
     Iraq, with its Ba‘th (resurrection) ideology, aimed at leadership in the Arab 
World.  It stepped up its broadcasts to the Arab World, enabled by its oil-wealth, 
in the 1970s when Egypt discredited itself by its peace with Israel.  In May 1979, a 
two mW transmitter in Babylon and a 1.2 mW transmitter in Bas}rah were em-
ployed for broadcasting the Iraqi programs of the Voice of Egypt of Arabism to 
attack Egypt and its peace with Israel.  The style of the station was similar to 
VOTA under Ah}mad Sa‘îd.  The entire theme of these broadcasts was against 
Sâdât and though Egypt denied its impact, it decided to jam the programs.91  For 
Egypt the Iraqi campaign was an extra reason to begin adding to its broadcasting 
power again.  In 1978 Egypt initiated a project doubling its SW and tripling its 
MW output.92 
     Iraq’s expansion of its broadcasting power in 1979 came at the right time for 
Iraq. In its neighboring country, Iran, a revolution had brought Ayatollah Khome-
ini to power with an Islamic regime that was the antithesis of the Iraqi political 
ideology.  As Iran was eager to export its revolution to neighboring countries, it 
began a program of expanding its MW and SW broadcasting facilities.  In 1992, its 
combined kW capacity was 22,540 kW, more than any Arab state.  The main non-
Farsi language used by the Iranian broadcasters was Arabic.  This became an im-
portant propaganda tool against Iraq during the first Gulf War of 1980-1988.93 

 
4.3 Growing Popularity of Foreign Arabic Broadcasts   
 
In 1970, RMC negotiated airtime with a Cypriot radio station.  Broadcasts in 
Greek and Turkish were not allowed, but RMC could broadcast in any other lan-
guage.  In 1971 Radio Monte Carlo–Middle East (RMC-ME) started test broad-
casts in French and Arabic, with a 20 kW transmitter in Cape Greco (Cyprus).  
Since 1973 the station used a 600 kW transmitter for MW.94  This increase in ca-
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pacity coincided with the Arab-Israeli October War of 1973.  Because of the war, 
RMC-ME increased its Arabic output beyond its initial four hours per day.  It soon 
became a favorite station for young listeners in the Middle East and a direct com-
petitor to the BBC’s Arabic Service because of its youthful and relaxed style.  It 
also had a pro-Arab political stance.95  
     Since 1980, Morocco allowed a private station in Tangier, called Radio 
Méditerranée or Medi-1.  This station could be received in Morocco, Algeria, Tu-
nis, and parts of Libya, and also in the southern parts of Spain, France and Italy.  
The 51 percent majority ownership by Moroccans ensured that the station walked 
a careful pro-government line in its reporting.96 France had a minority ownership 
in Medi-1, thus securing for itself some influence in its programming.97  
     Systematic audience studies done between the 1970s and 1980s showed that 
only a few of the dozens of Arabic broadcasters originating outside the Arab 
World were able to get a sizable audience.98 In the Middle East, BBC and RMC-
ME were very popular, followed at a distance by VOA.  This popularity of BBC 
and RMC-ME was mainly due to their perceived objectivity in reporting about 
Middle East affairs compared to the biased broadcasts of most Arabic programs.  
The largest of those international Arabic broadcasters were Israel and Iran, each 
averaging 18 hours per day in 1989.  RMC-ME followed with 12 hours, then BBC 
and VOA with nine hours each.  Radio Moscow had seven hours of Arabic per 
day.99  
     BBC and VOA have both invested in audience research since the early 1970s.  
Research in KSA in 1972, when RMC-ME had not yet started its broadcasts, 
showed that of those listening to radio, 72 percent listened at least once a week to 
BBC, 70 percent to Egyptian international radio, 62 percent to Radio Kuwait and 
37 percent to VOA.100  In Kuwait in 1974, 22 percent of all respondents listened at 
least once a week to BBC.  In 1977, BBC’s audiences in Jordan and Egypt were 
three times as large as those of VOA.101 Though audience research in the Arab 
World was in its infancy in the 1970s and the information is scanty, it is clear that 
compared to the 1960s, the Arabic broadcasts from outside the Arab World had 
become much more popular and that BBC was the most listened to among these. 
     The situation changed in the early 1980s.  By then, the daytime commercial 
service of RMC-ME began to overtake BBC in popularity.  In 1982, research in 
Egypt showed that RMC-ME was the most popular foreign Arabic broadcaster, 
with over 31 percent preferring RMC-ME.  Israeli radio followed with 21 percent 
while BBC had 19 percent and VOA had 15 percent of the audience’s preference.  
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Confirmation of the increasing popularity of RMC-ME came from Kuwait in 1983, 
then a year later from Jordan and in 1985 from Egypt again.102   
     The trend seemed to change towards the end of the 1980s when an audience 
survey in Jordan showed that the BBC had the largest audience again.  This popu-
larity was repeated with similar findings in Tunis, Morocco and Bahrain.  In 1987, 
BBC claimed that ‘[day] in and day out an audience conservatively estimated at 
least 10 million listening at least once a week, but many more at time of crisis.’103   
     Research done in Egypt confirmed that BBC had grown in popularity towards 
the end of the 1980s.  ‘Adlî Muh}ammad and Sâmî Muh}ammad published the find-
ings of their audience research in 1988.  Of all Egyptians interviewed, 21 percent 
listened weekly to broadcasts from other Arab countries.  More than twice as 
many, 43 percent, listened to Arabic radio broadcasts that did not originate in the 
Arab World.  The international radio stations most listened to were BBC with 32 
percent, RMC-ME with 26 percent, Israeli radio with 20 percent, and VOA with 
18 percent.  Statistics showed that the number of women listening to RMC-ME 
was relatively high.104  
     The same research in Egypt showed that of those Egyptians who regularly lis-
tened to international radio stations, 31 percent did so because the news on those 
international stations was ‘truthful’.  A smaller group, 24 percent, gave a more 
general answer stating they listened because the programming was ‘good’.  Of the 
listeners, 18 percent were interested in entertainment, ten percent listened because 
they heard things that were not on their national radio, ten percent gave no specific 
reason and seven percent said they were listening because they corresponded with 
the stations.105 Of the Egyptian audience of these international stations, 58 percent 
had finished secondary school, while 28 percent had finished university.106  
 
4.4 Listening Habits during Crises in the Arab World 
 
During and after the major wars in the Arab World (1956, 1967, 1973, 1982, 1990-
1991, 2003), the number of international Arabic broadcasters grew along with the 
total number of broadcasting hours.107 This was due to the increased demand for 
such services in those times of crisis.  Radio played a major role in informing the 
Arabic population of what was happening.  Most Arabs realized that many of their 
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domestic broadcasts were not objective but were often plainly propagandistic and 
they did not trust their face value.108  
     Arabs developed a habit of listening to many different broadcasts, trying to dis-
cover what could be called the ‘median truth’.  Anthropologist John Davis de-
scribed how some tribes in Libya in the 1960s and 1970s listened to their own Lib-
yan broadcasts, but also to broadcasts from Egypt, Great Britain, France, KSA, 
Israel and Kuwait.109 In that way they hoped to ‘calculate the co-ordinates of real-
ity with an acceptable degree of certainty’.110 Libyans were ‘passionate virtuosi of 
the shortwave band selector’, according to Davis.111 The same can be said about the 
Arabs in general.  According to Naomi Sakr, in the years after the October War of 
1973, the practice of ‘sampling a range of foreign radio stations […] in order to 
piece together an understanding of current events may have subsided somewhat.  
During the Gulf War of 1991 it resumed with a vengeance.’112  
 
 
5 ARABIC RADIO SINCE 1991 
 
5.1 Iraqi Crisis and Transnational Arab Radio  
 
Since 1990, Iraq’s policies and wars have been the main driving force behind the 
development of Arab radio broadcasting.  In 1990-1991, Iraq stepped up its exter-
nal radio broadcasts to convince the Arab World of its justified claims on Kuwait 
as a new Iraqi province.  In February 1991, during the second Gulf War, most of 
Iraq’s transmitters were destroyed.  This happened again in 1998, and also in 2003 
when the American-led coalition occupied Iraq and toppled the Iraqi regime.113  
     VOA acquired a 600 mW MW transmitter in Kuwait after the war of 1990-
1991. Coupled with some SW facilities, VOA used these with the goal to reach Iraq 
and the rest of the Gulf.114  These efforts of the American-led coalition to silence 
radio in Iraq showed, among other things, their awareness of the power of radio in 
the Arab World.   
 
5.2 Foreign Radio Listening  
 
Obviously, transmission power did not mean everything.  BBC found that listening 
to international radio ‘went up enormously’ in 1990-1991 for all international 
broadcasters in the area of the Arab World, but especially for BBC and RMC-ME.  
Presently, RMC-ME claims an audience of 12 million people for its Arabic broad-
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casts.  Since 1996, when RMC-ME was taken over by Radio France International 
(RFI), its broadcasts are France’s Arabic state broadcasts.115 
     BBC researched the listenership of international radio in Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 
the UAE and KSA.  In Cairo and Alexandria, for instance, 46.3 percent of all peo-
ple over 15 years old listened at least weekly to the BBC during the second Gulf 
War.  That compared with 18.1 percent shortly before that war.  The Arab audi-
ences considered BBC and RMC-ME to be the most credible broadcasters, while 
the Arab broadcasters, together with VOA and Radio Israel, were seen as too bi-
ased to be trusted for information.116  
     Audience research in Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria during the late 1980s and 
early 1990s showed that the citizens of Tunis and Casablanca were much more 
regular radio listeners than those in Algiers.  In Casablanca and Tunis, about 75 
percent of all adults were daily listeners while in Algiers this was 47 percent.  In 
Casablanca, listeners tuned in for 3.5 hours per day while in Tunis and Algiers it 
was 2.3 hours per day.  In 1988, about 25 percent of all adults in Casablanca and 
Tunis were daily listeners to a non-Arab foreign radio station.  Though no figures 
are available for Algiers, the number would most likely be lower.  Whereas in 
Casablanca, 18 percent of all adults regularly listened to BBC’s Arabic broadcasts 
in 1988, this was as low as four percent in Tunis, and only one percent in Algiers.   
     In Algiers, French was the preferred language for radio listening.  In that city, 
the French broadcast of RMC-MC, France Inter, RFI and Europe 1 all had substan-
tial audiences.117  Mark Eggerman explains the large differences in audience behav-
ior in North Africa compared to the Middle East by pointing to the North African 
access to European television and satellite broadcasts, the languages used by the 
audience and the media, educational levels, broadcasting times, and the signal 
strength of BBC’s broadcasts.  Only Casablanca had audience figures for BBC that 
were comparable to those in Cairo and Damascus.  According to Eggerman, this 
was due to the fact that the general listening habits in Casablanca created a peak 
audience at the beginning of the siesta, which was exactly the time when BBC 
began its Arabic broadcasts.118 
      In Tunis, listening to foreign Arabic broadcasts decreased steadily.  Between 
1988 and 1991, it went down from 25 percent to 15 percent.  In Tunis the top-three 
regional Arabic broadcasters, Radio Algiers, Radio Libya and Radio Cairo, also had 
substantially smaller audiences in 1991 than in 1988.  The French foreign broad-
casters lost half of their audience in Tunis during that same period.  ‘One of the 
reasons for these diminishing audiences may […] be that increased access to and 
use of local Mediumwave and FM radio has made people less inclined to explore 
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the Shortwave  bands these foreign stations are broadcasting on’, according to Eg-
german.119      
     In this context it is interesting that BBC in 1962, after audience research in 
Casablanca and Rabat, concluded that its much smaller audience compared to 
Egypt and Lebanon, was due to the early transmission time, the fact that the Ara-
bic Service did not broadcast in the vernacular Arabic, and that the broadcasts 
could not be heard on MW.  In the 1980s, BBC’s audience in Morocco was similar 
to the audience in Egypt.  According to Eggerman, the ‘formal Arabic used in BBC 
broadcasts is not always a “disadvantage” when it comes to capturing Moroccan 
ears – qualitative research indicates that many people do understand and appreciate 
hearing it on radio, particularly the news and current affairs programming’.  This 
reflects that between the 1960s and the 1980s, the number of literate Moroccans 
had grown greatly. Eggerman wondered whether the access to new TV channels 
would not negatively impact the audience for the BBC programs, as that had al-
ready diminished the audiences in Tunis and Algiers.120      
 
5.3 Television Competing for the Arab Audience 
 
5.3.1 Total Government Control of Television 
In March 1954, a French company began the first television broadcasts in the Arab 
World, in the cities of Casablanca and Rabat.  The French authorities in Algeria 
introduced television in 1956.  In 1956 Iraq was the first independent Arab state to 
buy a small station.  In the meantime, the American armies at the Wheelus Air 
Force Base near Tripoli (Libya) and at Dhah}rân (KSA) had also set up their low-
power stations for their own personnel.  In 1959, Egypt and Syria bought their first 
television stations to begin broadcasting in 1960.121  
     Most Arab countries developed their television broadcasting during the 1960 
although in the Arab Peninsula some countries began that development as late as 
the 1970s.  While most Arab countries would, until the 1980s, have one television 
channel only, Egypt immediately began with three channels.  Douglas Boyd credits 
Nâs}ir and his advisors ‘for the role they envisioned for both radio and television’.  
Egypt was prepared to really invest in media more than any other Arab country.122  
It had the advantage of an existent cinema industry that could feed television.   
     Just as radio was kept under tight censorship by the Arab governments, televi-
sion also reflected the opinions of the national authorities.  Unlike radio however 
television did not have a transnational character until the 1990’s, so the audiences 
in the Arab World only saw their own government’s politics espoused on televi-
sion.  Thus in times of crises, television was not the medium to inform people 
about events. According to Muh}ammad ‘Aîsh, dean of the College of Mass Com-
munication at the University of Sharjah (UAE):  
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[Until] recently, the concept of television journalism was virtually non-existent in 
Arab World  television services, which for three decades had functioned more as 
government propaganda machines than as independent sources of information.  
Nightly newscasts were not only the major components of television journalism but 
they were themselves dull and monolithic in their format, content, and delivery ori-
entations.  Television news gatekeepers selected their topics with a view guided 
mainly by existing political, social, and cultural arrangements.  Political news deal-
ing with leadership speeches, official visits, and protocol activities was always top-
ping Arab World TV news agendas.  Opposition groups had less access to govern-
ment-monopolized television and so did large segments of the population living be-
yond urban centers.  In the 1970s and 1980s, a single-channel environment provided 
viewers with limited exposure to regional and international television from neigh-
bouring countries and around the world.123 

 
     As long as national television stations held such a tight grip on the news and 
functioned as propaganda machines for the Arab authorities, television did not 
develop into a competitor for transnational Arabic news broadcasts on radio.  They 
did, however, draw audiences with an interest in entertainment away from radio on 
a large scale. 
      
5.3.2 Influence of Satellite Television  
During the 1990s, the Arab World’s television monopoly model has begun to expe-
rience major cracks because of the development of satellite television.  The Ameri-
can satellite broadcaster Cable News Network (CNN) with its direct broadcasts 
that were transmitted by many national stations in the Arab World during the Gulf 
War of 1990-1991, gave the example and created a taste in the Arab audience for 
similar Arabic programming. 
     By the beginning of the 21st century, all over the Arab World programs of the 
Abu Dhabi Satellite Channel, the Al Jazeera Satellite Channel, al-‘Arabîyah, 
ORBIT, Arab Radio and Television (ART), the Middle East Broadcasting Centre 
(MBC), and the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC) were being watched 
beside hundreds of other private Arabic channels.  Over half of all Arabs had direct 
access to satellite broadcasts that could not be censored by the Arab authorities.  
Some Arab countries, with Qatar with its channel Al Jazeera at the forefront, al-
lowed very liberal news reporting, including critical reports about most matters of 
importance in the Arab World.    
     For the first time since the 1960s, the Arabs did not have to tune into transna-
tional radio for an alternative perspective on international crises and could do so 
without their own government’s interference.  The private satellite television 
broadcasters offered an attractive alternative of professionally presented news pro-
grams.124 The impact of these stations on the political, social and religious views 
in the Arab World means serious competition for the Arabic public radio and tele-
vision stations.  
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     Due to the development of satellite television, a new version of television jour-
nalism evolved as a distinctive genre of programming on Arab television.  The 
resultant effect was outlined by ‘Aîsh: 

[This] created a new environment conducive to the utilization of television as a 
powerful force of public opinion formation.  The rise of commercial satellite televi-
sion alongside government-controlled broadcasting has brought about a new public 
sphere marked by varied news agendas.  More than ever before, previously sup-
pressed political perspectives and orientation have become more visible on Arab 
World television.  [This] rise of regional information organs has reinvigorated a 
sense of common destiny among many in the Arab World.  Regional broadcasting 
has created regional news organizations - both in terms of news coverage and deliv-
ery-that far surpassed what had previously existed.125 

     One highly interesting effect of the growth and the popularity of the Arabic 
satellite channels was that they seemed to have fostered a growing sense of a 
common Arab heritage and destiny. Another effect of satellite television is that the 
Arab audience is forced to decide what sort of program it wants to watch, as there 
is now a tremendous amount of choice. This is likely to create an audience that not 
only with respect to television but also in other aspects of society, wants to be 
allowed to make its own choices.126   
   
5.3.3 Incremental Steps to Liberalization of the Media 
The Arab States Broadcasting Union (ASBU) proposed in the mid 1990s that the 
time had come for the Arabic governments to ease themselves out of the broad-
casting sector.127 Ra’ûf Bâst}î, the director-general of ASBU, circulated an internal 
document in early 1995, advising an increasing autonomy of the broadcasters in 
order to give them ‘more credibility in the eyes of the citizens’.  He suggested the 
Arab states should disengage gradually from direct management of the media and 
encourage the private sector to take over.128  However, state monopolies have re-
mained the norm in radio and television broadcasting in the Arab World even 
though in most parts of the world, broadcasting has been given a taste of privatiza-
tion.129   
     Arab states like Egypt are aware that they have lost their hold over the televi-
sion audiences in the Arab World due to the private satellite broadcasters.  By 
2003, Egypt, Bahrain, Jordan and Dubai were experimenting with privatizing their 
media scene.  Egypt did so by opening a large Free Zone for Media in Six October 
City in February 2000.  Ibrâhîm S}âlih}, director of the Cairo Media Center at the 
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Modern Sciences and Arts University in Cairo, described these experiments as a 
‘revolutionary conversion from state-controlled into market-based media’, but in 
spite of that, he said in 2003 that ‘Middle East media, including broadcasting, are 
manipulated by the official regimes, and they are still controlled by obvious state 
intervention.’ This control resulted, for instance, in most Arab governments with-
holding airtime from representatives of radical Islamic programming on national 
television. S}âlih wrote that the government-owned media scene in Egypt and the 
whole Arab World were facing ‘a harsh state of recession’ due to bad management: 
 

Being governed for a long time by authoritarian systems, the media policy […] has 
always adhered to reactionary, unorganized chaotic performance rather than plan-
ning ahead.’  In journalistic programs, these media in 2009 still suffered from a ‘lack 
of objectivity and reliability, absence of journalistic skills and reporting potentials 
as well as distortion of information and self-censorship.130  

 
     MW and SW broadcasting, just like state television, are still managed in this 
archaic manner by most authorities in the Arab World.  This means that the tradi-
tional means of gathering information about news, and the major media that could 
be entertaining, have no chance to win the battle for the audiences.  Satellite 
televsion holds those audiences captive. 
 
5.3.4 Liberalization of Radio  
The one area where radio in the Arab World is seeing some serious privitization, is 
in the realm of FM radio. The number of Arabic FM stations is increasing fast.131 
This increase in these stations seems to be the result of a gradual loosening of the 
reigns on media in the Arab World; it also reflects the increasing businessminded 
approach of most Arab governments. As their business models are based on the 
income of advertising, these station focus mostly on popular entertainment. 
    Egypt exemplifies this liberiztion of the FM-market.  In 2003, Egypt began its 
experiment in private radio with the English station 104.2 Nile FM, a semi-
independent local station that can be received in Cairo.  With its modern popular 
style and its British disc jockeys, this station became very popular.  At the same 
time, the Arabic 100.6 Nujûm FM (Stars FM) also began in Cairo.  Any reference 
to opposition movements and radical Islam were avoided but that was not difficult, 
as these FM broadcasters did not offer any news programs whatsoever. 
     The only Arab countries with seriously liberal media, are Lebanon and Pales-
tine.  That is mostly due to their state of semi-anarchy.  In Lebanon, the existence 
of private radio was mainly due to the civil war of 1975-1990.  That war enabled 
private radio and television to mushroom.  Each faction, religious group and power 
center had its own FM station during that period.  Since the end of their civil war, 
the political direction has been towards restricting these liberties again.  The 
Audiovisual Media Law (Law No. 382) of 1994 made Lebanon the first Arab coun-
try where private radio and television were allowed to operate within the borders 
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of the country.  The law came about as a result of Beirut’s efforts to diminish the 
proliferation of free media and to avoid a proliferation of radicalization in the me-
dia.  However, it was not able to stop the Shi‘ite Hizb Allâh (Hizbollah, Party of 
God) from broadcasting its radical Islamic message.132 
     In the Palestinian Territories, the relative freedom to set up private radio and 
television stations was a reflection of a desire by many Palestinians to create a new 
media-paradigm in the Arab World.  The powerlessness of the Palestinian authori-
ties contributed to private radio becoming a reality.  In line with developments 
elsewhere in the Arab World however it is safe to assume that in the future radio in 
the Palestinian territories will be subject to stricter rules once the Palestinian 
Authority establishes a stronger grip on society.  The potential is there to national-
ize radio and television outright.   
 
5.3.5 Future of Transnational Arabic Radio 
In 2000, James Wood, a British technical expert in radio transmission in the Arab 
World, predicted a future of healthy growth for MW and SW broadcasting in the 
Arab World: 

 
All the signs show that AM broadcasting in this region of the world is, notwith-
standing the emergence of new technologies, assured of a healthy growth rate for 
several decades to come.  No other form of communication can with the same ease 
fulfill the four vital roles that highpower AM does; bringing kings and leaders in 
touch with the people, a tool during national disasters, entertainment, and a link 
with workers in adjacent Arab states.133 

    
     Most Arab governments at the beginning of the 21st century continued to en-
large their public MW and SW broadcasting power.  The conflicts and wars seemed 
to give the Arab regimes the incentive to strengthen their abilities to directly ad-
dress their own nations and the rest of the Arab World.  Of all households in the 
Arab World, 61.4% had a SW radio at the beginning of the 21st century.134 It is 
highly questionable, though, that the increase in radio broadcasting facilities will 
be matched by an increase in their audiences.  It is likely that more listeners will be 
turned into viewers of news on satellite television channels. 
 
 
6 SUMMARY 
 
6.1 Formative Period: 1928-1953  
 
All Arabic broadcasts by SW broadcasters from Europe and the USA were state-
initiated.  They were political propaganda tools, either related to World War II and 
the Cold War, or tools for presenting ideologies like Communism by the USSR.  
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     Most radio stations that were set up in Arab countries between 1928 and 1953 
were used by the colonial powers that occupied those lands to broadcast to their 
own expatriate populations.  These were part of the colonial experience, and often 
also part of the propaganda war related to World War II.   
     During this period, the opposing poles of radio broadcasts in the Arab World 
were Saudi Arabia and Tangier.  In Saudi Arabia, one of the few Arab countries 
that were not colonized, radio developed as a tool to support the rulers’ conserva-
tive views of Islam.  In Tangier, a truly commercial radio industry developed, 
made possible by the rather liberal European political and social climate of the 
city.   
 
6.2 Period of Egyptian Predominance: 1953-1967 
 
During this period, Egyptian radio was very popular all over the Arab World.  This 
was directly related to the popularity of the Egyptian President Nâs}ir and the lack 
of other strong Charismatic leaders in the Arab World.  It was also the outcome of 
the massive investment of Egypt in its broadcasting power compared to the rela-
tive weakness of radio in other Arab countries.   
     During these years, Egypt used its broadcasts mostly as propaganda tools for 
gaining the allegiance of the Arabs for the Egyptian foreign goals.  Western Arabic 
broadcasts like those of BBC and VOA were not very popular as long as Nâs}ir and 
his broadcasts were seen as credible sources of information and as long as Egypt 
was perceived to be leading the Arabs to freedom from Western dominance and 
influence.   
     The number of Arabs with radios grew enormously during this period, due to 
transistor technology.  Because the broadcasts of Egypt were interesting, a large 
listening audience developed during these years all over the Arab World. 
 
6.3 Increase of Transnational Broadcasting: 1967-1990 
 
During this period, the number of Arab countries with interesting and strong radio 
broadcasts grew, asd many of their leaders wanted to counter the impact of Egypt 
is their lands.  At the same time, the popularity of Egypt as a leading Arab nation 
was grately undermined after its lost wars and after the death of Nâs}ir. 
     As all Arab countries censored their media, many Arabs thought they could 
only find out what was actually happening in their own land as well as in the rest 
of the Arab World, by listening to a host of Arabic broadcasts from different Arab 
countries as well as from Western nations.   
     Millions of Arabs created the habit of searching for interesting broadcasts on 
the bandwidth of their radios, especially during times of war in the Arab World.  
Egyptian radio had now become just one of many radio broadcasts that were lis-
tened to for being informed. 
  
 
 
 



 

6.4 Broadcasting after 1991 
 
The Gulf War of 1990-1991 created a new interest in the Arab World for investing 
in radio broadcasting facilities, especially in Iraq.  At the same time, the develop-
ment of satellite television in the Arab World began.  This enabled the Arabs to 
watch live programs for entertainment and for being informed about the latest 
news that were not censored, as these satellite broadcasts often came from outside 
the Arab World or because they were broadcast from liberal Arab countries like 
Qatar or Lebanon.   
     Television, more than radio, became the most important source for news pro-
grams for the Arabs; transnational radio began to lose its importance.  In order to 
not lose its audiences altogether and also in line with international developments, 
some Arab governments took very careful steps to liberalize parts of their radio 
broadcasts.  This led mainly to more popular music stations and not to better and 
uncensored news broadcasts.  
     The impact of this was that at the beginning of the 21st century, Egyptian radio 
had not only lost its preponderant role among the Arab radio broadcasters, but that 
radio as a medium in general had also lost the battle for the audiences.  Both for 
entertainment and for being informed about the latest news, satellite television had 
become the main media for most Arabs. 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 


