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In cooperation with the Lebanese University Faculty of Information, Maison du Futur (MDF) 
held a seminar entitled “Media Efficiency Under Regional and International Variables” in 
the premises of the Faculty of Information Section II. The seminar addressed three main axes: 
media crisis in western democracies, credibility of news, and relationship between media and 
political power. The Director of the Faculty of Information Section II, Dr. Hani Safi, moderated 
the seminar which featured Pierre Ghanem, journalist and correspondent at Al Arabiya News 
Channel in Washington; Edmond Saab, journalist and former deputy editor at An-Nahar 
Newspaper; and Walid Choucair, journalist and columnist at Al-Hayat Newspaper. A number 
of students from the Faculty of Information Section I and II attended the seminar.  
 
The Dean of the Lebanese University Faculty of Information, Dr. George Sadaka, delivered an 
opening speech. He welcomed the attendees and commended cooperation with Maison du Futur 
in organizing seminars and conferences on public issues, the first of which is a conference 
entitled “Transition to the Rule of Law” held on March 9th, 2017 at the Central Administration of 
the Lebanese University. He stated that the world is changing fast and talked about the political, 
economic, social and technological transformations during the last two decades, especially in the 
Arab world. He added that whoever followed up on the US elections last November and the 
French presidential elections a couple of days ago can see the drastic change in the scene, to an 
extent that it is becoming hard to understand and keep pace with variables, mainly in 
conventional media. He also evoked the technological revolution that gave rise to social media, 
altered the role and work of media and forced conventional media to scale up its efforts to 
preserve both its existence and mission. 
 
He added that progress often leads to the extinction of some professions, transforms others and 
expands their roles, wondering how the press evolved under such technological revolution. He 
concluded by saying: “we believe that the presence of educated journalists who respect the rules 
and ethics of the profession is more urgent than ever before”. A press run by journalists who do 
not abide by professional rules puts democracy at risk. Information disseminated by the media 
sets the public free by informing them about all topics freely, objectively and transparently. 
Today, however, media contributes to the enslavement of the public by broadcasting false 
information. 
 
Mr. Aboud Bejjani spoke on behalf of Maison du Futur, starting with an introduction on Maison 
du Futur established in 1975 by President Amin Gemayel to be a think tank in the service of 
peace. MDF was a pioneer in utilizing state-of-the-art technology, especially in documentation 
and archiving, to preserve the national cultural legacy, but also, provide a reservoir of 
information for researchers. 



 
He touched upon the various activities of Maison du Futur since its revival in 2014 after a forced 
stop imposed by the Lebanese events, noting that they are part of an attempt to explore a new 
future for the Middle East and create a new Middle Eastern human being living in an atmosphere 
of freedom, peace and tolerance and a culture of respect for human rights. Those activities 
addressed key issues, such as sustainable development, good governance, dialogue among 
civilizations, education, health, environment and energy. He also evoked the data bank at Maison 
du Futur, IMS, which provides researchers in all fields with documented and electronically 
stored information according to the latest technologies with an average of 4,000 pieces of news 
stored monthly. Bejjani said that the launching of Maison du Futur in its current form was 
necessary at a bleak time for Lebanon and the region, stressing that the relaunch was a risk under 
the current circumstances in the region. However, experience and achievements have proved that 
it is a successful risk-taking. 
 
The topic of the seminar is both interesting and difficult as it raises questions that seem 
impossible to answer given modern technology and the emergence of social media which 
became the first carrier of the news. An average person can now transfer news to millions of 
people, creating chaos in news reporting. This modern technology overthrew the principles of 
physics and brought distances closer, with news, thus, reaching the furthest first. Bejjani raised 
several questions: "Where is the truth amidst this large amount of information? Is there an 
existential conflict between conventional media and modern media? Who shapes the public 
opinion? The answer to these questions may better be left to the future as it is difficult to answer 
them today". 
 
The Director of the Faculty of Information Section II, Dr. Hani Safi, took the floor and said: “In 
a world drowning in a sea of information coming from all over, we see ourselves in a scene that 
bears the imprint of digital media which has not only changed the means and tools of information 
transfer, but also the newsmaker, the substance and the content". The average citizen and 
politician have become journalists in the media field. We are surrounded by a huge amount of 
information of unknown source. He then asked: "What about the rules and ethics of the 
profession such as accuracy, reliability and integrity?" This is what we will discuss today with 
our distinguished guests. 
 
He, then, gave the floor to journalist Pierre Ghanem who joined panelists via skype and 
addressed media crisis in western democracies, specifically in Europe and the United States. 
 
Ghanem started by thanking the organizers of the seminar and said that he will particularly focus 
on the US experience and try to capture the current situation of the US media and the reasons 
behind the tension between media and President Donald Trump.  
 
Ghanem said: “Historically, the United States was home to large print, radio and television 
media outlets that dominated media sources until the 1990s. The US media has always been free 
to express various and different views and was owned by capitalists”. In the nineties, we 
witnessed a technological revolution that took us from print media, radio and television 
transmission mast and cables to other means of broadcasting information. On the impact of this 
technological revolution on the US media, Ghanem said that good media outlets upheld their 



positions and managed to keep pace with the revolution, while bad media outlets disappeared. 
Good media outlets have taken advantage of new and social media to maintain their presence and 
improve, especially given the abundance of capital spent to reach out to consumers. 
Conventional media revenues reach $123 billion a year, with an additional $600 million 
generated through social media. Conventional media has benefited from technological 
development to establish itself further. Recent statistics show that conventional media was a 
source of information during the last presidential campaign for more than 53% of US citizens, 
while less than 8% relied on social media. Good media outlets have, therefore, benefitted from 
technological revolution to uphold their presence and flourish. Currently, 12 enterprises own all 
media outlets in the United States and their capitals have grown to such an extent that consumers 
can rely today on more than just one source. 
 
With regards to the Donald Trump’s phenomenon and his relationship with US media, Ghanem 
said that Trump, who “is an outsider of the US political elite”, has broken the rule of what we 
call the “green light” in the media world by interfering in the news cycle through his statements 
via social media, namely Twitter. He explained that the “green light” in the media world is when 
a journalist, in printed press, radio or TV station has finished preparing his news bulletin which 
is now ready to be published or broadcasted. Since Trumps likes to post his fiery statements in 
the morning or in the evening, he confuses media outlets and force them to modify the bulletin 
and include his last statements. Trump used Twitter to impose himself on the news cycle. His 
interference in and control of this cycle made him earn the headlines. Trump became president, 
yet, he keeps his habit from when he was a candidate and makes sure he is in direct and constant 
contact with the American people through social media. Tension between Trump and the US 
media is primarily due to the fact that most of the media outlets, with the exception of a few, 
such as Fox News, are owned by liberal and democratic capitalists. Ghanem noted that the US 
media is free and objective in the collection and transferring of news, yet, loses its objectivity 
when analyzing information, thus, revealing the political affiliations of journalists.  
 
On the European experience, Ghanem commended the integrity, professionalism and objectivity 
of the British media and considered it the best in Europe. 
 
Journalist and political writer, Edmond Saab, then, addressed the reliability of news, false 
information and the phenomenon of citizen journalism. 
 
Saab started his intervention by thanking the organizers of the seminar and evoked the 
experience of the New York Times, stressing that the mission of journalism is to tell the truth. 
He said that in 1896 an unknown journalist bought the newspaper that was on the verge of 
bankruptcy. When asked on the first day about what he intends to publish, he replied: “I want to 
publish what is worth publishing”. And when he was asked about what is not worth publishing, 
he said: “What is false. The mission of a newspaper is to tell the truth”. 100 years later, the New 
York Times used the term “black eye” when it was shaken by the worst scandal in its history 
targeting its integrity. One of its reporters faked news over a span of several years. As a result, 
the reporter, the executive director and managing director resigned. After all, the newspaper has 
nothing but its integrity to sell to readers in return for their loyalty. Saab continued that Pierre 
Ghanem talked about the Trump phenomenon and modern technology. According to Saab, 
Trump is an exceptional man who came to power at an unusual time and upended the political 



life in the United States through the war he spearheaded with the media on behalf of industrial 
and military organizations. Saab also talked about the role of the press in France and its impact 
on the course to the presidential elections. Le Canard Enchainé Newspaper uncovered the 
corruption scandals of the right-wing candidate François Fillon who, consequently, lost the 
elections. Social media published news on the centrist Emmanuel Macron saying that he is gay 
and that his wife, 30 years his senior, is only a cover up. Social media went as far as to name his 
boyfriend to be Mathieu Galet, the CEO of Radio France. However, this news did not affect 
Macron who won the election. Saab also referred to the important role of the news carrier in 
making people believe it: In the case of France, people believed the news of the respectful 
newspaper and disbelieved social media. He compared the impact of modern technology to the 
Big Bang explosion which created the Earth. He said that the technological revolution resulted in 
the emergence of a new Cyberspace, an open democratic environment that cannot be limited nor 
controlled. 
 
Subsequently, Saab stressed the need to embrace the core concepts of journalism which define its 
mission in society, mainly amidst the chaos caused by social media. Harvard University 
identified the mission of journalism as follows: eradication of corruption, accountability and 
distinction between truth and lies. Harvard also considered that the danger of the internet 
includes the contamination of the press by fake news, undermining and tarnishing the profession 
of journalism, and the collapse of democracy. Alternatively, the remedy requires returning to 
sound rules, ethical and professional values; putting pressure on fraudulent enterprises by 
banning advertisements; and adopting a media education program like the one launched by the 
Aspen Institute in the United States. This is a high school program that teaches students to 
protect themselves against fake media and distinguish between true and wrong or false 
information. 
 
Journalist and writer Walid Choucair took the floor and addressed the relationship between 
media and political power. He pointed out that the issue of “politician-journalist” is raising 
complaints among official journalists who accuse politicians of taking up the profession. We 
should put aside these complaints and accept the concept of “politician-journalists” since modern 
media outlets allowed politicians to communicate directly with the public. We should also 
understand the challenges caused by such modern outlets as a race between two camps to reach 
recipients fast through their smartphones instead of waiting for the newspaper in the morning or 
sitting in front of the TV in the evening”. According to Choucair, journalists have also become 
recipients, and this affected their role as an intermediary between politicians and citizens. They, 
too, use Twitter and Facebook. Over the last two decades, conventional media succeeded in 
adapting to the abundance of news available through social media. It partially shifted from 
receiving and transferring news to analyzing information published on social media. Today, 
media integrates news feed within previously prepared news in a complied manner to give 
consumers a complete coverage. Complaints against “politician-journalists” are no longer valid 
even though the press is losing considerable ground. Politicians no longer need to make 
interviews or meet with journalists to disseminate information, as they can post their messages in 
one or two sentences on social media. Today, journalists scramble for politicians to obtain 
information while, previously, politicians used to scramble for them to have their messages 
delivered to the public. Nevertheless, this does not mean that politicians no longer need 
journalists. Besides, social media is poisoning the press to gain ground on conventional media. In 



addition to the phenomenon of “politician-journalist”, citizens, too, have become journalists (as 
seen during the war in Syria). Yet, there are legitimate fears of the effect of this phenomenon on 
journalists. As they dash off to publish news, journalists have disregarded professional rules and 
become news promoters rather than carriers of true information. Hence, Internship is of utmost 
importance. 
 
Some news websites have set a pattern of unprofessionalism and reduced the role of media as an 
intermediary. These websites, especially in Lebanon, do not produce information but share it 
from other websites and from newspapers. Sometimes, they even publish full articles from 
newspapers under eye-catching titles to distort their content. Those websites report news, use 
unusual intriguing tools and do not abide by the rules of the profession. On the watchdog role of 
media vis-à-vis decision-making and given the large amount of news broadcasted through new 
media outlets, a journalist should go beyond his role as an intermediary between politicians and 
citizens and promote investigative journalism. “In a nutshell, concerning the role of media in 
shaping the public opinion, I say that we should not fall into the illusion of that role, chiefly with 
the existence of social media”. Politicians can forge their own a supportive public opinion 
without the help of the media. States can now use the internet and social media platforms to 
create a public opinion and identify its trends. Choucair concluded by saying that social media 
platforms initiate journalistic work and assign tasks to fresh and inexperienced journalists. To 
become an editor who can write news appropriately, a journalist needs to have experience in 
obtaining information as a reporter or a correspondent, hence the importance of investigative 
journalism. 
 
Safi, then, opened the floor for discussion, and students asked panelists the following questions:  
 
- Following Trump’s election and despite media opposition, to what extent can the US media 

still influence the public opinion? Did its role shift in this regard?  
Pierre Ghanem: The US media still plays a role in creating the public opinion, but in the 
United States people tend to believe media outlets that are in line with their political 
orientations. In the last presidential election, the media focused its efforts on independent 
voters who rely on different media outlets to obtain information. The US media does not 
monopolize the shaping of the public opinion, yet it has a major role in that process.  

- The United States and freedom of the press: media outlets are owned by capitalists: How can 
we speak of free press when media is owned by capitalists? And if media outlets only reach 
out for and influence people of the same political orientations, what remains of their role? 
Ghanem: Freedom of the press in the United States and objectivity of the press are two 
different concepts. As I previously said the US media remains objective in the process of 
collecting and transferring news. It loses its objectivity when a journalist or reporter begins to 
give his opinion and analyze the news, basically disclosing his political orientations.   

- Could the Lebanese press meet technological challenges? Is the Arab media objective, or 
does it merely convey the viewpoint of the rulers or funders? 
Saab: Print media in Lebanon has failed to keep pace with the information revolution and 
held to printed press at a time where the latter is no longer the only source of information. 
Choucair: Print media in Lebanon is going through a crisis because it is lagging behind or 
because some newspaper owners are betting on its survival since it still has its own readers 
and a generation or two continues to rely on it. They are also betting on the survival of their 



newspapers if Lebanon recovers its economic cycle. Print media is in crisis because 
newspaper owners have failed to understand the significance of technological revolution. 
And new media outlets couldn’t attract advertising companies and could not overcome 
economic hardship.  
Ghanem: In the Arab world, the budget of media outlets exceeds advertising revenues. Media 
outlets cover their expenses through the State or the funder. After all, media serves the 
funder. What is important is for media companies to ensure quality while their journalists 
endeavor to deliver reliable news.     

- You mentioned that in the US good media outlets have remained while bad ones disappeared. 
What is the difference between objective press in Europe, mainly the British media as you 
said, and free media in the United States? 
Ghanem: During the Falklands war in 1982, the BBC used to broadcast news on both the 
British and Argentinian armies. This outraged the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
who went to the corporation but was not let in. Again, objectivity lies in transmitting news 
while freedom is in the analysis thereof.  

- How can investigative journalism be promoted? 
Walid: It is not an easy task. Investigative journalism needs investment and space, and 

ditching of hastened news and the desire to thrill readers daily. Investigative journalism takes 
time and requires collective work to do the inquiries. A team of journalists is needed to 
gather documents and corroborate news from different sources. It is no longer difficult to 
find stories, yet the management of newspapers and media outlets is neglecting investigative 
journalism.      

- You mentioned that cyberspace is not owned or controlled by anyone: does this hold true 
under the censorship of certain topics by some websites? 
Saab: Any type of media should be at the service of society. No matter how strong social 
media censorship is, the field remains uncontrolled. I agree with Mr. Choucair on the 
importance of investigative journalism. I would like to note that there is a huge difference 
between free and independent press. For the press and media, independence is more 
important than freedom. There might be a free press, but there is no independent press. The 
press is either dominated by political power, capitalists, who provide funding, or other 
economic interests. It is alleged that when journalists Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, 
who uncovered the Watergate scandal in the United States in 1972, suggested to the editor-
in-chief of the Washington Post to open an investigation into Wall Street, the newspaper 
refused and deemed Wall Street a red line due to financial interests. Upholding the ethics of 
the profession is the key remedy to all ailments plaguing the media landscape. Independence 
is at the core of these ethics as it encompasses freedom, integrity and objectivity in news 
reporting.       

                    
     

 


