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Abstract
This thesis examines the role of the Internet in shaping political deliberation in
Malaysia. Focusing on online news media, parliamentarians‘ blogs and the websites
of selected political parties, it explores the extent to which the Internet has liberalised
access to information and opened up new spaces for discussion in a country where
most conventional media is controlled by the government and public discourse is
restricted. The dissertation contends that while the Internet has broadened
participation in public debate, its role in facilitating and enhancing deliberative
democracy in Malaysia is still limited as many political actors continue to control
and manipulate information for political purposes.

Although patterns of news consumption in Malaysia are changing and the Internet
has become an important medium for activists and politicians alike, there are
significant differences in how political and civil society actors in Malaysia use online
media. This thesis shows that neither individual politicians nor political parties foster
genuine political deliberation through their online presence. Instead, they use their
websites primarily for information dissemination and political marketing. In contrast,
the prominent online newspaper MalaysiaKini has made a significant contribution to
broadening the public sphere in Malaysia by providing new opportunities for public
debate.

Data presented in this thesis was collected through a range of methods including
content analysis, structured and unstructured interviews with key informants, and
web link analysis. The findings derived from the analysis contribute not only to the
discourse on contemporary Malaysian politics, but also to theoretical discussions
about deliberative democracy and the public sphere in a semi- democratic country.
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Chapter 1
__________________________________________________________________
INTRODUCTION: Malaysia, the Internet and Deliberative Democracy

We didn‘t think it was important. It was a serious
misjudgement. We thought that the newspapers, the print
media, the television were important but young people
were looking at text messages and blogs. [The influence
of alternative media] was painful. But it came at the right
time, not too late (Abdullah Badawi, then PM, NST, 25
March 2008: 2).
The 2008 general election in Malaysia delivered a surprisingly bad election result for
the ruling coalition, the Barisan Nasional (BN) (National Front). Many argued that
the success of the opposition coalition, Pakatan Rakyat (PR), was due to its use of
the Internet, which enabled them to mobilize supporters in unprecedented numbers
(Ufen, 2008; Abdul Rashid, 2009; Abbott, 2011).As the above statement by
Abdullah Badawi shows, the ruling BN conceded that one of the major factors
determining the 2008 general election results was the new media of the Internet.
The Internet had been used by oppositional groups during the 1999 general election,
though its real impact was not clear at the time. Online political activity had begun a
little earlier, when Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed sacked his deputy, Anwar
Ibrahim. Their political conflict began due to their differing responses to the Asian
Economic Crisis of 1998 andculminated in Anwar being dismissed. Many of the
aspects of dismissalwere not discussed sufficiently by the mainstream media,which
created anger among his supporters and opposition groups. The turmoil led to an
explosion of dissenting voices on the Internet expressing anger and dissatisfaction.
The Internet provides a space for voices from outside the mainstream discourse
which was previously very limited. These dissenting voices then organized and
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mobilized through cyberspace especially for the 1999 general election in which lead
to the existence of reformasimovement. This development suggests that the Internet
provided an opening for political change in Malaysia that had not existed before.
This thesis assesses the role of the Internet in democratic change, especially for
deliberative democracy in Malaysia. It focuses on the period following the 2008
general election,when it appears that not only opposition parties increasingly used
the Internet, but also the ruling BN made more intensive efforts to win votes through
cyberspace. It is essential to investigate empirically the role of the Internet in shaping
an emerging public sphere and deliberative democracy in Malaysia.

1.1

Research Background, Aims and the Main Argument

Malaysian politics have undergone tremendous change since the 1999 election. The
most significant political change was in the election results. Electoral outcomes
changed radically, a phenomenon not seen since the late 1960s (See Table 1.1). In
1999,though the BN maintained its two-thirds majority in parliament, the result was
hard-won. The opposition parties increased three-fold their parliamentary seats and
won power in the state of Terengganu. The BN‘s share of the vote dropped from 65
per cent in 1995 to 56.5 per cent in 1999 (Ping and Yean, 2007). Then in 2004, it
cameback with landslide victory,as its share increased to 64 per cent and the party
won 91 per cent of the seats. However, more extraordinary was the 2008 general
election, in which the BN lost its two-thirds majority. This was only the second time
in the BN regime‘s history that the ruling coalition had lost that majority.1

1

The first time it won state seats was in 1969, following which the country was threatened by ethnic
riots. (For more discussion see e.g Crouch ,1996 ; Kua Kia, 2007 )
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Table 1.1 Percentage of votes for Barisan Nasional
General elections

Percentage of votes

1995

65.2

1999

56.5

2004

63.9

2008

51.4

Source: Compiled from Election Commission of Malaysia (www.spr.gov.my)

In the concurrent state elections, the opposition PR gained control of five of thirteen
states.2 Significantly, the opposition broke out of the heartland of the Islamic party,
in the north-eastern states of Kedah and Kelantan. Victories in Penang and Selangor
were particularly remarkable as Penang is the most economically developed state
and is dominated by Chinese, and Selangor effectively surrounds the capital Kuala
Lumpur. Anwar Ibrahim, a leader of PR, claimed ―I don‘t think Malaysian politics
will ever be the same again‖ (Fuller, 9 March 2008).

Yet, electionsare not the only site of political change in Malaysia. Public space in
Malaysia has also become ―more democratic...more open to new entrants, more
accommodating the diverse (even if antagonistic) viewpoints‖ (Weiss, 2012:13). To
some extent, this gradual transformation is a direct result of some of the UMNO
regime‘s own policies, including the commitment not to censor the Internet. Intended
to help speed up economic development, the non-censorship bill was introduced by
Mahathir in 1996 and was meant to be a cornerstone of his endeavours to make
Malaysia a globally recognized hub for IT-related industries. Little did he know that
this bill would also pave the way for a remarkable transformation of Malaysia‘s
political scene.
The spread of the use of the Internet occurred mainly among Malaysia‘s middle class
of urban dwellers with easy access to the Internet (Weiss, 2012). The middle class is
usually linked to the process of state-led modernisation and industrialisation,which

2

One of the states under opposition control, Perak, later returnedto the control of the ruling BN after
the state constitutional crisis.
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has brought them economic growth and affluence. Consequently, this group usually
supports the ruling government, especially in elections (Abdul Rahman, 1996).
However, although economic development was the main earlier ambition of this
group, many of their current concerns are about more than just economic growth.
Almost all mainstream media is under the control of the ruling class and with the
growing diffusion and popularity of the Internet, the middle class people now turn to
it for discourse and deliberation in policy and consultation (Pandian, 2008). They
have become ―digital citizens‖, informing, receiving information and communicating
through cyberspace. This means that debate about social and political issues has
intensified, alive and well in cyberspace since 1998, with only limited control by the
government (Derichs, 2004).

With the growing diffusion and popularity of the Internet for political discourse in
Malaysia, it has become important to assess the potential of the Internet to contribute
to building a public sphere and therefore deliberative democracy.3 The new modes of
political communication as represented by individuals or social groups using new
media might constitute the elements of a public sphere and might create the
conditions for deliberative democracy. Although the vibrancy of online political
discourse has grown since 1998, this phenomenon has not received much scholarly
attention in Malaysia. Despite the critical need to understand the ways in which
social and political actors use the Internet for political discourse and thus for
deliberation purposes within the local context, little research has addressed this issue.

This study seeks to help fill this gap by examining the role of the Internet in shaping
political deliberation in Malaysia. By focusing on online news media,
parliamentarians‘ blogs and the websites of selected political parties, it explores the
extent to which the Internet has liberalised access to information and opened up new
spaces for discussion in a country where most conventional media is controlled by
the government and public discourse is restricted. Acknowledging that Malaysia has
so far defied conventional theories of democratic transition (Abbott 2009), the thesis
concentrates on one small aspect of political change, namely the gradual and not
3

The ―public sphere‖ is a conceptual term referring to a public space where people come together to
discuss and debate public issuesfree of state restrictions (see Habermas, 1989). The concept is
discussed in detailin the next section.
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necessarily linear transformation of virtual spaces for public debate in Malaysia.
From a theoretical perspective, it contextualizes this political change in a broader
academic debate about deliberative democracy and the public sphere.

The primary objective of the research is to explore the potential of the Internet for
fostering deliberative democracy through an examination of three areas: the online
newspaper MalaysiaKini,parliamentarians‘ blogs, and the websites of selected
political parties. More specifically, this study examines,
theextent to which the online newspaper MalaysiaKini, parliamentarians’ blogs and
selected political parties’ websites have enhanced the public sphere and contributed
to the emergence of deliberative democracy in Malaysia.

It is argued that while the Internet has broadened participation in public debate, its
role in facilitating and enhancing deliberative democracy in Malaysia is still limited,
as many political actors continue to control and manipulate information for political
purposes. Although patterns of news consumption in Malaysia are changing and the
Internet has now become an important medium for activists and politicians alike,
there are significant differences in how political and civil society actors in Malaysia
utilise online media. The prospect of greater access to information and the
interactivity of the Internet enable the establishment ofnew platforms for discussion
between politicians and public. As studies from advanced democracies like
Switzerland (Staeuber & Gesser, 2009) or Canada (Small, 2008) have shown, the
internetcan potentially perform deliberative roles (Coleman, 1999; Coleman &
Gotze, 2001).However, this thesis shows that in Malaysia neither individual
politicians nor political parties foster genuine political deliberation through their
online presence. Instead, they use their websites primarily for information
dissemination and political marketing. In contrast, the prominent online newspaper
MalaysiaKini has made a significant contribution to broadening the public sphere in
Malaysia through the provision of new opportunities for public debate.

The remainder of this chapter presents a comprehensive literature review of
theoretical perspectives on deliberative democracy. It then develops a conceptual
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framework to guide the study before explaining the methodological approach used in
the analysis. Finally, it provides a brief overview of the structure of the thesis.

1.2

Theoretical Perspectives: Deliberative Democracy, the Public Sphere

and the Internet

Though rarely discussed in the context of Malaysian politics, deliberative democracy
has been paid much attention by many scholars over several decades (Fishkin, 1995;
Habermas, 1996; Chambers, 2003). For them, legitimacy of lawmaking and the
government can be achieved through the public deliberations of citizens. Deliberation
here basically refers to the rational discourse in which matters are debated in order to
achieve understanding of the public issue. It is hoped that the practice of deliberation
can be achieved in an arena of public sphere where individuals are able to engage in
rational critical discourse free from state control and economic power (Habermas,
1996). Since the emergence of the Internet, many scholars have seen it as a tool that
could enhance deliberative democracy (Rheingold, 1994; Blumler and Coleman,
2001; Levine, 2001). The Internet can facilitate the delivery of a great amount of
information without constraintsof time or space. It also enables people to engage in
two-way communication at affordable cost. Moreover, the Internet offers new
opportunities to access information without the scrutiny of information-filtering
institutions. It also enables more transparency in political institutions. Significantly,
the Internet has the potential to facilitate public discussion not only among the
general public but also among political elites. Through these special characteristics,
the Internet provides new possibilities and hopes for deliberative democracy to be
introduced in semi-democratic countries like Malaysia, where mainstream media
have been controlled by government and freedom of expression is limited (Mustafa,
2005). Therefore, it is important to highlight here that this study emphasizes the
deliberation potential in non-democratic countries. This reflects what He and Warren
(2011: 274) call ―authoritarian deliberation‖, which refers to
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a form of rule in which powers of decision are
concentrated, but power holders enable communicative
contexts that generate influence (responsiveness to
claims and reasons) among the participants.

As a semi-democratic country, Malaysia (see for example Case, 1993; Khoo Boo
Teik, 1995; Jesudason, 1995; Crouch, 1996; Munro-Kua, 1996) makes a rewarding
case study, because it is neither a liberal democracy nor a fully authoritarian
state.Malaysia has been labelled a semi democratic country because even though it
does holdcompetitive electionsin which the opposition has in the past won a growing
number of seats, the contest is not a fair one. William Case (1996b) categorised
Malaysia as the example of a semi-democratic country in Southeast Asia. According
to him a semi-democratic country is ―usually presented as a subset democracy,
deviating in some measure from the category‘s spirit but distinguishable from the
‗pseudo democracies‘ and vacuous ‗electoralism‘ that shade into authoritarianism‖
(Case, 1996b:438). The country ―has presented as ‗half-way houses‘, straddling
uncomfortably the democratic and authoritarian categories that tug them in contrary
directions‖. However, the country ‗has scrupulously dissolved parliaments within the
five-year time, however, the government ‗masks district malapportionment, a short
campaign period, bans an open air opposition rallies, and the government‘s highly
partisan use of media outlets, state equipment and development grants‖ (Case,
1996b: 448).

This shows that the political dynamics of the country dictated that its political system
move from one side to another of the political continuum without following a
particular pattern. In responding to opposition groups, the government uses
repressive means closer to authoritarian rule, while when responding to popular
aspirations, it becomes more democratic.4 As such, with the emergence of online
political discourse on various social, political and policy issues, informal and
spontaneous discussion might turn into a deliberation process. It would be possible
4

The most systematic and detailed study of the analysis of Malaysian political institutionsappears in
Harold Crouch‘sGovernment and Society in Malaysia, 1996, where he describes the Malaysian
political system neither authoritarian nor democratic, through a detailed analysis of Malaysian politics
in the 1980s and 1990s.
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for the government to take into consideration the voices of people,and for political
elites to communicate with citizens through the Internet. The context of online public
discourse is critical to gaining a better understanding of the Internet‘s potential to
contribute to deliberative democracy where most conventional media been controlled
and public discourse is restricted in ―offline‖ settings.

Research about the Internet is proliferating andthere are many studies specifically
about the Internet and democracy. However, there is no consensus among scholars
on the impact of the Internet on democracy, particularly deliberative democracy.
They appear in doubt about the mechanism that connects the Internet with
democratization processes around the world (for example, Hill and Sen, 2005).
Given the range of studies of the impact of the Internet and deliberative democracy,
it is imperative to provide a systematic overview of the competing theoretical
perspectives on the interplay between the Internet and deliberative democracy, and
link this discussion to the case study of Malaysia. In the following sections, Ioutline
some of the most influential theoretical approaches to deliberative democracy and
the public sphere, then examine the role of the Internet in enhancing the scope of the
public sphere under conditions of restricted civil liberties,and finally, propose a
conceptual framework for thestudy.

Many scholars regard public deliberation as a prerequisite to a healthy democracy
(Barber, 1998; Elster, 1998; Coleman & Gotze, 2001). Barber (1984: 174) notes that
―there is no strong democracy legitimacy without ongoing talk‖. Similarly, Coleman
and Gotze (2001: 123) acknowledge that ―public information and deliberation will
produce a stronger and more frequently renewable and reviewable mandate from
people to their chosen representatives‖. Hill and Hughes (1998: 62) argue that
―discourse is at the heart of democracy‖. These views indicate the importance of the
deliberative process for the legitimacy of decision-making and government; elections
and voting cannot be the sole measure of democracy.

There is a vast amount of literature on the theory of deliberative democracy (see for
example, Habermas, 1984; Cohen, 1989; Dryzek, 1996, 2002, 2005; Fishkin, 1991;
Benhabib, 1996; Elster, 1998; Fung & Wright, 2003; Dryzek & List, 2003; Fung

8

2004; Leib, 2004), from which emerge various definitions of deliberative
democracy. Scholars focus on different issues in their definitions and consider
different aspects of deliberative democracy depending on the nature of their study.
Kim and Wyatt et al. (1999), for example, note that deliberative democracy is ―a
discursive system where citizens share information about public affairs, talk politics,
form opinions and participate in political process‖. Cohen (1997: 85) concentrates on
proposed deliberative democracies as ―arenas in which citizens can propose issues
for the political agenda and participate in debate about those issues‖. Waldman
(2001: 153) defines deliberative democracy as ―a system in which decisions are
made not by coercion or bargaining among interests but also through a discursive
process in which citizen collectively consider and debate alternatives‖. Similarly,
Wright and Street (2005: 1) state that deliberation is a ―specific form of
participation: communication through a discussion between individuals about issues
which concern them, leading to some form of consensus and collective decision‖.
There is no uniform definition of deliberative democracy;it varies depending upon
who initiates it and who participates in it. As Mutz (2008: 525) observes that ―it may
be fair to say that there are as many definitions of deliberation as there are theorists‖.

This thesis adopts the view that deliberative democracy is a dynamic process of open
debate based on citizens‘ involvement and a continuing exchange of information
among and between citizens and politicians. It takes into account the political
communication of citizens as a means to resolve conflict and decision-making in a
forum free of controls or power (Ethan & He, 2006). Levine (2000) states that
democracy requires deliberation for three reasons: a) to enable citizens to discuss
public issues and form opinions; b) to give democratic leaders better insight into
public issues than elections are able to do; and c) to enable people to justify their
views so that the best ideas can be separated from the worst. Deliberative democracy
is concerned with citizens‘ participation in discussion and debate without any control
from any political or economic power (Fishkin, 1991; Fung, 2003; Fung & Wright,
2003; Ackerman & Fishkin, 2004). The most comprehensive definition of
deliberative democracy has been developed by the Deliberative Democracy
Consortium:
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an approach to decision making in which citizens consider relevant
facts from multiple points of view, converse with one another to think
critically about options before them and enlarge their perspectives,
opinions and understandings. Deliberative democracy strengthens
citizen voices in governance by including people of all races, classes,
ages and geographies in deliberation that effect public decisions.
(Hartz-Karp, 2005:1)

It is important to differentiate deliberative democracy from aggregative democracy,
in which a society makes choices through voting in elections. The aggregative
democracy model refers to the ability of citizens to participate in the decisionmaking process without conflict, in order to resolve disagreements and make their
preferences known through voting (see Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Young
(2000:20-21) points out that the aggregative model fails to deliver participation,for
several reasons. First, preferences are not only based on one individual. The
preferences should be based on the greatest number and greatest intensity. Second,
the aggregative model lacks ―any distinct idea of a public formed from interaction of
democratic citizens and their motivation to reach some decisions‖ (p. 20). Third, it
―carries a thin and individualistic form of rationality (as) each political actor may
engage in instrumental or strategic reasoning about the best means of realizing their
preferences but the aggregate outcome has no necessary rationality‖ (p. 20). Lastly,
the model is ―sceptical about the possibility of normative and evaluative objectivity.
It denies that people who make claims with reasons that are objective in the sense
that they appeal to general principles beyond the subjective in preferences or
interests of themselves or others‖ (p. 21). Therefore, for Young (2000), deliberative
democracy is more important than aggregative democracy since deliberation
produces a plurality in which people can gain new ideas, learn from others‘
preferences and reflect on their own.

Another model of democracy is the participatory model. It appears to share more
similarities with the deliberative model than the aggregative model. The aggregative
model focuses more on revealed preferences of voters during elections while
participatory and deliberative democracy theorists believe that the citizens should
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contribute to democratic decision-making in more active ways. Nevertheless,
participatory and deliberative are also different in a few ways. The participatory
model addresses the creation of opportunities for all members of the population to
make meaningful contributions to decision-making while the deliberative model
aims for justification and understanding of the legitimacy of democracy (Hauptman,
2001).The participatory model has been criticized as failing to take into
consideration the complexities of modern society, being overly confident of people‘s
desire to participate in politics (Young, 2000). Hauptman (2001:401) criticised the
participatory model as mistaken because it heavily emphasizesthat people enjoy
participation in politics and ―radical democrats almost without exception hold that
democratic participation is an attractive activity, one that people would naturally
choose if only they had the opportunity‖.

Given the political realities in contemporary Malaysia, the deliberative model of
democracy is viewed here as the best model that most closely fits with the
development of socio political developments inthe country. Since the 12th General
Election, Azzizuddin (2009) noted that there has been a shift in Malaysian politics
towards deliberative democracy. Najib Razak as a prime minister, who has shown
indication that he himself accept the practice of deliberative democracy.
His―1Malaysia‖concept and promises of real economic reforms under his New
Economic Model (NEM) and Economic Transformation Plan (ETP) appeared to
restore confidence for people and rallied popular support for the BN (Chin, 2010).
His slogan is ―People First, Performance Now‖, urged the people to join him to
revitalise the country through the concept of ―1Malaysia‖ (Azzizuddin, 2009).
Through Key Performance Indicators (KPI), Najib was aimed at monitoring
performance of his ministers and deputy ministers. Public feedback and views on the
quality of civil service will be used in evaluating the KPI of ministers (Bernama, 30
April 2009). The Deputy Prime Minister, Muhyiddin Yassin also supported the
concept of ―1Malaysia‖ and noted that the era of ―government knows best‖ has
ended and this was the time to engage with people in decision making (Azizuddin,
2009). Moreover, after the 2008 general election, many leaders of the government
created their own blogs accounts including the former prime minister, Mahathir,
http://www.chedet.co.cc.

The prime minister also has his own blog –
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http://www.1Malaysia.com.my. It is stated in the blog that the 1Malaysia blog
intended to provide ―a free and open forum to discuss the things that matter deeply to
us as a Nation‖5. Therefore, this thesis examines whether the realm of the Internet
could contribute towards deliberative democracy. The thesis interrogates various
realms of the Internet ; the online newspaper; Malaysiakini, the parliamentarians‘
blogs and political parties‘ websites in order to examine in the bigger dynamic and
comprehensive way in the current Malaysian political landscape.

Deliberative democrats believe that the goal of deliberative democracy is to foster
understanding among citizens through the use of reason to support positions or
arguments that are open to the criticism of others and in turn reflect others‘
arguments (Parkinson, 2004). This concords with Gutmann and Thompson‘s (1996)
ideas of reciprocity, entailing respect on the basis of disagreement. The discussion
not only expresses ideas rationally but also transforms people‘s preferences, interests
and judgements. In discussion, citizens can learn from others or perhaps discover
that they do not agree on certain issues as much as they had assumed (Dryzek, 2001).
In this way, deliberative democracy ―provides the opportunity for individuals to
develop and express their views, learn positions of others, identify shared concerns,
and preferences and come to understand and reach judgement about matters of public
concern‖ (Carpini & Cook et al., 2004). Deliberation is a forum for public
engagement (Elster, 1997) where ―no force except that of the better argument is
exercised‖ (Habermas, 1975: 108).

Scholars have also focused on the normative requirement to measure deliberative
democracy. Since there are many definitions of deliberative democracy, several
empirical studies have developed normative requirements to test the quality of
deliberative democracy and to reflect on an expansive conception of it. Many of
them have overlapping criteria for measuring that quality.

5

http://www.1Malaysia.com.my – accessed 16 June 2010
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Gutmann and Thompson (1996) divide the criteria of deliberative democracy into
two dimensions. The first is the quality of deliberation and the second is the key
condition determining the quality. They highlight six criteria: 1) reciprocity, 2)
publicity, 3) accountability, 4) basic liberty, 5) basic opportunity, and 6) fair
opportunity. The first three criteria refer to the quality of the process of deliberation,
and the second three refer to the key conditions determining the quality of the
deliberation. Reciprocity refers to mutual respect among citizens and a capacity to
explain positions to each other. Reciprocity is shown in signs of expressed
willingness to listen to other people‘s ideas and to try to find common ground in
order to achieve understanding. Publicity refers to the idea that conversation should
build in the context of transparency and cannot be held in a culture of secrecy.
Accountability is acceptance of criticism that is justified by reason. Basic liberty
means freedom from other interventions or controls. Basic opportunity refers to the
right of every citizen to compete for basic goods such as education. Fair opportunity
refers to every citizen‘s right to compete for a better life. Gutmann and Thompson
(1996: 63) argue that the satisfaction of these principles can facilitate debate and
enable people to find common ground on issues without necessarily changing their
fundamental positions:

The aim of such a process is not necessarily to induce citizens to
change their first-order moral beliefs. It is rather to encourage them to
discover what aspects of those beliefs could be accepted as principles
and politics by other citizens with whom they fundamentally disagree.
Since it is this second-order agreement that citizens should seek, they
do not have to trade off their personal moral views against public
values.

Schneider (1996) identifies four similar criteria of deliberative democracy: 1)
equality, 2) diversity, 3) reciprocity and 4) quality. According to Schneider (1996:
74) equality is ―equal access to speaking opportunity and equal distribution of voice
among speakers‖. Diversity is also important as more variety of conversation reflects
freedom from control. Reciprocity refers to people‘s engagement in conversation
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with each other and reflection on the perspectives of others. Quality means that the
conversation consists of argument and debate for deliberation.

Wilhelm also identified four main elements of the deliberative process: 1) providing
and seeking information, 2) reciprocity, 3) opinion homogeneity and 4) rationality.
According to Wilhelm (1999: 88), providing and seeking information is important
for the quality of deliberation as it refers to the equal opportunity of participants to
propose ideas as well as ―how often these postings are aimed at seeking out,
acquiring, filtering and/or exchanging information‖. Reciprocity is the exchange of
opinion among participants. Opinion homogeneity refers to the extent that the
discussion encourages diversity of ideas. Rationality refers to the argument being
based on justification and support of one‘s own position.
Dahlberg (2001(a), 2001 (b), 2001 (c), 2004), drawing on Habermas‘ concept of the
public sphere, identifies six criteria. Similar to Gutmann and Thompson (1996), he
also identifies two dimensions for deliberative democracy: key factors that determine
the quality of deliberation, and the criteria of quality deliberation. His six
requirements are:

1) Thematisation and reasoned critique of problematic validity claims, which involve
two sub-criteria – reciprocity and justification. Reciprocity requires actors to talk and
listen sincerely without any hidden agenda as a basis for their action. Justification is
―put forward and critically debated with all positions being supported by reasons‖
(Dahlberg, 2004: 33).
2) Reflexivity, which refers to people being able to ―critically examine their values,
assumptions and interest‖ (Dahlberg, 2004: 29). This refers to the capacity and
willingness of participants to rethink their own arguments in light of others‘ views.
3) Ideal role-taking, which refers to ―emphatic listening, which in turns means
ongoing dialogue with difference‖ (Dahlberg, 2004: 29-30). This criterion means
respecting all positions, ―not only those immediately present in the forum but all
affected by the problem considered‖ (Dahlberg, 2004: 33).
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4) Sincerity, which refers to sincere effort, in which there is no deception, ―to make
known all relevant information and their true intentions, interests, needs and desires‖
(Dahlberg, 2004: 30).

5)Inclusion and discursive equality, which means the ability to access the online
discussion and make a contribution to it. Equality means that ―each participant has
an equal opportunity to introduce and question any assertion whatsoever and to
express attitudes, desires and needs‖ (Dahlberg, 2004: 30).

6) Autonomy from state and economic power, which means that the discussion is not
controlled by political power or economic power. The discussion should be about
matters of public concern (Dahlberg, 2001a).

While these scholars have made significant efforts to identify the requirements for
deliberative democracy, others have criticised their normative criteria.Thompson
(2008) notes that some of these requirements are ―not fully engaged with the
normative theory [of deliberative democracy]‖ (2008: 498). Further, he emphasises
that most studies have not produced a comprehensive understanding of deliberative
democracy such as a ―clear concept of elements of deliberation, the conflicts among
these elements and the structural relations in deliberative systems‖ (2008: 497). As a
consequence, many empirical findings are confused and inconclusive (for example,
Jassen & Kies, 2005; Conovor & Searing, 2002), and some conclude that the
experiments ―currently fall short of the ideals of deliberative democracy‖ (Conover
et al, 2002:59).
To bridge the gap, Fishkin (1995: 41) introduces the notion of ―incompleteness‖ or
―less deliberative‖ in his study of deliberation, to allow for a more realistic approach
to deliberative democracy:
When some citizens are unwilling to weigh some of the
argument in the debate, the process is less deliberative
because it is incomplete in the manner specified. In
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practical context, a great deal of incompleteness must be
tolerated. Hence when we talk of improving deliberation,
it is a matter of improving the completeness of the
debate and the public‘s engagement in it, not a matter of
perfecting it.

As Elster (1998: 8) states:

All agree, I think, that the notion includes collective decision making with
the participation of all who will be affected by the decision of their
representatives: this is the democratic part. Also, all agree that it includes
decision making by means of arguments offered by and to participants who
are committed to the values of rationality and impartiality: this is the
deliberative part.

While deliberative democracy has been much debated by many scholars,it basically
refers to a process of communication in the form of open rational debate among
citizens with the involvement of politicians. There is no consensus about the specific
criteria for measuring deliberative democracy, but apparently minimum common
dominators are autonomy, inclusion and equality, reciprocity, rational critical
argument and reflexivity. We now consider the conceptual area in which the
deliberation process should take place, namely the public sphere.

Central to the deliberative model of democracy is the concept of a well-functioning
public sphere. In the most well-known conceptualisation of the public sphere,
Habermas (1996) notes that it is through discourse (deliberation) that the public
sphere is constituted. Generally, the public sphere is where the free flow of public
discussion and exchange of views that are able to fulfil the requirement of
democratic systems takes place. The concepts of the public sphere and deliberative
democracy are interdependent, particularly in the work of Habermas,whodescribes
the public sphere as a space for the public to interact and debate public issues free of
control by political or economic powers. He definesit as:
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A forum or arena that mediates between state and
society, a forum in which private individuals can debate
public affairs, criticise the authority of the state and call
on those in power to justify their positions before an
informed and reasoning public (cited in Williams, 2003:
68)

Habermas developed the normative notion of the public sphere as a democratic space
in which citizens can argue and exchange views on problems in order to achieve
mutual understanding regarding the common good. Ideally, the public sphere is also
free of state and corporate constraints. The public sphere is a mediating space
between the state and civil society. For Habermas, the relationship between citizens
engaged in public discourse and communication is a critical criterion of the public
sphere (see Habermas, 1989, 1996 , 2006). He idealised the concept of the public
sphere to include the following factors: rational-critical discourse; an inclusive
public; disregard for rank (social status should not play a role); a space removed
from state control; and no-one competent to speak should be excluded (Chambers,
1995; Gimmler, 2001). This idea projects rational public opinion as both outside
state control and an effective check of government misconduct. In this sense, the
public sphere mediates and moderates the political atmosphere by including citizens
regardless of status and background.

In his book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas (1989)
examined the structural causes of the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere in
the eighteenth century. He traced its European history to the feudal system in which
the king or lord represented himself before an audience: the king was the only public
person, others were spectators. The public and private realms were not separate. In
the eighteenth century, the bourgeois public sphere emerged. The bourgeoisie came
together freely in these spaces, discussed openly and rationally the social and
political concerns in interactions which constituted the bourgeois public sphere. This
was a new space for criticising, making recommendations and influencing the state.
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Habermas believes that people are insufficiently informed about public policy
matters. They are generally uninformed or hold on to misinformation that helps
support their beliefs. He believes that in a deliberative democracy, citizens would be
informed, educated and then engaged in the decision-making processes. There is a
role for the media then, in encouraging people to participate and build an informed
political discussion rather than simply agreeing with whatever the state delivers.
During this period of eighteenth century, the influx of rational critical arguments into
the press created a place for people to voice their opinions. The existence of the
periodical press represented a main source for the discursive engagement in the
public sphere. Most of this time, the press was confronting the government. For
these reasons, in Habermas‘ analysis, the role of the media in the public sphere is
significant. In an ideal situation, the media is a tool for citizens to access information
freely. It is important that there be quality information to feed discussion and
criticism, in order to build consensus in the policy process. Habermas is concerned
about the critical role of the media in the public sphere, so for him, the press is ―a
genuinely critical organ of a public engaged in critical political debate: as the fourth
estate‖ (1989: 60). Habermas pays particular attention to the role of the media in the
emergence of bourgeois public sphere, arguing that the press transformed its role
from collecting and informing the public to become a new vehicle to guide public
opinion. He explains that the press ―remained an institution of the public itself,
operating to provide sites for and to intensify public discussion‖ (Habermas, 1991:
42).

However, the situation changed in the twentieth century. Habermas (1989) argues
that the role of the mass media in that period was ambivalent, which resulted in the
decline of the public sphere. The role of mass media such as television, magazines
and newspapers became problematic as these became non-critical and attempted to
avoid conflict with the government. There was ―not a line [that] could be published
without the consent of the censor; a political journalism could not be developed; the
periodical press as a whole remained scanty‖ (Habermas, 1989: 67). Habermas
argues that the mass media became associated with interest groups and served as
their means to manipulate the public. Forums in the public sphere such as the media
and the communicative spaces of the coffee house and saloons began to be overtaken
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by commercial interests and focused on entertainment. According to Habermas, the
media shifted its role from guardians of the public sphere who cast a critical eye on
the state, to manipulators of public opinion. Conflict and competition over economic
and political power disrupted the public sphere. The state also began to treat
individuals as a ―client or consumer of services rather than citizens‖ (Crossley &
Roberts, 2004: 5). This idea has been developed by other scholars who see public
opinion being manipulated by government through the control of media
organisations and partisan media ownership (Calhoun, 1993). In that scenario,
people access a public sphere which is controlled rather than free. For Habermas, the
media under state control loses its democratic character. He argues that the state uses
the mass media for its own propaganda and economic interests. He notes the power
of media ―to select, and shape the presentation of, messages and by the strategic use
of political and social power to influence the agendas as well as the triggering and
framing of public issues‖ (Habermas, 2006: 415).

For Habermas, the consequence of these developmentswas a kind of refeudalisation
of the public sphere. The bourgeois public sphere was eroded due to economic and
structural changes. The boundary between state and society also became blurred,
leading to the collapse of the private sphere itself. A refeudalised public sphere can
be described as follows:

A public sphere that transformed into a managed show.
It functions to legitimate the acts and self-interest of
public authority and other political and economic elites
seeking the assent of a depoliticized population, which is
excluded from public discussion and the decision making
processes (Thompson, 1993: 178).

In this transformation, instead of functioning as a resource for rational critical
debate, the media became a channel for commercialisation and leisure. The media
serves political or interest groups rather than the public. With commercialization and
a focus on economics, the nongovernmental organization replaces the old public
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sphere. Therefore, the public sphere takes on a feudal aspect again, with politicians
and media organisations representing themselves before the people. Public opinion is
thus manipulated for the sake of politics and big commercial organisations. As Peters
(1993: 560) argues, a public sphere that is ―dominated by commercial media is not a
realm in which all can find access and in which arguments clash freely, but an arena
for competitive claims to power‖ which points to the public sphere not acting for the
public good but rather for the good of the powerful.
Habermas‘ idea of the public sphere has been subjected to analysis and criticism.
Some studies point out that the ideal concept of Habermas‘ public sphere is
problematic because it is too narrow (Dryzek, 2000) and hard to achieve fully
(Mouffe, 1999). Fraser (1992) and Young (1990) criticise Habermas‘ public sphere
for being too exclusive, though Habermas asserts that it is inclusive and disregards
rank. For example, they say, Habermas‘ public sphere tends to accommodate chiefly
the male bourgeois and thus there is a risk that men would dominate the public
sphere. Young presents an alternative model of the public sphere that recognises
women and marginalised groups. For Young, the public sphere is a democratic
model that should give voice to all sections of society, especially women and
marginalised groups.

Fraser developed the concept of the subaltern counter-public sphere. She articulates a
public sphere theory with multiple public spheres instead of just one large public
sphere (1990). For her, the single public sphere conceptualised by Habermas does
not accurately describe the pattern of people‘s activities in a democratic society. She
proposes that there are two kinds of public sphere, the dominant one and the
subaltern one. The dominant public sphere refers to a province for the white middle
and upper classes while the subaltern counter-public sphere refers to marginal groups
who are basically excluded from the dominant sphere. Multiple spheres allow for
more argument and more discourse, which promotes more participation. In this way,
the subaltern counter-public sphere functions as ―parallel discursive arenas where
members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter discourses,
which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their
identities, interests, and needs‖ (Fraser, 1990: 67). Participation in a subaltern
counter-public sphere is important in a democratic society because it gives
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marginalised people a space to disseminate their discourse ―into ever-widening
arenas‖ (ibid.). The discourse of the counter-public is one that moves beyond what
Habermas refers to as the public sphere. In the context of evaluating the potential of
the public sphere and deliberative democracy in a semi-democratic country, such a
concept should be considered.6
The broader concept of the public sphere is useful in analysing whether, in the
context of the Internet, MalaysiaKini, parliamentarians‘ blogs and political parties‘
websites can contribute to deliberative democracy in a semi-democratic country such
as Malaysia. It provides a more nuanced understanding of the extent to which the
Internet could contribute to the deliberative democracy under particular
circumstances. Therefore, it is useful to discuss theories of the impact of the Internet
on deliberative democracy and public sphere.

Ideas about deliberative democracy and the public sphere have been reinvigorated
with the emergence of the Internet. There are two broad schools of thought regarding
the Internet and its impact on democracy and on deliberative democracy in
particular. The ―cyber optimists‖ argue that the Internet has a positive impact on the
quality of democratic participation and democratic deliberation, while ―cyber
pessimists‖contend that the Internet does not affect deliberative democracy but could
have a negative impact on political discussion.

A number of studies examine the possibility of the Internet contributing to the
deliberative process (Schneider, 1996; Dahlberg, 2001a, 2004; Jankowski & Van
Selm, 2000; Wilhelm, 1999; Coleman & Gotze, 2001; Muhlberger & Shane, 2001;
Sunstein, 2001, Stromer-Galley, 2002; Tsaliki, 2002). In these studies, the Internet is
seen as encouraging democracy to flourish and as a key to the renewal of
deliberative democracy and citizen empowerment (Toffler, 1995; Negroponte, 1995;
Rash, 1997; Dyson, 1998). Kellner (1998), for instance, states that the Internet has
―produced new public spheres and spaces for information, debate, and participation
that contain the potential to invigorate democracy and to increase the dissemination
of critical and progressive ideas‖. The Internet is seen as providing a space for public
6

Despite these criticisms, Habermas‘s public sphere is still influential and has been followed in other
studies (see e.g., Dahlberg, 2001; Dahlgren, 2005; Kim and Kim, 2008).
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participation and deliberation (Blumler & Coleman, 2001; Levine, 2001) where
people can generate and connect online networks based on their interests, and as a
space connecting strangers, which results in dispersed but powerful communities
(Rheingold, 1994). Access to information allows citizens to be better informed prior
to the deliberative process. Jansen and Koop (2005) note that a willingness in
government and media to publish information online allows citizens to inform
themselveseasily about political issues. Similarly, Gimmler (2001)states that the
Internet can strengthen deliberative democracy because it provides unrestricted and
equal access to information. It also facilitates opportunities for interaction and
participation as it ―conceives of a more complex, horizontal and multidirectional
interactivity‖ (Chadwick & May, 2003:280). In addition, the Internet generates
discussion and could potentially develop as a ―virtual community‖ (Rheingold,
1994). According to Rheingold, a virtual community is a community of free choice
that is not constrained by geography. It fosters political community and identities
based on interest and not on territorial concerns. He argues that the online
community is different to a community in real life. A virtual community is an
alternative space where people can interact in everyday life, while opportunities for
such interaction are increasingly diminished in modern reality. Rheingold contends
that bulletin board systems (BBS) are democratising technologies for the exchange
of ideas. They can be used to mobilise people, organise movements and coordinate
political campaigns. As he puts it (1994: 276), ―the virtual communities could help
citizens revitalize democracy, or they could be luring us into an attractively
packaged substitute for democratic discourse‖. He also believes that ―if properly
understood and defended by enough citizens [the technology] does have
democratizing potential in the way that alphabets and printing presses had a
democratizing potential‖ (1994: 79).

It should be pointed out that not all scholars are optimistic about the potential of the
Internet in contribute to deliberative democracy. Some scholarscaution that the loose
network of informal discussions and the overwhelming crowd in cyberspace might
not produce the best results for deliberative democracy. Margolis and Resnick (2000)
argue that the Internet has created “politics as usual” and has tended to normalise
political activity by reflecting and reinforcing patterns of behaviour and the socio-
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political structure of “real life” without making any changes in the online space.
Norris (2003) notes that political parties’ websites do not facilitate public
discussion.They use, rather, a top-down model of political participation,since the
websites are used only to publicise announcements, not to generate political
discussion. Some critics even suggest that the Internet, rather than having little or no
impact, could have a negative one, such as widening the participation gap. This
reflects their concern with the notion of a “digital divide”, in which unequal access
to the Internet will increase other forms of political and social inequality. In such a
context, the Internet deepens a division between the “information rich” and the
“information poor” and between activists and the politically disengaged. Norris
(2001) notes that this would create a “democratic divide” between those who use
Internet resources to engage, mobilise and participate in public life and those who do
not.

Other studies of the Internet claim that participants are polarised and fragmented.
Katz (1997) points out that ―confrontation, misinformation and insult characterise
many public forums on the Internet‖. ―Flaming‖, that is, irrational, uncivil and
disruptive attitudes, is seen to result from the anonymous nature of the Internet
(O‘Sullivan & Flanagin, 2003). A study by Hill and Hughes (1998) based on a
UseNet newsgroup demonstrates that in that chat room it is difficult for members to
have a thoughtful discussion; most members write snap comments without thinking
rationally. Similarly, Davis (2005) found in his study of electronic political
discussion in the US that the Internet did not encourage participation and was still far
from functioning as a forum for deliberative democracy.

Sunstein (2001)has a similar view of the online deliberative process. He argues that
cyber-discourse leads to fragmentation or what he calls ―cyber balkanisation‖
(Sunstein, 2001). He theorises that Internet users can be segregated and isolated and
thus gradually form their own, like-minded groups. Users tend to be hostile and
uncooperative with those who do not share their views. He highlights the ability of
Internet users to customise, filter and select their preferences as one of the factors
that leads to cyber balkanisation. Sunstein described the Internet as follows (2001:
17):
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[The Internet is] a breeding ground for extremism, precisely because likeminded people are deliberating with greater ease and frequency with one
another, and often without hearing contrary views. Repeated exposure to an
extreme position, with the suggestion that many people hold that position,
will predictably move those exposed, and likely predisposed, to believe in it.
One consequence can be a high degree of fragmentation, as diverse people,
not originally fixed in their views and perhaps not so far apart, end up in
extremely different places, simply because of what they are reading and
viewing.

This suggests that if people are fragmented and their groups are based on their own
preferred kinds of communication, they becomes more extreme and more dominant
as they would move towards groups in line with their preferences. Differently
minded groups move further and further apart from one another, thus polarising
society.

Cyber optimists and pessimists are both correct. On one hand, online spaces can
allow open discussion and a plurality of ideas as well as deliberation; on the other
hand, cyberspace can also permit uncivil behaviour, domination of ideas,
fragmentation of people and chaos. Due to the complexity of cyberspace, the impact
of the Internet on democratic deliberation cannot be explained by the technology
alone. Rejecting a linear perspective of the direct effect of the Internet, scholars have
emphasised other roles on the effect of the Internet for democratisation.

Other schools of thought consider the cyber optimism and pessimism positions
insufficient because they both disregard the context in which the Internet is used.
Their studies (including Lievrouw & Livingstone, 2002; Webster, 2002; Kluver &
Banerjee, 2005; Yzer & Southwell, 2009; Hindman, 2009) suggest the consideration
of broader political, economic and social contexts in the analysis of the impact of the
Internet on society. Kluver and Banerjee (2005) applya political economy approach
to the impact of the Internet in Asia (China, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand,
Philippines, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea and India). They identify three important
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variables for assessing the impact of the Internet in democratic practice: the political
culture, regime regulation and level of access to information technology. They find
that, for example, compared with Malaysia and Indonesia, the Internet plays a less
effective role in Singapore‘s political culture. In the former countries, there is
widespread online political activity without constraint from the authoritarian
regimes. By way of explanation, Kluver and Banarjee (2005: 37) contend that:

In nations with a more authoritarian political culture, the
Internet has had a more indirect affect, to some extent
increasing the ability of parties and individuals to alter
the public agenda...Rather, the governments have often
been more successful in using the Internet to consolidate
their own authority and legitimacy. And finally, in
nations without democratic mechanisms, the Internet has
given citizens greater ability to express political opinions
and to participate in an indirect way in the governing
processes of the nation.

A few scholars concentrate on the role of the Internet for deliberative democracy in
authoritarian regimes. For them the government has been successful in controlling
political uses of the Internet while promoting its use in business and economics,
thereby ensuring that Internet use has little political impact (Kalathil & Boas, 2003;
Penfold, 2003). Although the Internet facilitates the creation of new networks of
non-government activists and regional political linkages, governments find ways to
control communications, including implementing restrictive laws. Authoritarian
regimes, Lessig (1999) argues, can most certainly regulate the Internet, both by
controlling its underlying code and by shaping the legal environment in which it
operates, and also by using cyber laws to restrict political use (Shapiro, 1999).
Governments can also use their authority to restrict the flow of information (Penfold,
2003), to track information about individuals or companies through the electronic
information they create with credit card purchases and emails, in order to monitor
citizens (Lyon, 2003) and place limits on the online public space (Baber, 2002). This
is consistent with Kalathil and Boas’s (2003) study of eight authoritarian regimes
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which showed that leaders learn quickly how to control and use the Internet for their
own purposes.

Singapore and China both strictly implement laws to control the Internet. Singapore
is a semi-authoritarian country which is implementing information communication
technology (ICT) strategies by using a combination of legal, technical and social
measures to shape Internet use (e.g., Rodan, 2003; George, 2005; Smith, 2007).
China is unique in how it encourages and controls ICT. No other regimes encourage
and control ICT as extensively as China in the Asia Pacific (see Kalathil & Boas;
2003, Hachigian; 2001). China has fostered an impressive telecommunication
industry and promoted widespread access to the Internet. However, in order to avoid
the medium‘s potential challenge, the government has strategies for filtering,
monitoring and deterrence, and for promoting self-censorship (Kalathil & Boas,
2003; Tai, 2006).

Instead of concentrating on political institutions, Webster (2002) emphasises the
political economy aspect of the new technologies,in order to understand their
implications. He questions the information provided on the Internet, pointing out that
it should be assessed for quality and reliability. This is because information
appearing on the Internet relates to who pays for its production. Such an analysis, of
the corporate control of the media, could provide a better understanding of the
implications of new technologies, especially the Internet, Webster says. The focus on
capitalism is reflected in Habermas‘ (1989) notion of the public sphere in which,
ideally, all citizens can equally access and discuss public issues and shape public
opinion. As Habermas (1989) notes, due to capitalism, the deliberative process in the
public sphere has been manipulated.

So, rather than merely focusing on the Internet as an agent that pulls democratisation
forward, we must consider the context of the political culture in order to avoid a
simplistic study of the Internet under authoritarian regimes. Pointing out the
importance of the political context, including the cultural practices of technological
usage, is important in evaluating the contribution of the Internet to deliberative
democracy in Malaysia. Therefore, the principal framework of this study depends on
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the criteria of deliberative democracy cited above and also on consideration of the
political sociological aspect through the theory of the public sphere.

Many political scientists believe that the Internet has the potential to make a better
public sphere than the old mass media (e.g. radio and television) (Jankowski and van
Selm, 2000; Rucht el al., 2008). The Internet therefore is a medium that has allowed
equal opportunity for all participants to share information. It is believed that the
Internet could include multiple actors, especially civil society actors who may have
limited access to mass media. To be sure, the mass media isimportant in the
formation of the public sphere because of itsability to deliver information to a wider
public and as a place for public discussion. However, mass media such as television
and radio are usually profit-oriented businesses with expensive infrastructures,
restricting the number of those who can afford to own and operate them. The
Internet, by contrast, has become an alternative space. The Internet could contribute
to the public sphere thanks to its special features such as the possibility for formation
of public opinion on a broader scale than previously, the low cost of transmitting
information, the facilitation of greater access to information and interactive features
that enable two-way communication (Gimmler, 2001). With these features, the
Internet is a tool for the public to gain access to political institutions. In other words,
it helps improve accountability and transparency (Wong & Welch, 2004) and
provides the opportunity for information to be directly disseminated from politicians
to the public without passing through filtering institutions such as the mass media
(Coleman, 2005). In addition, some information that is not likely to be covered by
the mass media is available on the Internet. In the long run, the Internet might
democratize the public sphere (Dahlgren, 2005).

The notion of the public sphere provides a theoretical framework for scholars to
interpret the function of the Internet (Dahlberg, 2001a, 2004; Fung; 2000; Kellner,
2004; Papacharissi, 2002). It is claimed that the Internet not only revives the public
sphere but also extends its domain to a virtual public sphere (Han, 2007). As part of
the public sphere, the Internet is seen to offer possibilities for reinvigorating the
public sphere:
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The age of the public sphere as face-to-face talk is
clearly over: the question of democracy must henceforth
take into account new forms of electronically mediated
discourse. What are the conditions of democratic speech
in the mode of information? What kind of ―subject‖
speaks or writes or communicates in these conditions?
(Poster, 1995: 265)

However, there is no guarantee that the Internet will support the public sphere. Some
scholars view the Internet itself as part of the public sphere (Papacharissi, 2002), and
argue that it should be considered in relation to three important issues. First, it allows
for greater information storage, accessibility and literacy but it is still caught in the
digital divide. In this regard, Papacharissi (2002) expresses concern about the
domination of the Internet by the political elite as they have greater access to it.
Others,including Barnes (2004), have warned that those denied access to the Internet
are also affected by the domination of political power. Second, the concept of
reciprocity in the two-way communication is able to support the public sphere as
people can communicate across boundaries and understand each other. However,
communication is still fragmented and is dominated byanelite. Third, in regard to
commercialisation, the Internet may be similar to traditional media and be
transformed into a profit-driven market rather than an arena for political discussion.
Corporatisation does not facilitate democracy, as companies tend to maximise
benefit and minimise cost for their own company. Such practices do not often benefit
broader society.

Dahlberg (2001a) also finds that there are barriers to the Internet being considered
part of the public sphere even though it ―is facilitating discourse that replicates the
basic structure of rational critical debates and that in various ways approximates the
requirements of the public sphere‖. According to him, most online conversations
indicate ―on a global scale the loose webs of rational-critical discourse‖ (2001c:1).
He examined an online democracy project, the Minnesota E-Democracy project,
based on public sphere theory,and concluded that the case study was able to ―foster
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an online interactive public sphere where people deliberate upon issues relating
Minnesota politics‖ but was only partially successful as it was unable to attract full
participation from the population. Dahlberg also points out that it is difficult to
generalise from specific cases and that other factors also should be considered when
studying the public sphere, including social and cultural ones that could affect the
online public sphere.

Several development of the Internet may have challenged these criticisms especially
in authoritarian regimes. According to Douai and Nofal (2012), there are three
important development of the Internet that need to be considered when assessing the
power of the Internet in an authoritarian regime. First, user-generated, social
networking and Web 2.0 have empowered huge amounts of users. The Internet
provides ordinary citizens with an unprecedented capability to provide information
in a variety of forms including user-generated videos. Second, the Internet opens up
alternative space free from state control. Even though there are restrictions in
authoritarian regimes, the Internet as a public sphere is usually difficult to control
for the government. The Internet provides myriad virtual spaces where people could
publicize their ideas without restriction and thus enable them to form a ‗virtual
community‘ (Rheingold, 2000). It is a sphere where people can supervise state
power, criticise governments‘ wrongdoing and influence policy making (Wang and
Bates, 2008). It is also a sphere to encourage the formation of public opinion through
online comments in online news. Third, the anonymity of the Internet does help in
authoritarian regimes as it offers safety and refuge from state repression. For
example, in the Middle East, just a few demonstrations have illustrated that
anonymity allows for the erosion of state power and enable offline mobilization
effectively (Douai and Nofal, 2012).

A few studies view the Internet as part of the public sphere because it is a network
that builds the social ties of individuals or groups into communities sharing the same
interests without geographical barriers. With its special features such as the low cost
of transmitting information and easy access, the Internet has intensified network
communication. It is a space where the general public can add information and thus
it can reproduce and distributeinformation by linking people to each other and
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producing networks. Calhoun (1998) states that the Internet is not successful as a
public sphere without an effective individual social network. Castells (1996) also
develops a theory of the information society as a network society. The proliferation
of information technologies leads to new forms of socialisation which can transform
society by creating new forms of identity and inequality, submerging power in
decentred flows and establishing new forms of social organisation. Benkler (2006)
also points out that small websites interconnect with each other thematically and this
could constitute diversity of discursive argument.

Social Network Theory (SNT) offers a potentially rich framework for
conceptualising deliberation and the public sphere‘s relationship with the Internet. It
is clear that the Internet constitutes a network relationship that could be explained
through SNT as this theory is already based on the network attributes. According to
Farrall and Carpini (2004: 1), SNT attributes such as ―isolation, cohesion, centrality
and marginality –which can be useful in identifying patterns of fragmentation or
integration within social systems, are of obvious relevance to political deliberation‖.
To increase understanding of the Internet and political deliberation, SNT - through
web link analysis - is able to explain details of web communities‘ networks.

Many studies of the potential of the Internet are grounded in the public sphere
model. Whether the Internet can constitute a public sphere is still debated. Views
range from the optimisticone that the Internet can strengthen deliberative democracy
and is an ideal place for producing public debate, to the pessimists‘ view that the
Internet constrains deliberative democracy and leads to an anarchic public sphere.
The present study engages with this debate in the specific empirical context of
Malaysia.

1.3

Conceptual Framework and Methodology

Many previous empirical research studies have proposed normative requirements to
evaluate deliberative democracy. As pointed out already, two dimensions are
essential in assessing deliberative democracy: the key factors that determine the
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quality of deliberation; and the conditions for the quality of deliberation. In relation
to the first, two criteria often emerge in the literature: autonomy, and inclusion and
equality. Meanwhile, quality of deliberation is based on three criteria: reasoned
argument, reciprocity, and reflexivity. Table 1.2 summarises the main criteria used to
measure online deliberation.

Table 1.2. Main criteria used to measure online deliberation
Criteria

Studies

Autonomy from state and economic
power
Inclusion and equality

Dahlberg (2001a), Janssen and Keis
(2005), Park (2000), Price (2003)
Dahlberg (2001a), Stromer Galley
(2005), Wilhelm (1999), Schneider
(1996),Gutmann and Thompson (1996)
Wilhelm (1999), Dahlberg (2001a),
Graham and Witschge (2003), StromerGalley (2005)
Wilhelm (1999), Schneider (1996),
Graham and Witschge (2003)
Gutmann and Thompson (1996),
Graham and Witschge (2003), Dahlberg
(2001a)

Reasoned argument

Reciprocity
Reflexivity

As shown in Table 1.2, five main criteria are commonly found in studies of online
deliberative democracy: autonomy, inclusion and equality, rational critical argument,
reciprocity and reflexivity. These criteria are used to assess the potential of the
Internet to contribute to deliberative democracy in Malaysia. Each criterion is
discussed separately.

Autonomy from state and economic power

The first criterion refers to online discussion not just being free of political or
economic control, but also being solely for ―public oriented citizens‖ (Dahlberg,
2001a). People should have the freedom to express their opinions without any
control from political elites or institutions. The indication for this criterion is any
sign of control or not of these spaces.
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Inclusion and equality
Inclusion and equality mean that ―all who are affected by the issue under discussion,
or more generally all who are interested, should be able to participate‖ (Janssen,
2004: 23). In relation to online discussion, the inclusion criterion basically means the
ability to access and contribute to the discussion. This can be reflected in the Internet
penetration rate of the country in which the online discussion is based. The equality
criterion means that ―each participant has an equal opportunity to introduce and
question any assertion whatsoever and to express attitudes, desires and needs‖
(Dahlberg, 2004: 30). Inclusion and equality also include treating all those affected
by the issue or in the discussion as an equal, and that the discussion is not dominated
by any minority.

Reciprocity

Reciprocity is another important criterion for evaluating deliberative democracy. It
refers to the extent to which participants respond to each other. The criterion is
assessed by evaluating how people exchange different views by responding to
others‘ comments. This also could be reflected in the opportunities provided by the
web for people to talk and listen without any strategic orientation to their actions.

Rational critical argument
Rational critical argument refers to arguments and explanations supported by reason
or justification. For this criterion to be indicated, the argument would include no bad
language, flaming or attacking other people personally.

Reflexivity
Reflexivity refers to the extent to which participants consider others‘ positions in
light of their own position. This criterion is assessed by looking at how people‘s
arguments incorporate other people‘s ideas. As such, they ―critically examine their
values, assumptions and interests‖ based on the arguments of others (Dahlberg,
2004: 29).
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As mentioned, many findings in the empirical research of deliberative democracy
fail to fulfil the criteria set for deliberative democracy; therefore, this study also took
another initiative. As Freelon (2010) suggests that when we analyse online
discussions, deliberation should not be a single category for study. According to
Freelon, it is common in research into online political discussion to focus only on
deliberation and ignore other ―equally compelling conversation phenomena‖
(2010:2).

Thus most research lacks analytical criteria and fails to analyse the communication
within a broader spectrum of evaluation. The researcher often ―ignores many other
theoretically interesting features of online political deliberation‖ (Freelon, 2010: 3).
Hence, Freelon proposestwo other models of online communication - the liberal
individualist and communitarian communication models, as summarised in Table
1.3. The criteria that he developed, including personal revelation, flaming and
ideological fragmentation, were used in the present study to evaluate postings that
were not categorised under deliberative democracy, in order to carry out a broader
examination of deliberative democracy in a semi-democratic country. Therefore, as
well as the criteria for deliberative democracy (autonomy, inclusion and equality,
reciprocity, rational critical argument and reflexivity), this study also uses criteria
from the liberal individualist and communitarian communication models to analyse
deliberative democracy in Malaysia.

Table 1.3. Liberal individualist and communitarian communication model

Model of online communication
Liberal individualist
 Emphasises rational individual‘s


potential for self actualisation and
expression
Online discussion is for personal
expression

Communitarian


Emphasises the power of
technology to reinforce existing

Indicative metric





Monologue
Personal revelation
Personal showcase
Flaming





Ideological fragmentation
Mobilisation
Community language
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community ties as well as
establish new ones




Intra-ideological questioning
Intra-ideological reciprocity

Adapted from Freelon (2010)

Methodology
This study employs both qualitative and quantitative methods, due to the complexity
of the web phenomenon. The research concentrates not only on answering the
question what the research is about but also ―how?‖ and ―why?‖ particular actors
perform their particular role. Hence,I use the following three methods: 1) content
analysis of text in online newspaper, MPs‘ blogs and party websites; 2) interviews
for a more comprehensive understanding of stakeholders‘ roles and 3) web link
analysis7 in order to visualise the potential of deliberation on the web.

Content analysis is a principal technique in this study, which examines and assesses
the functionality of the online newspaper, parliamentarians‘ blogs and political party
websites. This method enables inferences to be drawn about the messages the actors
have sought to deliver specifically for deliberative democracy. The content analysis
is done by quantitative and qualitative means. The qualitative approach emphasises
interpretation of the content and analysis of the text, focusing on description and
expressions of the subjects‘ views from a wider concept of the phenomenon under
discussion. The quantitative approach is a statistical one, focusing on patterns such
as the frequency of posts or comments.Many studies of political communication use
content analysis to assess issues related to the web (Trammell, 2007; Wright, 2009).
Theyalso use postings in blogs, news in online newspapers and information on party
websites to identify the potential of the web to contribute to democracy. Similarly,
this study analysed the text of an online newspaper, MPs‘ blogs and selected
political party websites as well as related story beyond the text. A detailed discussion
of the content analysis is presented in three empirical chapters (Chapter Four –
7

Web link analysis usesIssue Crawler software to understand and extract information from the
structure of the web. Details in Chapter Six.
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online newspaper, Chapter Five – MPs‘ blogs and Chapter Six – political parties‘
websites).

The second technique used was interviewing. I conducted sixteen face-to-face, semistructured interviews with open-ended questions (see Appendix A for details of the
participants). The interviews were non-standardised,but were guided by a list of key
themes, issues and questions (see Appendix B). The interviews supplemented the
content analysis data,giving me insights and opinions from informants about the
three different arenas. Theyalso helped to clarify certain issues not addressed or not
fully addressed in the content analysis. Through the interviews, I gained an
understanding of various phenomena especially motivations for blogging and the
importance of deliberation for bloggers. Face-to-face interviews were conducted
during fieldwork, and after the fieldwork three interviews were conducted via email
and telephone.
Web link analysis was also added, using free software called ―Issue Crawler‖, to
analyse the political party websites in particular. Due to the complexity of analysing
online discussion on the websites, the web link analysis was used to view the
networks created around the parties‘ websites for their potential to contribute to
deliberative democracy. Details of this analysis are reported in Chapter Six.

A triangulated method approach was used in order to highlight the values of the web
more accurately through observing it from different viewpoints. When findings are
gathered from varied methods, the results can be more accurate and ultimately can be
interpreted with more confidence (Hen et al., 2006).

It was not possible to study every actor in the three different areas. Therefore, this
study used samples in each of them. The empirical chapters provide details of the
research samples,including how and why they were selected.
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1.4

Thesis Structure

Thedissertation consists of seven chapters. The first three chapters provide the
background and the literature review. The three subsequent chapters present the
empirical research in order to evaluate the potential of the Internet to contribute to
deliberative democracy in Malaysia. Chapter Seven concludes the thesis.

The three empirical chapters follow a particular pattern of analysis.Each begins by
analysing general features of the websites under examination, namely the online
newspaper MalaysiaKini, MPs‘ blogs and party websites. This analysis evaluates the
sites‘ contributions to deliberative democracy in Malaysia based on the criteria
established earlier. These empirical chapters each analyse a specific case that made
headlines in Malaysia and was widely discussed in both traditional and new media.
The so-called Allah issue was chosen as a case studybecause it allows a deeper
understanding of the myriad issues of deliberative democracy in Malaysia – a
country with a complex political system that is neither democratic nor
authoritarian,and also multi-religious and multi-ethnic.
The Allah issue arose when the judgement of Malaysia‘s high court that the word
Allah is not exclusive to Muslims. Judge Lau Bee Lan ruled that the Catholics who
had been prohibited by the Home Ministry from using the word Allah in their
publication since 2007, can now use the term.

The judge also rescinded the

prohibition order that prohibit the Malay-language edition of the Catholic monthly
newsletter, The Herald to use the word Allah to refer to Christian God. The
Malaysian government then appealed on the grounds that if the Catholic Church
were allowed to use the word, there might be racial conflict. This is due to Malaysia
is a multi ethnic country, religion is a sensitive issue and any religious controversy is
seen as a potential spark for unrest. Non-Muslims cited their peaceful usage of the
term in the past and in other Muslim countries, and perceived the ban to be the latest
manifestation of Islamic dominance and encroachment on freedom of religion in the
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country. On the other hand, members of the Muslim communitycontended that
allowing non-Muslims to use the word Allah would lead to confusion in the
community. A Muslim group established a Facebook page on the subject and
attracted a large membership to its group. They then began holding public street
demonstrations airing their demand that ―Allah‖ be exclusive to Muslims. The anger
seems to turn into violence when the desecration of several places of worship was
reported and these incidents heightened the concern that such attacks would lead to
more inter-religious clashes. There were reports that 13 churches and a Sikh temple
were firebombed, and two Muslim prayer rooms were attacked (MalaysiaKini, 21
January, 2010).
The matter then turned from a religious issue to a political one. The most obvious
political conflict was between UMNO and PAS. The issue became a point of
contention between the two political parties. For UMNO, the term ―Allah‖ should be
exclusive to Islam, while PAS took a position supporting the court‘s decision to
allow the use of the term in TheHerald. The two parties tried to be seen as
champions of the Malay ethnic community, which they both represent. However, in
this case, PAS‘response was contrary to expectations. Until that time, PAS had
backed any cause seen as being Islamic in nature. Unsurprisingly then, PAS initially
lost some support among conservative Malay Muslim voters for its decision to
support the court‘s ruling. In the long term, however, through its principled stand on
such issues, the party may gain support from larger, more moderate groups of both
Malays and non-Malays. Moreover, in the opposition coalition, PAS was perceived
as more moderate than it had been previously.

The Allah issue has a variety of attributes that make it an ideal case study for
deliberative democracy. It is a sensitive issue in multi-ethnic Malaysia where the
constitution states that no open discussion of sensitive matters such as religion is
permitted. The issue generated a significant amount of discussion, especially in
cyberspace, and therefore merits systematic analysis in relation to the extent to
which the discussion in cyberspace could contribute to deliberative democracy. In
addition, the ruling UMNO and the opposition PAS party expressed contradictory
views on this matter and their own political motives received great attention in both
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mainstream and alternative media. Ultimately, the conflict involved different types
of media that competed with each other in covering the issue. The case study is
significant for analysis because it relates not only to religion but also to politics.

This first chapter has explained the research background, the key aims of this study
and the main argument. It has also reviewed the relevant literature on deliberative
democracy, the public sphere and the impact of the Internet. Based on the literature
review, the conceptual framework was presented. The methodology and structure of
the thesis were also discussed.

Chapter Two is an overview of political institutions and political structure in
Malaysia. The discussion begins with a chronology of important episodes in
Malaysian political history. This chapter highlights how the non-democratic style has
been adapted to the Malaysian political system.

Chapter Three introduces the use of the Internet and the link between itand
deliberative democracy in Malaysia. This chapter demonstrates the subtle and
incremental political changes that have occurred in the country as a result of growing
political use of the Internet. The changes are traced through election results from
1999 to 2008. The chapter then constructs a larger picture of how deliberation
occurred after the 2008 general election and how the Internet opens up space for the
deliberative process.

Chapters Four, Five and Six are the empirical chapters,which report the evaluation of
three online spacesthrough the normative requirements of deliberative democracy,
autonomy, inclusion and equality, reciprocity, rational critical argument and
reflexivity. The data is also evaluated from the perspective of public sphere theory
for a more nuanced understanding of Malaysian deliberative democracy. In these
three chapters, the online spaces are evaluated in the context of general
characteristics of the area and also the Allah issue case study.

Chapter Four provides an analysis of online newspapers, with a specific focus on the
role of the prominent online newspaper in Malaysia, MalaysiaKini. Through the
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established criteria, the chapter assesses how this space is created for the public to
articulate and debate issues, and whether it enhances deliberative democracy. For a
more concrete picture of the extent to which MalaysiaKini contributes to deliberative
democracy, a comparison with the national print newspaper, Utusan Malaysia (UM)
is made.

Chapter Five analyses the blogs of selected MPs, again through the established
criteria. Further, it examines how readers react to the blogs and how the comments
contribute to and enhances deliberative democracy.

Chapter Six analyses how political parties approach the Internet in their political
organisations and ideologies, exploring the impact of the functions and features of
their websites on the deliberative process. It assesses the contents and features ofthe
websites with the aim of identifying indications of their deliberative elements. A
detailed checklist of features is created to quantify and evaluate the websites.
Further, this chapter describes the use of the web link analysis technique for a more
detailed picture of the potential of such websites to contribute to the deliberative
democracy.

Chapter Seven concludes the study with a summary of the research. The limitations
of the study are discussed, and promising directions for future research are
suggested.
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Chapter 2

_______________________________________________________________
MALAYSIAN POLITICAL STRUCTURE AND ORGANISATION

2.1

Introduction

In an article published in early 2012, Larry Diamond identified Malaysia as one of
several Asian countries that could form the ―coming wave‖ of democratization.
Pointing to high per capita income and Malaysia‘s good Human Development Index
score, Diamond (2012:9) contends that ―from the standpoint of modernization
theory, Malaysia is [...] ripe for a democratic transition‖. This is not the first time
that political observers have speculated about such a transition in Malaysia. In 1999,
though the ruling BN maintained its two-thirds majority in the general election, the
victory was a narrow one. Then in 2008, the opposition was able to deny the BN that
majority. Other scholars, however, are more sceptical. Abbott (2009), for example,
highlights the remarkable resilience of the BN regime and calls for caution about
predicting a democratic transition. Similarly, the frequent classification of Malaysia
as an ―electoral authoritarian‖ regime (Schedler, 2002; Case, 2006;Ufen, 2008)
indicates that stability rather than change might be the most likely future prospect for
this country which, despite regular elections, has been ruled by the same political
coalition since independence.

Despite such diverging assessments, there is near-universal agreement among
scholars that the Internet now plays a key role in shaping political discourse in
Malaysia. In order to explain how and why the Internet has come to play such a
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crucial role, the next two chapters provide a broad outline of the most important
political, economic and technological developments in Malaysia since independence.
To begin, this chapter discusses the colonial period, racial politics, political
economy, political culture and authoritarianism. The impact of the Internet and
democracy is discussed in the next chapter.

2.2

British Colonial Legacy

British colonial rule over what is now known as Malaysia lasted from the late 18th
century until 1957. The legacies from this period for the Malaysian political system
have been lasting. Primary among them are a strong state and weak civil society. The
British created a strong state for economic benefit, but left an ethnically divided
society (Foley, 2001).

The British needed labour for economic extraction so they imported labourers from
China and India to work in the tin mines and on the rubber plantations. In the 1920s,
British demand caused an influx of Chinese and Indians workers in Malaya that
reached 41 per cent of the population (Lau, 1989). In order to avoid Malay
nationalism spreading to the Chinese and Indians, the British kept the different
ethnic groups in different areas: the Chinese lived in towns, the Indians lived on
estate plantations, while the Malays were kept in rural areas except for the elites
(Farid Alatas, 1997). The British also excluded the Chinese and Indians from
administrative and political office, in order to preserve the power of the Malay elite
and the British colonialists (Munro-Kua, 1996).

The British introduced the Malayan Union in 1946, proposing citizenship status for
all people born or permanently domiciled in Malaya. This proposal favoured the
Chinese by giving them citizenship. The British had long benefited economically
from the Chinese (Lau, 1989), while they distrusted the Malays after the Japanese
occupation of Malaya (1941-1945). The Malays, particularly the elites, fought
against implementation of the Malayan Union, through street demonstrations,
negotiations and political lobbying. The pressure they exerted eventually forced the
British to replace the Union with the Federation of Malaya (Persekutuan Tanah
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Melayu) in 1948. Malaya achieved independence from the British in 1957. During
the drafting of a new constitution, an agreement was made giving native Malays and
the indigenous peoples of Sabah and Sarawak (together usually referred to as
bumiputera)8 preferential status and special privileges in the constitution, in
exchange for citizenship for Chinese and Indians. In addition, the Chinese in
particular were given economic primacy (Gomez, 2004).

The Malaysian economy is also largely shaped by its colonial legacy, which created
uneven development, economic disparities and social divisions. The growing
economic resources in Malaysia were unequally shared between the colonialists, the
immigrants and the indigenous (Firdaus, 1997), which reflected British ―divide and
rule‖ policy. The immigrant Chinese improved their economic wellbeing as they
were situated in the cities and concentrated on tin mining. They felt that they played
an important role in the economic development of the country. But the increasing
control of the economy by non-Malays created fear among Malays, who claimed
indigenous rights to the land. The Malays worked in the rural areas, mainly on paddy
lands. This led to the ―ruralisation‖ and marginalisation that kept them excluded
from mainstream economic growth (Firdaus, 1997).

The ethnic divisions and the division of power among elites led to the formation of
the first alliance party in 1952 of the United Malay National Organisation (UMNO),
and the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA); the Malaysian Indian Congress
(MIC) joined in 1954. The alliance depended on a coalition of ethnically-based
parties, as did its successor, the BN, established in 1972. Hence, tolerance of nonMalay interests has been an integral feature of government policy formulation. As
Means (1998) notes, the goal of government policy is to allocate benefits to the
majority without provoking the minorities too much. Case (1996:p xi) also asserts
that the political elites play an important role in maintaining stability through ―the
accommodation of traditional elite‖ in Malaysia. This practice has been described as
―consociational democracy‖, meaning a system in which ―the centrifugal tendencies
8

Bumiputera or bumiputrais a Malay term widely used in Malaysia, embracing ethnic Malays,
Javanese, Bugis, Minangkabau and occasionally other indigenous ethnic groups such as the Orang
Asli in Peninsular Malaysia and the tribal peoples in Sabah and Sarawak.
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inherent in a plural society are counteracted by the cooperative attitudes and
behaviour of the leaders of different segments of the population‖ (Lijphart, 1977:
304).

The consociational model collapsed after a bloody riot in May 1969. The riot
occurred after the 1969 general election in which the opposition political parties
unexpectedly won parliamentary seats while the Alliance and particularly UMNO
lost many seats in parliament. The official report from the Malaysian government
stated that the riot was sparked by opposition parties following their celebration of
victory. However, Kua Kia Soong (2007) in his book Declassified document on the
Malaysian Riots of 1969 stated that the riots were rather a planned attack initiated by
the ascendant state capitalist class in the UMNO to replace the Malay aristocratic
class lead by the prime minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman. An estimated 196 people
were killed, most of them Chinese Malaysians (Crouch, 1996). Martial law was
declared and remained in effect for nearly two years. According to Crouch (1996),
the cause of the tension between Malays and Chinese had been growing because of
economic and social imbalances. Before that, many assumed that political and social
stability would be achieved in Malaysia if political power was in the hands of the
Malays and economic power in the hands of the Chinese. However, such a view was
too simplistic: not all Malays benefited from the Malay political privileges and not
all Chinese benefited from the Chinese economic power. Former Prime Minister,
Abdul Razak Hussein, stated that ―on that day [13 May 1969] we were jolted into a
sharp realisation that the racial problem in this country is a serious one and measures
taken in the past to cope with it have not proved adequate‖ (in Gibbons, 1971). As a
result, various policies were formulated, the most significant of which was the New
Economic Policy (NEP).

2.3

Post-1969 Political Structure and the New Economic Policy

After the 1969 riot, parliament was suspended and a National Operation Council was
formed to take control of the country. The council decided to return to the
constitutional contract to implement Malay primacy more vigorously. The council
recognised the rights of non-Malays to citizenship and to participation in the
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economy and administration. The council also decided that sensitive issues should be
removed from public discourse concerning citizenship, national language, Malay
special privileges and the sovereignty of the Malay rulers.

Realising that the economic and political situations could not be separated, the
council introduced the New Economic Policy in 1971 with two major goals. The first
was to reduce and eventually eradicate poverty, by raising income levels and
increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians, irrespective of race. The
second goal aimed at accelerating the process of restructuring Malaysian society to
correct economic imbalances, so as to reduce and eventually eliminate the
identification of race with economic functions (Crouch, 1996). It aimed to give
Malays and bumiputera more economic power. For example, the NEP contained a
number of measures to help bumiputera acquire capital and land, and improve their
education and employment patterns, and it imposed a requirement on companies to
restructure their corporate holdings to ensure at least 30 per cent bumiputera
ownership (Crouch, 1996).

The role of the ruling BN, especially UMNO, became more dominant following the
NEP, especially in terms of economic development. Various economic development
agencies were established at the federal and state levels to help people, particularly
Malays, including the Federal Land Development Authority, Federal Agriculture
Marketing Authority, Rubber Industry Smallholders Development Authority and
Perbadanan Ekonomi Negeri (State Economic Development) (Torii, 1997). The
establishment of these institutions for the benefit of Malays demonstrated the
importance of the role played by UMNO in the development of the Malay
community.

The NEP appeared to achieve its targets, particularly in reducing poverty (see Table
2.1). Indeed, the identification of the ethnic group label with economic function also
decreased. The percentage of bumiputera professional and technical staff rose from
47 per cent in 1970 to 63.2 per cent in 1993. The administrative and managerial
bumiputera employment category also increased from 24.1 percent in 1970 to 32.5
percent in 1993 (Abdul Rahman, 2002). By 1990, Malaysian society was recognised
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as an advanced, middle-income country. At the same time, the implementation of the
NEP resulted in a sharp increase in Malays‘ participation in both middle- and urbanbased, working-class occupations (Crouch, 1996). The stereotypical image of the
Malays as a community predominantly based in rural and agricultural areas was
largely abandoned (Crouch, 1996).

Table 2.1.Incidence (%) of poverty in Peninsular Malaysia
1970

1990

Peninsular Malaysia

49.3

15.0

Rural

58.7

19.3

Urban

21.3

7.3

Bumiputera

65.0

20.8

Chinese

26.0

5.7

Indians

39.0

8.0

Others

44.8

18.0

Source: Roslan (2003)

According to Shamsul (1999), the NEP was mainly intended for economic and social
purposes; however, the economic purposes became more dominant than the social
ones. The situation was obvious especially during the administration of Mahathir,
who used a different style from his predecessors. Mahathir‘s administration
introduced many new ideas and ways of implementing them. Hilley (2001: 62)
describes Mahathir as a politician who had a philosophy of blending nationalism and
capitalism, and a distinctly authoritarian method. He implemented various new
policies under NEP (1971-1990) later followed by the New Development Policy
(NDP) (1990-2010).His immediate challenge was to ensure that development
programs were compatible with state policies and visions such as privatisation,
heavy industrialisation, ―Malaysia Inc.‖ and ―Vision 2020‖. With these policies,
Malaysia moved into a new phase of development, away from an agriculture base
towards an import-substitution and manufacturing base.
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During this later phase of development, privatisation and corporatisation encouraged
the dominance of bumiputeras,but favoured only certain groups of them(Gomez &
Jomo, 1997). As a result, the 1980s witnessed the emergence of a powerful Malay
capitalist class called the ―new rich‖. Corporate and political figures such as Daim
Zainuddin, Halim Saad and Tajuddin Ramli held billions of dollars of equity
ownership, often under the trusteeship of UMNO (Gomez & Jomo, 1997). The close
link between business and politics is described by Gomez and Jomo (1997) as
―political patronage‖. Verma (2002: 37) describes how this phenomenon ―increased
the function of the Prime Minister in a political system based on patronage and
reward…and under Mahathir it became an institutionalised system of rewarding
loyalty and political support‖.

The patronage system, in which business returned support to the party in order to
maintain the party‘s political power, became increasingly apparent. Torii (1997)
explains the clear stages in the transformation of UMNO supporters during
Mahathir‘s administration. In the first stage, the late 1980s, most of the delegatesto
UMNO General Assembly were school teachers. In the second stage, during the
1990s, most were lecturers, civil servants and private businessmen. At the Supreme
Council of UMNO Youth, the majority of the delegates were entrepreneurs and
businessmen (Torii, 1997) reflecting the emergence of patron-client business
relationships.

Gomez and Jomo (1997) also explain that as well as the patron-client business
relationship, Malay dependency on the state was linked to education. The
government implemented a scholarship education policy to sponsor bumiputera to
access higher education. They note that ―the limited reformist orientation of the
middle class may also be due to the fact that the access of most bumiputras to higher
education has been facilitated by state scholarships and ethnic quotas‖ (p. 135).

Against this background, the Malaysian middle class was largely uninterested in
participating in politics (Abdul Rahman, 1996). This was to be expected since the
emergence and expansion of the middle class was closely tied to state-led
modernisation and industrialisation, as well as state sponsored education that had
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brought about growth and affluence for this class. This may be related to a tendency
noted elsewhere for middle-class elements to support the political status quo in order
to maintain their material benefits (see Gainsborough, 2002; King, 2008).

While this may explain the reluctance of Malays, especially middle-class Malays, to
oppose the government, it might be expected that the non-Malay middle class would
have pressured the government for democratisation. However, the non-Malay middle
class, particularly the Chinese middle class, was satisfied with government policy,
especially during Mahathir‘s administration. The Chinese business group was
satisfied, for example, with Mahathir‘s policy to liberalise the market. Economic
growth and international trade in the Asia-Pacific created new business opportunities
for Chinese capitalists,many of whom were in favour of Mahathir‘s policies, which
were seen as ―firm and decisive as this encouraged a more consistent and predictable
implementation of business regulations‖ (Suryadinata, 1997: 19). Although the NEP
purported to favour bumiputeras, Chinese capitalists co-operated with the Malays as
the Chinese were ―capable of implementing the contracts and the Malays had access
to state patronage‖ (Gomez, 1999: 135).

The Vision 2020 policy was founded on the concept of Bangsa Malaysia officially
introduced by Mahathir in 1991 to assert that all Malaysians form one nation
regardless of their ethnicity. This policy was also advantageous for the Chinese. In
the wider context, Vision 2020 is to create ‗a united and an industrialized Malaysian
nation in its own mould‘ and also to attain fully industrialized nation status by year
2020. This has been seen as ‗secular-materialists‘ components (Mustafa, 2002). By
including non-Malay within the Bangsa Malaysia concept, Mahathir appeared to
break the exclusivity of Malay politics and economics and this has been supported
by Chinese business interests (Koon, 1997). Loh (2003)also claims that, since the
early 1990s, Malaysia has experienced a ―new politics‖ in which ethnicity no longer
overwhelms the discourse of Malaysian politics but ―the discourse of
developmentalism, which valorises rapid economic growth, rising living standards
and the resultant consumerist habits, has been gaining primacy instead‖ (Loh, 2003:
278). Loh (2009) argues that this developmentalism enable to unite Malaysians
especially middle class of different ethnic background. This political culture led to a
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preference for political stability and economic growth and coincided with changing
behaviour among Chinese voters, who swung their support from the opposition party
to the BN due to its favourable economic and cultural policies. Indeed, the BN‘s
landslide victories in the 1995 and 2004 general elections confirmed that they were
supported by the majority of both Malays and non-Malays.

All these developments led to the BN becoming a dominant political actor,
particularly in the construction of political ideology in Malaysia. The party was able
to instil the cultural notion that only the ruling party could protect the community
and bring economic and political stability. As Crouch (1996) notes, this situation
became obvious after the 1969 riot when the government became less open and
liberal. The BN government took the view that Malaysian society consisted of fragile
racial ethnic relations and that therefore it was necessary to curb and restrain any
critical political discourse that concerned ethnicity, the national language, education,
religion and the special rights of bumiputera,with certain laws and regulations. They
also exploited fear among Malaysians by reminding them of the 1969 riots and the
risk of further tension if the opposition were to come to power (Hui & Mun, 2008).

In the 1990s, Asian leaders, including Mahathir, commonly used the concept of
―Asian values‖ to defendtheir autocratic rule. Discourses that legitimated the BN
government and generated citizen loyalty to the development goals of the nation
were based by the BN on the concept of Asian democracy and not liberalisation and
Western democracy (Weiss, 2006). Explaining that Malaysia‘s Asian values were
based on Malay-Islamic culture, Mahathir rejected Western democracy, especially
ideas of universalism and human rights, which he believed could corrupt Malaysian
culture and religious beliefs. He claimed that the three most basic elements of
―Malayness‖ – feudalism, Islam and traditional customs – were features to be
accepted and perhaps adapted to modern needs (Mohd Azizuddin, 2009a). The
concept of Asian values helped to support the government agenda, which focused
predominantly on the Malays. Invoking the discourse of Asian values, the state
justified the laws and restrictions as necessary to protect the community through
political stability and social cohesion (Azizuddin, 2009a):a strong state is required
for political stability. The government emphasised balancing rights and duties,
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communitarian relations, consultation and consensus over contention and litigation,
respect for authority, belief in work hard, frugality, a role for religion in public life
and belief in strong family ties (Mauzy, 1997). The main difference with Western
democracy is the emphasis on communitarian relations over individualism. In this
view, individual rights are subordinated to and embodied by the state (Pye, 1997)
and citizens are given little autonomy.

Many scholars (including Chandra, 1979; Kessler, 1992; Singh, 2001) emphasise the
traditional feudal system as one aspect of consolidation of power by the BN and
UMNO in particular. As mentioned earlier, some aspects of the Malaysian political
system were inherited from the British colonial administration. However, this does
not mean that British rule entirely changed the orientation of the feudal political
culture, which had long been embedded in the values and political norms of
Malaysia. Rather, the Malaysian political system and culture is a ―mix‖ of feudal
tradition, Western values and Islam (Rashid, 2011).

Though traditional institutions and judicial systems gradually disappeared with the
rise of modernisation in the twentieth century, feudal culture maintained a profound
effect on the outlook of Malaysians (Kessler, 1992). In the Malay feudal system, the
bond between the ruler and the ruled was a patron-client relation. The people were
bound to obey the King, who demanded absolute loyalty, and opposition of authority
was considered treacherous (Rashid, 2011). In modified form, this relationship is
still prominent in modern Malaysian political culture (Kessler, 1992). It is reflected
in UMNO‘s image as the protector of Malay interests and, in turn, its expectation of
Malay support (Singh, 2001). This attitude can be seen in many examples. For
example, after losing in the 1999 general election, UMNO lost much support from
the Malay community. In response, Mahathir scolded Malays for their lack of
support for UMNO and the BN which had after all reduced the economic disparities
between the Malays and Chinese, and provided Malays with university scholarships
and other privileges (Funston, 2000).
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2.4

Authoritarianism and its Tools

According to modernisation theorists, development and economic growth would
create the conditions for liberalisation and democratisation, but this did not occur in
Malaysia. Despite remarkable economic growth, the ruling BN consolidated its
power and strengthened authoritarian rule. The BN government used various tools to
ensure political stability and maintain majority support. The electoral systems, the
nature of political contestation, the NGOs, the media and even the laws and
regulations were changed several times to ensure that the BN retained political
power. Although elections were held every five years, they were not always fair.
Opposition parties could compete, but there were means by which the government
could ensure its dominance. Indeed, Mahathir himself declared, ‗elections were not
intended to produce turnovers but instead to provide feedback, registering
fluctuations in support so that the governments might adjust their policy course but
never leave office‘ (Case, 2006: 96).

The BN amended many electoral boundaries to favour its ruling coalition (Heufers,
2002; Brown, 2005). Though most of the constituencies were determined on the
principle of equality of size, for the rural constituency, particularly the Malay
constituency, smaller boundaries were drawn (Brown, 2005). This gerrymandering
favoured the native Malay population, traditionally strong supporters of UMNO, at
the expense of the large Chinese and Indian constituents (Brown, 2005). For
example, the state of Penang, where most of the voting population was Chinese and
the opposition parties had done well in the past, averaged 50,838 voters per district;
Perlis, on the other hand, which had typically Malay voters and supported the ruling
party, averaged only 33,032 voters per district in 1990 (Aliran, 2000). Similarly,
Putrajaya, a new federal constituency consisted of only 5,000 voters. Putrajaya was
entirely populated by civil servants and their families and 98 percent Malay voters,
who were pressured to vote for the BN. Selayang which had more than 120,000
voters and was traditionally represented by Chinese and opposition seats was also
considered just one constituency (Brown, 2005).
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Continuously gaining a two-thirds majority in parliament enabled the ruling coalition
to amend the constitution to meet its interests (Hwang, 2003). (See Table 2.2).
Mahathir used this constellation to consolidate his power. In the late 1980s, for
example, UMNO faced a power struggle in which the prime minister almost lost his
position to another faction in the party. Simultaneously, the Federal Court ruled
against the government in a number of cases (Milne & Mauzy, 1999). Consequently,
the federal constitution was amended several times at the will of the executive.
Heufers (2002) shows how Mahathir pushed through the passing of Article 121, in
which the power of the judiciary was no longer embedded in the constitution but
would be referred to the parliament. He limited the power of the judiciary and
suspended judges who had ruled against his wishes,including Lord President Salleh
Abas, who was sacked by a tribunal on an accusation of misconduct (Hwang, 2003).

Table 2.2: Results of Elections in Malaysia
The Ruling Government
Edition

The Opposition

Total

Year
Seats

% seats

% vote

Seats

% seats

% vote

seats

1

1959

74

71.15

51.7

30

28.85

48.3

104

2

1964

89

85.58

58.5

15

14.42

41.5

104

3

1969

95

65.97

49.3

49

34.03

50.7

144

4

1974

135

87.66

60.7

19

12.34

39.3

154

5

1978

130

84.42

57.2

24

15.58

42.8

154

6

1982

132

85.71

60.5

22

14.29

39.5

154

7

1986

148

83.62

55.8

29

16.38

41.5

177

8

1990

127

70.55

53.4

53

29.45

46.6

180

9

1995

162

84.38

65.2

30

15.62

34.8

192

51

10

1999

148

76.68

56.5

45

23.32

43.5

193

11

2004

198

90.41

63.9

21

9.59

36.1

219

12

2008

140

62.61

52.2

82

36.93

47.8

222

Source: Compilation from Malaysia Election Commission Reports (SPR)

Mahathir also used his power to roll back royal power. He clashed several times with
the monarchy over the distribution of power. In the constitution, the Malay
monarchy (the sultans) was protected against civil action or criminal prosecution. In
1983, a constitutional crisis occurred when the Constitution (Amendment) Bill was
passed by parliament but the king refused to give his royal assent to it. Mahathir
applied pressure until assent was given. In 1993 Mahathir further curbed the power
of the sultans by removing their immunity fromcivil action and criminal prosecution
(Crouch, 1996).

The BN also used the mass media for their campaigns and state propaganda.
Analysts of Malaysian politics such as Zaharom (2000), Wong (2004) and Mohd
Azizuddin (2005) highlight how the media in Malaysian politics benefit the ruling
party. Meanwhile, the opposition parties have only limited access to it. The BN
controls the traditional mass media through ownership. For example, electronic
media such as RTM 1, RTM 2, TV3, and NTV7 are owned by the ruling party.
Radio and Television Malaysia (RTM) is under the direct order and control of the
Information Ministry. RTM has been used by the BN to spread the party‘s agenda
and propaganda for their own purposes, not public ones (Mohd Azizuddin, 2005).
Other television stations, TV3 and NTV 7, have close links with the ruling party
especially UMNO. In 1993, a group of UMNO leaders bought TV3 for about
RM870 million (US$290 million) (Rais Yatim, 1995:176). NTV 7 is a new
television station, owned by Natseven TV Sdn Bhd which is ownedby Datuk Mohd
Effendi Norwawi, a former minister for agriculture. Zaharom and Wang (2004: 265)
argue that though the new administration of Abdullah Badawi promised to bring
more democracy, especially to the mass media, it is difficult for him to do that alone
as it would require him to ―dismantle structures which have come about due to the

52

logic and the demands of a wider capitalist system and a development policy that
embraces such a system‖. It would take time for media reform to have an impact on
democracy as it would entail ―democratizing every major sphere of activity,
including the economy and the media‖ (Zaharom & Wang, 2004: 266).
Most non-government organisations remained silent during Mahathir‘s rule,
refraining from open political criticism and debate about the government. Any
political confrontation with the BN was to be avoided; the confrontation was to be
based on goodwill and co-operation. Hence, no channel of public debate and open
discussion in relation to sensitive issues such as ethnicity was permitted. As Mauzy
(1983: 4) explains:

Although Malaysia has many of the outward signs and
some the substance of democracy, to make the system of
conflict regulation and elite accommodation viable there
has been substantial regulation of political competition
and controls over popular participation.

Therefore, public pressure on the government has been limited. In fact, some NGOs
collaborate with the government. Such collaboration shows a weak civil society, one
in which the state is able to neutralise any challenge from civil society. According to
Weiss and Salina (2003: 43):

Civil society in Malaysia does not fit the theoretical ideal
of

democratic,

grassroots-oriented,

politically

transformative organisations for building social capital
and keeping the government in line. Too few of them are
truly independent, self-financing, and racially and
linguistically inclusive.

There are also several legal constraints restricting the development of NGOs and
civil society in Malaysia. Saravanamuthu (2000) identified a range of restrictions on
human rights and freedoms in Malaysia, as set out in Table 2.3.
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Table 2.3 : Restrictions on human rights and freedoms
Constitutional

Right or Freedom

Legislative Restriction

Article 5

Liberty of the person

Internal Security Act, 1960: Restricted
Residence Enactment (CAP. 39); Sec.
117, Criminal Procedure Code (CAP. 6)

Article 6

Protection against slavery
and forced labour

Essential (Self-Reliance) Regulations,
1975; National Service Ordinance

Article 9

ISA 1960; Banishment Act, 1948;
Immigration Acts, 1959 and 1963

Article
10(1)(a)

Protection against
banishment; freedom of
movement
Freedom of speech and
expression

Article
10(1)(b)

Freedom of peaceful
assembly

Article
10(1)(c)

Freedom of association

Trade Unions Act, 1959 (and 1980 and
1989 Amendments);Societies Act, 1966
(and 1981 Amendments); University and
University Colleges Act, 1971 (and 1975
Amendments), discipline of Student Rules
and Discipline of Staff Rules

Article
10(1)(c)

Freedom of association
and right to industrial
action, including strikes

Article 121

Principle of judicial
review

Essential (Prohibition of Strikes and
Prescribed Industrial Actions)
Regulations, 1965; Industrial Relations
Act, 1967, Amendment, 1971 and 1975
Amendments to Article 121, 1988;
Amendments to ISA, 1988; Amendments
to ISA, 1989

Provision

Sedition Act, 1948 (and Amendments,
1971); Official Secrets Act, 1972 (and
Amendments, 1986); Printing Presses and
Publishing Act, 1948 (Amendment 1988);
Control of Imported Publications Act,
1959
Public Order (Preservation) Ordinance,
1958; Police Act, 1967 (and
Amendments, 1988)

Source: Saravanamuthu (2000: 2)

One of the laws of most concern is the Internal Security Act (ISA), created in 1960.
The ISA allows detention without trial for up to two years,a period renewable by the
minister for Home Affairs, meaning that someone can effectively be detained
indefinitely without trial.It can be used to detain anyone suspected of threatening
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national security. According to the first Malaysian Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul
Rahman, the ISA would be ―used solely against the communists‖ and he promised
that the government would not use the ISA ―to stifle legitimate opposition and
silence lawful dissent.‖9 But even with the end of the communist threat, the BN
government continued to enforce the ISA as if ―Malaysia‘s everyday security [were]
under threat‖ Loh (2009: 176). Throughout its rule, the BN frequently used the ISA
to arrest dissenters. In 1987, in a major political crackdown called Operation Lalang,
the ISA was used to arrest 106 people, including opposition party members, NGO
staff, academics and journalists (Loh, 2009).

The Sedition Act 1948 is a law prohibiting discourse deemed seditious. The act was
designed during the colonial period to contain any risk to the colonial administration
from local dissatisfaction and also to quell the communist party insurgency. The law
was tightened after the 1969 riot. The government enforced the law and prosecuted
anyone who questioned the citizenship status of non-Malays, national language,
Malay special rights and Malay rulers‘ sovereignty (Mohd Azzizuddin, 2009a). The
Act also covered the organisation of public hearings or publication of articles which
might create public disorder or instability. The definition of seditious discourse is
broad and ambiguous (Mohd Azzizuddin, 2009a).

The Police Act 1967 is a law that gives the police the power to issue permits for
public gatherings. It requires that such a permit be obtained 14 days before any
public assembly. Any assembly of more than five people without any permit may be
considered illegal. Police can break up unlicensed demonstrations and arrest
participants if orders to disperse are not obeyed. Failure to disperse an unlawful
assembly is a criminal offence and offenders are liable to fines of up to RM10, 000
and imprisonment.10 The opposition and NGOs complain that they are routinely
denied the permits. For example, during a by-election in April 2007, Lim Kit Siang
was interrupted by the police when giving a ceramah (political talk) because it was
illegal. He argued in his blog that the normal practice of requesting a permit takes 14
9

These statements were made in affidavits at the habeas corpus hearing of Chandra Muzaffar, in
1987.Retrieved fromhttp://www.aliran.com/oldsite/hr/js1.html, 10 May 2011
10
See Law of Malaysia: Act 344 Police Act 1967. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.agc.gov.my/Akta/Vol.%207/Act%20344.pdf
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days, but for that election there were fewer than 10 days left between nomination and
polling dates.11 In May 2009, police arrested an opposition MP, Teo Nie Ching and a
state assemblyman, Jennice Lee for gathering to mark ―the killing of democracy by
the illegal government in Perak‖ (MalaysiaKini, 19 May 2009). However, the
government tolerated other assemblies that did not target the ruling party. For
example, a demonstration protesting the Sri Lankan government‘s actions against the
Tamil minority was tolerated (Suaram, 2008).
Another notorious case was the detention of opposition MP, Theresa Kok,12 Sin
Chew reporter, Tan Hoon Cheng13 and blogger Raja Petra Kamaruddin in September
2008 under the ISA. These detentions were criticised not only by the opposition
parties but also within the BN:the MCA, one of the BN factions, criticised the action
(Vinesh, 2008). These detentions led to the resignation of the Law minister, Zaid
Ibrahim, who wrote an open letter to the government declaring that ―the government
had time and time again failed the people of this country‖ and further stating that:

The Government and the law have mistakenly allowed
the Minister of Home Affairs to detain anyone for
whatever reason he thinks fit. This subjective discretion
has been abused to further certain political interests (The
Star Online, 30 September 2008: 9).
The government‘s use of laws keeps the opposition parties silent and too weak to
challenge the ruling party. This keeps competition between political parties at a low
level. Khoo Boo Teik described the position of the BN as follows:

11

http://blog.limkitsiang.com/. Accessed 20 May 2010
Teresa Kok was charged under the ISA because a Malay newspaper article claimed that shehad
―advised‖ a mosque in Puchong not to use a loudspeaker during the azan. She denied this. The paper
then reported that a damaged loudspeaker system prevented the mosque from broadcasting the azan.
In fact, there was a petition to the mosque, not about the azan but about lowering the volume during
religious sermons.
13
Tan Hoo Cheng was arrested for reporting thatUMNO Bukit Bendera division chief Datuk Ahmad
Ismail said ina speech at a Permatang Pauh by-election ceramah that the Chinese in Malaysia are
―squatters‖ in the country. Ahmad was punished with a three-year suspension from the UMNO. This
Act has also been criticised by other parties in BN-MCA (The Star Online, 13 September 2008).
12
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The BN is not only the historical product of the political
system but the most successful competitor in the
electoral process. The converse is also true: the BN has
been able to use its uninterrupted rule at all levels (with
significant but rare exceptions among state and local
governments) since 1957 to shape the political system
and the electoral process according to the ruling
coalition‘s ideas and requirements (although not without
contestation) (in Kuttan & Othman et al., 2005: 13).

As this description makes clear, the ruling BN used various means to maintain the
status quo. This canalso be seen in the role the ruling BN played in Islamisation
policy in Malaysia.

2.5

Islam and its Role

The role of Islam in Malaysian politics is complex. Due to the close association
between Islam and Malays, it has been considered that ―to undergo conversion to
Islam was in fact to ‗masuk Melayu‘, ‗become Malay‘‖ (Roff, 1980: 67). Through
the ―social contract‖ in the constitution, ethnic Malays were given special privileges
as a condition of granting citizenship to Chinese and Indians. With that, the Malay
elites have become more defensive and worried about losing dominance in
Malaysian politics. However, Mavis Puthucheary (2008) noted that there is no real
definition of ‗social contract‘. Sometimes ‗the social contract‘ has been referred as
‗the inter-ethnic bargain‘ and also as the Article 153 in the constitution. It is
therefore according to her, the ‗social contract‘ is more on the manifestation for
UMNO to ‗gain political legitimacy for its policies through elevating what was
merely a pragmatic elite bargain to the status of a solemn ‗social contract‘.

Article 3 (1) of the Federal Constitution of Malaysia establishes Islam as the religion
of the Federation. There has been much debate on whether Malaysia is a secular state
or an Islamic state. Even Islam as the religion of the Federation, the Malaysian‘s law
and jurisdiction are base on the English common law. Originally, the draft of
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Constitution of Malaya did not specify any official religion for the state. This more
supported by the rulers of the nine Malay states, who felt that it was sufficient that
Islam was the official religion of each of their individual states only (Wu and
Hickling, 2002). It was the Alliance, who wanted a declaration for Islam as the
religion of Federation but without threatens the secular term of the state in the draft
of the Constitution (Nazri, 2012). Joseph Fernando (2006)posits that Malaysia is a
secular statethrough his historical study andsupported by various original documents.
However, Nazri (2012) arguesthat it is clear in the Article 3 (1) that ‗Islam is the
religion of the Federation‘ and it should be read together with Article 8, 11, 12, 121,
150 and also the place of King in relate to Islamic matter. As such, Nazri argues that
even the Constitution does not declare shari‘ah law to be law of the state but through
various articles in the Constitution, showing that Islam has special place in the
Constitution compared to other religion in Malaysia.

In the 1970s, the global Islamic resurgence had an important influence on Malaysian
politics. The emergence of Islamic revivalism happened in response to events in the
Muslim world such as the Arab-Israel War (1967), the Arab oil embargo (1973), the
Islamisation program in Pakistan (1977-88) and Iran‘s Islamic Revolution (1978-79),
all of which gave rise to popular Islamic sentiment around the world (Verma, 2002).
It created a great awareness and understanding of Islam among Malay-Muslims and,
thus, Islam began to play a greater role in the public sphere (Liow, 2004). Since then,
there has been a new consciousness among Malays looking for ―true Islam‖. Since
the 1970s, religious revivalism and the Islamic movement have become major
elements in Muslim politics (Verma, 2002). Islamic organisations were created,
includingAngkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement,
ABIM) in 1972, whose members were mostly from the opposition party, the
Malaysia Islamic Party (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia, PAS). PAS rose to popularity and
with it, was able to strengthen its power in the 1980s as a legitimate opposition party,
through its appeal to an authentic form of Islam comprised of political, economic and
social activity. PAS also targeted the rural areas that had suffered from the uneven
development of the country despite it being resource-rich. It was supported mostly
by traditional villagers who were largely conservative. Indeed, in general, PAS was
able to link Islam and the Malay community, and it ―contributed to changes in Malay
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political identity by defining it as a religious community in a multiracial society‖
(Verma, 2002: 108).

UMNO became worried about the rising popularity of PAS, so in the early 1980s,
Mahathir took steps to show that his party was also sensitive to Islam. Mahathir
convincingly used ―Islam‖ to legitimise his administration. He portrayed Malaysia as
a moderate Islamic state in which the twin processes of Islamisation and
modernisation were means to pursue political, cultural and economic development,
and he suggested that this was different from the Islamic faith purported by PAS. In
this way, UMNO gained the endorsement of Muslims as well as non-Muslims, since
Mahathir managed not to alienate the latter despite his administration‘s strong
Islamic tone. Observers questioned the genuineness of the UMNO Islamisation
policy, seeing it as a response to the rival PAS, with the result that the Islamic
character in policy became more pronounced in the 1980s and 1990s (Farish Noor,
2003).

The Islamisation policy adopted by UMNO has proceeded effectively since the
1980s. The most significant event was the co-option of Anwar Ibrahim, an Islamic
revivalist leader of the ABIM, the Islamic youth movement, to UMNO in 1982. The
ABIM gave Islamic legitimacy to UMNO and provided it with the intellectual and
organisational tools to control the Islamic movement. Anwar‘s most important
contribution to UMNO and the state was to legitimise the conceptual foundations of
Mahathir‘s Islamisation initiative. His popularity served the party‘s new
commitment to Islam (Hussein, 2002). Mahathir also pursued many other Islamic
initiatives, including the establishment of the Islamic University, Islamic Security,
Banking and Insurance System, reform of Islamic administration and amendments to
the constitution to give increased powers to Islamic legal authorities (Hussein, 2002).
The assimilation of Islamic values into policies has been described as ―an effort to
strike a balance between spiritual and material‖ by taking into account the
―sensitivities of the non-Muslim population‖ (Hussein, 2002: 88).
Abdullah Badawi, prime minister after Mahathir, promoted his own ―Islamic
ideology‖, through the concept of Islam Hadhari (civilised Islam). Islam Hadhari
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echoed the concept of modern Islam devised by Mahathir. Badawi explained that
Islam Hadhari:

is compatible with modernity and yet firmly rooted in the
noble values and injunctions of Islam. It is an approach
that values substance and not form . . . We are confident
that Islam Hadhari can help bring Muslims into the
modern world and integrate them into the modern
economy . . . Islam Hadhari is also consistent with
democracy because it is about living in peace with and
respecting each other in society. It is certainly an
exhortation to the Muslims to treat well and fairly their
non-Muslim fellow citizens in all their dealings14.
In this view, Islam served the government‘s goal of economic growth and
development. On the political front, Islam was seen as able to produce a strong
ruling party and through Islam the party was able to co-operate with Islamist forces
to ensure state power.

2.6

Challenges to Authoritarianism: Anwar Ibrahim and the 2008 General

Election

All the obstacles to democratic reform in the past were swept away when Mahathir
fired his deputy Anwar Ibrahim in 1998. It was Mahathir who had brought Anwar
into the government and Mahathir who groomed Anwar until he became deputy
president of UMNO and then deputy prime minister. Although Anwar was a likely
successor to Mahathir, he had developed his own political following and in the late
1990s there was a clear split of ideas between these two leaders (Hilley, 2001). Their
differences became evident during the economic crisis of 1997, during which the two

14

Speech by Abdullah Badawi at the Perdana Global Peace Forum Dinner, Putra World Trade Centre,
Kuala Lumpur, Friday, 16 December 2005.Retrieved from
http://www.pmo.gov.my/ucapan/?m=p&p=paklah&id=2996.
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proposed their own ideas for remedying the situation.15 Anwar‘s reluctance to follow
Mahathir ―led Mahathir to the conclusion that Anwar was attempting to undermine
him‖ (Hilley, 2001: 105).

It seems that Mahathir had not anticipatedthe political effects of sacking Anwar and
had underestimated the extent of Anwar‘s support. The ―reformasi wave‖ began
immediately following Anwar‘s sacking and arrest in September 1998 on charges of
corruption and sodomy. Anwar returned to his former movement – the urban youth
and professionals among whom he had made his mark as a student leader in the
1970s and 1980s. Protests erupted in Kuala Lumpur, with demands for Mahathir to
resign and for Anwar to be released. Hundreds of people were arrested. The
government revealed its authoritarian nature, which was further confirmed in the
treatment of Anwar during his trial and his sentence to six years in prison for
corruption and nine years in prison for sodomy, tobe served consecutively (Hilley,
2001). The dismissal of Anwar Ibrahim, who was a symbol of Islamic resurgence
within UMNO, further eroded the party‘s reputation as the upholder of Islam. Many
people, especially in the Malay community, reacted with disbelief to the allegations,
which contrastedwith Anwar‘s pious image. This created sympathy for him and
outrage about his case.

The reformasimovement facilitated the formation of several ideologically different
groups in opposition to the government. The most significant was the coalition
opposition, the Barisan Alternatif (BA, Alternative Front), whose main components
are PAS, the Democratic Action Party (DAP) and the newly formed Parti Keadilan
Rakyat (People Justice Party [PKR] ). The BA could take a strong stand against the
BN because it was a united opposition, but the ideologies of PAS and DAP were so
different that it was difficult to reach agreement. DAP was a democratic socialist
party supportedby Chinese voters, while PAS is an Islamic party whose ultimate aim
is to establish an Islamic state. Hence, co-operation between these two was
superficial and the alliance was merely a marriage of convenience than a marriage of
love (Hilley, 2001).
15

For more detail in regards to the conflict between these political figures see In-Won Hwang (2003:
288-296).
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In the 1999 general election, the BA failed to unseat the BN. The latter maintained
its usual more than two-thirds majority in the parliament, by winning 72 of 193
seats. It was able to form government in all states except in Kelantan and
Terengganu, which fell to PAS. Yet, UMNO did suffer a setback, losing many seats
in the Malay-majority constituencies. This was mainly due to ―dissatisfaction among
the Malays‖ regarding Mahathir‘s treatment of Anwar (Maznah, 2003). The
resentment saw UMNO‘s vote share drop from 36.5 percent in 1995 to 29.5 percent
in 1999 (Maznah, 2003). The 1999 election results indicated that the BN had lost
support among the Malay community.So, for the next election, in 2004, the BN
focused its efforts on winning back Malay voters in particular. This was a great test
for Abdullah Badawi as new prime minister, to lead UMNO, a dominant Malay party
in Malaysia. By promising to lead a clean administration and stressing the need for
great transparency, accountability and increased bureaucratic efficiency, combined
with moderate, ―modern and progressive‖ Islamic message, his government secured
a massive victory,winning 90 percent of the parliamentary seats.

However, in the 2008 general election, the BN suffered its second worst result
ever.Badawi had made many promises during his administration, but his reforms had
not met people‘s expectations (Abdul Rashid, 2009; Case, 2010). He promised more
strongly than any previous prime minister to clean up corruption, strengthen civil
liberties, uphold justice and overhaul the civil service, judiciary and police force, but
failed to deliver on the promises. Public dissatisfaction with rising crime, corruption
scandals, and increases in the price of fuel and food was apparent. Dissatisfaction
among the Chinese and Indian communities was also obvious, and led to series of
protests such as the Coalition for Clean and Fair Election and Hindu Rights Action
Force demonstrations (Rashid, 2009). Badawi admitted that ―the result of the
election was a strong message that I have not moved fast enough in pushing through
with the reform that I had promised to undertake‖.16

16

Speech by Abdullah Badawi at the Invest Malaysia 2008 conference, Kuala Lumpur, 25 March
2008. See http://www.investmalaysiaconference.com/media/pdf/IM2008_keynotes.pdf
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Civil society collaborated with the opposition parties in the 2008 election and
without this collaboration those parties would have found it difficult to make such
large gains(Lee, J.et al., 2010;Giersdorf & Croissant, 2011). Both capitalised on
public anger with the government through their campaigns on the Internet. Many
areas of policy failure,including rising crime rates, consumer-price inflation and
government corruption were highlighted on the Internet. Since the major newspaper
and television stations were partly owned by the ruling coalition, NGOs and the
opposition parties fully utilised the Internet during the campaign period. They
highlighted the weaknesses of the government through technologies such as
YouTube, blogging, Twitter and mobile phones. Civil society activities provided an
alternative source of information to the public in forums such as the online
newspaper, MalaysiaKini, thereby enabling them to challenge the authoritarian rule
in Malaysia. Political bloggers like Raja Petra Kamaruddin and Jeff Ooi17 were
among the civil society figures who attracted wide readership in their blogs, giving
them significant political influence.

2.7

Conclusion

The discussion in this chapter has provided the background to the study of the
Internet and deliberative democracy in Malaysia. As is clear from this background,
Malaysian politics has been through several important periods. The first was the
colonial period whose legacy still greatly affectsMalaysian politics today. The elites
had to find a balance between exploiting communal nationalism and working
together to build a stable society. The BN‘s consociational democracy was the
perfect formula to unite all ethnic group interests into one ruling party.

The second period encompasses the events of 1969 and the NEP. This period is not
only about the riot but also about Malaysian structural politics in the form of the
NEP. This period saw a new emphasis on race relations as well as Malay dominance
as the base of national politics. Despite economic growth, the state consolidated its
17

Jeff Ooi contested the 2008 general election and won a seat in Jelutong. He is one of the Malaysian
bloggers who became a politician.
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power through various repressive laws and regulations, and controlled the media,
judiciary, legislature and electoral system in order to limit political dissent.

The third period was the Islamisation period, which began with the co-option of
Anwar Ibrahim into UMNO and the BN government, giving the party more
credibility on Islamic issues. Since then, Islam has been an important influence in
government as well as in public discourse. UMNO incorporated Islam into its
policies while maintaining its moderate stance on religion in order to counter the
popularity of PAS and to avoid alienating the other ethnic groups in the country.

The fourth period encompasses the 1999 general election and aftermath. During this
time, Malaysian society started to show signs of revolt against the government,
especially after of the dismissal of Anwar.A reform movement arose andsince then,
dissenting voices have been vibrant. These voices were heard in the 2008 general
election, when the BN lost its two-thirds majority in parliament for the second time,
and for the first time the opposition parties won control of five states. Along with
other factors that contributed to the landslide victory of the opposition parties, the
use of the Internet as a tool for the opposition groups to challenge the dominance of
the BN was a significant factor. Many political forces, especially oppositional groups
who were disadvantaged in the conventional media, have been seeking alternative
types of communication such as the Internet, in order to evade tight control and
reach large segments of society. They have challenged the capacity of the
government control mainstream media as was seen in the 2008 general election
results. The government no longer effectively controlled the flow of information.
The next chapter discusses the use of the Internet in Malaysia and how it has affected
democracy. The chapter outlines the relationship between the state and political
online users,and particularly how the state has responded to the political use of the
Internet and how Internet users, especially those with political interests, have reacted
to the state.
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Chapter 3
____________________________________________________________________
THE INTERNET AND DEMOCRACY IN MALAYSIA

3.1

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the literature on the Internet and democracy in
Malaysia. First it discusses the use of information communication technology in
general and specifically Internet use. Then, data about citizens‘ awareness of the
Internet and the use of the Internet for democracy is presented. Specifically, the
development of the Internet and democracy is tracked in tandem with the electoral
results from 1999 to 2008 in Malaysia. The purpose of the chapter is to lay the
foundation for a more solid discussion and analysis in the empirical chapters that
reflects on the Internet and democracy. While the previous chapter discussed
national political, economic and cultural dynamics, this one evaluates the emergence
of the Internet within that context.

3.2

Overview of ICT policy in selected Asian countries

ICT is considered by many countries as a primary source of economic growth and
social transformation. Many developed countries have recognised the potential of
ICT in their local and economic development policies for quite some time. In Asia,
in particular, Korea and Japan have long concentrated on IT policies, though the
Korean government has taken a more aggressive role than its Japanese counterpart.
The Korean government‘s ―e-Korea Vision 2006‖ policy aimed at ―an information
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society, focused on promoting national information process; advancing the
information infrastructure; and strengthening international cooperation‖ (Bae, 2004).
In 2003, Korea had the highest broadband penetration rates in the world (Bae, 2004).
The Japanese ICT strategy was different, as the government played a minimal role in
developing this sector. Instead, most ICT development in Japan was initiated by
private firms. The government merely set the direction and the private firms
executed it (Bae, 2004). Despite the differences in strategy, however, both countries
made ICT development a top priority.

The ICT revolution also spread to Southeast Asia.Singapore, in particular, is a highly
advanced ICT country. It adapted its first ICT master plan in the early 1980s and
implemented phases of the national ICT plan in line with changing technology. The
Singapore plans include the National Computerisation Plan (1980-1985), National IT
Plan (1986-1991), IT2000 (1992-1999), Infocomm 21 (2000-2003) and Connected
Singapore (from 2003, and current at time of writing). The Philippine government
launched its National Information Technology Plan ―IT21‖ in 1998. Two years
earlier, Thailand had already launched an ICT vision in order to address social
inequality and improve economic prosperity. Thailand‘s first national IT plan was
called ―IT2000‖ (Thuvasethakul & Koanantakool, 2002).

Arguably the most comprehensive ICT strategy of any ASEAN nation has been
developed by Malaysia. Since the 1990s the Malaysian government has developed a
range of ICT-related policies in order to be highly competitive in a globalised world.

3.3

Development of ICT in Malaysia

The Malaysian government became seriously engaged in ICT as early as 1991 when
Mahathir announced the Wawasan 2020 or ‗Vision 2020‘. The Vision 2020 was a
national agenda that set a goal for Malaysia to achieve the status of a fully developed
country by the year 2020. The vision identified nine challenges to be addressed in
order to achieve that status. These challenges focused not only on economic aspects
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but also on social prosperity. One was the use of technology. When announcing
Vision 2020, Mahathir (1991:7) stated that:

In a world of high technology Malaysia cannot afford to
lag behind. We cannot be in the front line of modern
technology but we must at least try to catch up at least in
those fields where we may have certain advantages.

The ICT plan was incorporated into the national five-year plan, which laid down
specific programmes for the development of ICT. For example, in the Seventh
Malaysian Plan (1996-2000), the government increased spending specifically
targeted to basic ICT infrastructure, with the aim of enhancing the use of technology
in both private and public sectors. This was specifically designed to improve
economic efficiency and productivity in order to compete in the emerging digital
economy. In the Eighth Malaysian Plan (2001-05), the government put more effort
into ensuring that ICT made the country a competitive knowledge-based economy. It
spent RM5.2 billion on the ICT project, as shown in Figure 3.1.

Figure 3.1: Government spending on ICT in the Eighth Malaysian Plan (2001-2005)

In the Ninth Malaysian Plan (2006-2010), the government was still committed to
improving national competitiveness and resilience in the world economy. It
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addressed the need for ICT to be used more widely in order to create a knowledge
society. Another unique feature highlighted in the Ninth Malaysian Plan was the
policy of Islam Hadhari, a development that complies with Islamic principles. This
strategy indicated that Malaysia sought to embrace global information technology
while adhering to Islamic tenets. Under the Ninth Plan, the government almost
doubled its allocation for ICT to RM12.9 billion, 30 percent of which would be used
to bridge the digital divide in the country.

According to published yearly budgets, the government allocated great amounts of
money to ICT development. Among its neighbouring countries, Malaysia spent the
most on ICT per capita. According to Ali (2009), the government spent RM521.3
million (US$ 161.89 million) in 2004 and this rose in 2005 to RM590.8 million
(US$185.96 million). Indonesia and Thailand have greater populations than
Malaysia but spent onlyRM841.3 million (US$ 261.27 million) and RM680.1
million (US$ 211.2), respectively. In its 2011 budget, the Malaysian government
nominated ICT as the Sixth National Key Economic Area in a list of twelve
strategies.18The Ministry of Science and Technology Information (MOSTI) (2007)
states that ICT development is ―an important strategic driver for positioning
Malaysia as a competitive K-based economy and global ICT and multi hub‖.

Reflecting the importance of ICT, various laws and institutions have been set up to
manage its development. As shown in Table 3.1, there are five major cyber laws in
Malaysia: the Digital Signature Act 1997, Computer Crime Act 1997, Telemedicine
Act 1997, Copyright (Amendment) Act 1997 and the Malaysian Communications
and Multimedia Act (MCMA) 1998. Of these, the MCMA is the most significant of
all Internet-related regulations. It is based on ―the basic principles of transparency
and clarity; more competition and less regulation; flexibility; bias towards generic
rules; regulatory forbearance; emphasis on process rather than content;
administrative and sector transparency; and industry self-regulation‖.19

18

Speech by the Prime Minister Dato‘ Sri Mohd Najib Tun Abdul Razak introducing the motion to
table the Tenth Malaysia Plan on 10 June 2010.
19
See MCMC website inhttp://www.skmm.gov.my/.
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Table 3.1: Major Malaysian Cyber-laws
Laws

Descriptions

Digital Signature Act 1997

Providing Certificate Authorities that issue
digital signatures and making digital signatures
legally binding

Computer Crime Act 1997

Making misuse of computers a criminal offence

Telemedicine Act 1997

Allowing registered doctors to practise
teleconsultations

Copyright (Amendment) Act

Extending the existing 1987 Copyright Act to

1997

include multimedia, thereby making it illegal to
spread and transmit copyrighted works in
cyberspace

Malaysian Communications and

Uniting and defining regulations for different

Multimedia Act 1998

communication industries, such as
telecommunications, broadcasting and computing

Source: National Information Council (in Hung & Chen, 2009:6)

The institutions set up to manage ICT development include the Malaysian
Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC), created following the
MCMA in order to regulate the country‘s communications and multimedia industry.
The ministry of Energy, Communications and Multimedia also implements laws and
regulations. Table 3.2 summarises the responsibilities of the government organs and
ministries for ICT.

Another important organisation is the National Information Technology Council
(NITC). This is the premier organisation for managing ICT in Malaysia and is also
an advisory body and consultant to the government concerning matters pertaining to
ICT as part of the national development strategy (NITC, 2011). In 1996, the NITC
launched the National IT Agenda (NITA), which provides a framework for how ICT
should be used in Malaysia, focussing on training people to be competent in ICT,
infrastructure, and applications (Rahmah & Becker, 2001).
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Table 3.2: Key official institutions involving ICT in Malaysia
Ministry

Tasks/Responsibility

Energy, Water and Communication

Responsible for communication
infrastructure, policy formulation and
service regulation.
Science, Technology and Innovation
Tasked with creating an environment
which is conducive to the advancement of
science and technology, and providing
efficient technical as well as managerial
support services to ICT projects and
programs.
Rural and Regional Development
Charged with community access,
telecentres, rural information programs,
and bridging the digital divide and
Infodesa projects for computer training
skills and computer literacy.
Information
Responsible for ―Smart Community‖
projects, community access and bridging
the digital divide.
State Government
Tasked with providing community access
through the State Information Technology
Advancement Unit for Electronic
Government System, Education Net,
Electronic Community and Electronic
Commerce.
Local Authorities or City Councils
Providing community access and
computer training skills and computer
literacy.
Malaysian Communications and
Instituted within the Ministry of Energy,
Multimedia Commissions
Water and Communication, it issues
licences, implements regulations and
facilitates universal service provision.
Source: National Information Technology Council (in Hung & Chen, 2009: 6)

Another important aspect for the development of ICT is the Multimedia Super
Corridor (MSC). Established in 1996, the MSC is the NITC‘s biggest initiative. A
high-profile ICT project,the MSC‘s aim is to build a world-leading technology
environment that facilitates Malaysia‘s evolution into a knowledge-based society, by
attracting and nurturing leading-edge and world-class companies. It covers an area
15 kilometres wide and 50 kilometres long –from Kuala Lumpur city centre in the
north to the new KL International Airport in the south (Ali, 2009). The MSC is
located between the two cities Putrajaya and Cyberjaya. Putrajaya is the new

70

headquarters for the Malaysian Government. It is also widely known as an
―intelligent city‖ for its latest IT facilities and its employment of e-government
sources. Cyberjaya is the base for some of the world‘s largest and most innovative
multimedia companies, which were offered a variety of financial and non-financial
incentives to establish themselves there. Participants were promised fibre-optic
networks, research facilities and tax breaks, as well as a government commitment to
keep the Internet uncensored, under the Bill of Guarantee,whose Article No. 7
explicitly ensures that Internet content will not be censored. However, italso states
that ―this does not mean that any person may disseminate illegal content with
impunity and without regard to the law. To the extent that any act is illegal in the
physical world, it will simply outlawed in the online environment.‖20 These offers
attracted major foreign companies; Intel, AMD and DHL set up their regional
headquarters there and helped local companies to reinforce their economic positions
so that they could compete with international companies (Holst, 2007). This led to
the creation of jobs for Malaysians. It was reported that the MSC project could offer
10,000 technology-related jobs (Ali, 2009). Government revenue increased almost
nine-fold from US$1.2 billion to US$9.4 billion in 2005 (Ali, 2009).

However, the ICT revolution has also had negative effects. For instance, it has
marginalised many Malaysians who live in rural communities. The government
addressed this issue through the National Strategic Framework for Bridging the
Digital Divide (2005-2008),which aimed to consolidate existing efforts and provide
a well-targeted and cost-effective strategy to overcome the digital divide. The
government provided, for example, computers to rural schools with access to the
Internet. Programmes included the Medan Infodesa, Internet Desa, Pondok Harrmoni
and the establishment of e-Services Kiosks (Noore Alam, 2005). Medan Infodesa
provides ICT training to the rural community, while Internet Desa and Pondok
Harmoni programmes supply computers and Internet access to rural areas (Noore
Alam, 2005). Another scheme allowed workers to withdraw some of their funds
from the Employees‘ Provident Fund to purchase a computer. Furthermore, the
20

See details in the Bill of Guarantee No. 7.
http://mscmalaysia.my/article/MSC+Malaysia+Bill+of+Guarantees/BoG+7+To+ensure+no+censorshi
p+of+the+Internet- accessed 19 December 2011.
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government launched the slogan satu rumah, satu computer (One House, One
Computer). In 2009, the government set up the Universal Service Programme,
costing RM600 million, to build communication infrastructure in rural areas across
the country (Li March, 2009).

Despite government initiatives and a strong emphasis on ICT, it is noteworthy that
the level of broadband subscribers remains low. It is much lower in Malaysia than in
South Korea, Japan, Singapore and Hong Kong. Malaysia has only five companies
offering fixed broadband– TM Net, Time dotcom, Maxis Communication Bhd,
JARING and PenangFON (only in Penang). Compared with South Korea, which has
the world‘s biggest broadband access to the Internet, Malaysia is still behind in
subscriber numbers. According to a study of the quality of broadband conducted by
Oxford University, Malaysia was among those countries that has Internet speeds
―below today‘s applications threshold‖. While other countries,including Japan, Hong
Kong, South Korea, Sweden and Finland have been enjoying speeds of up to 100
Mbps (megabits per second) for several years now, most Malaysian still make do
with speeds not exceeding 4 Mbps (The Star, 21 March 2009). Apart from its
slowness, Malaysian broadband is also expensive. In Singapore, users pay nearly
US$85 (RM286.56) for the fastest bandwidth of 100 Mbps, while for only 4 Mbps,
Malaysian users pay US$76 or US$35 Mbps (MalaysiaToday, 26 November 2009).

The Malaysian government has taken a number of steps to remedy this situation. The
current government of Najib Razak announced a program known as the National
Broadband Initiative. This is a strategy to bring broadband to the whole country. In
March 2010 the government officially announced a high-speed broadband (HSBB)
project. The HSBB project aims to roll out high-speed broadband services across the
country by 2015 to boost national competitiveness (Ali, 2009). The project will cost
RM11.3 billion and is a joint venture between Telekom Malaysia Bhd™ and the
government, in which the latter provides a RM2.4 billion subsidy while RM8.9
billion comes from Telekom Malaysia. One initiative is to provide services to
615,000 household in 246 locations. Apart from this, 138 Information ministry
offices will be allocated around the country, providing coverage for up to 400,000
users. E-kiosks will also be provided at community centres and sub-district offices in
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1,105 sub-districts. For cellular coverage, 873 new telecommunication towers will be
built (Salman & Hashim, 2011).

3.4

Current State of ICT Development in Malaysia

Assisted by government initiatives, Malaysia has now advanced technologically in
ICT sector performance. Mobile phone usage shows the highest increment.21 In
2011, most Malaysians owned more than one mobile phone (MCMC, 2011) and as
Figure 3.2. shows, a total of 33.922 million people are subscribers (Malaysia
Telecommunication, 2011). Malaysia has the second highest mobile penetration in
Southeast Asia, after Singapore. It is estimated that Malaysians sent 100 billion SMS
in 2009, which represents the largest-ever use of messaging (Budde.com, 2010).
According to a recent Malaysia Telecommunications report Q3 (2011), many
Malaysians also access the Internet through their 3G mobile phones. However, only
19 percent of 3G mobile phone owners actually have access to the Internet through
their phones (Nielson, 2011).

Figure 3.2. Mobile phone subscribers increase from 2008 until 2015
Source: Malaysia Telecommunications Report Q3 (2011)
21

In 2011, seven mobile network companies were operating in Malaysia: Telekom Malaysia, TM
Touch, Mobikom, Celcom, Maxis, Digi.com and Time.Com.
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Another ICT whose use has increased dramatically is the Internet. The Internet
network started to be developed in Malaysia in 1983 by Mohamad Awang-Lah, an
academic at the University of Malaya. He tried to connect the country to the world
while working at the university‘s laboratory (Rahmah & Becker, 2001). Following
this, private companies such as TELEKOM took up various initiatives to establish a
well-developed Internet connection in Malaysia. RangKom (Rangkaian Komputer
Malaysia) was the first computer network in the country. It has the capability of
linking up to four connections – Australia, United States, the Netherlands and Korea.
Rangkom was also linked with five local universities – Universiti Malaya, Universiti
Putra Malaysia, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia and
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. Under the RangKom project, people were able to
use email and access the USENET newsgroup.

In 1987, Telekom Malaysia Berhad (the privatised telecommunicationscompany)
launched TELITA, a video text service that enabled early ―netizens‖ to access a
simple, interactive, computer-based information and business system for in-house
communication and public dissemination (Rahmah & Becker, 2001). However,
TELITA lasted only about two years. The main reason was thatthe connection was
so slow that most people decided not to use the Internet (Rahmah & Becker, 2001).
In 1990, the joint advanced integrated networking (JARING) was launched, the first
Malaysian Internet service provider (ISP). JARING also absorbed RangKom into its
system. In 1992, with the installation of a satellite link between Malaysia and the
US, JARING was fully connected to the Internet and Malaysian users thereby gained
easy access to Internet resources in more than 140 countries. Yet, less than 30 users
were subscribers to JARING in 1992 (Rahmah & Becker, 2001).

The Internet then started to pick up speed, reflecting the serious government efforts.
With the development of the MSC, the government expanded the cable network and
upgraded infrastructure by implementing new technologies such as digital, fibre
optics, broadband, wireless and cellular phone (MSC, 2007). Since then, Internet
penetration has grown dramatically, from 3.7 million users in 2000 to 17.7 million in
December 2011 (see Table 3.3).
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Table 3.3. Internet users in Malaysia
Year

Internet Users

% population

2000

3,700,000

15.0

2005

10,040,000

37.9

2006

11,016,000

38.9

2007

13,528,200

47.8

2008

15,868,000

62.8

2009

16,902,600

65.7

2010

16,902,600

64.6

2011

17,723, 000

62.2

Source: Compilation from ITU, World Statistics and MCMC

Globally, Malaysia is ranked sixth for ICT use among the top-ranked developing
countries, according to a UN assessment of e-government (see Table 3.4).

75

Table 3.4: Top-ranked developing countries in e-government

Source: United Nations E-Government Survey (2010)

Advances in the Internet normally begin in towns and urban areas, which means that
urban communitiesare more technologically advanced than rural ones. Increasingly
sophisticated technology further increases the divide and creates social imbalances.
According to Norris (2001: 3-6), the digital divide is defined as the gap between
those who have the skills and financial resources to access the Internet, and those
who do not. A number of factors contribute to this divide. According to Chen and
Wellman (2004), the divisions between countries as well as within theminclude
socioeconomic, technological and linguistic factors. Foulger (2001) notes that the
prevalence of the English language, lack of technological support and high costs are
all barriers to people wanting to use ICT. The digital divide has also spread to
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Internet users, where some people in a geographical area may have access to it, while
others in the same region do not (Chen & Wellman, 2004). Malaysia has proved to
be no exception to this rule. Rural people have access to the Internet through various
government initiatives, but an acute digital divide remains. According to Freedom
House (2011), more than 80 percent of Internet users live in urban areas and there is
a low Internet penetration rate on the east coast of Malaysia. The government‘s
support of ICT development led to more infrastructure and ICT facilities being
concentrated in urban areas; for example, the establishment of MSC and technology
parks were mostly in urban areas. The government has sought to address this issue,
but because of a lack of coordination between states and other agencies, the problem
is still unsolved (Zaitun & Crump, 2005).

It is also noteworthy that although the numbers of Internet users has increased, little
Internet usage is politically oriented. Users are much more focused on entertainment.
According to a survey by Samsuddin and Latiffah (2011), 54 percent of young
Internet users access the Internet for entertainment purposes. A survey of the top
fifty bloggers shows that only 16 percent of blogs are politically oriented (Weiss,
2012). According to data collected by Tan and Zawawi (2008), the majority of
readers prefer to read personal journals rather than politically oriented journals. In
fact, the majority of bloggers also prefer to share their own documents and
experience rather than look for politically-oriented content.

3.5

Impact of the Internet on Democracy

With the rapid expansion of the Internet, have grown expectations that it will be a
new tool for a better democracy (Uimonen, 2003; Chin, 2003; George, 2005, 2006;
Pang, 2006; Tan and Zawawi, 2008; Steele, 2009; Bahfen, 2009). Tan and Zawawi
(2008: 76) argue that in Malaysia, the Internet, particularly blogs, have become
powerful weapons for democracy. They further claim that blogging promotes
democratisation by enhancing civil liberties and helping to frame the discourse and
agenda for public policies. Blogging is still a marginal activity for enhancing
democracy in Malaysia but it is clearly an ―unstoppable means to empower
individual and civil society‖. Similarly, Lim M.K (2009) focuses on blogs that
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contribute to the promotion of democracy. For Lim M.K, blogs in Malaysia could
function as a watchdog or fifth estate, becoming a tool for checking on the
government. Blogs also act as networks that link people to each other. Indeed, blogs
have been used to mobilise people in mass protest on various occasions in Malaysia.
They are also a tool for expressing opinion; blogs make it easier for people to
communicate with one another free from gate-keeping institutions.

George (2005) analyses the use of the Internet as a tool for democratisation in
Malaysia and Singapore. In his analysis of websites, he refers to ―contentious
journalism‖, which is journalism that challenges ―the consensus that powerful
interests try to shape and sustain through mainstream media‖ (p. 3). He also supports
the view that online contentious journalism enables democratisation as it expresses
the voices of individual and community sectors that are marginalised and
underrepresented in the mainstream media. He argues that although Singapore
offerscutting-edge technology, the political and democratic activities there are less of
an impact than in Malaysia.

Similarly, Steele (2009), Pang (2006), Chin (2004) and Weiss (2012) claim that the
Internet has helpedto develop the public sphere, with the emergence of online
newspaper MalaysiaKini, enabling citizens to exchange and share opinions. Steele
(2009) says that MalaysiaKini promotes democracy in Malaysia thanks to its good
journalism practices and because itprovides space for people to participate through
vehicles such as the letters page, the comments section and the Your Say section.
Pang (2006:71) argues that MalaysiaKini is able to maintain its editorial
independence from political and economic forces despite the many challenges they
face such as ―lack of press accreditation, legal constraints, and inter-media rivalry
that collectively act as a surrogate ideology‖. As such, this newly-created sphere
provides a remedy for political participation and facilitates access to information not
available in the mass media (Chin, 2004).

Other scholars are not optimistic about the potential of the Internet to change the
political landscape in Malaysia. Abbott (2001) notes that the Internet links numerous
vibrant civil society organisations across ethnic boundaries but still fails to promote
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regime change and democratisation in Malaysia. In a recent study, he remains
cautious about the Internet as a tool for democratisation. As he notes (2012: 352),
while ―the Internet may be ‗a raucous and highly democratic world‘, it clearly does
have gatekeepers, often reflects existing socioeconomic and political divisions, and
is ever more commercialised‖. Brown (2004) also casts doubt on the potential of the
Internet for democratization as it is still underutilised as a counter-hegemonic field.
Most information is unrealistic, and full of gossip and slander. Similarly, Tan and
Zawawi (2008: 79) are not optimistic about the democratisation effect of the
Internet,warning that ―the possibility of blogging to act as a vehicle for political
change and democratization should be viewed with caution‖.

Given these contrasting views, it is important to look at the impact of the Internet on
Malaysian politics a little more systematically. The following section discusses how
the Internet has affected electoral politics during the three most recent elections, in
1999, 2004 and 2008. Highlighting the ever-growing potential of the Internet as a
democratic tool, this discussion sets the scene for the following chapters.

In its early days, the Internet in Malaysia was used mostly by people who had
telephone lines and personal computers. User numbers were still small and most
people relied mainly on government-controlled newspapers, television and radio
stations for their political information. Given this situation, the Internet served as an
important alternative media for those who were pro-opposition. One of the first
noteworthy sites was the Sang Kancil mailing list created by Malaysia‘s first online
journalist, the late MGG Pillai (George, 2005). Websites and discussion forums
critical of the government proliferated, including many that were not simply limited
to the intellectual elite.

Prior to the emergence of the Internet, Mahathir could control virtually every crisis
or political event through traditional news and information sources. The BN used the
mainstream media to convey its messages to the public. Scholars who have written
on elections and politics in Malaysia often note the obstructive role of the local
media. Most claim that the performance of the mainstream media during elections
demonstrated that they consistently portrayed the ruling BN in a positive light and
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provided limited coverage of the political opposition (see, for example, Zaharom,
2000; Wang, 2003; Mustafa, 2003). The mainstream media praised in particular the
role of UMNO in preserving Malay dominance and defending the community from
ethnic violence (Wong, 2000).

It was not until 1998 that the Internet began to emerge as a political threat to the
government, after the sacking and arrest of Anwar Ibrahim (Bahfen, 2009; Abbott,
2000). As mentioned, in the wake of the Asian financial crisis, increasing differences
emerged between Prime Minister Mahathir andAnwar (Wong, 2004). Anwar‘s
sacking led to large public protests, and the BN swiftly thwarted the reform
movement by imprisoning Anwar along with other prominent civil society activists.
In opposing the government, Anwar brought together the opposition parties for the
first time into one coalition, known as the Alternative Front. The media began to
portray the Alternative Front negatively, especially by emphasising its internal
disputes (Kim W.L, 2001). One Malaysian media scholar noted that:

The abuse of the mainstream press by the ruling
coalition, particularly the heavy use of crass and
unethical advertisements in both the print and electronic
media in the last election [the 1999 general election]
only underscores the determined attempt of a political
party whose political hegemony was in jeopardy,
particularly since the Anwar crisis, to garner as much
electoral support as possible through all means, fair and
foul (Annuar in Mustafa, 2003: 65).

The Internet provides a means for information to be disseminated publicly without
government interference. The Anwar crisis, along with his reform agenda, mobilised
grassroots support for him. Many websites previously critical of Anwar during his
position in the government turned into mouthpieces for his struggle for justice,
reporting his statements, showing photos and providing up-to-date news. While slow
Internet connections limited the dissemination of news, it was still possible to
download, print and distribute news among friends and relatives. Now, with the new
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combination of traditional media and alternative media, the reformasi groups
managed to rally their supporters and organise mass gatherings in Kuala Lumpur on
a few occasions.22
Dozens of websites sprang up immediately after Anwar‘s arrest, posting the latest
news and rumours, as well as links to foreign news sources. The estimated number
of websites rose to up to 50 (George, 2006; Zaharom, 2002), a significant number
considering that the Internet in Malaysia was still new then. Popular sites such as
MalaysiaKini.com, Laman Reformasi, Freeanwar.com, harakahdaily.com and
FreeMalaysia.com offered alternative news and information about the crisis, and
received a significant number of hits per day (Anil Netto, 2002). Some of these
websites were owned by popular webmasters, for example Sabri Zain (Reformasi
Diary) and Raja Petra Kamaruddin (MalaysiaToday). The first online news portal to
emerge before the 1999 general election was MalaysiaKini, founded by Steven Gan
and Premesh Chandran, who were joined by journalists concerned about the
credibility of the news (Tong, 2004). MalaysiaKini quickly became the most popular
news portal in Malaysia and its readership reached half a million hits during its first
month of operation (Anil Netto, 2000). The readership continued to achieve high
figures after the election, averaging 100,000 hits per day – more than the circulation
of the top daily newspapers, The Sun and The Star (Nain, 2000).

Not only were civil society agencies active online, but opposition parties also used
the net for public outreach, especially during the1999 general election. For instance,
PAS set up its first website in 1999 (details are discussed in Chapter Four below).
PAS launched the first Net TV (Harakah web TV) in May 1999 (Woodier, 2008)and
also turned its weekly newspaper Harakah into an online journal when the
government restricted its sale from twice a week to once a fortnight (Woodier,
2008). The new KeADILan party was refused permission to publish any printed
material to promote its platform, so it, too, turned to the Internet to reach wider
audiences. It should be noted that publishing news online was helpful for opposition
parties because it meant that they no longer had to comply with the Printing and
22

For analyses and details of the reformasi movement, see Hiller (2001), Brown (2004), Steele (2009)
and Weiss (2006).

81

Publication Act. However, at this time, the Internet was not as sophisticated as it is
today. At the beginning, most of the online platforms disseminated news one-way
only. For political parties, the Internet was a way to present information about office
holders and candidates, to disseminate press releases and to make public
announcements. There was no way for readers to provide feedback or to add any
information to what was available. Nonetheless, the combination of the online
presence of civil society and opposition parties, the growth of websites, chat rooms,
listservs and emails was significant in the lead-up to the election.

As a result,and as already noted, though the BN maintained its two-thirds majority, it
was a tough victory. It is evidence that the Internet had become a new space for
political activists and opposition voices to disseminate political information and
news. Taylor (2004) analysed the 1999 election result and noted that the result was
still significant in term of seats won by the opposition parties even though the
number of seats won was small. Many of the seats won by the BN were won only
narrowly. Moreover, in the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, where
the Internet had the largest impact, the opposition coalition gained the largest
margin.

By the 2004 general election, blogs and independent websites were definitely on the
rise and had become important tools for political communication. Many NGOs
began to set up their own websites. Examples include the country‘s pioneer civil
rights group‘s Aliran Online (Aliran.com); Suaram (Suara Rakyat Malaysia, Voice
of the Malaysian People), with its Suaram.net to support victims of state oppression;
women‘s advocates Tenaganita (www.tenaganita.net); Islamic youth activists ABIM
(www.abim.org.my);

Muslim

women

advocates,

Sisters

in

Islam

(www.sistersinislam.org.my); and the Malaysian Bar (www.malaysianbar.org.my).
The first political bloggers to appear were Jeff Ooi in 2003 and Raja Petra
Kamaruddin, the founder of the Malaysia-Today website (Gomez & Chang, 2010).

Yet, the online presence of so many NGOs and individuals bloggers had no
significant impact on the election. Instead, the 2004 election represented an
opportunity for the newly-appointed Prime Minister Badawi to obtain a fresh
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mandate for the BN after 22 years under Mahathir. During this period, the
mainstream media played its role in ―welcoming‖ the new prime minister with his
nickname, Pak Lah. As noted by Mustafa, the newspapers, specifically The New
Straits Times, The Star, Berita Harian and Utusan Malaysia, emphasised ―the Pak
Lah‖ factor. Pak Lah was portrayed by the daily newspapers as ―clean, nonconfrontational, humble, gentle and affable as well as a people friendly leader‖
(Mustafa, 2005: 36). In addition, his slogan ―work with me, not for me‖ was
advertised widely in the newspapers;through it, Badawi promoted an image of care
and concern for the people, especially those who had felt alienated during
Mahathir‘srule.

Unlike in 1999, the 2004 general election featured no sensational issue that could be
covered by the opposition parties. Instead, most of their energy was spent on
countering the image campaign of Pak Lah. The opposition used the Internet to
spread news about Badawi but it was not particularly effective, as there was no
controversial issue to be covered. Most news concentrated on Badawi‘snew
transformation plan, which included fighting corruption and ensuring more
accountability and transparency in the administration (Marzuki, 2004). Such
promises gave people hope in a new Badawi administration. Opposition figures like
Anwar Ibrahim and Lim Kit Siang used their personal blogs to convey their
messages to the public, but these had no major impact during the 2004 general
election. As Smeltzer and Lepawsky (2010) show, the alternative media played a
minimum role in the 2004 election.
Not long after the BN‘s overwhelming victory in the 2004 general election, many
people lost faith in Abdullah Badawi‘sleadership. Seen as incompetent, he and his
administration soon became the target of widespread criticism. Significantly, his
critics included a number of government insiders. Among the popular bloggers who
sharply criticised the administration was a former secretary of UMNO, ―Sang
Kelembai‖ (Zaharin Mohd Yassin). Datuk Ruhanie Ahmad had been secretary of
politics for former Deputy Prime Minister Musa Hitam; and an UMNO MP of Parit
Sulong in Johor, wrote his blog under the pseudonym ―Kuda Kepang‖ in order to
criticise Badawi‘s government. Other popular bloggers,including Aisehman and Cuit
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Sikit, also had previously been on the government‘s side. They all tended to oppose
government policy even though they were in government themselves. Another who
lent his voice to the chorus of criticism was former prime minister, Mahathir
Mohamed,who wrote his own blog on the website chedet.co.cc. He started blogging
on 9 May 2008. After retiring as prime minister, his relationship with his successor
was not very good. He found his opinions blocked by traditional mass media.
Mahathir gained more freedom to have his opinions read by going online and he
used his blog to target Badawi, the BN government and the party. According to Kee
and Ahmad et al. (2010), Mahathir‘s use of his blog to target personality of
Badawiconstituted 58.8 percent of his postings and received a high level of response
from readers.

It was not only people close to the government who attacked the new prime minister.
Ordinary citizens also used blogs to show their dissatisfaction, including Rocky Bru
(Ahiruddin Atan), formerly a Malay newspaper journalist, and UMNO media advisor
and editor of Berita Harian, Abdul Kadir Jasin – known as the Scribe. Both were
critical of the government. Marina Mahathir, daughter of Mahathir, also turned to
online writing on the blog, Rating MM. Another important blogger, Raja Petra
Kamaruddin (RPK), with his website, MalaysiaToday, became famous for his
exposure of corruption, abuse of power and the incompetence of the BN party. His
blog gained in popularity and eventually attracted the authorities‘ attention. He
criticised not only the government but also the opposition parties (Khoo Boo Teik,
2010). There had been no-one like him before, who ―would seize every sensitive
political bull by the horns‖ (Khoo Boo Teik, 2010: 11). His postings attracted
thousands of readers and some of them reproduced his thoughts in other blogs.23
Most of these people were not necessarily supporters of the opposition parties but
were simply frustrated with the BN government and particularly the Badawi
administration. It was difficult for Badawi to deal with these bloggers or even to
respond to them, as they were people who normally supported the BN. However, as
the next election approached, several active bloggers were given a chance by
opposition parties to become candidates in the 2008 poll. Among them were Tony
23

He was exiled to the UK after the BN government accused him of implicating Badawi‘s successor,
Najib Razak, and his wife Rosmah in the murder of a Mongolian woman, Altantuya Shaariibuu.
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Pua, Jeff Ooi, Badrul Hisham Shahrin, Teresa Kok, Nik Nazmi and Hannah Yeoh
(Smeltzer, 2008; Ooi Kee Beng, 2009).

This period also witnessed the arrival of more independent online news. In addition
to MalaysiaKini, other independent news sources such as Nut Graph, The Malaysian
Insider, Malaysia Mirror, Free Malaysia Today arose. As a result, during the 2008
general election campaign, Malaysians had easy access to a large amount of free,
alternative information produced by professional journalists as well as citizensand
amateur journalists (Gomez & Chang, 2010).

The political web campaign during the 2008 general election period was dominated
by opposition groups and those who were dissatisfied with the Badawi
administration. Though the BN also had a web campaign, it was ―miniscule, despite
investing in improved websites‖ (Suffian, 2008: 20). The opposition groups focused
their web campaigns on highlighting the weaknesses of the BN such as corruption,
criminal activities and the prime minister‘s credibility (Rashid, 2009). They took the
opportunities made available by the Internet to discuss, debate and disseminate
information to ordinary people without any filtering. As many observers have noted,
these activities in cyberspace affected the result of the 2008 general election (Ufen,
2008 and 2009; Weiss, 2008; Abbott, 2009; Mohd Azizuddin, 2009; Abdul Rashid,
2009).

3.6

Government Reactions to Online Political Dissent

According to Kalathil and Baos (2001), many authoritarian regimes have responded
effectively to online dissent by implementing a combination of measures including
blocking websites, jailing activists and hiring officials to monitor the websites. The
case of Raja Petra Kamaruddin indicates that Malaysia may be no different.
However, in responding to the challenge, the government had also to take into
account its economic interests.

As mentioned, the high concentration of ICT development in Malaysia led Mahathir
to promise not to control the content of the Internet. The promise was made mainly

85

for economic reasons, that is, to attract more foreign investment to the MSC project.
The new administration under Najib Razak also emphasised that the government did
not employ filtering to actively censor Internet content.24 Najib Razak assured the
public that the government had ―no desire to implement Internet filtering… such as
‗Green Dam‘ like China did to block dissent on blogs and independent websites‖
(Vijay, July 2009). The government‘s pledge not to censor the net unintentionally
laid the foundations for the development of a flow of information free from
government control, which previously had not existed. The emergence of the
reformasi movement then resulted in the creation of a vibrant virtual space, and the
rise of civil society protests against certain government policies. This created a
dilemma for the government. On the one hand, it needs to maintain its promise of
non-censorship in order to attract foreign investment. On the other hand, in not
censoring Internet content, the government has made it possible for political
information to flow freely, creating a direct threat to the BN‘s hegemony over the
provision of information.

The Internet revolution and the use of online media as a vehicle for political dissent
caused considerable anxiety in the government, which wanted to contain what it
considered to be ―harm to national stability‖ and a risk to maintaining racial
harmony. However, unlike other media forms, the Internet is not easily regulated.
With some Malaysian ISPs based outside the country, the government has had less
success controlling cyberspace than the print media. Yet, while there is no
censorship of Internet content, online users are still subject to the enforcement of
existing laws. It is clear that the government is most concerned about information
that threatens national security or touches on sensitive issues such as the status of the
king, the national language and special rights of the Malays under the constitution. In
1998, the government passed a law, the Communications and Multimedia Act 1998
(CMA), which clearly states in Section 1 (a) that a person can be charged if they
misuse network facilities for ―any comment, request, suggestion or other
communication which is obscene, indecent, false, menacing or offensive in character

24

The minister of Culture and Communication proposed to install a web filtering software system; but
it was rejected by the government in August 2009 after demonstrations protesting against this
initiative (See MalaysiaKini, 6 August 2009).
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with intent to annoy, abuse, threaten or harass another‖.25 Thus, people have ―enough
political space to practice their craft openly on the Internet (unlike in say, China) but
not the constitutional protection from political censorship or politically motivated
reprisal‖ (George, 2006: 3).

The government uses various methods to monitor online users. First are the existing
laws and regulations. A number of Malaysian bloggers have faced legal harassment,
intimidation, fines and brief periods of detention (Freedom House, 2011). For
example, on 13 March 2009 eight bloggers were charged under the CMA for
insulting the Sultan of Perak, one of nine Malay rulers. It is believed the comments
and posting in the blogs were a reaction to the Perak Constitutional crisis.26 In
January 2010, another blogger, Khairul Nizam Abdul Ghani, was accused of
insulting the king. He had posted critical comments on his blog concerning the late
Sultan of Johor, Sultan Iskandar Ismail. Another blogger, Syed Azidi Syed Aziz, or
Kickdefella, was arrested on 17 September 2008, and investigated under the Sedition
Act. He was arrested because he appealed onlinefor people to fly the national flag
upside down as a sign of dissatisfaction about certain government policies. Wee
Meng Chee (known as Namewee) was questioned in August 2007 over a YouTube
video that allegedly contained racist remarks. The most controversial blogger, Raja
Petra Kamaruddin, was also charged several times by the authorities in relation to his
blog, MalaysiaToday. He left the country during his trial and a warrant was issued
for his arrest. These cases illustrate that the ruling BN has been willing to use the law
to silence online dissent especially when bloggers touch on sensitive issues (see
Table 3.5).

25

See Multimedia and Communication Act 1998 Section 1 (a). Accessed from
http://www.agc.gov.my/Akta/Vol.%2012/Act%20588.pdf
26
This crisis began with the announcement by a BN MP that he intended to cross the floor to PR. This
was followed by an opposition MP backing the BN and the declaration by three PR representatives of
their intentions to sit as independents while supporting the BN in confidence matters. Prior to the
defection, the Perak State Assembly consisted of 32 representatives from PR while 27 representatives
were from BN. The defection meant that the state now has 28 PR representatives, 28 BN
representatives and 3 independent representatives who pledged confidence in the BN. With that, the
Sultan (King of Perak) dismissed the chief minister of Perak, Nizar (PR). On 11 May 2009, the Kuala
Lumpur High Court ruled that Nizar had always been the rightful head of the state government. On 22
May 2009, the Court of Appeal overturned the High Court decision and confirmed that the BN, which
had sworn in a new chief minister and parliamentary speaker for Perak, should remain in power.
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Malaysian Internet service providers are subject to the MCMC and are required to
prevent any improper use of the Internet.27 In August 2008, the MCMC ordered all
major ISPs to block the website MalaysiaToday under Sections 263 and 233 of CMA
(The Star, 29 August 2009). According to the head of the MCMC, Mohammed
Sharil Tarmizi, the website was blocked because ―some of the comments on the
website were insensitive, bordering on incitement‖ (MalaysiaKini, 27 August 2008).
Following a public outcry, the ban was removed (The Star Online, 11 September
2008).

There have also been many reports that websites of independent online news and
oppositional websites have been attacked by a distributed denial of service (DDOS),
that is, various systems of attacks on a single system forces the targeted system to
shut down,where, for example, a flood of messages to the target system essentially
forces it to close.28 Some suspect that the attacks were carried out by the government
while others believe that they were sponsored by the Malaysian security agencies
(Freedom House, 2011). In September 2009 and September 2010, MalaysiaToday
was attacked by DDOS after RPK released a story on government corruption. The
attack indicated that ―its instigators were professional for-hire hackers‖ (Thien,
2011: 46). Other websites, including Anwar

Ibrahim‘s blog and Free

MalaysiaToday, also suffered similar attacks in September 2010 (Thien, 2011).

As the summary in Table 3.5 shows, a number of people have faced prosecution and
been charged. However, it should also be noted that those who were not charged
with serious offences were immediately released and none faced any physical
violence. This could suggest that the control of cyberspace is exercised more through
threats and warnings than anything else. The threat of prosecution highlights the
capacity of authorities to exert pressure for self-censorship in what Lee T. (2005: 82)
called ―auto-regulation‖, described as ―a policy discourse where discipline and
control is carried out automatically without the need for direct policing or overt
surveillance and supervision.‖ In addition to the threat of prosecution, the
27

Malaysia Communication and Multimedia Act 1988, sec. 263(2). Accessed
http://www.agc.gov.my/Akta/Vol.%2012/Act%20588.pdf
28
Details see in
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distributed_denial_of_service_attacks_on_root_nameservers

from
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government engages in surveillance. For example, in 2007, all prepaid mobile phone
users (around 14 million) were required to register as part of a government effort to
curb misuse of the mobile phone system and to improve security (MCMC, 2010). It
is now easier for authorities to track and access text messages,with the help of
domestic ISPs (Freedom House, 2011). In 2010, the Information minister suggested
that all bloggers must register but this attracted protest and the idea was dropped
(Thien, 2011).

Table 3.5: Chronology of defamation and other online communication offences

Name

Date

Charge

Nature of Penalty

Jeff Ooi and
Ahirudin Atan

January
2007

Neither side
actively pursued it

Nathaniel Tan

July 2007

RPK

July 2007

Lawyer P.
Uthayakumar

December
2007

RPK

May
2008

MalaysiaToday

August
2008

RPK

September
2008

Sued for defamation by the
New Straits Times Press
(Malaysia) Berhad
Sued for comment left by an
anonymous visitor for
corruption scandal under
Official Secret Act(OSA)
Charged by UMNO
Information Chief Tan Sri
Muhammad for insulting
Sultan and degrading Islam
Sued for publishing on his
website a letter to British
PM, Gordon Brown, to
support the adoption of UN
Security Council resolution.
Criminal defamation charges
for an article linking deputy
PM, Najib Razak and his
wife, Rosmah Mansor to
murder
Charged for improper use of
facilities and network
service
Threatened security, peace
and public order

Syed Azidi Syed
Aziz/
Kickdefella
Azrin Mohd Zin

September
2008

Sued for his online appeal to
fly the national flag upside
down
Sued for insulting the sultan

Detained under the
ISA

March

Remanded for four
days

Questioned by the
police for 8 hours

Detained under the
Internal Security
Act

Two months
detention under the
ISA

Blocked by all the
ISPs for two weeks
Detained under the
ISA

Fined RM10,000
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Khairul Nizam
Abdul Ghani

MalaysiaKini

2009
January
2009

of Perak
Critical comments about the
king

September
2009

Removed two controversial
videos

Liable to a fine not
exceeding
RM50,000 or
imprisonment of
up to one year
under MCMA
Interrogations of
staff and
demanded for the
original film. If
refused fined
RM50,000 and one
year jail sentence

The government also introduced measures for monitoring online activities. For
example, Home Affairs minister Hishamuddin Hussein Onn announced the
formation of ―a special unit‖ to monitor online postings that could touch on sensitive
issues and cause political instability. Comprising the police, officers from the
attorney-general‘s office and representatives of the Home Affairs ministry, this
special unit was given the task to monitor websites and blogs (The Star Online, 12
September 2008). However, it was unclear how this monitoring effort would be
implemented. The Head of UMNO‘s communication division admitted that it was
difficult to monitor all the websites. He said:

There are millions of websites on the Web. How can we
monitor all these things? Actually, most of the cases
reported to us were by the public. Then, based on the
information, we investigated it for further action.29

Though there are various ways for the government to monitor online activity, it is
unnecessary when people start to practise self-censorship. Studies by Rodan (2003),
Lee, T (2005) and Gomez (2002) have all noted that control of the Internet has more
to do with self-censorship than government censorship. Thismeans the government‘s

29

Interview with Isa, Chief IT UMNO Officer, 16 February 2010, Kuala Lumpur
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approach can be defined as ―light touch‖, in which self-monitoring is prioritised and
punitive action is the last resort (Lee, T., 2005). This does not conflict with economic
policies and simultaneously allows the government to regulate online political
dissent.

3.7

The Potential of the Internet to Foster Deliberative Democracy

The Internet is transforming Malaysian society into a discursive society and it is a
platform not only for deliberation among citizens but also between citizens and
political leaders. According to Mohd Azizuddin (2010: 121), the Internet ―can
definitely provide a forum for deliberation in the larger flow of communication in
the public sphere‖. Uimonen (2003: 309) argues that the Internet has provided ―a
discursive space in which users can communicate and interact on issues of common
concern‖. Similarly, Tang (2006: 5) also states that the Internet in Malaysia provides
―digital conversation that can properly be characterised as a growing culture of
democratization‖. Tan and Zawawi (2008: 76) also emphasise that the practice of
blogging is going to ―help in framing the discourse and setting the agenda for public
policy-making‖.

The effects of this gradual transformation became obvious after the unprecedented
gains made by the opposition political parties in the 2008 general election. Since
then, there has been an emphasis on greater political participation and deliberation in
the political process. The BN does not want to repeat the mistake of ignoring the
Internet and losing votes among the young, the majority of whom are among the
internet users. There are also signs that the government has changed its strategy and
begun to engage with people through online spaces. Since the 2008 general election,
a number of by-elections have been held and the BN took the opportunities they
presented to use cyberspace to approach the community. For example, in the byelection in Merlimau, Malacca, the candidate from BN, Roslan, used Facebook to
answer questions from readers and explain his position on current issues (Berita
Harian, 3 March 2011). Similarly, in the by-elections in Bukit Selambau and Bukit
Gantang, the ruling BN launched blogs that provided forums for discussion with the
community (Gomez & Chang, 2010).
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Many political leaders from BN have also joined the cyberspace community by
launching their own blogs, Facebook and Twitter accounts. BN leaders no longer
disregard opinions from the online community as most of them did prior to the 2008
election. Most of them now value the power of the Internet. Most Malaysian political
frontrunners have joined Facebook, includingNajib Razak, Mahathir Mohamed,
Chua Soi Lek, Khairy Jamaluddin (from the ruling BN) and Anwar Ibrahim, Nik
Aziz Nik Mat, Haji Hadi Awang and Lim Kit Siang (from the opposition). They
have been active in updating the news on their walls as well as gaining support from
followers (see Table 3.6). They have also incorporated interactive social networking
resources into their larger Internet strategies by featuring links on their official
homepages. These links demonstrate an integrated approach and show an
appreciation for the importance of communication with people. The official websites
of Najib Razak (1Malaysia.com), Anwar Ibrahim (AnwarIbrahim.com) and Lim Kit
Siang (LimKitSiang.com) all feature clear links to four major social networking sites
(Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Flickr).

Najib Razak, in particular, shows dedication to his networking site. He demonstrates
that the potential of networking sites extends beyond virtual space, by inviting his
supporters (Facebookfriends) to mobilise together in the real world to support him.
Najib is taking the first step,as Obama did during his 2008 campaign, to translate his
online networking into meaningful real-world networking. His blog, 1Malaysia,
explicitly states that the website ―is intended to provide a free and open forum to
discuss the things that matter deeply to us as a Nation‖.30 Through it, he seems to
facilitate citizen-elite deliberation in Malaysia, to hear the public‘s views on
government and policy. Najib also says that he sends many of his tweets on Twitter
and facebook posts, though the results are sometime mixed. For example, Bakri
Musa (2009), who analysed political blogs, complained that Najib’s blog “is written
from a third person perspective instead being personal‖.

30

See http://www.1Malaysia.com.my – accessed 16 June 2010
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Table 3.6: Basic comparison of Facebook sites31
Politician

Number of “friends”

Najib Razak

627, 515

Anwar Ibrahim

10,290

Lim Kit Siang

71,057

Mahathir Mohammed

1,174,108

Besides Facebook, Twitter has also recently taken root in Malaysia.32 Twittering has
become a popular way for politicians to be more accessible to the public and to
engage with their electorates. It helps to make conversation more personal and direct,
and it mobilises supporters. In particular, younger politicians like MPs Tony Pua,
Khairy Jamaluddin, Nurul Izzah and State Assembly Representatives Hannah Yeoh
and Nik Nazmi, use this tool. According to Tony Pua, Twitter is ―a platform to make
quick kills in term of poking holes in arguments‖ (in Teoh, 2011). MP Khairy also
stated that Twitter is a place to chat with people (in Shannon, 2011). Other
Malaysian politicians, Najib Razak, Anwar Ibrahim, DAP Secretary General Lim Kit
Siang and Mahathir Mohammed among them, also use Twitter. Their tweets have
been widely followed (see Table 3.8), though it also should be noted that the figures
shown below are no indication of the level of support for these politicians. It
indicates that Malaysian politicians use Twitter to communicate directly with people
and that this medium, too, has the potential to make a contribution to the
development of deliberative democracy.
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The figures of ‗friends‘ were accessed on 9 May 2011
Twitter is a social network tool where users can broadcast messages to their friends within the
limits of 140 characters. The messages are updated and sent to other users known as followers. They
receive the tweets through Twitter websites, SMS and other external applications. It is a
conversational tool as users can respond to the messages (tweets).
32

93

Table 3.7: Most-followed politicians on Twitter
Politician

Followers

Najib Razak

143,657

Anwar Ibrahim

68,346

Khairy Jamaluddin

42,384

Lim Kit Siang

32,299

Mahathir Mohammed

28,243

Source: Teoh (2011)

Malaysian civil society is also actively engaged online voicing its views, mobilising
and setting up its own virtual communities. Many Malaysians now use Facebook for
discussing specific issues. They also use online spaces to protest against government
policy. For example, in responding to the National Budget 2011, a Facebook account
was set up with the name ―1Malaysians Reject 100-storey Mega Tower‖ and
attracted 294,684 fans (see Figure 3.2) protesting against the government‘s plan to
build the skyscraper known as Warisan Merdeka. For these protestors, the project
budget of RM5 billion would be better spent on education and health
(MalaysiaToday, 28 February 2010). In order to counter this criticism, a progovernment group set up a Facebook account called ―100-storey Menara Warisan‖ in
support of the 2011 budget. This page only attracted 249 fans.33

33

See http://www.facebook.com/NoMegaTower, accessed 8 May 2011.
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Figure 3.3: Snapshot from Facebook

This new phenomenon has been described by Mohd Azizuddin (2010) as the
emergence of a ―new politics‖, a shift in the political landscape towards deliberative
democracy. Loh (2003: 279) had already pointed out the existence of the ―new
politics‖ since the 1999 general election when he described the transition as a period
of ―contestations between the discourse and practices of the politics of ethnicity and
participatory democracy‖. He added that since the 1999 election, there have been
shifts in the relative balance of power between the state and society, and incremental
movements toward greater openness, a liberalisation of the BN rule and the
emergence of an autonomous civil society.

3.8

Conclusion

This chapter has identified the ways in which the Malaysian government seeks to
develop the country using ICT to be competitive in the global economy. In its
attempt to accelerate economic development by attracting foreign investors to the
MSC, the government declared a policy of non-censorship of Internet content which
inadvertently helped to create a new space for political dissent.As more and more
Malaysians become regular internet users, the online sphere is increasingly
appropriated by people who are critical of the government, who seek to use it to
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create a sense of autonomy, free from government ideology and policies. In
response, the government has implemented a number of surveillance and control
mechanisms, though it has largely adhered to its commitment not to censor the
Internet.

After the result of the 2008 general election, the BN government realised that it was
facing strong opposition in civil society. The government then began to shift its
strategy from ignoring the Internet to embracing it, in order to compete directly with
opposition groups to gain the attention of what has been dubbed the digital voter.
Today, the Internet is a crucial site for political contestation and debate in Malaysia,
used by both government and opposition groups and supporters. As patterns of
political communication change, new opportunities for fostering deliberative
democracy arise. The following chapters evaluate how different actors – independent
journalists, political parties and individual members of parliament – have responded
to these new opportunities. In particular, the next three chapters examine the extent
to which the capturing of new online spaces corresponds with the requirements of
deliberative democracy as set out in Chapter One: autonomy, inclusivity and
equality, reciprocity, rational critical argument and reflexivity.
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Chapter 4
____________________________________________________________________
ONLINE NEWSPAPER

4.1

Introduction

As explained in Chapter 1, deliberative democracy can be understood as a process in
which people come together to solve common problems and deliberate on an issue
publicly; they debate, weigh the costs to various approaches to problems, and try to
build mutual understanding. However, many theorists have queried how this kind of
public discussion can take place in contemporary democracy. Citizens‘ limited time
and capacity to come together means that mass media plays a major role. Page
(1996) coined the term ―mediated deliberation‖ to refer to the media acting as a
mediator between the public and political representatives. The online newspaper is a
type of new media that has put itself in the position of mediator between citizens and
their governments. Around the world, it has emerged as a vehicle for powerful
journalism that is challenging traditional forms of media, especially print
newspapers.

Habermas points out that the media should be free from any political and economic
control in order to fulfil a meaningful role in enhancing the public sphere. However,
the media during that period was seen as manipulating the public, because they were
controlled by political powers and economic interests. Dahlgren (2005) also pointsto
the structural dimension of the media as an important aspect of the public sphere and
deliberative democracy. According to him, media organisations must deal with
issues of political economy, ownership, control and various laws and regulations that
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constrain freedom of communication. Media organisations are based on the interests
of political and economic elites, and are under great pressure from market forces.
With the emergence of the Internet, at least some forms of media are seen as able to
bypass such controls and pressures. There are structural differences between the print
media and the online media, particularly in terms of the production of news.Online
media is less controlled by political institutions than the print media and other
mainstream media, which have long been influenced by political institutions. Such
influence can affect how news is reported.

The question of how exactly the media can contribute to democratic inclusion is
important for online newspapers. According to various scholars (including
Habermas, 1989; Etzioni, 1997 and Dahlgren, 2005), political communication should
include a range of topics and a pluralism of views and arguments that can empower
various different actors. The inclusion of civil society is important because civil
society represents the needs of ordinary citizens (Habermas, 1989) and is thus ―free
from the burden of making decisions and from the constraints or organizational
maintenance‖ (Ferree & Gramson et al., 2000: 300). The mass media is usually
dominated by journalists, experts and collective actors, while ordinary citizens are
usually neglected and play only a passive role in such media. With the availability of
online media, ordinary citizens are given a chance to share information, discuss
issues and engage in political action (Van Os & Jankowski et al., 2007). It is hoped
that through online media, NGOs and ordinary citizens who might not have as much
access to traditional media, will have the opportunity to share and discuss their
different views. Thanks to this accessibility, ―the information available will be
differentiated on the internet‖ (Gerhards & Schäfer, 2010); this will democratise the
public sphere and a form of deliberative democracy might emerge.

Many scholars point out the importance of interactivity in deliberative democracy,
especially how this relates to the online newspaper. According to Dahlgren,
interaction in communication has two components. The first is interaction with the
media, which refers to ―the communicative process of making sense, interpreting,
and using the output‖ (Dahlgren, 2005: 149). The second is the interaction between
citizens through conversation. As it is in the nature of the Internet to be highly
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interactive (DiMaggio et al., 2001), there are many ways and opportunities for an
online newspaper to participate in discussion, thus enabling readers to be consumers
and producers in a process that Bruns (2005) refers to as ―produsage‖. Deuze (2006)
acknowledges that citizen interaction is one of the main elements of the digital media
culture in which citizens not only participate but also ―re-use, modify and manipulate
the material through social reality‖ (Flew, 2009: 97). As such, it is important to look
at the presence of online newspaper comment functions,which enable users to
directly engage with the media or other readers.

This chapter analyses the public role of what is arguably the most prominent of all
Malaysian online newspapers, MalaysiaKini. Set up ten days before the general
election in 1999, itwas the first commercial Internet newspaper in Malaysia
(Rajaratnam, 2009). After its launch, many Malaysians compared news from the
mainstream media with Malaysiakini and ―for the first time felt they had been
mislead and began to lose faith in the official media‖ (Rajaratnam, 2009:36). Indeed,
the influence of Malaysiakiniwas recognised by the Asia Week magazine in 2001,
which placed Malaysiakiniand its editors in the ―Power 50‖ list of influential
communicators across Asia (Brown, 2005: 47). In July 2001, its founder, Steven Gan
was named by Businessweek one of ―the Stars of Asia‖ for his work with
Malaysiakini(Rajaratnam, 2009). In 2010, Malaysiakiniwas recognised as one of the
country‘s favourite brands at the Putra Brand Awards along with the other five
Malaysian top media organisations, ASTRO, TV3, 8TV, The Star newspaper and the
global search engine, Google (MalaysiaKini, 25 March 2010). This confirms
thatMalaysiakini‘s practicesare worth studying for their contribution to deliberative
democracy in Malaysia.

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first focuses on the contribution of
MalaysiaKini as an alternative form of media to the construction and broadening of
the public sphere and, by implication, deliberative democracy in Malaysia. The
second part comparesUtusan Malaysia and MalaysiaKini, in their coverage of the
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Allah issue,34with reference to the five main criteria of deliberative democracy:
autonomy, inclusivity and equality discussion, reciprocity, rational critical argument
and reflexivity. Utusan Malaysia was chosen because it was one of the country‘s
leading newspapers in terms of circulation and readership before 2004 (Abbott,
2011). Then it began to lose its position and its circulation dropped, especially after
the 2008 election. According to the Audit Bureau of Circulation (figures for West
Malaysia publications for the period ending 31 December 2010), Utusan Malaysia’s
daily circulation dropped 20 per cent from 213,445 in 2006 to 171,582 in 2010
(ABC, 2010). UM is widely regarded as pro-government and passionately
committed to the Malay nationalist cause. It can be considered an agenda setter for
the print mass media. For the purpose of this study, UM coverage is a useful proxy
for the general national news media.

Using the evaluation criteria developed in Chapter One (autonomy, inclusivity and
equality, reciprocity, rational critical argument and reflexivity), coverage of the
Allah issue in January 2010 (1-31 January 2010) was subjected to content analysis.
This month was chosen because intense public discussions occurred when several
churches were firebombed, between 7 and 10 January 2010, while mosques were
subjected to similar dangerous and sacrilegious attacks. All the Malaysiakini stories
about this issue were identified by typing ―Allah issue‖ in the search field and
specifying the 1-31 January 2010 periods. In UM, all stories of the Allah issue for
the same period were considered. All stories from the Malaysiakini and UM posts
were then subjected to content analysis, creating two sets of data; the first consisting
of all stories produced by Malaysiakini and the second consisting of those stories in
UM (see Table 4.1). With the Allah issue in mind, this chapter analyses the
contribution of Malaysiakini to enhancing deliberative democracy in Malaysia. It
argues that Malaysiakini fulfilled certain criteria of deliberative democracy, whereas
the reporting of UM did little to foster rational, inclusive and reflexive public
dialogue.

34

Comparing MalaysiaKiniwith the online version of Utusan Malaysia might be more valid than
comparing it with the print version. But the printed Utusan Malaysia is almost the same as the online
Utusan Malaysia.
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Table 4.1: Division of headlines during the research period (1-31 January 2010)
Categories of Info

Utusan Malaysia (145)

MalaysiaKini (250)

News

118

194

Column (Experts/ editors)

23

12

Letter from readers

4

44

4.2

Contemporary Media in Malaysia: Mainstream and Alternative Media

Recent political, economic and technological trends in developing countries and
around the world have had an impact on how mass communication is used. Malaysia
is no exception. As in other developing countries, the rise of new media has
stimulated political debate and brought to the fore many views based on divergent
forms of information. It has led to bypassing the mainstream media as these outlets
are subject to censorship and control. In the context of this study it is therefore
important to distinguish between two analytical categories, namely, the mainstream
media and alternative media. . We will begin with a discussion on mainstream media
in Malaysia.

There are numerous media organisations in Malaysia. The mainstream newspapers
basically can be categorised geographically: Peninsular Malaysia (West Malaysia)
and Sabah and Sarawak (East Malaysia). Most of the major newspapers in West
Malaysia are available nation-wide while the newspapers in East Malaysia are
confined to that region. Newspapers are generally grouped into two categories: the
English language press, and the vernacular papers that reflect the divisions between
the Malay, Chinese and Indian groups. The English language dailies such as The
Star, The Sun, and The New Straits Times essentially cater to the reading needs of a
multi-ethnic and urbanised middle class (Ooi, 2010). The vernacular newspapers,
like the Malay Utusan Malaysia and BeritaHarian, the Chinese Nanyang Siang Pau,
Sin Chew Daily and Oriental Daily and the Tamil Nesan and Makkal Osai serve
their respective ethnic constituencies and usually reach little further than the working
class and rural areas. It should be noted that some of these mainstream newspapers
have online versions. The online newspaper serves as an electronic expansion of

101

print media. It is in fact the print newspaper in an online version. They include
Utusan Online, BeritaHarian Online, Star Online, Kosmo Online and the New Straits
Times Online.

While there are various media organisations in Malaysia, their ownership has been
concentrated in the ruling BN. In almost all media organisations, the ruling BN has
become a major stakeholder or indirectly linked with the companies (see details in
Chapter Two).

Figure 4.1: Media ownership chart (Source: Lim M.K, 2009)

In 2003, the largest media conglomerate in Malaysia, Media Prima, was established.
It is a company listed in the Malaysian stock exchange, Bursa Malaysia;it owns more
than 98 percent equity in the New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Berhad, the oldest
and one of the largest publishers (Media Prima, 2010). Recently, Media Prima took
over four private television stations in the country. It owns 100 percent of TV3,
NTV7, 8TV and TV9, another three private radio stations (Fly FM, Hot FM and One
FM). The company is highly profitable, with revenue increasing 98 percent from

102

2009 to 101.8 million ringgits (US$30.2 million) in 2010 (Netto, 2010). There is no
doubt that such revenue is generated through the monopoly of the private stations
that attract the majority of the Malaysian audience. Media Prima is closely linked to
UMNO (see Figure 4.1). The minority shareholder in Media Prima is the Employee
Provident Fund, headed by the former chief secretary of the government, Samsuddin
Osman (Lim TG, 2010). The current chairman of Media Prima is Johan Jaafar,
former editor-in-chief of Utusan Malaysia. The other board director is Ahmad A.
Talib, former chief editor of The New Strait Times and a businessman closely linked
to UMNO. The appointment of Johan Jaafar as a chairman of the Media Prima was
based on the consent of Prime Minister Najib Razak (Barrock, 2009), showing his
close relation with the ruling UMNO.

Beyond ownership, various laws and regulations have restricted the media in
Malaysia. Many of these have their origins in the colonial era when the British
administration used the laws, especially those for licensing and censorship, to control
the communist insurgency (Mohd Azizuddin, 2009b; Rajaratnam, 2009) (as detailed
in Chapter Two). Political analysts Mohd Azizuddin (2005), Zaharom (2000) and
Wong (2000) have highlighted the role of the mass media in Malaysian politics for
the benefit of the ruling party. The media has focused on the positive stories, been
uncritical of the ruling BN and acted for the benefit of the political elite. There are
close links between editors or CEOs of media organisations and the ruling elite,
making it difficult for journalists or producers to investigate any issue related to the
ruling elite (Mustafar, 2005). Journalists and producers have also felt that they
cannot practise good journalism and some have resigned from mainstream media
positions. For example, in 2010, Joshua Wong resigned from NTV7 because he felt
that the station was interrupted too often by the government. He had also been
instructed not to invite any members of the political opposition onto any program
(Aliran Online, 2010). Thus the mainstream media had become uncritical of the
ruling coalition and the political opposition has only had limited access to the
mainstream media. This made the political opposition turn to the newly-emerging
alternative media to spread their message and also as a tool for political mobilisation.
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Alternative media refers to non-mainstream media that provide a different kind of
information from the mainstream media. The term encompasses television and radio
stations, newspapers, magazines, Internet-based news portals and other independent
outlets. The alternative media usually aims to challenge existing power and represent
marginalised groups (Downing, 2001). The objectives, values and framework of
news and information in alternative media are substantially different from the
mainstream media outfits. In Malaysia, the alternative media publishes both in print
and online. There are a few printed publications offered by opposition parties and
NGOs that can be loosely classified as alternative media due to their antigovernment content, for example the party mouthpieces Harakah (PAS), Keadilan
(PKR) and The Rocket (DAP),and NGO-supportedpublications such as Aliran
Monthly. However, as noted earlier, these publications require licenses to operate
and are thus always subject to at least some form of government monitoring.

Government controls discourage the opposition parties from competing with the
mainstream media groups.35 Unsurprisingly then, the frequent attempts by
government to restrict the opposition print media publications have prompted the
opposition to go online. The Internet is the only medium or type of media
communication that is not subject to the pro-government bias, thanks to the
guarantee of non-censorship of its content. For example, on its official website, PAS
incorporates an online television channel, which attractsgreat numbers of viewers.
PAS also turned its offline printed newspaper into an online newspaper, Harakah
Daily, which includes a Malay and English language site and sophisticated
multimedia elements such as RSS, Twitter feed and links to its Facebook page,
which in early 2012, had 226,409 fans.36

In addition, there are alternative online newspapers set up by NGOs and individuals
that are only published through the Internet. These publications do not require a
permit from the Home Affairs ministry to operate. There are many alternative online
newspapers such as Malaysia Insider (www.themalaysiainsider.com), The NutGraph
(www.thenutgraph.com), Malaysian Mirror (www.malaysianmirror.com), Free
35

The other barriers to alternative media operating more profitably have been identified by George
(2006) as lack of capital, internal hierarchies and professional skills.
36
Retrieved Harakah Daily Facebook on 29 March 2012.
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Malaysia

Today

(www.freemalaysiatoday.com),

Malaysia

Digest

(www.malaysiandigest.com), MerdekaReview (www.merdekareview.com), and
many more.

Arguably the most vibrant online newspaper is MalaysiaKini, which has been cited
most often in Malaysian public discourse and received significant attention from
many scholars (Chin, 2003; Tong, 2004; George, 2006; Pang, 2006; Steele, 2009;
Md. Asiuzamman, 2010). It was launched on 20 November 1999, during the Anwar
crisis and in the wake of the 1999 election. At this time, the mainstream media
coverage of the trial of Anwar Ibrahim was widely regarded as unfair and
unbalanced (Pang, 2006). This encouraged the online paper‘s founders, Steven Gan
and Premesh Chandran, to find a new way to challenge the control of information in
Malaysia. Both of them believed that the journalism in mainstream media groups in
Malaysia had been corrupted and had lost credibility thanks to the pro-government
stance of the mainstream media outlets (Zaharom, 2002; George, 2006). Gan and
Chandran previously worked together at the daily newspaper, The Sun. Both
graduated from Australia and had been engaged in political activism together with
their friends in Thailand, Indonesia and China. When returned from Bangkok in
October, 1999, Gan started to establish Malaysiakini. He took a post as editor-inchief while Chandran as a chief executive officer. They decided to launch
Malaysiakini exactly during the time of the next general election. When the
government announced the Election Day would be on November 29, 1999,
Malaysiakini rushed to get its first scoop of the news (George, 2006).

Generally, Malaysiakini operates using a traditional journalism approach;it hires
professional journalists and editorial staffs for the core content. Apart from the
professional journalists, an important element that makesMalaysiakini different from
the mainstream media is that it hires ―citizen journalists‖. Citizen journalists are
ordinary people who take up the mantle of journalist. In order to become a citizen
journalist, an individual must complete four weeks of intensive training in
journalism, video, storytelling and video-editing techniques. Currently, around 200
citizen journalists trained by Malaysiakini provide news reports for the paper
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(Gomez & Chang, 2010).37 As noted by Steele (2009), articles submitted by the
citizen journalists are rigorously fact-checked by editorial staff at daily meetings
conducted to ensure the credibility of the news.38 However, this approach also entails
serious challenges for Malaysiakini as most journalists already have a mindset
shaped by a pro-government attitude. In other words, many would-be citizen
journalists do not join Malaysiakinibecause they cannot question the legitimacy of
the authorities. Those who do end up working for Malaysiakini often need to be
reminded of Malaysiakini’srole as alternative media. Malaysiakinistaffshave found
―talking to reporters individually more effective than engaging them in a group
setting where the fixed mindsets display more‖ (Pang, 2006: 82).
The emergence of Malaysiakinihas balanced the mass media‘s political news, which
has long been used simply to echo the ruling party‘s perspective; the issues that are
not covered are taken up by Malaysiakini. This changed the political dynamics in
Malaysia and, as the editor-in-chief explains:

People come to MalaysiaKini.com because they cannot
able to cover the full length and breadth of Malaysia. We
can‘t do that because we don‘t have enough manpower.
We would focus on issues we think are ignored by the
mainstream media (cited in Pang, 2006: 86).
Most of the news in Malaysiakiniis quite critical of the government and thus, ―proOpposition by default‖ (Abbott, 2012: 349). This has led to an uneasy relationship
between Malaysiakini and the government (Chin, 2003). Numerous political threats
through both virtual and real action have been made to Malaysiakini, and forced
closure has always been a possibility. The fact that Malaysiakinistill operates is
partly due to the government‘s promise of non-Internet censorship. Still, it is clear
that the various curbs that the government imposed on Malaysiakiniare political in
nature. For example, former Prime Minister, Mahathir accused Malaysiakiniof
37

See details in regards to citizen journalists in the Citizen Journalists Malaysia in http://cj.my/aboutcjmy/
38
For more discussion in regard to the news management in the editorial of MalaysiaKini, see Pang
(2006) and Steele (2009).

106

receiving financial assistance from businessman George Soros, whom Mahathir
blamed for the financial crisis in 1997/1998. After that, the government continued to
put pressure on Malaysiakiniand assumed that it had a secret agenda aimed at the
government. In parliament in 2001, Deputy Minister for Home Affairs, Chor Chee
Heung, stated that ―the government is scrutinizing all the articles published on
Malaysiakini and will not hesitate to take legal action if its reports created tension or
compromise national security‖ (Tong, 2004:277). The government then started to put
words into action in 2003. The Malaysiakinioffice was raided by police in January
2003; four servers and 15 computers were seized. This followed a report by UMNO
Youth that a reader‘s letter published on the Malaysiakini website was deemed to be
seditious. The letter questioned the special rights and privileges of the bumiputera,
which are guaranteed in the constitution (George, 2006). Most recently, four days
before the state elections in Sarawak in April 2011, the Malaysiakiniwebsite was
shut down by a denial-of-service attack (MalaysiaKini, 12 April 2011). All these
incidents have had an impact on how Malaysiakinioperates. Staffs have become
more aware of how news in Malaysiakinican be reported. As the editor-in-chief
stated:
If we hit a brick wall, we‘ll leave it. We can‘t follow up
on a lot of stories because we don‘t have information
that we can back up. I always tell my journalists to
always get it right. I don‘t mind if we miss 9 out of 10
stories, but if we get it wrong, we get it (from the
authorities). Over the last 4 years, we‘ve been careful
that there‘s not a single lawsuit. There have been police
reports made but they were not substantiated enough to
get us hit (cited in Pang, 2006: 89).

Despite this harassment, Malaysiakiniis still considered a credible online news
portal. The site has attracted substantial numbers of readers. By 2007, it was
receiving a record readership of up to 160,000 per day and an estimated average of
two million hits per month (AFP, 2009). By October 2011, Malaysiakiniclaimed to
reach 2.5 million readers per month (Ted Blog, 2011). Figure 4.2 shows that the
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Malaysiakinireadership outstrips readership of the online Utusan Malaysia. It
seemsthat more people trust the news on Malaysiakinithan in UM because the latter
is perceived to echo the voice of the government and not give a balanced perspective
on news (Rajaratnam, 2009).

Figure 4.2: Comparison of readership between MalaysiaKini and online Utusan
Malaysia (between October –December 2011) (Source: http://www.alexa.com
(accessed 20 December 2011))
The popularity of Malaysiakinimay also affect the declining popularity of the
mainstream print newspapers. The average daily newspaper circulation decreased
from 2.54 million copies in 2007 to 2.50 million in 2008 (Beh Lih, 2009). Based on
a survey conducted in June 2008 by the Merdeka Centre, more than 70 percent of
respondents believe that the mainstream media report news unfairly. Only 25 percent
of respondents have some trust in the mainstream media news, of which less than ten
percent express ―strong trust‖ (Suffian, 2008). Although the Malaysiakini audience is
limited compared with the mainstream media, its impact is somewhat amplified by
the fact that people do not believe in the mainstream media.

Indeed, 90.2 percent of visitors to the Malaysiakinisite are from Malaysian IP
addresses and this clearly shows that Malaysiakinireaches a Malaysian audience
rather than an international one (Alexa.com, 2012). This is also reflected in a report
by the worldwide research media company Nielsen Index Media, which showsthat
reading the local online news is the third most widespread activity by Internet users
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in Malaysia (see Figure 4.3). Thus, online news plays a significant role in the
cyberspace after social networking sites and text messaging, and provides support for
the view that the online news can have democratising effects by providing
information to readers.

Social Networking
Instant Messaging
Local News
Web-Based Email
Video Sharing
Search Engine
Online Games
International News
Employment
Government
Internet Banking
TV/Movie Programs
Download software
P2P File Sharing

71
35
34
33
32
23
23
20
18
17
12
11
10
5

Figure 4.3 : Online activities once Malaysians online. Source: The Nielsen Mobile
Insights Malaysia (2010)39

This suggests that the news media, and in particular MalaysiaKini, can play an
important role in democratising Malaysian society. To illustrate in more
detailwhatcontribution MalaysiaKinihas madeto enhancing the prospects for
deliberative democracy, the following sub-sections analyse to what extent itfulfils
the five maincriteria for deliberative democracy.

4.3

Autonomy

The first main criterion of deliberative democracy is autonomy. It refers to freedom
from control and surveillance from state or economic power. Although some
observers have, as mentioned above, dubbed it ―pro-Opposition by default‖ (Abbott,
2012: 349), the MK online news aims to be non-partisan; that is, neither progovernment nor pro-opposition. Steele (2009: 98) attests to this in herethnographic
study on Malaysiakini, arguing that the methodology in collecting news in
39

See http://my.nielsen.com/news/20110413.shtml. Accessed 4 August 2011.
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Malaysiakiniis based on ―professionalism, non-partisanship and understanding of
what it is make Malaysiakiniindependent.‖ She further notes that Malaysiakini―uses
the norms of good journalism to legitimise alternative views of event, thus
challenging

the

authoritarianism

of

Barisan

Nasional‖

(p.

98).

Kabilan,aMalaysiakinijournalist, states that ―just as we are critical of UMNO, be
critical of the opposition. If we give credit to the opposition, also give credit to
UMNO‖ (in Steele, 2009: 99). Equally important, Malaysiakiniwas established by
two individuals who explicitly sought to build an independent media using the
Internet as a platform (George, 2006). According to co-founder Premesh Chandran,
the Malaysiakinivision was:

To publish an online newspaper that informs the
Malaysian public of the latest news and critical issues in
an independent and fair manner, and to facilitate
discussion of current concerns, thereby challenging the
views

produced

by

the

government-dominated

mainstream media (World Movement for Democracy,
2009: 1).

Malaysiakinireceives funds from overseas press freedom and democracy advocacy
organisations, but is free from the control of any such organisation. Instead of
relying on advertising revenue, Malaysiakiniobtained a grant of US$100,000 from
the Bangkok-based South East Asian Press Alliance and US$188,000 from the
Media Development Loan Fund (MDLF), in order to be sustainable (George, 2006).
It might be suspected that these organisations are able to influence editorial content,
making the Malaysiakinino longer independent. However, its founders, Gan and
Chandran, insist that these companies have no influence over Malaysiakiniand that
the MDLF signed a pledge of non-interference. In addition, the two founders have 60
percent of the ownership, 29 percent is owned by MDLF and the Malaysiakini staff
own 10 percent (Steele, 2009).

In order to see more concretely how Malaysiakini maximises its independence, this
study now looks at MK‘s coverage of the so-called Allah issue, one of the most
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controversial political issues in Malaysian politics in recent years. To identify
whether or not MK followed the agenda of the mainstream media in its reporting on
this issue, the data was divided into the four weeks of the month of January 2010.
Then, the total number of stories appearing in Malaysiakini and its mainstream
counterpart UM in each of these four weeks was calculated. The assumption was that
if the Malaysiakini coverage closely followed the UM coverage, it might be
concluded that Malaysiakiniwas following the agenda set by the mainstream media
and thus it could be posited that Malaysiakinidepended on the mainstream media for
news. However, if Malaysiakinidiverged from the volume of UM coverage over each
of these four weeks, that might be interpreted as evidence for different agendas for
the online newspaper and the print newspaper and thus that Malaysiakiniwas
independent in its news coverage.

Figure 4.4 illustrates two lines over time, the overall shapes of which are similar.
Both of them are high for Week 1 and then decrease until Week 4. At this point, the
graph shows that in Week 1, discussion was intense in both media, corresponding as
it did with the protests and attacks on churches and Muslim prayer rooms. However,
the points of divergence become quite visible as Malaysiakini appears to take up the
news of the week with greater intensity than UM. There are roughly twice as many
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Figure 4.4: Utusan Malaysia and MalaysiaKini posts by week
The coverage of this subject shows a clear divergence between the two media. Two
main subjects were frequently covered: the protest and the attacks. When the court‘s
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ruling on permission to use the word Allah in the Herald newsletter was made
public, many Muslims protested, assembling in mosques and on the streets. Then the
situation intensified. Eleven churches and two small mosques were attacked during
January 7-10. The attackers threw Molotov cocktails, bricks and plastic bags full of
paint at the churches and the mosques. The ruling coalition, BN, as well as the
opposition coalition, PR, condemned the attacks.

A closer look at the distribution of the coverage of subjects highlights a clear
division between print and online media (see Table 4.2). In UM, the protest stories
were reported most frequently: 32 times during the month. The protest was
commonly framed in terms of Malay Muslims expressing their outrage at the High
Court‘s decision. The demonstrations and protests were tolerated by the government
and occurred without any permit from Home Affairs. Students were also permitted to
engage in demonstrations. UMNO leaders urged the Malays/Muslims not to worry
about the Allah issue as it was something that the government would tackle wisely.
Muslims were encouraged to unite and uphold the use of ―Allah‖ exclusively by
Muslims and to remember the sensitivities of other ethnic groups. Apart from
physical demonstrations, there were online protests and these were highlighted by
UM a few times, for example in the headline dated 6 January 2010: ―Facebook, more
than 75,086 citizens protest use of the word Allah‖ (Facebook: Lebih 55,086 rakyat
bantah guna kalimah Allah‘). There were numerous photos in UM of people
demonstrating, in order to portray Muslim anger about the use of ―Allah‖ by nonMuslims.

Table 4.2 : Inclusion of subject coverage
Subject

Utusan Malaysia

MalaysiaKini

Protest

32

4

Attack/Incident

15

23

Malaysiakini reported on the protests only four times. The protest was largely
framed as being provoked by the ruling BN. Several statements by UMNO leaders
were cited in the headlines, for example: ―PM: We can‘t stop people from
protesting‖ (on 6 January 2010), ―Home Ministry okay on the protest‖ (on 10
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January 2010). Malaysiakini concentrated on the attacks on the churches. This might
be viewed as Malaysiakini showing an alignment with the opposition, as opposition
parties agreed that non-Muslims should be allowed to use the word Allah and thus
they did not emphasise the protest that mostly occurred among the Muslim
community.

The number of reports on the attack incidents was relatively high and appeared in
more detail in Malaysiakini (23) than in UM (15). These were reports on the attacks
on the six churches and two small prayer mosques. The opposition parties blamed
the government for the attacks, accusing it of provoking the incidents. Zaid, a
spokesperson for PKR, stated that ―the irresponsible conduct of fanning emotions by
UMNO leaders has brought about this dangerous situation‖ (Malaysiakini, 8 January
2010) and PKR leader, Anwar Ibrahim, was reported in MK (9 January 2010) as
saying that UMNO, through its newspaper UM, ―was responsible for inciting the
Muslims over the court decision to allow the Catholic weekly The Herald to use the
term ‗Allah‘ in its Malay section‖. Malaysiakini also detailed its descriptions of the
attacks by publishing several maps. Malaysiakinireported various people‘s
condemnations of the attacks and offered protection to the churches. PAS president
Hadi Awang made a visit to the attacked sites and the prime minister offered
RM500, 000 to repair the churches. Malaysiakinialso gathered information from an
international perspective in its reporting. For example, it reported that the World
Council of Churches ―asked the government to take swift action‖ (MK, 15 January
2010).
UM portrayed the attacks as being carried out by ―naughty boys‖ and not based on
religious motives. UM was inclined to obtain its information on the attacks from
sources such as the police and the government. Most of them showed their concern
simply by asking people to stay calm. UM did not provide details of the attacks, but
instead reminded people to stay calm and be reassured that the problem would be
solved rationally. UM also continuously claimed that the government was taking
appropriate action and reminded people not to make any extreme judgments about
the attacks. It conveyed the government‘s message that the matter should be left to
the police to investigate.
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In terms of the coverage in UM and Malaysiakini, as expected, the former was
dominated by reporting favourable towards the BN and UMNO in particular (see
Table 4.3). This observation is similar to the findings in other studies on the
mainstream newspapers in Malaysia (see Wong, 2004; Mohd Azizuddin, 2009b;
Abbott, 2011). Approximately 80 percent of the news reports were inclined to
disagree with the use of the term Allah by TheHerald newspaper. The reasons for
disagreement included concerns that its use by non-Muslims would confuse Muslims
and certain Christian missionaries may use it to persuade Muslims to embrace
Christianity.

Table 4.3: Position of news reports in UM and Malaysiakini
Position

UM (145)

MK (250)

Agreement Position40

6

106

Neutral Position

23

75

Disagreement Position

116

69

Only four percent of the news conflicted with the BN position on this controversy.
For example, UM posted a view from Khalid Samad, PAS, on his agreement that the
word Allah can be used by non-Muslims. However, UM later became critical of
Khalid when it reported that a police complaint had been lodged against him on the
grounds that his position could result in ethnic disturbances. Similarly, UM
published a story about the position of Nik Aziz, a PAS advisor, criticising him for
uncertainty about the PAS position on the Allah issue. The UM portrayed the party
as lacking credibility in its claim of upholding Islam (UM, 8 January 2010: 10).

In sum, it appears that the online newspaper, MK, operated relatively independently
of the mainstream print media and did not follow the line or agenda taken by the
print newspaper or the government. In fact, the pattern of coverage by Malaysiakini
was significantly different from UM‘s coverage, as it informed its readership in
different ways. With respect to the autonomy criterion then, the data suggests that
Malaysiakiniappeared to operate relatively independently from any control and did
40

―Agreement position‖ means agreement that the word Allah can be used by non-Muslim (the
position of the opposition parties).
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not follow any agenda. As Pang states (2006: 90), Malaysiakiniis a ―political but
non-partisan brand of independent journalism‖.

4.4

Inclusion and Discursive Equality

The condition of inclusion and equality stipulates that all those affected by a matter
have the right to be included in discussion about it and equally represented. This is to
avoid an outcome that is ―overwhelmingly skewed by those who are either ‗highly
articulate‘ or those ‗with an axe to grind‘‖ (Hartz-Karp, 2005: 3). In this chapter, the
inclusion and discursive equality criterion refers to the degree of multiple
perspectives from multiple actors who are equally represented in the discussion.

It is clear that MK is more public-oriented as there,people can discuss, interact and
express their opinions. Malaysiakini provides citizens with opportunities to
participate in news-making. If any individual does not agree with a news story, he or
she can forward his or her opinion. Citizens are able to become news producers well
as news consumers. For example, in the main news sections known as VoxPopuli
and Your Say, there are ways ordinary citizens can respond to the issue being
highlighted by MK. People also can give their opinions in the Letters section.
Malaysiakini publishes around 10 letters per day and writers are allowed to remain
anonymous (Steele, 2009). Both these sections can be accessed freely41 and are not
subject to editing except for grammar and style (Steele, 2009). In addition, every
news story in Malaysiakini provides a comments section for reader feedback about
the story. Though MK provides numerous opportunities for citizens to contribute to
discussion, guidelines set out the standards of courtesy and civility that are expected.
In every comment box, there is a reminder from MK as follows:

Please note that foul language will not be tolerated.
Comments that include profanity, personal attacks, and

41

When MK began, readers had free access to all news stories. Then, as MK developed financial
problems, readers had to pay charges to access selected news stories. Only a few sites such as the
letters section are still free. Currently, the news subscription for a standard package (access daily and
last 30 days‘ worth of published news) is RM20 per month or a premium package (access to daily and
all archived news) is RM60 per month.
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antisocial behaviour such as ―spamming‖ and ―trolling‖
will be removed. Violators run the risk of being blocked
permanently. You are fully responsible for the content
you post. Please be responsible and stay on topic.
Remember that all comments are linked back to your
MalaysiaKini subscription.42

This indicates that Malaysiakiniseeks a balance between freedom of expression and
mutual respect. Freedom of expression is not absolute but limited by the intention to
foster respect for others, the essence of deliberative democracy. This is the only way
that Malaysiakini regulates behaviour in meaningful discussion. Therefore, it can be
expected that comments on MK contain minimal flaming and insult, and thus
contribute to fruitful democratic discussion.
In regard to the Allah issue, the degree of different actors‘ participation was
measured by a relative frequency analysis of the content appearing in UM and
Malaysiakini. For this dimension, the results indicate that MK and UM provided
different spaces for the actors (see Table 4.4). Looking at the types of actors that
were quoted in terms of the number who belonged to oppositional political parties
and ordinary citizens, the picture is very different.

42

See http://www.malaysiakini.com/news/122753#commentpanel
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Table 4.4: Frequency of actors quoted in the Internet (MK) and print media (UM)

Print Media (UM)

Ruling Coalition
UMNO
MCA
MIC
Total
Opposition Coalition
PAS
PKR
DAP
Total
Administration
Judiciary
Police
Civil Society
Social Movement/NGOs
Church
Mosque
Total
Experts
Ordinary Citizens

Online Media (MK)

46
2
0
48

40
8
0
48

13
4
0
17
11
7
6

21
40
15
76
5
5
5

53
2
0
55

45
4
1
50

20
12

29
296

In UM, the frequency of opposition parties quoted is 17, while in the MK online
news, it is 76 (see Table 4.4). UM referred to the opposition coalition and
particularly PAS more frequently when Nik Aziz (PAS leader), in the early stages,
agreed with UMNO on the prohibition of non-Muslims using the word Allah. During
this time, almost daily, UM reported on Nik Aziz‘s statements.However, when he
changed his position so that it was no longer in line with UMNO, UM no longer
quoted his statements. PAS was then accused by UM of being inconsistent in its
position on Islam (UM, 8 January 2010: 10).

By contrast, in Malaysiakini, all parties in the opposition coalition were included in
the news, with PKR receiving by far the most coverage. That PKR was more
frequently quoted in MK than PAS was due to major PKR politicians such as Anwar
Ibrahim (PKR President), Zaid Ibrahim (PKR) and Zulkifli Nordin (PKR MP)
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creating controversial issues with their statements. Interestingly, Zulkifli Nordin, a
PKR MP, differed from the party line; for him,―Allah‖ should be used exclusively by
Muslims. This dissent created debate within Malaysiakiniand it seemed that
Malaysiakini became the platform on which the party staged its programmatic
debates. At one point, the disagreement became so heated that Zaid and Anwar
criticised Zulkifli for his attitude and asked him to leave the party.

It is noteworthy that Malaysiakini did not only give a voice to opposition parties. It
also represented the opinions of ordinary citizens who were widely included as
actors in Malaysiakini (296). This contrasts starkly with UM (12). In Malaysiakini,
as mentioned before, ordinary citizens were given their own space to comment on
the Allah issue. Malaysiakini provided specific columns called, Vox Populi and
Your Say, where they could voice their responses to the news stories. These two
columns appeared frequently (27 times) in Malaysiakini during the period of study,
with 296 people making comments. In UM, ordinary citizens could voice their
opinions in a column called Surat Pembaca (Readers‘ Letters), but only letters that
supported the BN position were printed.

Regarding the representation of civil society and experts, there is no apparent
difference between these two media, at least in regard to quantity. In terms of civil
society representation, UM is ahead by five, while in terms of the representation of
experts, Malaysiakiniis ahead by nine. There is, however, a significant qualitative
difference. For example, UM only published the views of groups that agreed with
UMNO,

particularly

the

NGO

Pertubuhan

Peribumi

Perkasa

Malaysia

(PERKASA), which was often cited.Malaysiakini, on the other hand, published the
views of both those who agreed and those who disagreed with the use of ―Allah‖ by
non-Muslims, including some NGOs who disagreed with non-Muslims being
allowed to use the term. Similarly, regarding the experts, UM only covered the views
of those experts who agreed with the UMNO position and ignored views that
contradicted them. In Malaysiakini, the dominance of expect views was exerted by a
few experts; the individual actor appearing most often was Aziz Bari, a lecturer at
the International Islamic University, who agreed with the use of the word Allah by
non-Muslims. His views were not covered in UM. Surprisingly, Malaysiakini did not
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include any expert who disagreed with the idea that ―Allah‖can be used only by
Muslims.

The debate on the Allah issue was mainly dominated by lay citizens. The highest
number (259) appeared in the Vox Populi and Your Say columns in Malaysiakini.
Below is an example from the latter, extracted from MK, dated January 3, 2010:
PM's Dept to appeal ―Allah‖ ruling

Theraykatiswatching: Mr Prime Minister, are you
prime minister for Malay Muslims only or prime
minister [for] all Malaysians? If you are PM of all
Malaysians, please be one. The Christian citizens in
Sarawak have been using the word ―Allah‖ in their
worship for ages [Since] the local natives are schooled in
Bahasa Malaysia, thus the churches have to conduct their
worship in BM, and the words, ―Allah‖, ―MahaEsa‖, etc,
are often used. Even the name of the church is in BM the SidangInjil Borneo. Please be reminded that the
Dayak natives are the majority and Malay Muslims
constitute only about 20 per cent of the population of
Sarawak. I believe it is the same in Sabah. Also East
Malaysians provide you 50 per cent [of your]
parliamentary seats, so don't bully us!

Ahmad Iqhbal:
Read

this

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allah#Pre-

Islamic_Arabia

Fly Emirates: Ahmad Iqbal is spot on... there are tonnes
of material in the Internet about the term ―Allah‖ and I
suggest Umno politicians especially should do well to
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read and research further before opening their big
mouths to save themselves from embarrassment!

Professor: Of course, Muslims don't really like it if
Christians seek to confuse or woo their fellow Muslims
into converting to Christianity using the word Allah. If
this happen, then the worry and concern of the Muslims
are true. Time will tell.Let us be honest to oneself. [sic]
Don't make the word ―Allah‖ to become the hidden
agenda of others. I understand the concern of Muslims.
But

still,

word

the

―Allah‖

belongs

to

all.

MdImrazMuhammedIkhbal: A true Muslim would
celebrate at the thought of other religions employing the
same term for God that they worship! It is an open
affirmation of their religious faith and a giant step closer
to unite mankind.
So discern for yourself what Umno's divisive religious
faith

is

for

verily

it

is

anything

but

Islam!

MohdFadli Hamid: Maybe one thing that we need to
know... so far, I personally have never heard friends of
mine whom I know to be Christian saying the word
―Allah‖ in their daily lives. ―Oh my God!‖... that's
common. Among the Muslims, I always heard the word
―Allah‖ used in azans, masha Allah, innalillah, ya Allah,
etc. In the Malaysian perspective, why do the Catholic
Christians want to purposely use the word ―Allah‖ in
public?Why?

Habib RAK:Tun Mahathir Mohamad, I agree it is a very
delicate matter. Despite clear explanations given by the
likes of YB Khalid Samad, many Muslims are still not
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accepting the literal written message in the holy Quran
about the usage of ―Allah‖ by non-Muslims. Care
and tact is the key.

AnakMalaysia: My dear Muslim friends, I hope this
issue will not be manipulated into a Christian vs Muslim
issue. It is not. It has never been. Let not our politicians
use this court decision to gain political mileage.

What is clear is that the Malaysiakini includes ordinary people in the discussion by
providing spaces for them to discuss and debate the issues that are deemed important
for the public good. It is also clear that arguments are well presented and various
ideas and opinions in regard to the issue can be discussed from various perspectives.

4.5

Reciprocity

Reciprocity is another dimension of deliberative democracy. In order for respectful
listening and sincere discussion to occur, the media should allow for communication
between the interests affected. In traditional media, this function used to be fulfilled
by letters to the editor or talkback radio shows. New media, however, has a whole
new range of interactivity features at its disposal which provides unprecedented
opportunities for a reciprocal dialogue between the media outlet and its consumers.

In UM, a number of communication services provide space for citizen interaction.
Letter from Readers, for example, is a column for the expression of views from
citizens. Content analysis, however, shows that only four letters from ordinary
citizens were published about the Allah issue, all of which took the same perspective
and supported the BN position. What is perhaps morenoteworthy is that UM also
occasionally provides email addressesin the news column that readers can use for
feedback. The option of sending emails to the UM editors makes it possible for
readers to question and express opinions as well as exchange arguments directly with
the editors. This has potential to foster reciprocity as email provides enhanced two-
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way communication. It would not be fair to say that UM totally ignores the
conversational potential.

Nonetheless, the opportunities to foster reciprocity are much greater in Malaysiakini.
Apart from the Your Say and Vox Populi sections, readers can comment on each
news posting. All news, columns and letters sections provide comment boxes. These
comments can be classified as coming from ordinary citizens, not experts, taking the
opportunity to engage in public debate on social and political issues. There were
hundreds of comments on most news stories concerning the Allah issue. Moreover,
there were a few comments showing readers responding to each other by direct
reference to the username or by responding to the questions posed, clarifying
positions or following up with information, though most readers interacted with the
content of the editorial rather than with one another. For example, the following
comments were taken from a news title ―Boar heads in mosque: ‗Beware of
provocateurs‘‖ dated 28 January 2010:

SunnydWhy wild boars head and not a regular farm pigs
head? Think hard people. Wouldn‘t it be easier to get a
regular pigs head for a few dollars? Who will raise a red
flag if they tried to get a regular pigs head? Who can go
into the jungle and shoot some wild boar and not raise
any alarm. We can only comment on the facts but think
about......

Anonymous_4070 No matter what this is not only bad
for the community also not respect the dead animal.
[sic]. I think this kind of people should be parade on the
street if got caught ants on wire.Its not to hard to believe
there is a toyol behind all this pig head. He has tried with
cow head and now pig head. probably paid some indians
to do the job ( note the proximity of the mosque to kg
medan ).
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anonymousXYZ i would like to say well done to the
implementation of 1 Malaysia clinics....today a lot of
doctors are greedy for wealth and not looking at the
interests of the people...serves them right...being a doctor
is a noble profession...and now they have the much
needed rest hours and they will not be overworked...as
safety and well being of the doctor is of vital importance.
Now we have the nurses and medical asst. to cater for
the needs of minor illnesses...GOOD JOB TO THE
GOVT.

Most of the participants stayed focused on the news story only anddid not engage in
dialogue with other readers. This situation resembles what Ruiz et al. (2011) describe
in their studies on the online news as ―dialogue of the deaf‖. They did not
communicate with others. In fact, few participants contributed more than one
comment. They did not elaborate on their argument even when other participants
asked for clarification. Most of them only commented on the news story and ignored
others, and thus debates and arguments to reach mutual understanding were not
generated. Participants seemed to lack interest in developing further arguments or
arguing other positions.

In terms of reciprocity, then, Malaysiakini provides greater opportunity for two-way
communication for members of the public. However, most people respond only to
the news given and do not interact with each other to reach mutual understanding.

4.6

Rational Critical Argument

The comments section in Malaysiakini not only creates opportunities for reciprocal
dialogue, but also has the greatest potential to fulfil other conditions of the
deliberative process, such as rational-critical argument and reflexivity. The
comments section received much attention from readers and generates thousands of
comments. For this analysis, 200 comments on the news on the Allah issue were
randomly selected.
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Some participants stay mostly on topic, contributing ideas about the news stories,
giving rational arguments and comparing them with broader perspectives. This
represents about 38 per cent of the sample. Most participants tried to use some
reasoning to address the Allah issue. They tried not to be provocative and reminded
each other that the issue is a sensitive one. Participants seemed to be aware that the
consequence of this religious issue could be another race riot. For example,
Annonymous_5fb wrote:

these all acts of instigators to provoke anger and hatred
among people of different races and religions. So far, we
have witnessed the maturity of Malaysians for not falling
into the trap of these provocateurs. If Muslims from
elsewhere react violently for such instigation, let‘s show
the rest of the world, Malaysian Muslims are not like
that...
Similarly, Anonymous #06001393 praised Malaysians ―Thanks god! Malaysians are
calm and rational‖. Along the same lines, Anonymous_4070 wrote:

perhaps someone behind this issue trying to do
something funny for either political or personal [motive]
issue. But definitely this stuff is a blow to the
government that is trying to reform the country under the
1Malaysia slogan. But no matter whether people agree or
not with the 1Malaysia policy or ... others agenda to take
over the government. I do hope that people that doing
this will stop it at once. [This is] because religion is a
very sensitive issue.

Since this was a sensitive issue in Malaysia and it might have been expected that
people would become emotional in discussing it, it is surprising that there was no
clear tension between Muslim and Christian participants. This could be due to the
success of the moderators in filtering the messages that were obviously insulting
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about other religion or races. Most took positions that criticised the attackers and the
government instead of religion at large. One of those who adopted this position, Het,
wrote, ―Some people are out to stir up communal trouble for political
motive[s].‖Louis also stated, ―The act of throwing pig‘s head into mosques is highly
irresponsible and should be condemned by all. The police must get the culprits as
soon as possible…charged them. [It is] very despicable indeed!!!‖.Another reader,
Matthew, wrote, ―My fellow Christians, we have all along believed in Lord Jesus,
not ‗Allah‘. So, for God sake, for sake of peace…please let us drop the usage of
―Allah‖ from our publication. Please respect our Muslim brothers, [with whom we
have been living harmoniously for so many years], without troubles‖.A commentator
with the log-on name Disgusted emphasised that:

This is definitely the work of some people (a minority)
who are out to cause religious and racial conflict in this
country. They tried it on Christians and Sikhs but both
did not respond. Now they are trying to stir up the
Muslims.

Not all comments can be called rational; some of them were irrational, and could
even be described as flaming. The degree of rational argument and respect could be
measured by the presence of insults and personal attacks. Although the moderators
filtered most messages that clearly broke the rules set up by Malaysiakini, they failed
to keep all insults out of the comments: 19 percent of the sample included passages
that could be interpreted as insulting (see Table 4.5). Many of these comments
attacked others‘ personalities, but more were driven by ideological differences. Most
were against the actors in the news stories (mostly politicians) and the ruling BN in
general, and a low number referred to other participants.
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Table 4.5: Criteria of rational critical argument
Rational Critical Argument

38 percent

Irrational Comments:

62 percent

Personal Insult and Attack (19 percent)
Ideologically motivated insult and attack
(43 percent)

The most obvious was in the news stories about the interview with MP Zulkifli
Nordin titled ―Christians have ‗ulterior motive‘, says PKR‘s Zul‖, on 29 January
2010. The news referred to Zulkifli‘s claim that he had proof that Christians
hadhidden motives behind their insistence on using the word Allah. Most
participants responded emotionally rather than rationally and took the opportunity to
vent their anger towards Zulkifli. For example, Anonymous #62211637 wrote,
―SACK HIM!!!!The [RAKYAT] WILL VOTE against him [in] the next round‖.
Some participants related the issue to the ruling party, BN. For example, Singa Pura
Pura wrote, ―Are you blinded? The motive is [surely] to [promote] UMNO and
Barisan Nasional. The name of God just got caught in the web of Malaysian
politics‖. Similarly, Kuchikoo wrote, ―just sack that bastard! He [Zulkifli Nordin] is
a nuisance and obviously pro UMNO!‖ One participant reminded others to be
rational: ―He [Zulkifli Nordin] had his said [and opinion already]. Thus, what and
how we think and react to make it better is up to us. Just commenting and calling
names is not going to solve the problem. So what good is to keep harping on the
issue? Let‘s move on‖.

Most of the irrational comments expressed hatred of politicians and political
institutions. They blamed the government in emotional terms without providing
rational analysis of the issue. The control of the mainstream media could be the
reason why participants were mostly critical towards the government. Forty-threeper
cent of comments were ideologically driven as they criticised UMNO and blamed it
for provoking the Allah issue (See Table 4.5). They blamed UMNO for provoking
the Malay community to protest against the use of the word Allah by non-Muslims.
As such, they expressed their concern that the Allah issue had been manipulated for
political motives and was not a religious issue. For example, Ringh Singh wrote,
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―UMNO led propaganda to equate the torching of the non Muslim institutions [sic]‖.
Kgen wrote, ―Watch out for any group trying to inflame the Malay over this and
responsibility can be inferred.[sic] Watch Perkasa and the UMNO‖. These comments
reflect ideological fragmentation as the comments were pro-opposition and quite
liberal in nature. In fact, the comments that did support the government were in turn
criticised by others. For example, Disgusted, dated 12 January 2010, wrote, ―It is
obvious from many postings of ‗Barrister at Law‘ that he is an UMNO lackey out to
condemn and sabotage PKR‖. This type of comment reflected the nature of
opposition and many comments were part of the ―flame-fest‖ category (Hill &
Hughes, 1998). They are characterised not by rational discourse but by liberal
individualist and communitarian communication, as described by Freelon (2010).
The comments were irrational and focused on personal attack rather than on rational
discussion and argument.

4.7

Reflexivity

It was evident in the discussion of the Allah issue that readers mostly interacted with
the news content rather than other readers. Only a few comments led to further
discussion. Therefore, the criterion of reflexivity, referring to the willingness to
rethink one‘s own position in light of others‘ argument as well as critically examined
others cultural value, is hardly found. Only six (3 per cent) out of 200 comments
were identified as reflexive. For example, Win, dated 15 January 2010, wrote, ―I am
a Roman Catholic and I have never referred to the Lord God as ‗Allah‘….We say
God is great. Muslims say ‗Allah Akbar‘. It is the use of the word in a particular
people and by the people who recognise the meaning to them – not the word itself
that matters. I agree with the Muslims of this country that only they should be using
‗Allah‘‖. Kaytee, dated 25 January 2010, wrote, ―Well, mine is that instead of being
obsessed in asserting one‘s rights (like a defectively stuck record), we should strive
to understand and respect the fears of the other side, more so when we have an
alternative ‗means‘ to fall back on‖. These users demonstrated reflexivity by arguing
in light of others‘ positions. However, when compared with online news from Brazil,
the three percent were very low. A study by Sampaio and Barros (2012) shows that
an online news, Folha de S. Paulo in Brazil showed 50 percent of messages were
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consider as reflexivity. Majority of readers not only responded to messages but also
sought to present new arguments.

The other 194 (97 per cent) posts demonstrated no reflexivity (see Table 4.6).
Indeed, most were not interacting with other people and thus did not exercise
reflexivity, which involves considering one‘s own position in light of other
arguments. They were focused on the content of the news posts and ignored other
people‘s comments. They were only interested in giving their own ideas. As such,
debate and further discussion on the Allah issue is difficult to detect.

Table 4.6: Use of reflexivity in Malaysiakini online discussions

4.8

Reflexivity

3 percent

Non-reflexivity

97 percent

Conclusion

The emergence of the Internet has led to expectations about a potential
reconfiguration of public debates and dialogues for deliberative democracy. With the
availability of online newspapers, it is hoped that positive changes in the mass media
will open up the public sphere in Malaysia. However, based on the data presented in
this chapter it is difficult to claim that a truly deliberative process has occurred.
Instead of being deliberative in nature many comments were irrational, attacking
other people personally, flaming and using insulting language. Most obviously, they
were driven by ideological differences. Nonetheless, as we see from the analysis,the
online newspaper Malaysiakini differs significantly from its print counterpart in
offering a space for public deliberation and producing information to inform and
form public opinion.

The data highlights important elements of Malaysiakini that fit some criteria of
deliberative democracy, including autonomy, inclusion and equality, and reciprocity.
This is supported by the comparison of how the mainstream media and
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Malaysiakiniresponded to the Allah issue. The findings show that Malaysiakini
generally practised autonomy, free from external control, allowedgreater inclusion
and equality of debate by involving varied representation in a balanced discussion,
andgenerated comments that demonstrate rational critical argument and reflexivity –
all key elements of a deliberative democracy. UM, on the other hand, largely
conformed to control and surveillance by the ruling BN and reflected the government
position. It did not define the issue clearly and reported few diverse points of view.
Although a variety of actors were quoted – particularly the ruling BN and NGOs –
inclusion of ordinary citizens and opposition views was minimal. Reflecting its
control by political institutions, UM published information that promoted biased
views about the ruling BN and highlighted one-sided information in order to sway
public opinion. This could limit the extent to which information in the newspaper
contributed to a widening public space for democratic discussion.

Unlike the mainstream newspaper, Malaysiakini accommodated many opinions and
views,and gave individuals opportunities to add value to public debate. Malaysiakini
presented a diversity of fairly balanced views andthough it heavily supported the
opposition voices, there was no evidence that it was controlled by an opposition
party. The most obvious point of difference between UM and Malaysiakiniis that the
latter permits ordinary citizens to be a dominant source of opinion and information.
Not only can they contribute to the Vox Populi and Your Say sections, but the
comment section made available for every article also allows readers to give their
opinions about the news being reported. By highlighting the opinions of ordinary
citizens, Malaysiakini empoweredthem to operate beyond the confines of traditional
mass media. These forums can realise the ideal of citizen journalism which gives
voice to the voiceless (Steele, 2009). In these ways, Malaysiakiniliberalises news by
providing informed, unbiased information, as well as extensively including ordinary
people in discussion. This supports George‘sview (2006: 4) that Malaysiakinican
―democratize access to the media; invite voices and viewpoints that are
underrepresented in the mainstream for want of status, skill or capital‖.

The findings presented in this chapter provide both positive and negative depictions
of online media and its role in the deliberation process in Malaysia. On the one hand,
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Malaysiakini‘s news is information-driven in terms of coverage and discussion,and
includes lay citizens who comment and interact. These features suggest that
important aspects of a nascent deliberative democracy exist. Detailed comments
revealed elements of deliberative democracy wherever participants engaged in
rational discussion and tried to make convincing arguments. Although they were
discussing a sensitive issue participants respected each other,refraining from
insulting each other‘s religions. However, theyalso used the space to express citizen
frustration with the ruling party. There, they showed their hatred and most of
comments were emotionally driven. Participants were very critical of the
government and especially of UMNO. As such, their comments reflected high levels
of ideological fragmentation and polarisation that could well diminish the character
of the public sphere as a place where reasoned arguments can be made.This point is
discussed further in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5
____________________________________________________________________
PARLIAMENTARIANS’ BLOGS

5.1

Introduction

The focus of analysis now shifts directly to members of the political elite;this chapter
investigates the extent to which members of parliament are embracing the new
opportunities offered by the Internet and how they contribute to the prospects for
deliberative democracy in Malaysia. Many MPs have set up blogs over the last few
years;those of a selected few parliamentarians form the core of the analysis. In
particular, the chapter investigates the extent to which discussion about the Allah
issue on these blogs fits the criteria developed for deliberative democracy in Chapter
One.

In recent years, politicians have begun to use blogs to communicate their messages
to the public and broadcast information about political news, policy interests, voting
records and contact details. More importantly, they engage in direct interaction with
voters, creating a new style of personalised, accessible and ongoing relationship.
Moreover, citizens can access relevant information and have opportunities to put
forward their views, which is a central characteristic of a functioning public sphere
and, therefore, of deliberative democracy.

Despite this growing trend, there is little academic literature that focuses directly on
politicians and blogging. With reference to Malaysia, most published studies
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exclusively refer to blogs maintained by ordinary citizens, journalists and political
activists (see e.g., Tan & Zawawi, 2008; Ulicny, 2008; Lim, 2009).To date, few
studies have been made of blogs written by politicians.Onesuchstudy examined the
relationship between electoral candidates‘ performances in a national election and
their online presence. According to Gong (2011), Malaysian electoral candidates
with blogs, particularly members of the opposition, may gain five times as many
votes as those who do not. As a result, he asserts, opposition candidates won the
previous election because they had blogs. However, Gong‘s study is based largely on
a quantitative analysis. Furthermore, the analysis was only of the 2008 election.
Although he reveals the effect of politicians‘ blogs on the election, his analysis is
limited by the absence of primary empirical research such as qualitative analysis of
the blogs‘ content. This chapter seeks to complement Gong‘s study with more
qualitative data in order to deepen our understanding of the role of politicians‘ blogs
in Malaysia.

The rapid uptake of blogging phenomenon occurred during the 2004 general
election. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, among those who formed an early
online presence were NGOs such as Aliran Online, Suara Rakyat Malaysia and
women‘s advocates, Tenaganita. Early political bloggers included Jeff Ooi and Raja
Petra Kamaruddin. The number of political blogs increased drastically in the lead-up
to the 2008 general election, energising opposition parties and social-political
bloggers who collaborated to challenge the ruling BN (Abbott, 2012). Blogging
became significant during the election and blogs were highlighted by many scholars
as a factor that contributed to the poor performance of the BN in that election
(Abbott, 2012; Rashid Mortem, 2009; Mohd Azizuddin, 2009b; Ufen, 2009). After
the election, many politicians set up their own personal blogs in order to improve
their relationships with their constituencies.

For this chapter, the content of individual blog posts was scrutinised to identify
patterns of use in the MP blogs. There were 1,257 posts in 36 MP blogs during the
period of study, January to March 2010, during the 12th Parliament. The Malaysian
parliamentarywebsite(http://www.parlimen.gov.my/eng-ewRakyat_AhliDewan.php)
was used as an authoritative source of information on MPs‘ URLs.Additionally, the
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Google search engine and the Nut Graph Website43 were accessed to ensure the
accuracy and completeness of the list. Since MPs‘ blogs received a large number of
comments, a small number of them were selected randomly for analysis44.

Because of the high number of blogs considered active, which have generated
thousands of posts and comments, posts were collected for just three months, the
period in which the Allah issue was debated most frequently. A number ofblogs were
excluded from the start, including those that had no posts in this period because they
were not updated, were no longer current,or were written in Indian or Chinese, which
I do not read. That left a sample of 36 MPs‘ blogs (See Appendix C for a detailed
sample). A code was allocated to each day from January 1 to the end of March 2010
for each posting in each blog. There was no national election during this period and
it was selected to obtain a relatively normal picture of discussion on blogs. A few
studies have pointed out that there is limited sustained blogging activity outside of an
election period (Francoli & Ward,2008), however, election periods do not reflect the
extent of regular engagement between politicians and their supporters.

Comments from readers were chosen from two of the most controversial
parliamentarians on the Allah issue – Khalid Samad (PAS) and Zulkifli Nordin
(initially PKR, then independent) – who discussed the issue extensively on their
blogs. They held conflicting ideas and their statements were widely quoted by
mainstream media as well as online newspapers. As far as Khalid is concerned, the
name Allah can be used by non-Muslims. Zulkifli, on the other hand, wanted the
term to be exclusively used by adherents of the Islamic faith, a view in line with
UMNO‘s position but in contrast with that of his own party. They challenged each
other to resign from parliament over the matter(The Star, 4 January 2010). Zulkifli
43

The Nut Graph is an independent website in Malaysia that began in mid-January 2010 as part of the
MP Watch: Eye on Parliament project, which recorded all 222 MPs in batches for the purpose of
recording their positions on key issues of democracy. This site produced a full MP list including their
individual URLs. For further details see http://www.thenutgraph.com/full-mp-list/. Accessed 16
August 2010.

44

Each comment is chosen entirely by chance. Each comments in MPs‘ blogs has an equal chance of
being included in the sample. This selection is based on simple random sampling.
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was eventually on 10 March 2010 dismissed by his own party but indicated that he
would remain in parliament as an independent. From January 2010, the posts on his
blog were quite critical of the opposition coalition. Meanwhile, as an MP of PAS,
Khalid focusedhis criticism on the ruling BN.

This chapter also uses data from interviews with politicians and their assistants. It
was difficult to persuade politicians to participate, thanks to their busy schedules
during the fieldwork period, and some were not willing to be interviewed at all.
Finally, assent was obtained from seven politicians and one personal assistant of
Najib Razak. Four of the politicians were current MPs, one was a former MP and the
other two were members of the state assembly of Selangor (see Appendix A).

The interviewees were key political bloggers in Malaysia: They are Tony Pua,
Khalid Samad, Nurul Izzah, Teresa Kok, Hannah Teoh and Nik Nazmi Nik Ahmad
from the opposition parties, and Khir Toyo from the ruling coalition. Tony Pua,
Teresa Kok, Hannah Teoh and Nik Nazmi were formally ordinary bloggers who
were elected in the 2008 general election. They provided key information about their
particular aims in having a blog and how they are using them. The interviews
suggest interesting dimensions of blogging and deliberative democracy that add
further value to the content analysis.

5.2

The Parliamentary Blogosphere

Many scholars have been attracted to the potential of the blog as a way to enhance
communication between constituents and their elected representatives and thus to
realise deliberative democracy (Stromer-Galley, 2000; Ward & Gibson, 2003;
Coleman, 2005; Gibson & Ward, 2009). According to Francoli and Ward (2008: 22),
blogging is ―a new form of communication, contributing to a new type of
relationship between public and MPs – one that is continuous, more informal, more
personalised, more transparent and more interactive‖. It provides important space for
information and debate on political issues, especially but not only during election
campaign periods (Chadwick, 2007). Blogs offer a mode of communication between
representatives and constituents that is informal, interactive and unfiltered. As such,
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it has played an important role in ―reframing communication between MPs and the
public and enhancing democratic debate‖ (Sullivan, 2010: 472) It offers direct
engagement between government and people,via MPs,for solving problems or
amending policies (Coleman, 2003). Thus it potentially contributes to the
development of deliberative democracy.

Many scholars have identified argumentation as a core principle of a deliberative
process that could open up a new public sphere of interaction between politicians
and citizens. For example, Coleman and Blumler (2009) state that the discursive
space in which people interact, such as an open-minded, online discussion, can lead
to successful political communication. It provides an intermediate space between
politicians and citizens for disseminating information and discussion, and enables
two-way communication through the interactive features of the Internet. Coleman
and Blumler (2009) argue that the Internet will not undermine relations between
politicians and citizens. Instead, it ―reconnects the public and their representatives‖
(Francoli & Ward, 2008: 22). The Internet can ―offer citizens the prospect of
representative closeness, mutuality, coherence and empathy, without expecting them
to become full-time participating citizens‖ (Coleman & Blumler, 2009: 80).Ferguson
and Howell conclude that for MPs, blogging can be used for ―improving the quality
of consultation with constituents‖ while for citizens, ―it recognized the opportunity
for alternative, informal voices to enter the political debate‖ (Ferguson & Howell,
2004:22, 24).

Yet, there are also several obstacles to the potential for blogging to
contributepositively to deliberative democracy. The first is that many politicians are
active bloggers only during election campaigns. Most politicians are unable to
maintain and sustain their blog activities outside the election period (Coleman &
Moss, 2008: 16). According to Ferguson and Griffiths (2006), the number of
politicians blogging during the 2005 UK election campaign was 65, but this number
fell to twelve when the election was over. It is well-known that blogging can play a
significant role during election campaigns. However, if the blog is only used then, it
is hard to see how it can enhance deliberative democracy in the long term. The
second point is that although blogs have the potential to encourage communication
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with constituents, some studies find that communication tends to gravitate towards
other people‘s opinions rather than challenge them (Sullivan, 2010). This occurs
especially with people who are in higher positions than the majority of blog readers.
If people only agree with each other, then there is no debate, and no new ideas or
solutions can be formulated. Noelle-Neumann (1984) argues this in her theory of
spiral of silence: people are unwilling to express opinions publicly,for fear of being
isolated by others. This is not conducive to deliberative practice.

Before any conclusions can be drawn about how Malaysian MPs use online
communication, we need to know in some detail how they use blogs. We need to
know the nature of their blogs, and how far they exploit the potential of the Internet
to voice individual viewpoints and develop innovation and interactivity and thus
contribute to deliberative democracy.

The 12th Malaysian Parliament consists of 222 MPs: 137 from the BN, 77 from the
opposition coalition and eight independents. Table 5.1 shows the number of
parliamentarians who have chosen to use blogs as a form of online communication;
40 per cent of MPs had operational blogs. As can be seen, most of those using blogs
are from the opposition coalition Patakan Rakyat (PAS, PKR and DAP). DAP has
the highest percentage of MPs using blogs. UMNO has the second lowest after the
other parties in the ruling coalition, even though it is the dominant party. It also
should be noted that other than blogs, some MPs also use Facebook and Twitter.
Table 5.1: Blogs of MPs in the 12th Parliament (2008-2013)
Party (No. of MPs)
BN
UMNO (78)
MCA (15)
MIC (4)
Other parties (40)
PR
PAS (23)
DAP (29)
PKR (24)
Independent (8)

Blog

Percent

27
9
2
2

34.6
60
50
8.60

15
22
15
2

65.20
75.80
62.50
40.00
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There are three time periods of MPs blogging have been identified;pioneers,
opportunists and latecomers. Pioneers started blogging during an earlier, nonelection period;Opportunits began blogging in the run-up to the 2008 nationwide
election;latecomers did not begin blogging until the post-election period. Of 92
blogging MPs, 19 were pioneers, 15 were intermediates and the majority (58) were
latecomers (see Figure 5.1 and further details in Appendix D). This confirms that
after the result of the 2008 general election, as many politicians realised the power of
the Internet especially to communicate with voters, they shifted their communication
to the Internet and particularly blogs. For example, soon after the election, Mohd Ali
Rustam, former chief minister of the state of Melaka, set up a blog at
http://www.mohdalirustam.com. He made a few blog-posts, criticising a pig-farming
project in Selangor (now under opposition rule);these postings received hundreds of
comments. One week later, he disabled the comments section of his blog, as he was
unable to deal with too manydirect verbal assaults by readers (Yeoh, 2008).
Similarly, Sazmi Miah, from the UMNO Youth Liaison Media, launched his blog
Saka Bangsa at a press conference attended by 50 journalists and bloggers. He
acknowledged that UMNO‘s losses in the previous election weredue to its failure to
engage with the younger generation and said that therefore the party had to ―change
because it seems the younger generation today can‘t relate to UMNO Youth‖ (Lih
Yie, 2008). However, one month after the launch, the blog was officially closed
(Lim, 2009). It seems that most politicians wanted their own blogs but either did not
really value the power of the blog to communicate with voters, or underestimated the
time and effort needed to maintain it. After three years, by June 2011, most blogs
were defunct. Some MPs no longer employed blogs because they had shifted to
Facebook and Twitter, where shorter messages rather than elaborate postings, are
more common.
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1st – Pioneer 2nd – Opportunits 3rd – Latecomers
Figure 5.1: Period of MPs‘ blogging in Malaysia

It is worth reiterating here that Facebook and Twitter are outside the scope of this
study, although their use is on the rise in Malaysia. They are largely irrelevant for
this study because of the paucity of information that these social network sites
usually contain. For example, Twitter only allows 140 characters and the information
value is not clear. By contrast, a blog is able to provide in-depth information that is
relevant to the study of deliberative democracy. In the following paragraphs, this
chapter analyses systematically the MPs‘ blogs in general and in particular their
postings about the Allah issue. As in the previous chapter, the structure of the
analysis is based on our chosen criteria of deliberative democracy.

5.3

Autonomy

As already mentioned, autonomy refers to the condition of freedom from control by
state or economic powers. Autonomy is also associated with freedom of expression.
This implies that the potential of blogging lies in the provision of political opinion
without control by or fear of others. However, such freedom is not
absolute;autonomy may be guided. An autonomous person has knowledge of his or
her opinion and the reasoning that supports the opinion. As discussed in Chapter
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Oneabove, many political theorists stressthat deliberative discussion should be based
on supported argument (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Wilhelm, 1999; Schneider,
1996). Therefore, for the following analysis of the autonomy criterion, content is
classified according to two dimensions: opinion supported by reasoned argument,
and opinion not supported by reasoned argument.

A content analysis revealed that expression of opinion accounts for 294 (23 per cent)
out of 1,257 postings analysed. Expressing opinion based solely on personal views
without any supporting evidence accounts for 180 posts out of 294 relevant posts.
Expressing opinion with the support of evidence, on the other hand, accounts for
only 114 posts (see Figure 5.2).

Use of blog for expressing opinion

Opinion and
Justification

Opinion

114

180

Figure 5.2: Use of blogs for expressing opinion

Figure 5.2 indicates that the MPs are inclined to express their opinion without
supporting themwith sources. They mostly use the blog to state their stance on
certain issues. This is particularly true for opposition MPs who had limited access to
mainstream media and so used their blog as a channel to spread their views. This
implies that their primary goal was to persuade and inform their audience. Other
scholars also contend that blogs are used mainly by individuals to express their
opinions (Wallsten, 2007; McKeanna, 2007).
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As shown in Figure 5.2, MPs‘ opinions supported by references are far less frequent
than unsupported opinions. Only 114 posts were supported by other sources;they
often dealt with complicated issues in great detail, providingnot only specific
examples and personal experiences to support the arguments,but also data and
references. Blogs written by Lim Kit Siang and Anwar Ibrahim analysed issues in
the greatest depth. Lim usually used statistics to support his opinion.

The interviews confirm that perhaps the strongest common motivation to blog is to
express personal views on particular issues. For example, Teresa Kok, an MP from
DAP, admitted that she uses the blog mainly to explain her stance, especially when
she feels the need to counter reportingin mainstream media, including about herself:

I use my blog to clarify certain things for the readers. It
is important for me to clarify the accusations made about
me. Lately, there has been much misinformation
published in the mainstream media about me. For
example, I was accused by the Utusan Malaysia of
prohibitingthe ―azan‖ in my constituency. Thatis not
true. I had no chance to explain it in the mainstream
media,so I used my blog to deny the accusations and
misinformation published in the Utusan Malaysia.45

A senior politician from the ruling BN also acknowledged that through blogging
politicians are able to express views autonomously. Former chief minister of
Selangor, Khir Toyo stated:

Blogs are really influential. They can attract more
readers than traditional media. There is no ―gate keeper‖
or editor for the blog. I am able to express my views
autonomously on a particular issue… Although my
statements are frequently quoted, the quotes are too short
45

Interview with Teresa Kok, MPs of Seputeh, Selangor, 13 February 2010.

140

to explain certain things and sometimes the objective
that I aim for is not achieved.46

In a country like Malaysia where freedom of expression in mainstream media is
restricted, this kind of autonomy is particularly important for members of opposition
parties. However, a detailedexamination of the postings showed most of them were
merely broad statements of MPs‘ general political orientation, rather than specific
policy- or issue-oriented statements that could trigger public debate. This finding is
consistent with Wallsten‘s (2007) study of blogging trends during the 2004 US
presidential election. He argues that political blogs were mainly used to express
general political orientation rather than to generate more conversation with the
public.

In regards to the Allah issue, blogging became a tool for MPs to express their views.
For example, Khalid Samad was able to post his opinion even though it was in
conflict with his party. Heagreed with the court‘s ruling that permittedTheHeraldto
use the word Allah in its Malay section. He defended his controversial stand
firmlythough it contradicted the position of UMNO, who wanted use of the word to
remain the exclusive right of adherents to the Islamic faith. Khalid wrote on his blog
that he was warned by the Selangor Islamic Religious Department not to question the
government‘s decision, and that police reports were lodged against him though no
action was taken by the authorities. In my interview with him, he said:

A blog is also a form of protection. I explained my
position, my understanding and my clarificationson my
blog,about all the related issues. That makes it hard for
the authorities to find fault with me on the issue.47

However, most MPs were not completely autonomous in expressing their views;
party discipline demands that they follow the party line on controversial issues.
46

Interview with Khir Toyo, 15 March 2010.

47

Interview with Khalid Samad, 24 February 2010.
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Those who fail to do so run the risk of expulsion from the party, as happened to
Zulkifli Nordin,a former MP of PKR. Zulkifli demanded that use of the word Allah
be the exclusive domain of Muslims – a position in line with UMNO‘s policy but in
contradiction to the view of his own political party. He was dismissed by his party
but remained in parliament as an independent. Since January 2010, the postings on
his blog have remained quite vocal in criticising PKR. Thus,though blogs generally
allow MPs to express their opinions freely, that freedom can still be limited by their
party. Nik Nazmi, now a state representative admitted that:

I have become more careful of what I write. Before I
became a state representative, I was quite free in what I
wrote on my blog. Now, I should write according to the
positions of the party that I am representing.48

In sum, though blogging enables MPs to express their opinions autonomously, their
agency is still somewhat limited because they represent not just themselves but also
a political party.This means that it is difficult to find discussion about particular
issues from varying perspectives on MPs‘ blogs. Most MPs are inclined to favour the
parties that they represent and are not therefore entirely free to express their opinion.
What becomes clear here is a tension between the idealised concept of deliberative
democracy and reality of representative democracy as it is practised in the Malaysian
party system.

5.4

Inclusion and Discursive Equality

This criterion requires that blog posts not only report a general political orientation
but also include discussion of substantial public issues with the intention of
discussing and solving problems with the public. In this study, this function was the
least used by the bloggers;the majority of MPs did not use their blogs to seek ideas
or suggestions from their constituents, or people more widely,to solve a problem or
issue. Only 95 posts (or 7.5 per cent) out of 1,257 postings met this criterion.

48

Interview with Nik Nazmi Nik Ahmad, 17 February 2010.
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Indeed, none of the MPs interviewed specifically referred to a blog as a tool to
generate public debate with readers. Rather, one MP from the opposition coalition,
Nurul Izzah, claimed that:
Most comments come from ―cyber troopers‖who are
assigned by the BN, so I don‘t take readers‘ comments
seriously. For me, polling systems such as those from the
Merdeka Centre are a more reliable way to get a concrete
picture of what people want.49

Only two MPs in the sample, Najib Razak, and Khalid Samad, indicated explicitly in
their blogs that they seek their readers‘ opinions. Prime Minister Najib wrote that the
purpose of his blog is ―to encourage Malaysians to take a proactive part...in
discussing issues affecting the country and its people today.‖50Though he does not
respond to the comments regularly, he seems to try his best to respond to when he
has the opportunity. According to Amhari Effendy, special officer-in-charge of
Najib‘s blog, ―the prime minister, in his own time, does read his comments via his
mobile phone or computers such as I-Pad. The prime minister also writes his own
tweets personally‖.51 The 1Malaysia team browses all comments and sends a weekly
report on them to Najib.52 In fact, in almost every posting, Najib asks people for their
views about a certain issue. For example, in a post titled The National Budget 2011,
he asked for ideas to contribute to the national budget,and received the highest
number of comments by readers (2,106) of all the blogs examined for this study.
Then, in the posting A Budget from Rakyat on 14 October 2010, he praised citizens‘
ideas for the 2011 budget, stating that he and his office had studied all the
suggestions made through the blog:

My office and I have studied these ideas and intend to
explore the viable ones for implementation, whether or
not they are incorporated into the Budget. Some of you
49

Interview with Nurul Izzah, 12 March 2010.
See www.1Malaysia.com.my.
51
Email interview with Amhari Affendy, 1 November 2010.
52
Ibid.
50
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who have contributed comments to my blog will be able
to recognise your ideas, or a hybrid of those ideas in the
Budget. Simply by participating in the exercise, you
have contributed to the process of transforming our
nation. Thank you for your input and support for the sake
of our nation, and let‘s keep this up.53

While it is impossible to verify whether any ideas expressed by readers were indeed
considered for the budget, the symbolic value of this public relations exercise should
not be underestimated, especially given that almost no other politician includes this
kind of dialogue in their blogs. It is not entirely inconceivable that ideas from the
public can gain enough support from policymakers to have them taken into account,
thereby enabling both members of the public and the politicians who run the blogs to
contribute to the process of deliberative democracy in Malaysia.

While Khalid also explicitly wrote in his blog that he encouraged comments from the
readers, they were asked to ―please be gentle in doing so‖. He would not publish any
comments that he considered threatening to the stability of the country. He posted
several responses to comments from the readers,and declared that he regards all
comments as useful since most come from his constituentsin Shah Alam, which has
a high Internet penetration. He stated:

All comments in my blog are very valuable for me. I
need comments from my readers in order to keep in
touch with the grassroots;it helps me as member for Shah
Alam.54

Not all MPs covered the Allah issue in their postings, despite the fact that it had
become a topic of national interest. Only 36 per cent of the 36 blog samples covered
it. In posting about the Allah issue, these MPs showed that they are prepared to
debate and discuss controversial topicson their blogs. However, the small percentage
53
54

See http://www.1malaysia.com.my/blog/a-budget-by-the-rakyat/, accessed 27 November 2010.
Interview with Khalid Samad, 24 February 2010.
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of MPs who did show this preparedness indicates that the overall willingness to
include ordinary people in discussions of controversial topics is quite minimal.Only
two MPs discussed the issue extensively; others simply published media statements
from the party.Unsurprisingly, the two who did engage with the topic on their blogs
– Khalid and Zulkifli – were also the target of much attention from mainstream
media, and their statements were widely quoted on television and in newspapers.
Their positions created controversy andtheir blogs attracted a large number of
comments by readers and individuals who had equal opportunity to express their
attitudes and opinions about it, and to question the MPs‘ positions.

So, the postings that met the inclusion and discursive equality criterion comprised
only a small percentage of all postings, indicating that most MPs are unable or
unwilling to include and represent ordinary citizens in the discussions on their blogs.

5.5

Reciprocity

Reciprocity is the opportunity to talk and listen to the perspective of others. To
satisfy this condition, MPs‘ blogs should allow for two-way communication between
them and their readers, by providing a comment section and replying to comments
made there. Commenting initiates a process of discussion that makes a relationship
more responsive and easier to sustain. A comments section makes it possible for
citizens to ask questions, express opinions and argue with their political
representatives and other citizens, thus creating conditions conducive to deliberative
democracy.
The level of commenting on MPs‘ blogs was quite high compared with those in
other countries studied, including the UK, Canada and Taiwan (see Francoli &
Ward, 2008; Sullivan, 2010); In the UK and Canadian studies, nearly 40 per cent of
MP blogs received on average fewer than two comments per posting, while in our
Malaysian sample, just 33 per cent of MP blogs received fewer than two comments
per posting. Overall, no less than 73 per cent of the blogs received more than two
comments from readers. The other 27 per cent receivedno reader comments and thus
further discussion was not generated on these blogs.
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The most prominent bloggers such as Najib Razak, Khalid Samad, Lim Kit Siang
and Anwar Ibrahim outstripped anyone else in terms of numbers of comments
received (see Figure 5.6). Their postings attracted more than 1,000 comments during
the sample period of this study. Najib Razak from the ruling BN received 2,028
comments. When he became prime minister, his elevated status increased his
audience and the number of comments in his blog. The 1Malaysia blog satisfies
individual users‘ desires to talk to the most powerful man in Malaysia. Moreover, he
explicitly invites people to engage in the discussion and to publish their questions,
suggestions and thoughts in the comments section. But opposition politicians
received many more comments than BN politicians. DAP leader Lim Kit Siang, for
example, attracted a particularly high number of comments (7,186), while Anwar
Ibrahim received 5,774 comments. Both were dedicated bloggers themselves, so
there were more postings to respond to than on the other blogs. Moreover, their
blogs attracted wide attention because they were highly critical of the Malaysian
government. Both focused on the government failures that were not highlighted by
the mass media.

Number of comments
Najib Razak

2028

7186

Lim Kit Siang

5774

Anwar Ibrahim

Khalid Samad

1480

Figure 5.3: Number of comments on blogs
However, the number of MPs‘ replies to the public comments was low. Only 25 per
cent (7 MPs) replied to comments posted by readers (see Figure 5.7). This implies
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that they were not interested in communicating with readers. They invited readers to
comment on their blog but not for the purpose of communicating with them.

MPs reply in their blogs
25%
Replied to comment

75%

Did not reply to
comment

Figure 5.4: Number of MPs who have and those who have not replied to blog
comments

The notable exceptions were Najib Razak and Khalid Samad, who responded
occasionally. Both sometimes used separate postings to answer questions or to
respond to a group of comments. Compared with other political bloggers, they
demonstrated a significant commitment to maintaining dialogue with their readers.
Najib developed his own way to respond to readers‘ comments. Apart from directly
replying, one of his strategies was to use a video recorder. He also organised an
event to meet his online ―friends‖.The event was called Tea Time 1Malaysia or Tea
with Me, and was particularly designed so that he could interact face-to-face with
readers and connect with them more closely.55As he received thousands of comments
on his blogs, Najib only selected a few critical comments to answer. Moreover, the
1Malaysia team reserved the right not to publish comments that they thought would
affect political stability.56 In addition, readers were required to register themselves
on the system by giving their name as well as email address. This made readers
aware that their identity would be known if they were critical of the government.
Unsurprisingly, as a result, almost all comments were civil and no bad language was
used by readers.
55
56

See http://www.1malaysia.com.my/blog/a-successful-saturday/, accessed 28 October 2010.
See http://www.1malaysia.com.my/misc/faq/, accessed 17 September 2010.
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Similarly, Khalid also regulated his blog traffic but minimally. Only those comments
that were openly racist and harmful were refused publication. Almost all other
comments were published. Khalid did not censor comments by readers even when
they criticised his position and he confirmed in interview that he ―allowed all the
comments posted in my blog even when they criticized me and as long as the
comments were not harmful.‖57 He usually answered those questions by referring to
Al- Quran as his source. He used his blog as a platform for discussing religious and
political issues. Significantly, people responded to every posting on his blog, without
fail.

In relation to the Allah issue, it appears that almost all postings by MPs attracted a
large number of comments from readers. Between them, Khalid and Zulkifli
attracted 1,021 comments in January 2010. The exchange of information and opinion
indicated that people were eager to discuss the matter and to share their ideas and
opinions with policymakers. This implies that readers listened to the MPs‘
perspectives and then also had the opportunity to talk and debate the issue in order to
understand it, thus realising the criterion of reciprocity.

However, only Khalid occasionally responded to comments by readers. Zulkifli
made no responses. Khalid answered questions or responded to a group of comments
with a separate posting. Most of these responses took a mild tone, even with those
who criticised him. In responding to the comments, sometimes Khalid cut and pasted
specific questions from the participants and answered them in a specific blog entry.
He also used a respectful tone to answer readers‘ questions even when some of them
were quite blunt in questioning him. As I have mentioned, he usually answered by
referring to Al- Quran. For example:

Comment from readers:
I think you are ―great‖ because [you] permit [the] use
[of] the word Allah by non-Muslims. Please do not
blame UMNO if the Christian people make use of the
word Allah.
57

Interview with Khalid Samad, 24 February 2010.

148

Response from Khalid:
What can I do sir; I am not the one who creates this.
TheQuran[says]that: ―And the Jews and Christians said
We are sons of Allah and His dear ones‖ (Al-Maaidah
,18). It is clear here that the word Allah is also used by
Christian people in the Quran. Hopefully you can read
my explanation in the article titled Ismu Allah.58

Besides posting their own opinions in regard to the issue, both MPs also linked their
posts with other sources. Khalid linked his post to YouTube to show a discussion of
his on AlJazeera and a forum organised by the Free Public Forum,talking about the
issue with other panellists. Zulkifli posted an explanation from Syed Naquib Al
Attas, a highly respected Muslim scholar who supported Zulkifli‘s view on the issue.
Both MPs only created links to information that supported their arguments. There
was no information that could be considered ―cross-cutting‖or as a starting point for
deliberation (Freelon, 2010). Neither Khalid nor Zulkifli provided multiple
perspectives on the matter;both wanted to give readers one perspective – one that
supported their own arguments. As such, instead of encouraging the deliberative
process, as pointed out by Sunstein (2008) such blogs reinforce readers‘ and authors‘
ideological perspectives instead of challenging them. This could lead to
fragmentation and political polarisation instead of deliberation.

Apart from the dialogue that can emerge through the comment function on blogs,
another way to evaluate levels ofreciprocity isto link information from other sources
in the post. In this way, a blog can attempt to create awareness of a particular
political issue without commenting. In doing so, it creates a multi-dimensional
analysis of an issue by bringing together partial understandings,giving people an
understanding of it from various perspectives. According to Gutman and Thompson
(2004: 29), ―By their nature, reasonable differences contain partial understandings.
Each alone is likely to be mistaken if taken comprehensively, all together are likely
to be incoherent if taken completely, but all together are likely to be instructive if
58

See http://www.khalidsamad.com/2009/08/respon-pengunjung-persoalan-kuil.html - accessed 20
June 2010.
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taken partially‖. Indeed, political issues are complex and contain various dimensions
of evaluation. Through the posting of different evaluations of a particular issue,
citizens can be furnished all relevant considerations for understanding the whole
problem. Some bloggers created links to other bloggers or sources such as YouTube,
online newspapers or mainstream media, whether agreeing or disagreeing with the
information there. Such information in MPs‘ blogs is certainly important for citizens
when it supportstheir ability to take an informed stand. Further, this is an efficient
way for readers to be informed with interesting multiple political stories and could
be a starting point to generate public debate.

The linking information function emerged as the most frequently applied in MP
blogs. Out of the 1,257 postings, 445 postings (or 35 per cent) created linksto
information from external sources. MPs used this function to inform readers as well
as to provide a starting point for them to further elaborate on the issues. They
published information from other sources such as newspapers, articles, books and
videos to support their position on a particular issue. The most frequently used
sources were online newspapers such as Malaysiakiniand HarakahDaily, which
accounted for 141 posts (32 per cent). Sources from YouTube were found in 118
posts (or 27 per cent) and references to other bloggers were made in 84 posts (or 19
per cent). Most bloggers, particularly from the opposition parties, made few
references to mainstream newspapers: these links accounted for only 53 posts (12 per
cent) (see Figure 5.5). This is in contrast with other studies from the US, which show
that most bloggers refer to mainstream media for their content and most are also
influenced by the mainstream media (Roberts et al., 2002; Haas, 2005). The lack of
such linkage to mainstream media in Malaysia is not surprising, given how the latter
is controlled by the government. Instead, the Malaysiakini and HarakahDaily were
the most-cited external sources and YouTube was the second mostlinked. This could
indicate efforts by MPs to highlight other views in shaping public opinion.

150

External Sources
10%
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Online news

32%

You Tube
Other bloggers

19%
27%

Mainstream news
Others

Figure 5.5: External sources on MP blogs; 445 postings

Most notably, the MPs from the opposition parties linked constantly to other sources
that supported their ideological orientation. For example, Lim Kit Siang provided a
wealth of information on national issues from external sources;the majority of them
were produced by other bloggers or online newspapers. Usually Lim posted
information from online newspapers such as Malaysiakini and Malaysia Insider, and
from popular bloggers most of whom are credible political analysts like Farish Noor,
Bakri Musa and Azly Rahman. Lim did not regularly post his own opinions or
analysis of political issues, but linked to other people‘s articles on his blogs. He
provided the highest number of postings from external sources (140 posts). He also
frequently linked to videos that he had uploaded to YouTube, especially of
parliamentary debates, which added some drama to his postings. The videos of
parliamentary debates attracted a high number of comments.

Similarly, Anwar Ibrahim used his blog to provide alternative information for his
readers. Most of the information on his blog did not come from mainstream media.
For example, during the period of analysis, Anwar uploaded documents on the
agreement between APCO (an Israeli company) and the Malaysian government. In
the print media, the Malaysian government denied any relationship with this
particular company but Anwar publicised documents that supported his accusations.
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This incident provoked much discussion and hundreds of comments by readers of his
blog.

5.6

Rational Critical Argument

Some comments from readers on Khalid and Zulkifli‘s blogs demonstrated an ability
and willingness to put forward a rational critical argument. For example, the posting
of Khalid Samad titled Ismu Allah received 146 comments. Here, he explained in
just over 1,000 words his view of how the word Allah should be employed. This
attracted 89 comments disagreeing with him, 24 agreeing and another 33 postings
that indicatedneither agreementnor disagreement. Through such disagreement,
further public debate could be generated (Stromer-Galley 2008) as it enables people
to have mutual understanding of the issues being discussed. Twenty-four
commentators agreed with Khalid‘s position that the word Allah is for all people and
not exclusive to Islam. Most of these comments on this position were calm, offered
in a mild tone. The comments were rational and free of insulting language. They
used verses from the Quran to support their views. Many Muslim participants
considered that Muslims should be grateful that non-Muslims are allowed to use the
word Allah. For example, a participant named dmh1876, claimed:

Alhamdullilah![Praise be to Allah];after this decision,
more and moreMUSLIMSwill recite the word ALLAH
and who knows, by doing so, ALLAH might give then
HIDAYAH i.e.open their hearts to embrace ISLAM as
their religion. So, fellow MUSLIMS, do not be sad. It is
a blessing in disguise as the non-MUSLIMSare
indirectly or unintentionally carrying out DAKWAH
[sermon] to the non-MUSLIMS.

Some comments contributed to finding relevant information for the issue by linking
to sources that supported their arguments. Most comments supported their views by
quoting verses from the Quran. Some comments cited the Bible as well, to make the
point clearer. One comment from Nilai Sri Wangsa stated, ―For the sake of
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1Malaysia Unity, why doesn‘t Dato‘ Sri Najib represent Malay Muslim make an
open agreement with a representative from Christian community?‖.Some comments
took up the issue in detail. For example, Salman wrote 703 words to explain the
issue from another angle. For him, the question cannot be settled by reference to the
Quran and Sunnah alone but must be applicable to Malaysia‘s specific situation.
Accordingly, it is not advisable to compare Malaysia with other Muslim countries
because ―their customs and problems are different from ours‖. Al Qasamhad
expressed a similar view, saying that the matter should be decided in the Malaysian
context, not just on a literal interpretation of the Quran and the Sunnah.
Similarly in Zulkifli‘s blog, in the posting titled Bismillah, some responses also
demonstrated rational critical argument. Although Zulkifli was quite blunt in
criticising Khalid on the Allah issue, readers were still rational. They calmly advised
Zulkifli to be moderate in his view. For them, the Allah issue is subjective and its
resolution depends on people‘s views. They advised Zulkifli not to be too
confrontational with Khalid because the police investigation into Khalid‘s position
should not be inflamed. For example, Arai wrote, ―the different opinion between YB
and your friends is not in regards to a difference between those who love Islam [and
those who] hate Islam. Those who disagree with you also supported their argument
with theQuran and Sunnah. Therefore, YB shouldn‘t be too extreme, labelling them
as ‗Firaun‘‖. Some readers suggested a few ways in which Zulkifli could solve the
problem. For example, Mansur suggested that rather than being confrontational,
Zulkifli should go to Institute of Islamic Understanding Malaysia and start to build
―the most authentic, authoritative and reliable Dictionary of the Malay language in
bothJawi and Roman Script‖. Other readers, in calm tones queried Zulkifli‘s sources,
for example the article by Syed Naquib. For them, Zulkifli only quoted the sources
that supported his position without looking at sources that disagreed. AmpunTuanku
wrote, ―Not all Muslim scholars agreed that the use of word Allah [is] exclusively
for Muslims, there are still out there some Muslim scholars [who are] agreed that the
use of word Allah by non-Muslims [is alright]‖. Fisabillilah commented, ―For me,
your position on the Allah issue is no doubt [based on] credible sources, but
remember, there are also other credible Muslims scholars who have different
opinions‖. Therefore, Pak mat/Cik ina suggested, ―why do we not engage in civilized
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discourse that would solve the problem. I rather hope that the entire message could
be written about in good faith‖.

However, not all comments were characterised by rational critical argument. Some
were confrontational and contained bad language. For example, one commentator,
Zainal, who disagreed with Khalid, made fun of his stand. He wrote, ―Greetings for
Khalid Church…maybe Khalid already ate pork so that is why his faith is gone‖.
Another respondent, Kamal, questioned Khalid‘s educational background: ―You are
not from a background of religious study…you are from the engineering
stream....don‘t try to be clever by analysing the religious issue...You going to lose in
the next election!‖ Many other commentators simply expressed anger with Khalid.
Most took the opportunity to criticise his view and accuse him of misleading
Muslims in Malaysia. They were emotional and tended to resort to bad language.
Most participants preferred to remain anonymous. Online anonymity and the lack of
face-to-face interaction make many people less mindful of their manners. On some
occasions,people were quite rude. For example, a reader named Johan23.01.84 wrote
that, ―when are you going to jump to UMNO? Get lost!‖ However, it is normal in
online discussions that when the discussion gets tense, other readers try to cool
things down. For example, a visitor, anonymous, noted that the issue had led to too
much emotion: ―when the situation calms down a bit, we shall discuss things in
detail and rationally‖. Similarly, Tropika 7 wrote, ―Please make the discussion in this
blog an informative and rational discussion, rather than blaming and being mean to
each other‖.

5.7

Reflexivity

In the discussion about the Allah issue in the MPs‘ blogs, especially those of Khalid
and Zulkifli, some readers made a sincere effort to understand the arguments and
ideas from other sides, while at the same time expressing their own. Some indicated
that they had reached an understanding of the situation after Khalid had responded to
readers‘ comments. Their understanding was achieved through communication and
had a rational basis. One anonymous visitor practised reflexivity after reading
Khalid‘s posting, writing, ―I had disagreed with Khalid on the Allah issue, but after
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reading (sic) the Khalid posting, I now agree with him a bit‖. However, not many
comments demonstrated such reflexivity. This could be because many of them failed
to engage with other users and thus their ideas could not generate further meaningful
dialogue and debate. This contrastswith Dahlberg‘s view (2001) that the discussion
should be ongoing and one in which participants respect differences and the
perspectives of others in order to contribute to the deliberative process and thus
enhance the public sphere.

5.8. The Limits of Deliberation: Flaming, Self-Promotion and Mobilisation
The huge of the comments in regard to the Allah issue shows people‘s high level of
interest in the matter. Many comments were posted and people had different ideas
and understandingsof the issue. It could be seen as an example of the discussion or
debate that takes place in an arena beyond a regime‘s control. Some of the
established criteria of deliberative democracy are evident in the form of reflexivity,
reciprocity and rational critical discussion. However, some unpleasant themes also
emerged and careful management of such themes is vital in a multi-religious country
such as Malaysia. Only if allowing readers to participate in discussion does not result
in the incitement of hatred can MPs‘ blogs act ―as an interface that promotes debate
not only about the discourse and practices about democracy. [They] can also
facilitate debate and deepen understanding of so-called sensitive ethno-religious
issues‖ (Tan, 2010: 95).
Despite the promising signs, it is noteworthy – and perhaps the most striking finding
from the analysis of these blogs – that the majority of postings did not fulfil any of
the criteria of deliberative democracy that form the framework of analysis for this
study. Of the 1,257 posting analysed, more than two-thirds (859 posts, 68 per cent)
match that conclusion. Given the large number, it is worth looking at these in a little
more detail. Freelon‘s (2010) liberal individualist and communitarian model of
communication is used to classify the large number of postings that do not accord
with the accepted notion of deliberative democracy. In this model, Freelon (2010:
1177) reminds us that it can be misleading to simply categorise online contributions
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as ―more or less deliberative‖. Instead, he points out that online communication can
often be anything but conducive to fostering democratic conduct. Instead, modes of
communication can emphasise the individual interest in self-actualisation and selfexpression (what he calls liberal individualism) or the communitarian tendency to
―reinforce existing community ties as well as establish a new one‖ (Freelon, 2010:
1177). Strategies applied in these modes of communication range from flaming and
self-promotion to mobilization for political purposes. In some cases, bloggers may
also provide personal information to appear more likeable to the public.

The findings from this study of Malaysian MPs‘ blogs indicate that 180 posts fall
into the flaming category, the largest category in Freelon‘smodel (see Figure 5.6).
Analysis of the flaming indicates that blogging was used to attack political
opponents. Indeed, this blogosphere, particularly opposition MPs‘ blogs, appeared
highly critical of opponents. Many posting were directed against the prime minister,
the ruling BN and government policies. Lim Kit Siang‘s blogs constitute the most
significant in this category. The majority of his blog-posts were made to expose
scandals of the ruling BN. For example, during the period of study, he exposed the
Port Klang Free Zone scandal that indicated misconduct in the administration and the
financing of the zone. Lim also targeted Najib Razak personally. ―Najib‘s scandal‖ is
one of the categories in his blog, with the highest number of posts (790 posts). He
frequently highlightedscandals involving Najib and the BN,seeking indirectly to
promote the credibility and image of his own party (the second function in the
Freelon model).
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Figure 5.6: Postings counterproductive for deliberative democracy
The second highest number of posts under liberal individualism were the ―personal
showcase‖ postings (180 posts). MPs used their blogs to promote their own image
and their parties. Unsurprisingly, none of the MPs was out of line with the party‘s
ideology,with the exception of Zulkifli Nordin. Nurul Izzah stated plainly: ―my blog
is mainly to promote the party image. With the mainstream media being controlled
by the ruling BN, by hook or by crook we have to use the online media for the
party.‖59

Hannah Yeoh, a state representative from Subang Jaya, stated that as a new
candidate in the 2008 general election, she used her blog mainly to promote herself,
her manifesto and her campaign activities:

59

Interview with Nurul Izzah, 12 March 2010.
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I am very lucky as during the 2008 general election, I
was contesting in the area of Subang Jaya which has a
very high Internet penetration rate. As a new person in
politics, my blog is most important for me. It enables to
promote myself and my activities during the campaign.60

Similarly, Khalid claimed:

It is important as a politician to be known by the people.
By having a blog, I can get support from those who
support the party, and also those who support my ideas
and my stand on certain issues.61

This function is also notable in the blogs by the ruling party MPs such as Mohd
Nizar and Sapawi, both of UMNO, whose blogs concentrated on their constituency
and their political work. They sometimes wrote about their weekends, but only if
they attended events of a public nature. They reported on their daily activities with
the constituents and a diary-like style has emerged. From this point of view, the most
obvious is Mohd Nizar,who posted about the meetings and sessions he attended and
the visits he paid to institutions. All the postings that reported his daily activities
were accompanied by photos of the events. These blogs mostly intended to inform
the readers about his work and convey an image of him as a hard-working,―matterof-fact‖ politician.

MPs‘ use of their blogs to generate political action only accounts for 40 (fiveper
cent) of 859 blog posts analysed in the liberal individualist and communitarian
model. The use of the blog to mobilise political action is most notable in the
opposition MP blogs as this is the only medium available for them to reach a wide
audience. They published details of venues and dates of particular events to make it
easier for readers and their supporters to mobilise. However, as this function
constituted just fiveper cent of the postings, it is not really significant. However, the
60
61

Interview with Hannah Yeoh, 19 February 2010.
Interview with Khalid Samad, 24 February 2010.
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period selected did not include an election campaign, so perhaps not surprisingly,
this function was not highly desirable to MPs.
The last criterion in this model is ―personal revelation‖, where MPs used personal
and domestically contextualised accounts in order to appear more grounded in
everyday life. Postings of this kind were quite rare, accounting for only 31 posts.
MPs‘ blogs appears to contain little or no personal input. The majority of MPs make
minimal personal input in their postings. As a result, their writings are quite formal
and ―boring‖ (Ferguson & Howell, 2004: 19). An example of an exception is a
posting by Najib in which he mentioned that he bought a new Persian kitten. He
even invited readers to name the cat. He used the blog to thank his former teacher
and expressed his love for his mother on Mother‘s Day. Najib is inclined to use his
blog to represent his personal life and to invite readers into this space.
It might be expected that the unique functions of a blog‘s interactive features enable
MPs blogs to contribute significantly to deliberative democracy; however, it is
evident that the MPs‘ blogs fail to fulfil most criteria of deliberative democracy. The
majority of postings did not facilitate deliberative discussion.

5.9

Conclusion

Blogs represent a unique opportunity for politicians to reach more people than they
ever could before. A blog also provides a means truly to understand constituents
while opening a public dialogue on issues through a direct and two-way engagement.
In doing so, blogs could help to realise the ideal of a vibrant public sphere and
contribute to the emergence of deliberative democracy. This chapter, however, has
demonstrated thatnot all MPs use blogs to communicate with constituents; only 89
MPs out of 222 in the 12th parliament do so. Furthermore, not all of those 89 MPs
have operational blogs. Some have shifted to the other online communication tools
such as Facebook and Twitter;only 36 maintain their blogs. In other words, only a
small minority of MPs are using their blogs for communication and deliberative
processes. Indeed, out of 1,257 posts, analysed only 398 posts fulfil some criteria of
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deliberative democracy and the majority (859 posts) are unable to fulfil any of the
criteria at all.

Autonomy, inclusion and equality, reciprocity, rational critical argument and
reflexivity are the main characteristics used to measure deliberative democracy in
this thesis. These characteristics seem able to be facilitated through online
communication such as blogging, especially in Western countries, as discussed in
Chapter One. In the Malaysian context, politicians‘ blogging fulfils onlya few
requirements for deliberative democracy. For example, regarding the expression of
opinion, it is shown how blogging has become an alternative medium for individuals
to exercise speech autonomy. The interviews also confirmed that MPs have set up
their blogs specifically to evade government controls and to express their views and
stances on particular issues.

The findings also revealed that the highest number of posts was created from
external sources without any commentary from the MPs. Sharing external sources
can raise the level of knowledge and increase the variety of views and thus be
conducive for the deliberative process. In addition, the direct flow of information
from politicians to the general public avoids any filtering of information. As such,
MPs‘ personal opinions provide new sources for their arguments, as in Lim Kit
Siang‘s case. However, these two functions were restricted in the ability to generate
discussion and debate on the blogs. As shown in the discussion, reciprocity involves
the possibility of MPs‘ blogs supporting deliberative democracy through enabling a
comment section in their blogs. Although it is clear that the comment section is an
opportunity for readers to raise issues and exchange arguments with MPs, it is
equally clear that the discussion is very limited, especially between MP bloggers and
the readers. Most of the questions put by readers to the MPs are not answered. This
could discourage further discussion. Further, content analysis and interviews
showedthat the blogs were not primarily focused on interaction with citizens in order
to achieve mutual understanding of a public issue. Rather, blogs were mainly used
for the MPs to express their opinions and to link to other information.
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Content analysis further revealed that the opinions and links to external sources
provided in the MPs‘ postings focused primarily on partisan politics and political
marketing. It is obvious that opinion and shared information provided in the MPs‘
blogsare mainly intended to influence the public for their own political interests.
First, analysis of the linkage of information or quoting of direct external sources
showed that MPs only posted external sources from like-minded people, that is,
those who support their ideas. Sources from those with different views were
neglected. This approach does not generate diverse views and multiple opinions for
public debate. Second, a significant number of postings in MP blogs focused on
attacking opponents. The way they highlighted scandals in politics which could
manipulate information for their own political goals. In turn, MPs used their blogs as
a personal showcase to boost their personality and their party. Some of them
explicitly indicated that their blogs were not intended to generate public discourse or
to communicate with citizens, but rather to promote their own or their party‘s image.
They cannot discuss anything that does not accord with the party line if they do not
want to be in trouble with the party. Therefore, unsurprisingly, the majority of
information in MPs‘ blogs portrayed only a good image of their party. Under these
conditions, blogging has a limited role in promoting vibrant discussion of public
issues. The use of blogs as a tool for politicians to promote their own image means
that the blogs are unable to stimulate greater public discussion for deliberative
democracy.

This chapter further shows that though there were a few comments containing
elements of rationality, reflexivity and reciprocity, we cannot generalise to say that
online debates and discussions reflect the Habermasian public sphere. Therewere
many comments that were not completely rational. Some comments could indicate
what Fraser (1990: 67) refers to as the ―subaltern counter-public‖ which represents
―discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate
their counter discourse based on appositional identities, interests and needs.‖ Some
people‘s comments are polemical and constitute destructive behaviour. This could
indicate that all the government talk about racial harmony and religious tolerance is
dubious, when readers speak their minds under the veil of (pseudo)-anonymity,
showing intolerant attitudes. This reflects more realistically the cultural complexities
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of Malaysian society, which conflicts with the ideal of the public sphere as
Habermas envisionsit. People‘s comments reveal the authentic views of Malaysians,
which should help policymakers to locate the fault lines in the present system and
remedy them.
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Chapter 6
____________________________________________________________________
POLITICAL PARTIES’ WEBSITES

6.1

Introduction

As well as individual MP bloggers, political parties have in other ways incorporated
the Internet into their organisations. Researchers of politics and online
communication in Malaysia note that the Internet could be particularly useful for
oppositionparties because it might assist them in trying to overcome local media
censorship and bias (Tan & Zawawi, 2008; Rashid, 2008: Mohd Azizuddin; 2009).
AsUfen (2009) shows,online communication was one of the factors that contributed
to the strong electoral gains for opposition partiesin 2008. However, he does not
analyse how exactly the political parties actually used the Internet, only observes that
it was used mostly by civil society groups. Meanwhile, at the other end of the
political spectrum, the ruling BN responded to the 2008 election by becoming more
serious about using cyberspace for its own purposes. It is clear that the Internet will
form a crucial battleground in the campaigns of both the government and opposition
camps in the 2013 election. Thus far, however, no study has examined in detail how
political parties in Malaysia usethe Internet. Only minor discussions on the topic
such as those reviewed above have been recorded.

A variety of studies investigate how political parties improve deliberative democracy
through the use of ICT (Hacker & van Dijk, 2000; Kamarck & Nye, 2002).
Traditionally, political parties were based on centralised, hierarchical structures and
one-to-many communication patterns. The Internet provides a new public space in
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which citizens can connect with each other and parties have the opportunity to adapt
to the decentralised and many-to-many communication. Indeed, parties need to
respond to these technological developments as the Internet provides unprecedented
opportunities for them to win support. This is especially true for those parties that are
not in the mainstream. Political parties generally have been seen to be attempting to
change their old-style operations to new more citizen-centric approaches. Scholars
such as Kluver (2004) and Norris (2003) have pointed out that political party
websites have the potential to encourage more people to participate in politics.
Moreover, as citizens in a globalised world have become more educated and
demanding, their desire also increases for greater involvement in the political
process.

Websites are an immensely useful way for political parties to provide large quantities
of information about the party‘s work to a large audience at a relatively low cost.
They enable voters to easily access the kind of information that is generally not
available in mass media, especially in countries such as Malaysia where opposition
parties have limited access to mainstream media channels. Another key advantage
for parties using the Internet is its inherent interactivity, which allows for greater
involvement of citizens in politics by enabling them to communicate with
politicians, engage in meaningful dialogue and exchange ideas. Norris (2003) notes
that websites potentially also encourage a ―bottom-up‖ interactive form of
communication which facilitates discussion and feedback through party websites.
This two-way communication makes new ways of information dissemination
possible and opens up space for dialogue and thus for political participation.

Another important advantage of the web which is unique is that it allows the political
parties to communicate with voters autonomously. In normal circumstances,
particularly in traditional media, communication with voters is mediated through
editorial policies and practices. The web, on the other hand, offers the opportunity
for parties to convey their message to voters without any intervention. Moreover,
voters can then use the website to fulfil their information needs and communicate
directly with the party through online forums or emails. In such ways, political
parties can create a new arena for the deliberative process and revive the public
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sphere (Dahlberg, 2007). Through such spaces, online communication can increase
democratic engagement and reinforce the relationship between political parties and
voters. This type of political communication is an important part of deliberative
democracy.

Despite this potential, several studies show that most political party websites are
simply about the provision of information andtop-down processesrather than
political dialogue (Hoff & Lofgren, 1997; Klotz 1997; Smith, 1997, 1999; Hoff &
Lofgren, 1997; Roper, 1999; Nixon & Johansson, 1999; Gibson & Ward, 2000;
Conway & Dan, 2004). Most studies have found that political parties do not take full
advantage of the web and presented their websites in boring or dull ways (see for
example Gibson & Newell et al., 2000). Parties make only limited use of the
participatory and interactive features of the web. Often their websites also represent
issues in the same way as the traditional media (Norris, 2004), despite a multitude of
innovative options available to web designers In short, most political parties use their
websites for disseminating information only and neglect real political dialogue (see
for example Stromer-Galley, 2000; Auty & Cowen, 2001; Ward & Gibson, 2003).

This chapter examinesthe extent to which Malaysian political parties have used the
Internet for more than just information dissemination. To analyse this against the
background of the deliberative democracy framework, the chapter applies the same
criteria as applied to the other cases: autonomy, inclusivity and equality, reciprocity,
rational critical argument and reflexivity.A detailed content analysis was conducted
to see if the parties use their websites for broader public deliberation and services
that could enable citizens to participate in political decision-making.It is shown that
although Malaysian parties do not offer direct conversation tools such as comments
boxes, e-forum or e-community, they nevertheless used their websites adroitly,
especially the opposition parties. To visualise the ways in which parties‘ foster
online communication, this chapter employs the Issue Crawler software to map
incoming and outgoing links that relate to the parties‘ websites. Given the
widespread use of social networking tools, it is important to demonstrate how the
discussion about parties occurs through various Internet platforms such as blogging
portals, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook.
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The websites were examined with a view to identifying features conducive to
developing deliberative democracy. This chapter adapts a coding scheme developed
by Gibson and Ward for party website content (see Gibson & Ward, 2000; Gibson et
al., 2003), but in a slightly modified form.62 Three functions of parties‘ websites
were chosen from the coding scheme. The remainder were omitted because they are
more relevant to campaigns and thus deviate from this study‘s focus on deliberative
democracy. The three functions considered for deliberative democracy are shown in
Table 6.1.
Table 6.1: Overall evaluation of the content of parties‘ websites
Type of functionality

Explanation

Information Dissemination

The parties‘ attempt to inform the public
and increase transparency by explaining
clearly what the party is doing.
The parties‘ effort to increase citizens‘
engagement in public discussion and
potentially deliberation
The parties‘ effort to link their websites
with external and internal networks.

Participation / Interactivity

Networking

The category of information dissemination includes general information about
political parties, such as historical background, manifesto, party constitution,
leadership structure, leader‘s speeches, parliamentary representatives, press releases,
archived news and election information. This category usually includes the popular
―what‘s new‖ section thatprovides citizens with updated news on the websites. It
also covers whether the websites provide multi-languages such as English, Malay,
Tamil and Chinese. Finally, event calendars and videos were also covered in this
category. This content is relevant for understanding what kinds of actors the political
parties consist of and how the parties work within their principles and manifesto.
Moreover, news releases and archived news can equip citizens with relevant
information especially about party activities.
62

According to Gibson and Ward (2000), there are seven functions to party websites:information
provision, resource generation, internal networking, external networking, participation, campaigning
and delivery.
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The category of participation/interactivity includes two forms: communication and
online participation. The interactivity element in communication covers contact
information for party activities, including e-mail and telephone details of the
webmaster, the party leaders, party organisation and parliamentarians, as well as
local, regional and international offices. This category also covers opportunities for
sending feedback, complaints or questions. The search engine facility is included in
this category as it is relevant to those looking for particular information on the
website. Other forms of interactivity are opportunities for people to participate in ecommunities, e-recruitment, e-donation, e-petition, e-teleconferencingand opinion
polls. The interactive characteristic of party websites can be valuable for deliberative
processes. Through interactive opportunities, well-informed citizens can provide
valuable information and ideas to be used by the parties as well as other citizens. In
the composition of this list of criteria, variance in the level of participation was
considered. Attention was paid to make sure that this list of criteria included
different factors which referred to different levels of participation. According to
Sobaci (2010), there are various participations emerging and that the participants
have different power when acting at different levels of participation. When citizens
are knowledgeable at the first level, they climb up the ladder of participation and
become more powerful and thus approach the point of a decision-maker such as Eforum and E-teleconference. The list of criteria in this study will help to examine
whether the citizens have been informed and have been provided the channel of
participation and thus potentially for deliberation.

The final category is networking,which entails any external or internal links provided
on the party websites, for example to local or regional party branches or youth
wings. The networking links are important as they allow greater communication both
within the organisation and with external organisations. For this category, web link
analysis (see Section 6. 6) was used to analyse systematically the websites‘ network
functions.

In the coding scheme, a plus (+) was given to the services found on the list criteria
and offered by the Malaysian political party websites. A minus (-) was given to those
services not available on the websites. In order to summarise each category, the
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items were coded numerically. Each + has a value of 1, whereas – is given the value
0. The total sum of all items is included in the table. This approach is straightforward
and provides a simple way for comparing parties and producing reliable data.

In addition, the analysis derives from a series of unstructured interviews carried out
during the fieldwork with personnel engaged in the development of political parties‘
online presence. The purpose of gathering this data was to explore these parties‘ own
perceptions of their online activity and its likely consequences. The interviews
(details in Appendix A) provide data on the likely implications of the technology for
the wider body politic.

The next part of this chapter explores the reasons why political parties go online in
Malaysia. In this chapter, the unit of analysis comprises websites belonging to the
major political parties in Malaysia only. The sample comprises two coalition parties:
the ruling coalition, the Barisan Nasional and the opposition coalition, the Pakatan
Rakyat. As explained in Chapter Two, the BN consists of three main parties, namely
UMNO, MCA and MIC. The PR is made up of the PAS, DAP and PKR. The
effectiveness of the use of the web by the two main political coalitions is then
evaluated. More specifically, this chapter examines their online presence, in the form
of websites and compares the two coalitions. The websites are then examined
according to the five criteria for deliberative democracy. It is posited that the parties‘
online presence does little to enhance public deliberation about political issues. Both
cultural and institutional constraints are identified as key reasons for this.

6.2

Malaysian Political Parties and New Media

The BN consists of fourteen political parties. The most prominent members have the
majority of seats in parliament and these are UMNO, MCA and MIC, which are all
ethnically based organisations. UMNO is the largest political party in Malaysia and
the founding member of the BN. It has led the coalition and received consistent
majority electoral support through the decades, particularly from the Malay
community and this has helped it dominate the political system. MCAaims to
safeguard the rights and interests of Malaysia‘s Chinese community and other ethnic
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groups as provided in its constitution (MCA, 2011). It, too, has wielded strong
influence in Malaysian politics for decades; however its influence decreased during
the 2008 general election when the party lost almost half of its parliamentary seats.
MICis the third most important party in the BN and represents the Indian
community. MIC began as a multi-racial organisation, led by non-communal
members but since it received little support from the wider community, MIC joined
the ruling alliance in 1954 and focused on representing the Indian community.

On the other side of the political divide is the opposition coalition PR which, as
discussed in Chapter Two, was formed following the dismissal and arrest of former
deputy prime minister Anwar Ibrahim. Its three main parties are PAS, DAP and
PKR. PAS is a Malay-based party which in the past advocated the establishment of
an Islamic state. In the 1999 general election, PAS made great gains, winning in the
two states of Kelantan and Terengganu and making deep inroads in other places in
Peninsular Malaysia. PAS became a leading party in a short-lived opposition
coalition, Barisan Alternative (Alternative Front) which also included KeADILAN,
DAP and Parti Rakyat Malaysia (Malaysian People‘s Party). This encouraged PAS
to push for more Islamisation policies, prompting the DAP to leave the coalition
after being unable to bridge its differences with PAS (Case, 2001). After the 2004
general election, PAS adopted a moderate strategy in order to attract non-Muslim
voters and changed its slogan to PAS for All. Subsequently PAS started to tone
down its Islamic-state rhetoric and began campaigning for a welfare state instead.
Another prominent opposition party is PKR (Parti Keadilan Rakyat), created out of
the reformasi movement. The PKR promotes an agenda with a strong social justice
and anti-corruption emphasis. The party targets multi-racial votes and is thus very
different from PAS and DAP. In the 2008 general election, PKR formed an alliance
with PAS and DAP in order to ensure that these parties did not nominate candidates
against each other. Finally, DAP is a non-communal party whose main goal is to
achieve a ―Malaysian Malaysia‖. The party‘s main support base is among the urban
Chinese and it still finds it hard to attract support from other ethnic groups. DAP is
rooted in socialist ideas and as a secular party does not accept PAS‘ commitment to
an Islamic state. PAS‘ subsequent moderation allowed the two parties to revisit their
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cooperation and in April 2008, the parties formed a coalition named Pakatan Rakyat
(People‘s Front).

All Malaysian political parties have embraced IT in their organisational development
(see Table 6.2). The ruling BN in particular aims to ensure that Malaysia makes a
quantum leap into the digital era without creating a new gap between the
―information-rich‖ and the ―information poor‖. For the opposition parties, the
Internet is important as it is the only channel through which they can reach a sizeable
number of voters. DAP utilises IT as a way of promoting the national interest and its
own agenda. It adopted the slogan IT For All as a national policy objective in April
1997 (Lim, 1997). The DAP also put much effort into promoting IT for its own
members. The party started with a mailing list group, Bunga Raya, which was used
to communicate with members and voters.63 The mailing list group was a quick and
convenient way of disseminating information and organizing forum discussions
among party members. However, it was suspended for some time before the party set
up its website in 1996 (with the domain name http://www.dapmalaysia.org).

Similarly, PAS started using IT informally in the 1990s but only for communication
within the party. Initially, PAS only set up its own mailing list group.64 In 1998, the
Anwar crisis stimulated it to use IT more seriously as an organising tool for
demonstrations and rallies. In 1999, the party set up its own website (with the
domain name http://www.partipas.org). PAS also restructured itself, establishing a
department of IT in November 2000.65 Every year since 2000, PAS has organised a
conference and IT workshops for its leaders to enhance their IT skills and to discuss
the role of IT in elections as well as in administration.
PKR‘s online presence is quite different. It began with the reformasi movement.
Based on this grassroots movement, a political movement called the Social Justice
Movement emerged, led by Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, the wife of Anwar Ibrahim.
However, the movement faced difficulties in registering as a political party. In
63

Interview with Kheng Teong Goh ,manager of IT unit, DAP, 25 January 2010.
Interview with Suhaimi Embong, chief officer ofmarketing and development of IT PAS, 18
December 2009.
65
Ibid.
64
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response, the party combined with other small parties and launched the National
Justice Party in April 1999, just in time for that year‘s election. This party was then
joined by other opposition parties (DAP and PAS), under the name Barisan
Alternatif. Then, in 2003, the National Justice Party merged with the Malaysian
People‘s Party to form the PKR. The party‘s website was created in October 2004
(under the domain name http://www.keadilanrakyat.org.my).The communication
division consisted of three people in charge of the website. But the party did not
depend solely on the website for communicatingand disseminating information.
They also keep in touch with people about the party‘s activities by email and SMS.66
Table 6.2: Political parties‘ websites
Political Party

Year
of
Establishment

URL

Ruling Coalition
UMNO

2001

http://umno-online.com

MCA

1997

http://www.mca.org.my

MIC

2000

http://www.mic.org.my

Gerakan

2000

http://www.gerakan.org.my

PBS

1997

http://www.pbs-sabah.org

PAS*

1999

http://www.pas.org.my

DAP*

1996

http://www.dapmalaysia.org

PKR*

2004

http://www.keadilanrakyat.com

Malaysian People‘s Party
(PRM)
Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP)

2008

http://partirakyatmalaysia.blogspot.com

1996

http://www.sapp.org.my

Malaysian Socialist Party

2003

http://www.parti-sosialis.org

Opposition Coalition

Other Opposition Parties

Source: www.archive.org and interviews with opposition party webmasters

66

Interview withJohnson Goh, head of communication division , PKR, 12 February 2010.
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It is often assumed that Malaysia‘s opposition political partieswere the first to
embrace the Internet. However, according to www.archive.org, it was the
government parties MCA and PBS that were the first to set up websites, in 1997, one
year earlier than PAS. In the 1990s, though the government was enthusiastic about
embracing IT for the country, it seems that most parties, including UMNO,saw no
advantage to setting up a website. This is understandable given that the ruling party
had the mass media – newspapers, television and radio – through which to convey
messages and policies to the public. At that stage the public was still very accessible
through the mass media. Nevertheless, both UMNO (in 2001) and MIC (in 2000)
eventually also set up websites.

The opposition PR argues that the electoral system and media bias have worked
against them.67 Accordingly, the opposition parties felt they needed to use this new
technology to overcome the domination of mass communication channels by the BN.
They thought that by using the Internet, the opposition and the ruling party would be
on an equal footing.68Although the opposition parties have their own publications
such as Harakah (PAS), The Rocket (DAP) and Suara Keadilan (PKR), they have no
guarantee that the government will permit them to publish. Che Lah from the State
Assembly of Kelantan stated:

Previously, the government allowed us to publish
Harakah once every two weeks, now they allow us to
publish twice a week. However, we do not know until
when they allow us to do that. So, the Internet is the best
alternative for us.69

The opposition parties value their online presence, which they view as solving the
problem of ―information closure‖. Websites enable them to disseminate information
to more voters than they could through traditional media avenues. The voters also get
to know more about party activities. But it is not only the opposition parties that are
aware of the features of the Internet. Despite discovering the Internet rather late,
67

Ibid.
Interview with Zaidi Taib, head of new media division PAS, 12 December 2009.
69
Interview with Che Abdullah, head of IT PAS Kelantan, 10 March 2010.
68
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members of the ruling BN by now are also interested in autonomous communication.
Khir Toyo, UMNO frontrunner and former state minister of Selangor acknowledged
that the Internet allows him to write his blog without any gate-keeping or editor. He
has no problem accessing mainstream media, but he is still unable to explain certain
issues in detail as mainstream media stories are ―too short to explain certain things
and sometime they do not achieve the objective‖.70On the Internet, he has more
space to discuss issues of government policy, to post his views and his thoughts on
certain issues.

Another reason for parties to embrace online communication is financial. This is
particularly relevant for the opposition. The Internet is a highly cost-effective means
of communication. The costsof developing, hosting and maintaining a fullyfunctioning website are far less than establishing a newspaper or magazine.
Economic considerations have been the catalyst for launching various websites. As
Zaidi from PAS stated:

Due to the low cost of our online presence, the Internet is
an ideal communication tool for our organization to
make our political and religious views more accessible to
Malaysians.71

The opposition parties also employ free software and web-hosting facilities available
online. For example, PAS uses Google Map to survey and build a database in each
constituency. It now has a systematic database of voters‘ details. This database is
important for PAS, especially during elections. According to Che Lah (2010):

In my area, Wakaf Baru, I know every house. How many
people live in the house, how many people can vote and
even how many people vote for PAS or BN.On election
day, this software will tell me who have not cast their

70

Interview with Khir Toyo, the BN Former chief minister of Selangor, 15 March 2010.

71

Interview with Zaidi Taib, 12 December 2009.
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vote yet. If I know that he or she is a PAS voter, PAS
volunteers will get them to cast the vote.72
He stresses that ―PAS will ensure that whatever is available on the net, the party will
utilize it.‖73

While opposition parties are serious about using the Internet,thanks to financial
difficulties, PAS Kelantan has only one officer in charge of the main PAS website.
Website staff consists mainly of volunteers who are also dedicated members of the
organisation and integrated into a communication team. These volunteers are mostly
university students and are keen to put all the relevant information into the database.
PAS does not have a specific budget for IT, but the money that the IT unit receives
from the PAS headquarter is based on necessity.74 They may request funds from the
treasurer of PAS, especially for maintaining the website. While online donations on
the party website, not much comes from these.75

An online presence is a symbol of modernisation for most Malaysians. It highlights
an awareness of the future and the ability to create and use innovations. It also shows
that the parties are not lagging behind what technology now demands. The
opposition parties are acutely aware of this. They want to be identified as progressive
forces embracing the advantages of technology. According to Johnson, head of the
communicationsdepartment of PKR:

Going online is a natural progression. It is a growth of
media. Before this, there were television, radio and
newspaper. When a new form of media comes along like
the Internet, people want to use it. Similarly our party:
we do not want to lose.76

72

Interview with Che Lah, 10 March 2010.
Ibid.
74
Interview with Suhaimi, 18 December 2009.
75
Ibid.
76
Interview withJohnson Goh, 12 February 2010.
73
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For PAS, Zaidi emphasised,

Our online presence is a signal that we are serious about
technology and modernity. The use of the Internet also
may counter the perception of our party that it is
associated with Islam and backwardness.77

In that sense, the Internet is not just for communication but also to present the image
of the party. For most of PAS history, the party only targeted Malays or Muslim
supporters. It is hoped that presenting itself as a modern party will bring advantages
to PAS, attracting the support of non-Muslims. The party also uses the motto PAS
For All to attract non-Muslims. The president of PAS, Hadi Awang, after the party‘s
setback in 2004, declared the need for reform:

PAS must work with all the races, increase its
membership, promote democracy, embrace science and
technology and accept the reality of national politics (in
Zubaidah, 2005: 6).

Modernisation is also a reason for the ruling party to have an online presence. The
interviews conducted among the ruling party emphasised the need to embrace
technology or risk being left behind. As one deputy minister, VK Liew, in the prime
minister‘s office noted, ―It is a modern trend. It is to be in tune with the development
of technology. It is simple, and the most convenient way to communicate to the
users. It is done at minimum cost.‖78

Online space should offer both coalitions the ability to broadcast their messages to
supporters and others. The ruling BN could be seen as usingit especially to counter
opposition allegations and win votes. The opposition coalition, on the other hand,
uses online space as they have limited access to mainstream media. So how do these
two coalitions, one with massive resources in mainstream media and significant yet
77
78

Interview with Zaidi, 12 December 2009.
Email interview with Liew VK, 3 April 2010.
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decreasing electoral support, and the other marginalised by mainstream media but
with growing electoral support, use the Internet? And what are the implications for
Malaysia‘s prospects to open up new spaces for deliberative democracy? The next
section presents the analysis on the extent to which the political party websites
contribute to the deliberative process in Malaysia according to the criteria of
autonomy, inclusivity and discursive equality, reciprocity, rational critical argument
and reflexivity based on the feature of the websites below (See Table 6.3).
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Table 6.3 : Feature parties‘ websites

Ruling Coalition, BN

Opposition Coalition, PR

UMNO MCA

PAS

PKR

DAP

+

+

+

MIC

Information
Provision
History of the party

+

-

Structure of party

+

+

+

+

+

+

Ideology of party

-

+

-

+

+

+

Policies of party

+

+

+

+

-

+

Constitution/Manifesto

+

+

-

+

+

+

Newsletter

+

+

+

+

+

+

Media release (speeches, statement)

+

+

-

+

+

+

Archive news

+

+

+

+

+

+

List of elected representatives

-

+

+

-

+

+

Elected representative profiles

-

-

-

-

-

-

Electoral Info (results, etc)

-

+

-

+

-

-

Event calendar

-

-

-

+

+

+

FAQ

-

-

-

-

-

-

Search Engine

+

+

+

+

+

+

Video

+

+

+

+

+

+

Website in English

-

+

+

-

-

-

Website in Malay

+

-

-

+

+

+

Website in Chinese

-

+

-

-

-

+

Website in Tamil

-

-

+

-

-

-

Row scores

10

13

10

13

12

14

+

33

39

Communication
Email Contact
Webmaster

-

+

-

-

-

-
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Leader

+

+

-

-

-

+

Party Organisation

+

-

+

-

-

+

Parliamentarian

-

-

-

-

+

+

Local/Regional Office

+

+

-

+

+

+

International Office

-

+

-

-

-

-

Complaints

+

+

+

+

+

+

Search Engine

+

+

-

+

+

+

E-recruitment

+

+

-

+

+

+

E-donation

-

-

-

+

+

+

E-petition

-

-

-

-

-

-

Opinion polls

-

-

-

-

-

-

E-Forum/ Discussion

-

-

+

-

-

-

E-Teleconference

-

-

-

-

-

-

Row Scores

6

7

3

5

6

8

Overall Scores

6.3

49

58

Autonomy

Autonomy in relation to the websites of political parties refers to the extent to which
parties are free to publish their programs and other activities without the looming
threat of state interference or closure of the website. Given the sharp political
polarization in Malaysia, it is clear that there is a different potential regarding
autonomy between the ruling BN and the opposition PR. For example, the
information provision feature (see Table 6.3) indicates how far the parties provide
documentary and organisational information through their websites. It emerged from
the analysis that the opposition coalition outnumbers the ruling BN in this regard.
The opposition PR (39) provided more information than the ruling BN (33). The
differences between these two coalitions are mainly in the areas of history, ideology,
constitution, media release, event calendar and languages used in their websites. All
the parties‘ websites have some elements in common, including information about
the organisational structure, policies, newsletters, archived news, search engine and
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video. Most of the information provided contains only general content. Despite that,
there is also some specific information. PKR, for instance, offers the opportunity to
obtain information in the area of the internal party‘s activity and the party also
reveals its financial accounts. This reflects the transparency of the party to the
general public.

There is, however, another interesting result from the analysis. In April 2010, PAS
includedno information about its ideology or manifesto on its website but did in
November 2011.79 Information on the PAS website in regard to its policy and
objective is very simplistic compared with others. As PAS stated on the website:
PAS‘ policy is Islam. PAS‘ objectives are fighting for a
society and government based on Islamic values in this
country;achieving
Islamic values.

Allah‘s

blessing

and

defending

80

As mentioned previously, PAS is an Islamic party whose objective was, for a long
time, to obtain support for the establishment of an Islamic state. Their plan for an
Islamic state was clear particularly in the 1999 and 2004 general elections. However,
emphasizing Islamist policies was not popular and PAS lost many seats, particularly
in the 2004 general election. Since then, as according to Julian Lee (2010: 113), PAS
has,

toned down greatly its Islamic State discourse, affirmed
the place of non-Muslims in Malaysia and behaved more
conciliatorily towards the DAP and PKR.

Perhaps it is no surprise then that PAS does not provide more details about its
policies on the website, especially about the establishment of an Islamic state.
Itwants to gain support from non-Muslim voters as well as be relevant in the new

79

During the analysis conducted in April 2010 which was then revisited in November 2011, PAS
delivered its new manifesto and ideology which did not call for the establishment of an Islamic State.
80
See http://www.pas.org.my/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=200&Itemid=439.
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coalition with DAP and PKR.81 For example, in 2005, the newly-elected deputy
president of PAS, Nasharuddin Mat Isa, who was educated in the UK and the Middle
East and is fluent in Malay, English and Arabic, acknowledged the need for the party
to change. He stated, ―We have to re [think] our approach. The fundamentals will not
change, only the packaging‖ (in Hong, 2005: 5). This sounds as if Nasharuddin
wants to say that PAS changed its image but not its reality. The political landscape
of the web became fairly similar to the real political landscape. The changing of PAS
policies and manifesto was reflected on its website somewhat belatedly and halfheartedly as the party desperately needed to be seen as a moderate party to attract
non-Muslim voters.

Another major difference between the opposition PR and the ruling BN is in regard
to the events calendar. All the opposition parties provide calendars outlining their
schedules of events, while none of the ruling BN sites providessuch a calendar. This
may be related to BN‘s monopoly over the mass media:they have no difficulty
informing people about party activities. The event calendar shows the importance to
opposition parties of letting their members or voters know about the party‘s activities
and meetings. These parties have no choice but to publish their events through the
Internet. On this theme, these parties also believe that information through the web
can help students, especially overseas students, to know more about party activities,
as Suhaimi (PAS) explained:

Some of the material regarding PAS has been requested
by overseas students. Even our publication Harakah has
been asked for. Previously, PAS leaders who went
overseas took it with them and gave it to students there.
Now, we have online Harakah and the website, which
makes it much easier for the students to obtain
information.82

81

For more details regarding PAS and political Islam, see Farish Noor (2003), Liow (2004) and
Ahmad Fauzi (2009).
82

Interview with Suhaimi, 18 December 2009.
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All parties provided their party‘s archived news as an online library and for
permanent news. This demonstrates their emphasis on ICT strategy to produce as
much information as possible to convey the party image to voters. Opposition parties
also used this section to counter the negative image often conveyed in the mass
media. For example, on 30 April 2010, the front page of Utusan Malaysia accused
PAS of paying the blogger Kickdafella RM4 million to spread rumours about the
administration of former Prime MinisterAbdullah Ahmad Badawi. The same day,
PAS published its statement about the matter. As Suhaimi (PAS) noted:

It is simple; those who want to know what the stance of
PAS is on a certain issue can just visit our website. It
contains our formal statement which represents PAS as a
whole.83

All opposition parties link their websites to their own publications; the PAS and
PKR websites provide specific sections for their own publications, Harakah and
KeADILan Daily. DAP also provided a section for its own publication The Rocket,
but visitors must pay subscription fees for the publication.

Political parties believe that their web activity in the area of providing information is
more important than eliciting participation. The analysis shows that the scores for
providing information are higher than those for participation. A PAS spokesman,
Suhaimi, also explained how the web allowed PAS to distribute more information to
its supporters. Before the arrival of the Internet, PAS distributed information about
the party mainly through speeches and subsequent publications. With the Internet, it
can disseminate news to a larger number of people than before. He also frequently
stressed that the website was for information only. They could not provide anything
more because of concerns about government control.84The public is able to access all
the information more easily than they could previously,and the parties seem to have
achieved their objective to disseminate information and thus citizens are able to

83
84

Ibid.
Ibid.
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autonomously use the information for critical argument. However, such information
is still largely one-way information, moving from parties to citizens only.

6.4

Inclusion and Discursive Equality

―Inclusion‖ in the analysis of the websites refers to the ability of people to access
information on party websites and then potentially contribute to the discussion. To
evaluate this, the following analysis employed the figures from the web information
company Alexa. The advantage of Alexa is that the website is free and is able to
track and compare a wide range of websites.

Internet World Stats (http://www.internetstats.com) estimates Internet users in
Malaysia at 17,723,000 (61.7 per cent) out of 28,728,607 (as at end of November
2011). According to Alexa, based on the three months ending 21 March 2012, the
websites of the three main opposition parties PAS, PKR and DAP were more
popular than the ruling BN, however overall none of the parties had many local (that
is, Malaysian) visitors to their websites. The most popular was PKR which received
traffic from visitors (11,352 clicks), followed by DAP (6,731) and PAS (1,407). In
the ruling BN, UMNO received domestic traffic on the website of 1,030 visits while
MCA received 2,784 visits. MIC could not be traced by Alexa.com. The figures
show that the parties‘ websites were not popular in Malaysia, with only a very small
percentage of web traffic directed to parties‘ websites. The site with the most traffic,
that of PKR, only constitutes 0.060 per cent of the Internet users in Malaysia.
Similarly, in UK, political parties‘ websites also less popular compared to unofficial
parties‘ blogs especially during non-election period (Greffet et al, 2009). We can
conclude that not many people access the party websites to receive political
information and therefore the websites cannot act as an inclusive tool for
communication. In other words, inequality exists between those who access the
website and those who do not. What the figures do show though is thatthe opposition
PR is more popular among Internet users than the ruling BN; PKR websites attracted
eleven times the UMNO visitors, despite the fact that UMNO changed its strategy of
online communication.
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Reciprocity

In order to assess reciprocity, the websites should provide the pre-conditions for
talking and listening sincerely by allowing interactivity between people. Through
communication services, websites could potentially give autonomy to citizens in
discussion and stimulate them to debate political issues. Email and discussion
forums can do this, enabling two-way communication and thus providing
opportunities for rational argument. In addition, it is anticipated that the parties want
to engage with the citizens as a means of reducing the gap of communication
between them. For this reason, wemight expect the parties to be sensitive about the
participation category and the potential offered by the Internet to reinvigorate their
relationships with voters (Newell, 2001).

However, no party in this study achieved a score above eight, though the highest
possible score is fourteen. Only DAP managed to score eight while MIC was at
three, the lowest score (see Table 6.3). When compared qualitatively (what the index
does not measure), only UMNO seems to have produced a variety of opportunities
for readers to share information. On the UMNO website, there are a few spaces for
readers‘ voices such as Reader‘s Opinion, Reader‘s Email‘ and Blogger‘s voice.85
This might reflect the effort made by the party to influence public opinion and win
support in the election due in March 2013. The section called Blogger‘s voice could
give the impression that UMNO does not oppose bloggers but will appreciate their
ideas in cyberspace. This contrasts with what happened during the 2008 election
when UMNO criticised bloggers and labelled them cowards and monkeys (see Tan
& Zawawi, 2008). However, on closer inspection it is clear that most emails and
opinions by readers published in the websites merely echo the party‘s ideology. This
shows perhaps that UMNO wants to control the information provided. Moreover,
there was no online forum or online discussion on the UMNO website.

There are also interesting differences in how the BN and the PR offer voters
opportunities to communicate directly with the party. Only two of the opposition
parties (PKR and DAP) provide email contact for their representatives, while the
85

See http://www.umno-online.com/ - accessed 25 November2011.
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ruling BNprovided none. This would appear to reflect the differences in the nature of
authority and openness between these two coalitions. In the BN, access to authority
is complex and uncertain while in the PR it is more open and it is quite easy for
people to reach top party functionaries. However, neither coalition ventured into
more interactive communication with the public. No party provides spaces for
forum, opinion polls or petitions on their websites. Since the Internet is usually
regarded as an interactive medium that allows for two-way communication, citizens
may have hoped for feedback from party officials in a public online discussion;
however, they would have been disappointed as there was no interaction at all.
Theoretically, the Internet has the potential to reduce hierarchical barriers to
communication and promote opportunities for citizens to communicate with political
leaders (Hacker, 1996). Moreover, political leaders could increase deliberation
among candidates, with the expectation that a trickle-down effect would inform a
more thoughtful political discourse among voters. As shown in Table 6.3, however,
only MIC has e-communities and a forum,86but even in the MIC forum, only
ordinary members of the public participated and not politicians from the party. For
instance, in the thread labelled Malaysia Economy; Economy Turndown, a person
named Ganason V wrote:
We don‘t see any feedback from the person who started
it. I would humbly advise Dato Saravanan to give some
inputs on the comments so that at least it will look like
you are reading.87

The reason for neglecting the interactive possibilities relates to the rather narrow
brief the parties gave themselves: for them, websites function simply to disseminate
information to the public. When asked a series of questions about what the party
representatives were trying to achieve through engagement with the web, none of the
spokesmen referred to the possibility of two-way communication and interactive
features of the Internet. They repeatedly stressed that the purpose of the web is to
provide information to the public and publish formal statements by leaders and
86
87

When revisited on November 2011, the e-community had been removed from the website.
See http://www.mic.org.my/omni/omni/portal/133/a/doViewThread?up- accessed 28 April 2010.
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officials. It seems that after years of control, parties believe that voters needed to
digest a lot of information before they can form their own opinions. According to
Zaid Ibrahim, one of PKR‘s leaders:88

We are aware of this function but the interactive features
of the net require people who really understand the
issues to be able to contribute their ideas…there are
some Malaysians who do understand, however, there are
still many people who do not understand what they are
talking about.89

This perception of an under-informed, possibly ignorant Malaysian public has
affected parties‘ decisions to use the websites mainly as a site for information in
order to gain voter support, not for interaction with people. However, it should be
noted that parties also used the Internet very adroitly in other ways. They were quite
smart in their use of proxies, especially bloggers, to disseminate information and
dialogue with the public on the party‘s behalf. This is explained further in the next
section, which considers their network in order to see this relationship.

6.5

Rational Critical Argument and Reflexivity

This section assesses the potential of party websites to provide networking for online
discourse which could provide opportunities for rational critical argument and
reflexivity. By looking at the incoming and outgoing links that relate to the central
party websites, we can see how parties provide opportunities for readers to gain
different kinds of information and thus enable them to discuss and debate with others
rationally, as well as enable them to critically examine their own position in light of
other arguments. If the number of links increases, it should be reflected in a high
discourse in public deliberation. Papacharissi (2002) argues that hyper linking is one
of the advantages in constructing the public sphere. She points out that because the

88
89

On 16 December 2010, Zaid Ibrahim announced that he had officially resigned from PKR.
Interview with Zaid Ibrahim, federal territory chief of PKR, 7 February 2010.
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Internet allows for storing and retrieving data, political discussion can occur and can
be enriched with links to information.
Web links are not to be conceived of ―simply as a technological tool but as a newly
emerging social and communicational channel‖ (Park & Thelwall, 2003: 3). It is
therefore important here to see the extent to which parties link their websites to other
websites, especially social media such as blogs and social networking sites such as
Facebook and Twitter. Investigating the social networking sites that have dialogue
boxes as part of their networking might contribute significantly to answering the key
question about the contribution of parties‘ websites to deliberative democracy. This
also tells us something about the flow of information between the party‘s website
and other sites and on the dialogicrelationship, as effective deliberation might be
preceded by dialogue between like-minded actors (Farrall & Carpini, 2004). As such,
web link analysis provides empirical evidence of the web‘s prospectsfor enhancing
reflexivity through facilitating a networked public sphere.

The web link analysis begins with six parties: UMNO, MCA, MIC, PAS, PKR and
DAP. Instead of the UMNO website, other websites listed on the UMNO website
and the acknowledged UMNO umbrella organisation (see Appendix E for the seed
set) were analysed. These URLs were pasted into the free web-based hyperlink
analysis software Issue Crawler,which harvests the URLs, capturing the starting
URLs leading in and out of the home websites. The chart also represents the relative
strength of these ties and the centrality of the particular websites, and represents the
actors and satellites surrounding the home website (Oates, 2010; Chen, 2011). In this
way, it is possible to make judgments about the network of linkages on a particular
party website. For example, actors with more arrows are more active in spreading
information and therefore considered more useful information providers. The
different size of nodes indicates in-link centrality or the total number of links within
the network. High in-link centrality in the web graph tends to be a strong indicator of
a node‘s authority within the network (Farrall & Carpini, 2004).

The interpretation of the Figures from 6.1 to 6.4 suggest a fundamental difference
between the web linkages of UMNO as the ruling party (MCA and MIC failed to
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produce any network linkage on their websites after a few attempts were made) and
the opposition parties, PKR, DAP and PAS. The UMNO website is more densely
networked, connected around the party node, which makes the node almost invisible
in the network. Meanwhile, for the opposition PR, their nodes were still visible in the
network.

Figure 6.1: PKR issue network
Note :Blue = .com - commercial websites including Web 2.0 service and individuals websites; Soft
Green = .org – non-profit organization such as political parties and non-government organization;
Dark Green= .net – news organization; Yellow=.org.my – non- profit organization register website in
Malaysia.

As shown in Figure 6.1, the PKR networking has migrated away from the party
website onto the online newspaper and the party‘s social networking site Twitter.
This can be seen in the pattern of web links and the size of the nodes. The pattern for
keadilan.org seems unbalanced, as the large hub is the online newspaper,
Malaysiakiniand Twitter, reflecting their importance in the PKR issue network. In
particular, the presence of a relatively large concentration of links on Malaysiakini
indicates that Malaysiakiniis referred to by the party as news and opinion resources
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for the public. The figure shows that the discourse surrounding the party has shifted
at least to some degree to an independent site, Malaysiakini, which is not under the
control of the party. This allows a growing diversity of voices to be heard and could
certainly be seen as a good indicator for deliberation to take place. Interestingly too,
the large Twitter node indicates significant authority within the PKR issue network
and reflects the reflexivity aspect,being an easy way for people to deliberate.
Moreover, the diagram shows PKR making a strong effort to extend its visibility in
more informal online areas such as Twitter. By doing so, they attract readers to
communicate with the parties, thereby reflecting emerging elements of deliberative
democracy. Other independent blogs constitute significant component of networks,
too, but are not as important as Twitter and Malaysiakini.

Figure 6.2: PAS issue network
Note :Blue = .com – commercial websites including Web 2.0 and individuals websites ; Yellow = .tv
– private television organization ; Green = . net–news providers ; Soft Green = .org – non profit
organization ; Pink = .org.my – non profit organizations in which their domain register in Malaysia.
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Figure 6.3: DAP issue network
Note: Red=.com – individuals blogs; Soft Green=.net – news provider and also individual website;
Yellow =. org- non profit organization such as political parties ; Pink = . gov.my – government
organization

For PAS and DAP, networking was centred around the parties (see Figures 6.2 and
6.3). Figure 6.2 shows many arrows going from PAS to other websites under the
PAS umbrella, such as PAS Youth and more official party sites that have similar
ideologies. This indicates that PAS has put a lot of work into designing the website
so that it is linked to many websites within its own organizational realm. It confirms
that PAS has tried to create an image of a modern party, using technology and
linking its website to various nodes. In addition, the PAS centrality in the graph
shows that the web traffic on the party site remains within the domain established
and controlled by the party itself. The social networking sites, Twitter and Facebook,
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seem to play little more than a supporting role in PAS networking. Harakah Daily,
the PAS‘official online newspaper appears highly important in the PAS network
given the size of the node. So, as with the PKR, information in an online newspaper
constitutes a major contribution to the party‘s network and thus, it could be posited,
helps citizens to receive further information and perhaps debate it rationally.
However, it should be noted that Harakah Daily is a party newspaper, under party
control. This could deviate from the criteria of deliberative democracy as the
information is biased towards the political party.

Similarly for DAP, the party appears to have high node centrality in the graph which
had large size of node and located centre of the network. This suggest that the DAP
official site serves as a core communicator in the DAP networking. Surrounding the
party network are DAP politicians‘ blogs including the largest node that is DAP
secretary general Lim Kit Siang‘s blog. Although the party did not provide any
discussion forum for people on its website, it appears that citizens join discussions
through the politicians‘ blogs. Indeed, the content study indicates that politicians‘
sites represent an active community, especially Lim Kit Siang‘s blog which receives
hundreds of comments for every post. However, the Facebook and Twitter sites are
but small nodes, clustered on the right-hand side, apparently playing only a marginal
role in the DAP network, as in the PAS network. The party seems to rely on blogs as
an alternative critical space for party debate.

It is notable that both PAS and DAP official websites were located centre in the
network and surrounding with the nodes was among like-minded nodes. For
example, PAS networking includes the party president‘s websites, the party‘s official
newspaper, the youth and women‘s wings, and a few blogs that support their
ideology. Similarly, the DAP networking is dominated by those who support their
ideology. For example, the centre node is the blog of Lim Kit Siang, DAP secretary
general, and surrounding it are DAP MPs‘ blogs, including those of Hannah Yeoh,
Tony Pua and Karpal Singh. It is also noticeable that the smallest nodes in the graph
are clustered under government official websites such as that of the election
commission.
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Figure 6.4: UMNO issue network
Note :Red = .com – individuals blogs and Web 2.0 services ; Yellow = .com.my- news organization;
Blue = .co.cc – individuals websites ; Green = .net –news services provider.

For the ruling coalition, only UMNO has a web link, while the Issue Crawler came
up with no network map for the other coalition parties, MCA and MIC. As shown in
Figure 6.4, the UMNO network features a dense traffic connected to individual
blogs. Near the centre of the graph is a prominent blogger, Rocky Bru, who is
considered a leader among socio-political bloggers, and this is surrounded by other
blogs. His position near the centre of the network indicates the importance of his
blog to the structureof UMNO‘s issue network. The blog has direct, outgoing links to
most key actors in this network, suggesting a high degree of influence in this space.
It should be noted that Ahiruddin Atan (a.k.a. Rocky Bru) was appointed an editor of
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an UMNO-linked newspaper, the Malay Mail, during Mahathir‘s rule and resigned
his post when Abdullah Badawi became prime minister. He then became a blogger
and started to post statements critical of Abdullah. When Abdullah was replaced by
Najib Razak, he appeared to be restored as a voice of the administration (Badrul
Azmier et al., 2011). Adding weight to this, on 31 January 2011, the owner of
sharpshooterblogger.blogspot.com, Amizudin Ahmad, was sued by the minister of
information, Rais Yatim, on charges of spreading hatred and false information on his
blog. Amizudin Ahmad defended himself and stated that he took the information
from Rocky Bru‘s blog (NST, 11 August 2012). Ahirudin Atan was not charged with
any offence. Amizun was ordered by the High Court to pay damagesto Ahirudin
(Badrul Azmier et al., 2011). Moreover, Ahirudin was then re-appointed an editor of
the Malay Mail. On 30 November 2011, the Star Online, an UMNO-linked
newspaper, stated that Rocky Bru was a pro-BN blogger.90 This seems to indicate
that UMNO used bloggers as proxy voices. The pattern in Figure 6.4 confirms that
UMNO connects with prominent bloggers, the so-called cyber-troopers, appointed
by the UMNO to counter opposition allegations and possibly to discredit political
rivals. In the last election in the state of Sarawak, it was reported that the ruling BN
spent RM10 million on cyber-troopers (Thien, 2011).

The trend of bloggers being hired by political parties might lead to information on
their blogs becoming more one-sided and biased towards those who control them.
They could systematically publish information on scandals, for example, that can
tarnish the reputation of political rivals. This occurred during the Hulu Selangor byelection, which saw a cyber battle between pro-BN bloggers and pro-PR bloggers. It
began with a circulated comment that Zaid Ibrahim, PR‘s Muslim candidate,drinks
alcohol. Two BN bloggers published a photo of him holding a glass of alcohol,
thenbloggers on the other side, PR located the original photo in their blogs as poof of
its authenticity (Thien, 2011). This example shows how blogs can affect how citizens
are informed. In this sense, political blogging does not contribute to the deliberative
process, because information has been manipulated in order to sway public opinion.
It is true that political blogging may provide opportunities for bloggers to express
90

Accessed 10 May 2012, see
http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2011/11/30/nation/9999260&sec=nation
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their opinion autonomously and thus offer ―a structure that is closer to conversation
than any traditional news medium‖ (Woodly, 2008: 110), but focusing on political
rivals could crucially jeopardise public deliberation in terms of rationality and
reflexivity.

6.7

Conclusion

Regulatory and financial constraints in the offline context limit Malaysian opposition
parties‘ capacities to reach mass audiences. The Internet provides them with special
opportunities to level the political playing field. In the context of autonomy, it is
clear that the party websites give citizens the opportunity to gather information. The
PR websites scored higher than those of the ruling BN in terms of information
provision. This was confirmed for the category of inclusion and discursive equality,
where PR received higher traffic than BN and could show that PR sees information
provision as the main function of their website. This shows that PR could overcome
its limitation vis-à-vis the traditional media. However, it does little to engage,
empower and deliberate with ordinary citizens in their official websites as demanded
by the dimension of reciprocity. Most of the parties provided the opportunity for
readers to communicate with the party leaders and officials via email, but not for
dialogue and discussion. The weakness of email is that compared with discussion
forums, it provides limited opportunity for citizens to raise concernsabout particular
issues,and to debate and argue about them. What is evident is that there is no space
for a discussion forum or e-community on the party websites that would fulfil the
condition of rational critical argument and reflexivity. This points to a clear lack of
sincere willon the part of the political parties to include the voices of the public in
discussion. In fact, party spokespeople confirmed that the websites focus on
informing readers rather than interacting with them. Yet, what is evident in this
analysis is that even though party websites are not designed purposely for
deliberation, the parties use their proxies to disseminate their message and engage
with readers, and this could support political deliberation through reflexivity.

The web link analysis shows that except for MCA and MIC, all parties are engaged
in political networking.The findings show that although PAS, PKR, DAP and
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UMNO provide few avenues for direct communication with voters on their own
websites, they do offer links to other websites that are more deliberative in nature. In
other words, they offer an alternative forum on social media sites for rational critical
argument and reflexivity criteria through public discourse, for example through links
toblogs, online newspapers and social networking tools. Another aspect of the
networking is that it gives parties the opportunity to strengthen their organisations‘
role especially in policy-making as well as to stimulate membership activity. Thus, it
is seen that the parties are reviving themselves as organisations especially after the
2008 general election and in face of the coming election due in March 2013.

Social media such as Facebook and Twitter represent a further step from blogs in
that they have more interactive features. However, with the exception of PKR, the
parties do not venture far into these interactive features, though individual politicians
do. Political parties appear more inclined to connect with blogs. The web link
analysis enriches this picture by showing that parties and blogs often interconnect.
Thus, we might expect a certain degree of discussion on several issues from various
perspectives, as blogs become a tool for ―an immediate, horizontally linked
dialogical space‖ (Woodly, 2008: 110). More importantly, for instance, the densely
connected UMNO network with various bloggers reflects potential for public
deliberation. But it seems that the bloggers in the UMNO network have been hired
by the party. They aim to attack political rivals and the quality of information can be
questionable, and they often engage in personal attack, character assassination and
provocation. The practice of blogging by this group does not contribute to public
deliberation. In fact, this practice could contribute to a decline in the public sphere as
in the process of ―refeudalisation‖ noted by Habermas (1996), where information is
―spun‖ to please a certain political elite. This is reflected in the polarisation of online
communities, as most people take positions in like-minded communities and will
skew information in order to fit in with the group (Sunstein, 2008). Such a situation
prevents citizens from engaging in rational critical discourse and thus limits the
possibilities of public deliberation.
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Chapter 7
____________________________________________________________________
CONCLUSION

Guided by the deliberative democracy perspective, this thesis has researched the
potential of the Internet to enhance the public sphere and deliberative democracy in
Malaysia. Against the backdrop of Malaysia‘s electoral authoritarian politics that
restrict freedom of expression in traditional mainstream media, the study sought a
nuanced understanding of the Internet‘s impact on prospects for deliberative
democracy in Malaysia. It focused on three spaces where public deliberation might
be expected to occur: online newspapers, parliamentarians‘ blogs and websites of
selected political parties. Through the case study of the Allah issue, it highlighted
how discussion on a politically sensitive topic, officially constrained by the
constitution, can be conducted on the Internet. Data was collected through content
analysis, unstructured interviews with key informants and web link analysis. After
explanation of the theoretical framework, three empirical chapters analysed the use
of the Internet according to the requirements for deliberative democracy.
Specifically, the three chapters analysed how the online newspaper MalaysiaKini,
individual members of parliament through their personal blogsand political parties as
representative organizations operating between society and the state, meet five
keyrequirements for deliberative democracy: autonomy, inclusivity and equality,
reciprocity, rational critical argument and reflexivity. The findings contribute not
only to the academic discourse on contemporary Malaysian politics, but also to
theoretical discussions about deliberative democracy and the public sphere under the
conditions of a semi-democratic country. The following paragraphs briefly recap the
main findings, concluding that despite the remarkable impact of the Internet on
electoral politics (Ufen 2009), its role in everyday politics outside the electoral cycle
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is limited. While the Internet has opened up new spaces for public deliberation, only
selected actors like the journalists and editors of MalaysiaKini are intent on seizing
the opportunities and broadening the scope for political deliberation in an enhanced
public sphere. By contrast, actors more directly involved in formal politics,
includingmembers of parliament and their organizational vehicles, regard the
Internet chiefly as a tool for political marketing and partisan networking.

The Internet does not conclusively serve deliberative democracy

The main finding of this thesis is that the Internet is not conclusively serving a role
in deliberative democracy, as has been expected by cyber optimists. However, the
thesis does not find evidence to support the cyber pessimists either; rather, the
political situation in Malaysia is more complex. On the one hand, there is no doubt
that the Internet has been a key instrument in exposing human rights abuse and
corruption, organising protests and mobilizing voters during election campaigns. It
therefore pushes for transparency and accountability and also facilitates new
networking. This shows that the Internet does have the potential to broaden the
public sphere and enhance prospects for deliberative democracy in Malaysia.Thus,
the thesis supports at least to some extent those scholars who argue that the Internet
is a significant tool for democratisation in Malaysian society (George, 2006; Pang,
2006; Tan & Zawawi, 2008). However, to claim that there is a correlation between
the growing use of the Internet and democratisation is too simplistic and we need to
be more aware of the ―democratisation effect‖ in Malaysian society. This thesis
argues that the Internet does open up space for political expression and thus is able to
facilitate wider political debate, political argument and political participation in the
country. However, this public debate is still very limited in its scope as the
evaluation of the five assessment criteria for deliberative democracy demonstrates.
The discussions in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have clearly shown thatthere are significant
differences in how civil society organizations likeMalaysiakini on the one hand and
political actors, both individual and organizational, on the other hand use the Internet
according to the criteria of autonomy, inclusion and discursive equality, reciprocity,
rational critical argument and reflexivity.

196

The Internet has broken the information blockade in Malaysia. It has greatly changed
the practice of news consumption as people turn to online media to obtain a broader
range of information with less government bias. This offers new possibilities for
informing readers and for facilitating argument. Malaysiakini, MPs and political
parties are all proactive in using the Internet to disseminate information. However,
only the independent online newspaper MalaysiaKini can be regarded as making a
genuine contribution to public deliberation through its documentation of news from
various perspectives and the use of multimedia such as audio, video and
photographs. It provides rich information and is an important source of news.
Malaysiakini ensures that citizens are informed about key particular political news
items without bias. However as discussed earlier, Malaysiakini also appealing to set
the agenda for its readers to give the opposition parties a chance. This is due to most
of the news mostly covered the opposition parties. Nevertheless, Malaysiakinistill
can challenges the agendas of the political and economic elite and supports
democratisation by offering a space for voices of marginalised communities that are
largely excluded from mainstream media. Malaysiakiniallows citizens to speak their
mind and to participate in discussionvia various means on the web. George (2006: 3)
correctly points out that MK is practising a form of ―contentious journalism‖ –
journalism that challenges ―the consensus those powerful interests try to shape and
sustain through the mainstream media‖.

Therefore, Malaysiakinimatches the concept of multiple public spheres suggested by
Fraser (1990). As discussed in Chapter One, Fraser extends the concept of the public
sphere by Habermas, whohas not described accurately the activities of contemporary
society. Fraser highlights the marginalised groups within society that are excluded
from a unified public sphere, the so-called ―subaltern counter-public‖ which forms
its own public sphere in order to criticise the dominant one.Malaysiakiniappears to
play a role in constituting such a subaltern counter-public in Malaysia in which
Malaysiakini readers are able to exercise their right to free speech to criticise the
political elite. It also supplies various perspectives on the news that are not available
in the mainstream media. Malaysiakiniprovides a new way to challenge the political
elite by providing neutral information and a space for ordinary citizens to express
their opinions freely. As such, it is building a culture of resistance of the dominant
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political power in the country where the conventional media are controlled.
Therefore, it is clear that Malaysiakini makes a significant contribution to the
broadening of the public sphere.

Politicians and political parties, on the other hand, are much more limited in their
online activities and focus primarily, though not exclusively, on disseminating
information. In doing so, they benefit greatly from the Internet: they go online to
spread their messages and ideas, able to target those who were previously
unreachable. After the 2008 general election, most politicians started their own
personal blogs while political parties strengthened their online presence not simply
for propaganda purposes but also to enable party organisations to become more
competitive. More broadly, the Internet also helps opposition political parties to
compete with the ruling parties as it ―levels the playing field‖. However, MPs and
political parties do not take full advantage of Internet infrastructure to communicate
with voters. As indicated in Chapter Five, though MPs‘ blogs provide a comment
section that allows visitors to engage in political discussion, the MPs usually fail to
reply. The practice of MP blogging suggests that the blogs do not generate public
discussion, as the interaction is limited and often comments are not sought. I
conclude that the MPs‘ blogs are not a platform for free expression of ideas in order
to improve the quality of debate in a deliberative democracy.
In the analysis of parties‘ websites, it is equally clear that the discussion forums are
not available for people to exchange their opinions. None of the parties provided any
forum in their websites. Even when the websites provided email addresses, they did
not allow a number of people to raise issues and exchange arguments at the same
time, thereby generating discussion. The only exception was a forum available on the
MIC website, but that hardly guarantees that the website engages its visitors in
political discussion. Examination of the website suggested that senior leading figures
of the party rarely participated and in fact, the forum was deleted after a while.
While ignoring the Internet‘s potential for fostering communication with voters, it is
noticeable that parties did use proxies for communication. Political parties use their
links with social media such as blogs, Facebook and Twitter. In this way, they have
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shifted modes of communication with public to social media. However, it still fails
to prove that parties genuinely want to develop discussion with citizens.

The thesis has also highlighted the potential of the comment space provided by
Malaysiakini and parliamentarians‘ blogs as alternative spaces for the formulation
and expression of public opinion. The Malaysian online discourses were vibrant as
many citizens wanted to express their opinion. Many comments were rational in their
arguments and sought to understand and contribute to debates about current issue.
The tone of the discussion was often calm, but there were also many instances,
during the debate about the Allah issue, when the discussion reflected the political
fragmentation and polarisation of Malaysian society. Some writers resorted to
personal attack and the argument focus was derailed, which prevented the discussion
from achieving the rationality of dialogue. This illustrates Davis‘ (1999: 153)
description of online voices as ―cacophony rather than wisdom‖, which occurs when
discussion is littered with irrational arguments and tends towards more towards
defamatory statements than rational discourse.

In sum, the analysis has made it clear that the Internet is an effective tool for political
campaigning as well as the promotion of participation. However, deliberation occurs
beyond the logic of campaigning and political participation, and it takes into account
a rational communication approach, as discussed in Chapter One. Therefore, this
study concludes that except for MalaysiaKini, the Internet is unable conclusively to
serve deliberative democracy and enhance the scope of the public sphere. Instead of
facilitating deliberative democracy, the Internet is used mainly for political
marketing and as a tool for partisan networking.

The Internet as a tool for political marketing

As mentioned, after the 2008 general election, politicians developed their own
personal blogs,but most used them for political marketing rather than for genuine
deliberative purposes. The unique features of the Internet mean that it can become a
tool for politicians to enhance their image as well as to promote their views. In fact,
blogging has become a form of autonomous and personalised mass communication
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(Herring et al., 2004). MPs tried to increase their visibility online by promoting their
personal views and opinions, as well as the views of their party. In the process, they
also used their blogs to attack political rivals, particularly by highlighting political
scandals. This practice was particularly obvious among the opposition parties and it
confirms Habermas‘ theory of the ―refeudalisation‖ of the public sphereand his
warning that the manipulation of information can threaten the public sphere.
Information broadcast in favour of MPs‘ political interests is intended to sway public
opinion rather than educate the public, and is therefore damaging to rather than
conducive of the development of a vibrant public sphere.

The Internet as a tool for political partisan networking
Web link analysis showed that the ruling and opposition parties‘ websites engage in
networking and are involved in exchanging information; however, they rarely seem
to establish networks outside their groups. Instead, they mostly link with like-minded
websites. Another pattern that emerged is the strong relationship between the parties
and influential bloggers. The parties consciously created their own networks with
influential bloggers and these bloggers became central figures in their networks,
particularly for UMNO. This could indicate the importance of these blogs in
managing the information flow to achieve specific political goals. Information on
blogs is controlled by the parties and shaped by political elites: more elements of
refeudalisation of the public sphere are detected.

As illustrated through the web link analysis, the political parties, particularly
UMNO, had strong ties with bloggers. It is quite clear also that the network of the
ruling UMNO was centred around prominent blogger Rocky Bru and surrounded by
other active bloggers. This shows that the ruling BN took a lesson from the 2008
general election and made use of the new powers of the Internet by hiring active
bloggers to publish speculative information and attack rivals. There is some evidence
that the ruling BN hired bloggers as cyber-troopers to blog on behalf of the party,
especially after UMNO lost many seats in the 2008 general election. This could
affect the reputation of blogging in the future, if more and more bloggers are seen as
mouthpieces for the regime. This scenario shows that the Internet can be used

200

strategically by multiple organised political forces, not just those keen on enhancing
the prospects for deliberative democracy.

The hiring of bloggers of the BN is a relatively new phenomenon in the Malaysian
political blogosphere.Before the 2008 election, the blogosphere was identified with
civil society and the PR party. Now, we see three groups in the Malaysian sociopolitical blogosphere: the pro-BN blogs, pro-PR blogs and independent blogs (Thien,
2011). As a result, Malaysian political discourse has become more confrontational
and tense, as both sides now compete on almost even ground. The tone, content and
style of the Internet have become more personalised and more scandalous when
targeting rivals. Political discourse has become more personalised as a result of
disputes among political leaders and damaging scandals are reported widely on the
Internet. Cases involving high profile figures have been exposed publicly without
evidence to support allegations. As such, the Internet has been a tool for creating
partisan networking and for combativeness, rather than as a reconciliatory tool.

This thesis has explored to what extent the Internet has been able to liberalise access
to information and open up new spaces for discussion in Malaysia. It has been
argued that while the Internet has broadened participation in public debate to some
extent, its role in facilitating and enhancing deliberative democracy in Malaysia is
still limited as many political actors continue to control and manipulate information
for political purposes. Yet recent developments in social media use across the globe,
especially in the case of ‗Arab spring‘, indicate that the impact of the Internet on
politics is in constant flux. Regarding Malaysia, future studies might seek to expand
the empirical samples used here to include other platforms of online communication.
Social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube are likely to affect
both political discourse and the deliberation potential in Malaysia, and as such
demand greater attention. Furthermore, uncertainty still exists about the extent to
which political discourse contributes to political action:can it transform deliberation
into street protests and demonstrations or voting?Given that the key players in the
online spaces are the ruling coalition and the opposition coalition, it will be
beneficial to study the role of the Internet in the next general election, due to take
place by March 2013.
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Appendix A
Details list participants for interview
Personnel Engaged with the development of parties’ websites
Name

Position

Date

Place
Chapter 8

1

Che Abdullah

State Assembly for PAS

2

Isa

Head of IT Unit, UMNO 6 March 2010

Kuala Lumpur

3

Johnson Goh

Head of Communication
Division , PKR

12 February
2010

Kuala Lumpur

4

Kheng

25 January
2010

Kuala Lumpur

18 December
2009

Kuala Lumpur

12 December
2009

Kuala Lumpur

Goh

Teong Manager of IT Unit,
DAP

5

Suhaimi Embong Chief Officer in
Marketing and
Development of IT PAS

6

Zaidi Taib

Head of New Media
Division PAS

10 March 2010

Kota Bharu

Politicians/ MPs’ bloggers
Name

Position

Date
Interview

of Place
Interview

of

1

Amhari Effendy

Personnel Assistance
the Prime Minister,
Najib Razak

1 November
2010

Email
interview

2

Hannah Yeoh

Selangor State
Assembly of Subang
Jaya (DAP)

19 February
2010

Kuala Lumpur

3

Khalid Samad

MPs of Shah
Alam(PAS)

24 February
2010

Kuala Lumpur

4

Khir Toyo

Former of Chief
Minister of Shah Alam
(UMNO)

15 March 2010

Kuala Lumpur
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Deputy Minister in
PM‘s office

7 March 2010

Email
interview

17 February
2010

Kuala Lumpur

MPs of Lembah Pantai
(PKR)

12 March 2010

Kuala Lumpur

MPs of Petaling Jaya
Utara

3 March 2010

Kuala Lumpur

5

Liew VK

6

Nik Nazmi Nik Selangor State
Ahmad
Assembly of Seri Setia

7

Nurul Izzah

8

Tony Pua

(DAP)
9

Teresa Kok

10 Zaid Ibrahim

MPs‘ of Seputeh (DAP) 13 February
2010

Phone
interview

Federal Territory Chief
of PKR

Kuala Lumpur

7 February
2010
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Appendix B
List of guiding questions for interviews

i) Questions for personnel engaged in the development of party websites.
1) Party founding, involvement in IT, early activities relating to the websites
and changes in the website.
2) Roles of the website, activities of the website, democratic function of the
website.
3) Relationships with readers/citizens
4) Future strategies, plans and goals

ii) Questions for politicians and MPbloggers
1. When did you launch your blog?
2. For what purpose did you launch your blog?
3. What is your target group?
4. What is your relationship with your readers?
5. What is your opinion of the comments section of your blog?
6. Would you mind describing which types of problem you face in relating to
your blogs?

205

Appendix C
Profile of MPS in the sample

Name

PARTY

1

Abdul Rahman Dahlan.

UMNO

2

Khairy Jamaluddin.

UMNO

3

Mohd Nasir Ibrahim Fikri.

UMNO

4

SapawiAmat Wasali.

UMNO

5

Najib Razak.

UMNO

6

Syed Hamid Albar.

UMNO

7

Mohamed KhaledNordin.

UMNO

8

Mohd Nizar Zakaria.

UMNO

9

Teng Boon Soon

MCA

10

Mahfuz Omar

PAS

11

Dzulkifli Ahmad

PAS

12

Siti Mariah

PAS

13

Siti Zailah Moh Yusoff

PAS

14

Mohd Hayati

PAS

15

Khalid Samad

PAS

16

Mohd Firdaus Jaafar

PAS

17

Che Uda Che Nik

PAS

18

Lim Guan Eng

DAP

19

Lim Kit Siang

DAP

20

Ngeh Noo Ham

DAP

21

Teresa Kok

DAP

22

Lim Lip Eng

DAP

23

Tony Pua Kiam Wee

DAP

24

Charles Santiago

DAP

25

Wong Ho Leng

DAP

26

Lee Boon Chye

PKR

27

Anwar Ibrahim

PKR
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28

Mohd Azmin Ali

PKR

29

Sivarasah Rasiah

PKR

30

William Leong Jee Keen

PKR

31

Nurul Izzah Anwar

PKR

32

Kamarul Baharin Abas

PKR

33

Gwo- Burne Loh

PKR

34

Zuraidah Kamaruddin

PKR

35

Wee Choo

Bebas

36

Zulkifli Nordin

Bebas
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Appendix D

Phase of MPs blogging

Pioneers

Name

Party

First post

1

Nur JazlanMohamad.

UMNO

June, 02

2

SapawiAmat Wasali.

UMNO

March, 07

3

Teng Boon Soon

MCA

Jun 07

4

Ng Yen Yen

MCA

2007

5

Salahuddin Ayub

PAS

2007

6

Lo‘Lo‘

PAS

May, 06

7

Siti Zailah Moh

PAS

Nov. 07

Yusoff

Intermediate

8

Cho Kon Yew

DAP

Dec. 07

9

Fong Po Kuan

DAP

Oct. 05

10

Lim Kit Siang

DAP

Feb. 07

11

M. Kula Segaran

DAP

April 06

12

Fong Kui Lun

DAP

March 07

13

Teresa Kok

DAP

June 06

14

Tony Pua Kiam Wee

DAP

August 06

15

Wong Ho Leng

DAP

July 06

16

Chong Chien Jeng

DAP

Sept.07

17

Loke Siew Fook

DAP

Oct. 07

18

Ahmad Kassim

PKR

2005

19

Anwar Ibrahim

PKR

2005

20

Abdul Rahman

UMNO

March, 08

Dahlan.
21

Tengku Razaleigh.

UMNO

March, 08

22

Ahmad Hamzah

UMNO

March, 08

23

Fong Chan Onn

MCA

March 08
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Late comers

24

Kamaruddin Jaafar

PAS

March, 08

25

Mohd Hatta Ramli

PAS

Feb., 08

26

Khalid Samad

PAS

March 08

27

Lim Lip Eng

DAP

Feb 08

28

Teo Nie Ching

DAP

Jan 08

29

Charles Santiago

DAP

Jan 08

30

Lee Boon Chye

PKR

March 08

31

Nurul Izzah Anwar

PKR

Feb. 08

32

Chua Tian Chang-

PKR

Feb 08

33

Wee Choo Keong

Independence

Feb 08

34

Zulkifli Nordin

Independence

Feb 08

35

Azalina Othman Said. UMNO

June, 08

36

Khairy Jamaluddin.

UMNO

May, 08

37

Mohd Nasir Ibrahim

UMNO

July, 08

Fikri.
38

Najib Razak.

UMNO

Sept., 08

39

Mukhriz Mahathir.

UMNO

2008

40

Mohd Johari

UMNO

May, 09

Baharum.
41

Saifuddin Abdullah.

UMNO

2008

42

Ismail Sabri.

UMNO

Oct., 09

43

Noh bin Omar.

UMNO

April, 08

44

Hassan bin Malek.

UMNO

2008

45

Syed Hamid Albar.

UMNO

May 09

46

Mohamed Khaled

UMNO

May 08

Nordin.
47

Razali bin Ibrahim.

UMNO

July 08

48

Noriah bt Kasnon.

UMNO

July, 09

49

Mohd Nizar Zakaria.

UMNO

Nov., 08

50

Yusoff Mahal.

UMNO

Sept., 08

51

Md Sirat Abu.

UMNO

April 08

52

Hamim Samuri.

UMNO

May, 08
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53

Mohd Puad Zarkashi.

UMNO

April, 09

54

Ahmad Maslan.

UMNO

May, 09

55

Anifah Aman.

UMNO

August 09

56

Rosnah Abd. Rashid

UMNO

June, 08

Shirlin.
57

M. Saravan

MIC

May 08

58

P. Kamalanathan

MIC

Nov. 06

59

Ong Ka Chuan

MCA

June,10

60

Ong Tee Keat

MCA

Aug. 08

61

Wee Jeck Seng

MCA

June 08

62

Liow Tiong Lei

MCA

Jan, 10

63

Chua Tee Yong

MCA

March, 09

64

Wee Ka Siong

MCA

Dec., 08

65

Abdul Hadi Awang

PAS

2009

66

Nasharuddin Mat Isa

PAS

2009

67

Mahfuz Omar

PAS

April, 08

68

Dzulkifli Ahmad

PAS

Oct., 08

69

Siti Mariah

PAS

May, 08

70

Mohd Hayati

PAS

April 08

71

Nasir Zakaria

PAS

May 08

72

Mohd Firdaus Jaafar

PAS

June 09

73

Che Uda Che Nik

PAS

June 08

74

Lim Guan Eng

DAP

Oct. 08

75

Karpal Singh

DAP

August 08

76

P. Ramasamy

DAP

April 08

77

Liew Chin Tang

DAP

2009

78

Ooi Chuan Aun

DAP

Sept. 09

79

Ngeh Noo Ham

DAP

April 08

80

Nga Kor Ming

DAP

Nov. 08

81

Gobind Singh Deo

DAP

Oct 08
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Appendix E
Seed set for the Party Network Analysis

I constructed a seed set for each of main political parties, including party websites, party wings and the relevance profile on SNS whenever
parties link to their official websites.

UMNO

PKR

PAS

DAP

Party Homepage

www.umno-online.my

www.keadilanrakyat.org

www.pas.org.my

dapmalaysia.org

Youth Wing

www.pemudaumno.org.my

anwaribrahimblog.com

ulamak.pas.org.my

www.limkitsiang.com

Women‘s Wing

www.puteriumno.my

srikandikeadilan.blogspot.com

muslimat.pas.org.my

Party Facebook

facebook.com/mediaumnomalaysia

facebook.com/PkeadilanR

facebook.com/paspusat

facebook.com/DAPMalaysia

Party Twitter

twitter.com/umnoonline

twitter.com/KEADILAN

twitter.com/DPPMalaysia

twitter.com/dapmalaysia

1. www.hannahyeoh.com/
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