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Adaptation and transformation:

“The Internet”’ - an alternative challenge to authoritarianism?
A short Malaysian case study?

Frederik Holst

Taking an internet-related topic is like asking fuble. First, “The Internet” is an entity which
difficult to grasp: Its history is characterised ik ever-changing purposes: Developing from atmili
ary structure in Cold War times to a scientific weflspecial interest information where people could
exchange all sorts of very (and not so very) imgratrinformation, to a gigantic market place witk th
possibility to develop into an all-encompassingumek of all the above combined.

Second, a blatant positivism from Negroponte (1986friedman (2005) with which “The Internet”
was perceived, has accompanied it in all thoseestay development, making it difficult nowadays —
where most of these promises have been failingcenae to a sober, yet fair perspective.

And third, what’s so alternative about “The Intdfflelt is governed by an US-American statutory

body, using technology and standards developetiarifestern hemisphere, where also most of its
users and websites come from and thus can hardigderibed as “alternative” in terms of ownership,

control, content or communication patterns.

Despite the difficulties, this paper argues thatehare ways in which “The Internet” can be a tool
the context of challenging authoritarianism. Exaesplvill demonstrate that there is not necessarily a
hegemonic relationship in which ‘the North/Westllumevitably prevail over ‘the South/East’. While
economic aspects have been the driving force betsmropagation, its fast and extensive spread has
also provided means for groups, movements and wlises to claim part of a new (more or less) pub-
lic space. The content, codes and communicatioighadriginate from a primarily “western” context,
have partly been adapted, transformed and repladet with local requirements of the people using
these media. This can pose a challenge to dompwmer structures, hegemonies and paradigms and
result in a counter-current with significant effeetithin a local as well as a globalised context.

Research on the political impact of Information @wmmunication Technology (ICT) tends to focus

either on liberal democracies or outright authoidtaregimes (Kalathil and Boas 2003). The assump-
tion that “ICT poses an insurmountable threat tthauitarian rule” has not been proved by political

science scholars. On the contrary there is a gigpWwady of evidence that “authoritarian regimes are
finding ways to control and counter the politicalpact of Internet use” (Kalathil and Boas 2001: 2,

see also Rodan 1998).

In this respect, Malaysia, a semi-democratic, fgpilveloping country, makes up for a rewarding
case study because it can neither be seen aga lilgenocracy, nor as a fully authoritarian stike |
China or Cuba, both countries that exert a higlklle¥ control over all sorts of communication tech-
nologies.

This paper will examine the use and impact of I6TMalaysia as well as its change and adaptation.
The following sections will describe the motivestloé government in embracing ICT at quite an early
point of time, what was the impact on society aod Isociety and civil society actors reacted towards
and made use of ICT and “The Internet”.

t Although it is clearly defined, on a technologitmlel, what the Internet is and what it is notblxiperception and usage of
the term “The Internet” varies widely. In this tekwill use the specific medium or technology winr possible and refer
to “The Internet” only in reference to the aforeriened generalization.

2 This paper is an updated extract of my 2001 MasTdresis comparing Malaysia's media policy regagdiold” and “new”
media. It was presented at the workshop on “AltévaaGlobalisation” at Humboldt University on'281ay 2006.
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Information and Communication Technology as a catalyst for growth

In 1991, then-Prime Minister Mahathir in a speaxthe Malaysian Business Council unveiled what is
now called “Vision 2020", a kind of “road map” (Mies and Gray 2002) for the future economic pro-
gress of Malaysia towards a fully developed socikly realised back then that “in a world of high
technology Malaysia cannot afford to lag behind. &&anot be in the front line of modern technology
but we must try to catch up at least in those §ieddhere we may have certain advantages”. Under
pressure from a powerful globalising economy affter end of the Cold War, he admitted that “we
simply have no choice but to be more lean, moreuregful, more productive and generally more
competitive, more able to take on the world” (M&a1991: 7).

As a consequence, in 1996, another brainchild didifar, the so-called “Multimedia Super Corridor”
(MSC) project, started to develop. Its aim was riovple the technical and educational framework in
order to leapfrog Malaysia in three phases intddeship in the Knowledge Economy (K-Economy)
by the year 2020. Although it can be concededttiatelatively early focus on a knowledge-based so-
ciety was a visionary approach at a time when maestern countries didn’'t pay much attention to
this matter, economic requirements were the ceatguments. In advertising this 50 x 15 km sized
area of former palm oil plantations near the céaplizala Lumpur, “advantages” like “Competitive
costs of doing business”, “Ready access to Asid@fiPawmarkets” or “Firm commitment from the
Malaysian Government” (Multimedia Development Caogiimn 1996) were being emphasised. In ad-
dition to this, an investor-friendly environmentsyarovided: “Core areas in the MSC with high-capa-
city global telecommunications and logistics netwdiwere created and the government offered “se-
cure cyberlaws, strategic policies; and a ranggnahcial and non-financial incentives for investor

in order to woo foreign and multinational companiEs a certain extent this has been achieved, com-
panies like Intel, AMD, DHL and Infineon have set their regional headquarters or major plants to
make use of these benefits and the government hbpethrough spill-over effects and cooperation,
local companies will be able to strengthen thesitpan.

To evaluate whether the MSC or Malaysia’'s apprdadbecome a knowledge-based society has been
a success or failure is beyond the scope of tlpepdut it should suffice to show that it was g@rity
economic motives that led the government to implertias strategy.

The impact of “The Internet” on the media system

Even though Information and Communication Technplogn exist without freedom of expression,
information and communication, limitations in thdidds result in a competitive disadvantage. Usu-
ally companies don't have to worry about the extd#riteedom of speech for example in an authorit-
arian state as long as the investment climatetisawersely affected. But thelo worry about the se-
curity, integrity and reliability of their own commication streams and worldwide data-access to rel-
evant information. Any censorship measure or isterice would be detrimental to investor interests
and thus amount to a locational disadvantage.

In the Malaysian context, the media system andcpal more complex than in fully authoritarian
states where it is evident what can be printedteantbmitted and what not. Malaysia does not have a
censorship agency that controls newspapers onlyalafsis or TV news before transmission. It is a
combination of several measures that allows theigouent to claim to guarantee freedom of speech
and press (at least formally) and still have effectontrol over what is being published and traitsm
ted through the press and TV: Almost all major Tatisns and publishers are — directly or indirectly
— owned by government parties. The law (for exarttmePrinting Presses and Publications Act 1984)
requires companies, to obtain a license from theaélMinistry before publishing anything and have it
renewed every year. Since the risk of having tbense not renewed poses a substantial economic
risk, most media companies will not dare to crdgsinvisible line of what can and cannot be said.
From time to time someone will inevitably crosssthine and the subsequent banning is meant to serve
as a lesson for others. The last incidents were pillidications of the caricatures of Prophet
Muhammad, which were shown indirectly in the nevpspa Sarawak TribungBerita Petangand
Guanming Daily
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While Berita PetangandGuangming Dailywere suspended for 14 days, Sarawak Tribunédiad to
cease publication indefinitely as their articlesldd‘harm public peace and securify”.

For a long time, this licensing system has enstlratithe mainstream media will not publish anything
that runs contrary to the government’s interest.

This, however, does not apply to publications i ¥dorld Wide Web (WWW): In the “Bill of Guar-
antees” — a commitment given by the governmenCib-ihvestment companies — it is clearly stated
that there will be no Internet censorship (MultingeDevelopment Corporation 1996). And although it
is quite possible to implement censorship meaghresigh Internet Service Providers in order totimi
access to unwanted content (as practiced in Chiitia,Google and Yahoo being the latest examples),
to do so would damage the government’s credibitinternational business matters and therefore re-
duce Malaysia’s attractiveness as an IT-hub.

One reason why the government did not push fos#imee restrictions in the WWW as in print media
and TV could have been the limited impact the WWad in the mid-nineties: With few people own-
ing PCs and having Internet access at that time whs hardly seen as a threat. Discussion forums,
like the famousSang Kancilmailing list created by Malaysia’s first onlineupmalist, the late MGG
Pillai, was limited to an interested intellectukies

The first significant example of the impact of @M politics was theeformasimovement in combin-
ation with the sacking and arrest of Deputy Primmisder Anwar lbrahim. In an unprecedented
move, media reports swung from praising Anwar toadecing him within 48 hours and an almost
complete blackout of statements defending him $olbowed.

The lack of confidence in those reports made peloalk out for alternative sources of information:
Websites previously carrying dull glorifications #éhwar Ibrahim turned into mouthpieces of his
struggle for justice, publishing statements, spegchhotos and up-to-date news. Because of slow and
relatively expensive internet access, this inforamatvould have been limited to a few chosen ones,
had those people not become multipliers by downhmadorinting and distributing this information
among their friends and relatives. This combinatibfold’ and ‘new’ media effectively countered the
hegemony of government-controlled and — influenoediia.

During the height of the Anwar trial in 1998lalaysiaKiniwas the first non-partisan online-newspa-
per to enter cyberspace. They managed to publddilya set of news articles which covered topics,
neglected or blacked-out by mainstream media, atfig their slogan “News and views that matter”.
The shift towards a subscription-based system geavihem with the necessary resources to hire also
full-time journalists. Adhering strictly to jourriatic principles like separation of news and cominen

it gained credibility beyond thoseformasisites, which had their own limited scope and agend

With MalaysiaKinis popularity rising, the government thought abwaatys to counter its influence.
The dilemma was that any technological measureddamave run counter to the Bill of Guarantees,
so “offline” laws were used to intimidate the std@ne reader’s letter published on the website whic
supposedly incited hatred was given as the reawsoa faid launched againstalaysiaKinis office.
Several servers and PCs were confiscated, butehsiig was offline only for a few hours: Soon after
that, mirroring servers all across the world brdugk service online again. The government theh rea
ised that this would not be beneficial for its rigion — especially with such little effect — sandar
actions have not occurred again.

Still, it is not clear what kind of “invisible” maares the government and related agencies have take
on several occasions. As a small example from my experience in the days of the Anwar crisis in
1998, | witnessed content filtering of e-maildativersiti Sains Malaysi@gUSM) containing the word
“Anwar” or “Ibrahim”. E-mails that included theseowls took several hours to be delivered even to
fellow students in the same network, probably altes pre-delivery screening by authorities. As th
filter was rather unsophisticated, inserting spandlose words was enough to see the mails passing
through without any delay. Still, the question re@mavhat kinds of actions are nowadays being taken
concerning matters and topics deemed suspect lgothernment.

3 “Second Sarawak daily suspended”, [http://www.ysilakini.com/news/47490].
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But despite public denunciation by prominent rulpgiticians that online media likmalaysiaKini

are “biased”, “unfair” and “destructively criticigy”, they realise that the information accessible
through them has changed the perception of thelpemal their expectations towards serious news re-
porting.

Just a few weeks back, in the aftermath of the i&atastate polls 2006, whe®arisan Nasional
suffered a distinct blow, Deputy Information MirestAhmad Zahid Hamidi conceded that: “voters
were now better informed with the existence of sstfated communication facilities. The popularity
of a candidate in the print or electronic media waslonger a guarantee of victofy’'Even main-
stream newspapers now qudfalaysiaKini in an effort to gain extra credibilityrémil Nesan 30"
May, 2006: 1).

Changes and Challenges

At first glance, this would support the assumptioat ICT poses a threat to authoritarian rule pfeH

ing the logic that economic liberalisation leadgteater freedom of expression which in turn facili
ates the process of democratisation. There are ig@a®bns to question this: ICTs are commonly used,
but not as widespread as ‘old’ media in order teeHarge-scale effect; access requires a techrualbgi
infrastructure available mainly in urban areas pttiys — in the case of Malaysia — lacking influenc
in the rural Malay strongholds; and reliable researin the WWW with localised content and adapted
to local needs in the region are hard to find.

However, there are three developments which | thiegerve further exploration because they differ
from the common perspective on ICT and show thatuigh adapting and transforming “The Internet”
something new comes out in the end that resembdes $ettings.

Adopting technology, keeping communication patterns

As in many repressive systems, public confidencenédlia reports in Malaysia is relatively low and
people try to read between the lines. This creaes for a wide spectrum of speculation and inter-
pretation on current issues. Information receiveddbatives, friends or friends of friends has gene
ally a higher credibility than what can be readhie papers or seen on TV even if it cannot be reekif
Furthermore, rumours and word-of-mouth have a Ibisgory of being a medium to transmit mes-
sages. With the advent of modern communication dlariike e-mail and SMS, the dissemination of
unofficial news has become extremely fast as haa been on several occasions. One example was a
rumour in 1998 that Indonesians were stocking uparangs(machetes) and planning to riot in the
Chow Kit area of Kuala Lumpur. The ‘information’aghed people in K. L. within hours through
SMS and e-mail, making them rush to the supermsutcebuy rice and supplies, recollecting similar
events in 1987 and 1969. The official denials & tlewspapers only worsened the situation because it
appeared that where there was smoke there museb&/hen nothing happened after a few days, the
situation calmed down and to demonstrate acti@wa‘poison-pen writers” were presented as scape-
goats and arrested.

Another occasion was the 2004 tsunami which hitaRgmmore destructively than anywhere else in
Malaysia. Considering the media’s information ttmasand too scarce, people feared the danger of a
second wave that might hit the island and assumatdttie government would keep back information
in order to prevent panic. A few days later, a rumgpread via e-mail and SMS that a second wave
was going to hit Penang in the afternoon, probahlysing serious damage to the Penang Bridge. As a
result, even university staff eBlniversiti Sains Malaysiéiving on the mainland were allowed to return
home even though it later turned out that there meagarning or evidence whatsoever from meteoro-
logical or geophysical institutions.

Although there is a multitude of sources availabethe WWW to crosscheck the information in
question, there is too little critical approachvaify it. As can be seen in these examples, naw-co

4 . SUPP chief hears it loud and clear”, [http://wualaysiakini.com/news/51367].
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munication channels are being adopted and becoeneethicles for existing patterns of communica-
tion that existed long before.

Demand beyond western-liberal content

Websites likeMalaysiaKiniwould fit perfectly into a positivistic perspediwn the influence of “The
Internet” in authoritarian states, instilling thalwe of freedom of speech and open-mindedness in
readers. The cases where these stereotypes afdfiied according to a western-liberal manner are
often ignored. One of these examples is the paggroof the Islamic party PASlarakah (lit. move-
ment). Technically a newspaper for party membetg, agnboosted up to 377,000 readers nationwide
in November 1999, shortly before the general adesti attracting also non-Malays and non-Muslims
with its politically critical news coverage. Afteeing curtailed to an ‘offline’ publishing frequenof
twice a month instead of twice a week in 20Blarakah intensified its online presence to come up
with a daily news section to counter the loss @tience in the print sector, making it one of thesm
influential alternative news sites together wMhalaysiaKini

The difference between the non-partidsalaysiaKiniandHarakahcomes to light when party matters
— and especially PAS’ stand on Islamic issues -affieeted: Controversial topics such as the plan fo
an Inter-Faith Commission are struck out in thatirety’, Islamic women’s rights movement ‘Sisters
in Islam’ is denied the right to speak in the naofidslam because they are supposed to be “un-
educated® and critics of PAS’ Islamic state concept are tittly chided.

This is not to deny or belittle PAS’ importance awhtributions as a major opposition party or its
achievements in the states it has governed, bignmnstrate that there is significant demand for co
tent embodying non-liberal-secular values. Thi® alasts doubt on the assumption that the over-
whelming influx of western-sourced content will Witably lead viewers to embrace liberal ideals and
ethics, thereby neglecting, rejecting or ignorimg’s own beliefs and values. The number and pop-
ularity of web-portals specialising on Islamic topis also supporting this.

One reason why there seems to be such a dematfusdind of content and the popularity of web-

sites likeHarakahmight be language: Sites Bahasa Malaysiare scarcely found on the WWW, so

those pages offering information in this languagdk ave a much higher potential readership com-
pared to pages in English where there are many ownpetitors.

Forum for the * blacked-out' and marginalised

In a society where controversial discourses argvrfeal upon, web-based forums and web logs
(“blogs”) can provide a useful tool to discuss @axdhange arguments without having to fear repres-
sion when voicing opinions that are deemed — irMaéysian context — “sensitive”. People and opin-
ions that have been sidelined, marginalised orcke#d-out’ can get the opportunity to escape their
isolation and participate in discussions. For eXempebsites likeleff Ooi's Screenshdtbut also
MalaysiaKini's “Vox Populi” or Harakah's “Letters” section are giving readers the chancedice
their opinion or read those of others. This enaliesn to create and participate in their own dis-
courses beyond the limits set by mainstream saciety

Of course these discussions are not always complettonal and would probably not meet positiv-
istic expectations of mature interaction enabladugh the use of ICT. Some of these forums do,
however, provide interesting insights especiallg tomment-wars on controversial topics. All the
government talk about “racial harmony” and “religgotolerance” becomes at least doubtful when
readers speak their minds under the veil of (psgualtonymity, showing racist and intolerant atti-
tudes. This resembles a much more authentic vieMalaysian society compared to the all-smiles

® “IFC: Sikap pasif kerajaan bela umat Islam dikésdhittp://www.harakahdaily.net/vO6/index.php?optom_content&
task=view&id=2348&Itemid=28].

¢ “Sisters In Islam tidak ada hak bercakap atas nkstam”, [http://harakahdaily.net/vO6/index.php7optcom_content&
task=view&id=506&Itemid=28].

"“Screenshots”, [http://www.jeffooi.com/].

8V. K. Chin: “Mahathir’s formula offers progress apubsperity”, [http://www.bn.org.my/cgi-bin/readéasgicle/article3.html].
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image painted by mainstream media and therebyhahis local readers to spot the fault lines in the
present system.

In an ironical twist, former Prime Minister Mahaththe man who used to figialaysiaKini for
more than six years, prevented their access te masferences of the government and had to face
their critical reporting, is now turning to themeHhimself is being sidelined now for heavily criti-
cising the present government on a number of issndso longer has the option of speaking his mind
in the government controlled newspapers. So byngign extensive interview tdalaysiaKiniread-
ers) he was not merely showing his disappointment @egtain issues, but rather demonstrating —
voluntarily or not — the need to push for a mordejpendent media system. If even the former most
powerful politician cannot voice his opinion in tbficially sanctioned media, who else could?

Conclusion

The cases mentioned in this paper show various weyshich “The Internet” in the Malaysian con-
text was used, adapted and to a certain exterdftnaned according to local demands beyond its eco-
nomic component, the main reason for its promatipithe government. Although these examples are
far from sufficient for a general evaluation of tingpact of ICT on Malaysian society or (semi-)au-
thoritarian regimes, they do provide starting poifor further exploration. ICTs are not the “stelsji
Friedman wants them to be, but it is importantdterthat even though the whole technological frame-
work, the vast majority of content and the commatia patterns have a ‘western’ origin, they are
neither static nor ‘forcing’ the user to accepteatain point of view. They rather offer possib#gito
counter dominant discourses by giving marginalisethlacked-out’ sections of society a platform. In
a context like Malaysia, where the language bardeestricted media framework and a limited audi-
ence creates demand for websites catering for thtsests, chances are that people will make tise o
this.

It is also worth noting how ‘global players’, patiilly and economically, are reacting to this dethan
Music channel MTV for example has begun to localiseontent after realising that its ‘one-sizesfit
all' program doesn't sell well everywhere on thelgg, especially in more conservative societies like
India, Indonesia or Thailand (Santana 2003). Tlei)@hstrates that despite the economic power of
these companies and their possibility to createasheis and cultural standards, cultural preferences
can create enough pressure to have them adamaioéalities.

A problem not to be underestimated — also in thest\Weand which needs to be addressed in order to
enable people to be in control rather than beingrotied by ICT is to educate users to become a ma-
ture and critical ‘online-audience’. Especially thglity to scrutinise information acquired throuie
WWW where sources are difficult to verify is somaththat needs to be learnt in a society with a
‘guided’ media system. Encouraging children to ugernet-cafés for more than just playing P2P
shooters like “Counterstrike” and instil them wittedia competence is another task ahead. Further-
more, in order to have a significant effect on etycas a whole, Internet access and usage need to e
compass a much broader section of society. Evengthéhe number of internet users in Malaysia
seems to be quite high with around 10 million peof@lA 2006), these are most probably located
mainly in urban areas whereby rural folks facertble of being on the wrong side of the digital diei
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