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Abstract 
This paper examines contemporary transformations in media markets in Malaysia and 
Singapore.  In both countries, dominant models of ‘old’ media-government relations are 
being contested by the emergence of ‘new’ online and independent media.  Our analysis is 
grounded in new institutional approaches towards the study of news media and political 
communication.  We argue that while legislation and law, in particular defamation law, and 
informal and formal organisational relations influence the possibility of public debate through 
the media, internet-based media are emerging as a potentially critical new voice in journalism 
in both countries.  At the same time, analyses of these potentials need to avoid technological 
determinism.  Rather, there is a need to examine the social, political and economic contexts, 
and the media markets, in which the technologies are emerging.   
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Introduction 
This paper examines contemporary transformations in media markets in Malaysia and 
Singapore.  Within these countries, the government-media relations that constitute the 
foundations of media markets have traditionally centred on issues of media responsibility, 
social cohesion and nation-building, for example, under ‘development’ and ‘Asian values’ 
models of the media (Heng 2002).  With political, economic, legal and social changes 
emerging alongside the shift to an ‘information age’, these dominant models are being 
contested.  In both Malaysia and Singapore, governments continue to exert significant forms 
of control within media markets, including around media ownership, production and content.  
The emergence of online and independent media, able to make use of digital 
communications technologies, however, appears to be transforming existing media markets 
and is creating the potential for more broadly-based public debate. 

This paper explores the contested parameters of such transformations.  It does this through 
a theoretically informed comparative case study analysis of media markets in the two 
countries. It considers relations between governments and ‘old’ media, including newspapers 
and broadcast television, and examines the growth of ‘new’ internet-based media in a 
context of emergent digital communications and civil societies.  The analysis is grounded in 
new institutional approaches towards the study of news media and political communication 
(Benson 2004a; 2004b). Such approaches seek to avoid the conception that technologies 
determine news media practices or that media organisations operate independently of their 
contexts.  Rather, new institutional approaches require an analysis that is ‘relational’, that is, 
one which examines the relations of media organisations with other key actors in their 
organisational field.  Here, an organisational field is defined as ‘the interorganizational, 
professional, social and indeed cultural space within which journalists situate or orient their 
action and interaction’ (Benson 2004b: 311). 

Key actors in the media market organisational field include media, government and political 
organisations.  Technologies and the law are significant elements in the media field that both 
constrain and enable the range of actions available to organisations.  In other words, the key 
insight of the new institutional approach is that organisations are embedded in sets of 
relations in institutional environments, or ‘the socially constructed normative worlds in which 
organizations exist’ (Orru, Biggart & Hamilton 1991: 361).  How these environments unfold is 
related to the particular relations that constitute those contexts, and requires analysis to 
proceed on a case-by-case basis (Marjoribanks 2000).  The importance of the new 
institutional approach for analysis of media markets is that it emphasises the embeddedness 
of organisational relations in specific social, political, legal and economic environments.  In 
so doing, it provides a framework for analysing both continuities and transformation 
processes in media markets.  This approach also suggests the significance of undertaking 
comparative research, as an important means of exploring and understanding commonalities 
and variations in the relations that constitute media markets (Benson 2004a; 2004b).   

This analytic framework points to the relevance of debates around the transformation of 
social, political and economic relations in the context of newly emerging information and 
communication technologies.  Early debates around the emergence of new information and 
communication technologies, including new media technologies, tended to be polarised 
between utopian perspectives which considered the technologies to be the foundation for 
unlimited political freedoms, and dystopian views, which considered technologies to be the 
basis for ever increasing forms of surveillance and political control (Flew 2005a).  As recent 
contributions to these debates suggest (Chalaby 2000; Keane 1999), emerging social and 
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political practices around new media tend to fall somewhere between these two positions.  In 
particular, and in accordance with the new institutional approach adopted in this paper, they 
suggest that understandings of emerging technologies need to be located within a grounded 
analysis of pre-existing and emergent political, legal, economic and social relations and 
practices.   

At the macro level, Castell’s model of the network society provides a significant 
understanding of these relations and practices.  Castells argues that ‘[n]etworks constitute 
the new social morphology of our societies, and the diffusion of networking logic substantially 
modifies the operations and outcomes in processes of production, experience, power and 
culture’ (Castells 1996: 469, quoted in Flew, 2005a: 16).  He argues that new information and 
communication technologies are critical to the emergence of these networks, and that as a 
result of this, control of the production and dissemination of information and knowledge is a 
key source of power in contemporary societies.  The shift to networked forms of organisation 
has clear implications for media markets, as control of media production processes becomes 
increasingly important economically, as well as politically and culturally, in global, regional 
and local markets.  As Castells has further argued, in network societies, political and media 
practices become virtually inseparable, making ongoing analysis of their organisational 
relations vital (Castells 1996). 

A critical feature of the network society analysis relates to processes of media convergence, 
which can be understood as ‘the bringing together of the computing, telecommunications, 
and media and information sectors’ (Flew 2005a: 10).  Convergence materialises through the 
coming together of multiple media forms in one platform, increasingly interconnected industry 
structures, and the integration of media products and services (Flew 2005a).  While 
processes of convergence offer significant possibilities for societal transformation, and for 
changes in media markets more specifically, such transformations do not operate 
independently of the societal contexts from which they emerge, but are deeply embedded 
and implicated within them.  As such, processes of convergence represent the exercise of 
political and economic power that can result in the creation of new forms of inequality, just as 
they may provide a basis for new forms of liberation (Mosco 1999).  Analysis of convergence 
also points to the significance of processes of remediation, whereby new media forms 
simultaneously borrow from and seek to go beyond earlier forms of media (Bolter & Grusin 
2000).  Processes of convergence and of remediation are critical in the context of the current 
paper, in particular to the extent that they reveal that ‘[n]o medium today…seems to do its 
cultural work in isolation from other media, any more than it works in isolation from other 
social and economic forces’ (Bolter & Grusin 2000: 15). 

Developing these points, in the context of the network society and convergence, John Keane 
has argued that even as communication systems move from images of scarcity to images of 
‘communicative abundance’, so ‘communicative abundance contains new contradictions and 
produces public conflicts’ (Keane 1999: 168).  Jean Chalaby (2000) has shown, for example, 
that while new media can be mobilised in political struggles for new forms of freedom, in so 
doing it often provokes forms of resistance from political elites concerned that their power 
bases are being threatened.  As Chalaby (2000) goes on to note, elite resistance can include 
legal, administrative, violent, economic and technological action.  Such arguments about the 
network society, convergence and remediation suggest that to understand relationships 
between media markets and emerging media technologies, there is value in critically 
examining the institutional contexts in which such technologies emerge. 
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This paper investigates the contested relations of ‘old’ media and government and the 
emergent relations associated with ‘new’ media.  It suggests there is space, even if it exists 
only in relative and somewhat uncertain terms, for greater public speech in the changing 
media environment.  In this way, the paper also argues that while digital media forms offer 
new opportunities for civil society in both Singapore and Malaysia, they do not do so 
independent of old media, but are simultaneously enabled and constrained by their 
emergence in specific institutional contexts.   

‘Old’ Media and Government: Contested Relations 
A comparative analysis of emerging trends in media markets in Singapore and Malaysia is 
significant for a number of reasons.  In particular, while Malaysia and Singapore have their 
own distinctive political, economic, legal and social histories, there are also important 
features that they share in common.  Both states were British colonies, with Malaysia 
becoming independent in 1957 and Singapore in 1965.  In recent decades, under the rule of 
nationalist parties, both nations have experienced significant periods of economic growth and 
political stability.  The post-colonial era in these countries is notable both for being grounded 
in models of developmental capitalism and for mobilising ‘Asian values’ as a key but 
contested discourse that highlights ‘values that relate to cultural good, civic life, regional 
community and modernisation’ (Yue 2006: 21).  At the level of political leadership in both 
countries, arguments about values have been used to challenge what are seen as 
inappropriate dimensions of democracy and of individualism as practiced in western 
societies, with significant implications for media regulation in the post-independence context 
(Thompson 2001).  More recently, the 1997 Asian financial crisis and processes of 
globalisation, along with the emergence of digital information and communication 
technologies, have challenged existing institutional relations.  The political leadership in both 
countries has sought to promote themselves as at the leading edge of innovation, in 
particular through a focus on creative industries as a form of economic, political and social 
development (Chua 1999; Leo & Lee 2004).  By undertaking a comparative case study 
analysis, we can provide insights into the institutional relations that influence the contested 
processes of transformations in media markets in the two countries.   

Malaysia 
While social, political and economic transformations are occurring in Malaysia, government-
media relations remain closely connected, and in many instances are challenging for media 
independence and for public debate.  Mainstream Malaysian newspapers and television 
broadcasters have an ongoing history of extremely close links with the governing parties.  In 
print media, major newspapers include three English language dailies, two Malay-language 
dailies, five Chinese-language dailies, and two Tamil-language dailies.  In broadcast media, 
Radio Television Malaysia is the public service broadcaster which provides two free-to-air 
television channels. In addition, there are four privately owned free-to-air television channels, 
and a growing number of private subscription-based channels.  It is also possible to identify a 
number of media groups in Malaysia that control most of this mainstream media.  These 
groups include Media Prima Berhad, Star Publications (Malaysia) Berhad, Utusan Group 
(Malaysia) Berhad, Nanyang Press Holdings Berhad, Sin Chew Media Corporation Berhad, 
KTS Group, Penerbitan Sahabat (M) SDN Bhd, and Tamil Nesan.  While there are numerous 
media organisations in Malaysia, once their controlling interests are identified, it becomes 
evident that media ownership is highly concentrated, with the government being a major 
stakeholder.  Indeed, Malaysian news media are largely owned or indirectly controlled by the 
14 political parties which constitute the ruling Barisan Nasional (BN: National Front), which 
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has been elected to office in every election since independence (Bolongaita 2004; Means 
1996). 

Beyond issues of ownership, the government has sought other ways to engage with the 
media.  A range of legal measures have stifled ‘old’ media in Malaysia, linked to the history of 
British colonialism, in which the British colonial administration used legal measures such as 
licensing and censorship to contain media (Anuar 2000; Khattab 2004).  These legal 
measures include the Official Secrets Act 1972 which ‘prevents journalists from accessing 
information in any official document labelled as secret’, the Internal Security Act 1960 which 
allows detention without trial, and the Broadcasting Act 1988 that gives the Minister of 
Information significant control over television programming and broadcasting licences (Brown 
2005; Khattab 2004).  The Printing Presses and Publications Act 1984 (PPPA) regulates the 
use of printing presses, the printing, production, reproduction and distribution of publications, 
and the importation of publications from abroad.  The PPPA imposes a number of restraints 
in relation to these activities, and prescribes strong penalties for their breach, including jail 
sentences.  The PPPA gives ‘the home minister “absolute discretion” in awarding and 
revoking permits, and to disallow any judicial review of the process’ (Brown 2005: 41).  
According to Anuar (2000: 186), such use of the law has long-term effects on journalistic 
practice.  

In the years post-independence, ‘the importance of mass media, particularly radio and 
newspapers, gained prominence given the government’s preference that they should be 
useful tools of national development’ (Anuar 2000: 183). Anuar argues, however, that 
mainstream journalism in Malaysia has gradually been transformed.  While a model of 
‘development journalism’, defined as journalism contributing to national development by 
reporting both government successes and failures, was adopted in post-independence 
Malaysia, mainstream media now focuses primarily on positive stories to the benefit of the 
political elite (Anuar 2000: 184).  This outcome appears to be related, in part, to newsroom 
culture in Malaysia, where close links between political leaders, editors and publishers make 
it difficult for journalists to investigate political leaders (Anuar 2005; George 2006).   

In addition to the organisations and professionals directly involved in news production, 
including media organisations, government and journalists, a range of other organisations 
are increasingly involved in the Malaysian media market, and are contesting the boundaries 
of that market.  Critical among these are a range of civil society organisations, concerned 
with opening up discussions around media freedoms.  For example, Aliran was founded in 
1977 as Malaysia’s first human rights group, and first multi-ethnic social justice movement.  
While it remains non-partisan, it creates relationships with other social justice movements, 
such as Charter 2000, the Malaysian citizen’s media charter for an independent news media.  
Aliran publishes its own monthly magazine, and provides alternative news content for major 
media, providing a counter point to official government news sources.  Charter 2000 itself 
was created through the actions of a group of Malaysian individuals and organisations who 
sought to raise public awareness concerning Malaysian media.  It established a set of 
demands to realise media freedoms in Malaysia, including a proposed Freedom of 
Information Act, repealing various legislation considered to be too restrictive of media, 
establishing an independent Media Council, legislating to ensure accountable, independent 
publicly owned media, and media reform to promote more professional and ethical standards 
(Charter 2000).  The significance of such organisations, and of the networks between them, 
is their potential to challenge long established relations that dominate the media market.  As 
we explore below, this potential is intimately connected to the possibilities of emergent 
technologies. 
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There is also an important foreign media presence in Malaysia, which faces significant 
restrictions, in particular when covering stories on Malaysia itself.  In addition to concerns 
about content shown on foreign media, the Malaysian government imposes controls on 
foreign journalists and publications, primarily through the PPPA (Means 1996; Rodan 2004).  
The government has also legislated to restrict the reach of satellite broadcasting from outside 
the country, in particular by limiting the sizes of satellite dishes allowed, thereby ‘effectively 
preventing reception from outside the country’ (Brown 2005: 42). 

In summary, in Malaysia’s ‘fettered democracy’ (Netto 2002), mainstream media coverage of 
government policies is usually uncritical, while political opponents face limited reporting, 
particularly over calls for political reform.  Print media entrants with more independent 
coverage have faced strong commercial pressures from established rivals that have 
significant links with government (Reporters sans Frontières (RSF) 2004).  Within 
broadcasting, selective privatisation has not increased diversity and it remains tightly 
controlled.  While it is evident that there are strong limitations on media in Malaysia, it is also 
important to recognise that dynamic but contested elements have emerged more recently 
(Brown 2005; George 2006).  Tensions are revealed as the dominant pre-existing relations 
that constitute the organisational field of the Malaysian media market—and which are 
embedded in a post-independence development logic—are confronted by the possibilities for 
change as civil society organisations increasingly mobilise new media technologies in their 
strategies.  Before analysing these trends, however, we examine the relations between ‘old’ 
media and government in Singapore.  

Singapore 
While Singaporean politics is dominated by the governing People’s Action Party (PAP), the 
country is undergoing a complex, if partial, transition towards greater democratisation 
(George 2002).  Singapore appears well served by a large number of newspapers and 
broadcast television channels: there are at least 21 local newspapers, including titles such as 
the Straits Times (English), Berita Harian (Malay), Lianhe Zaobao (Chinese), and Tamil 
Murasu (Tamil).  In addition, there are ten broadcast television channels.  However, the 
government exercises far-reaching control of the media (Birch & Phillips 2003).  Following a 
series of mergers and closures from the 1980s onwards, all major newspapers in Singapore 
are owned by Media Corporation of Singapore (MediaCorp), an organisation owned by the 
government investment company, and by Singapore Press Holdings (SPH), which has close 
government ties.  The same applies to broadcasting, although cable television provides 
some foreign news channels.  Media content tends to be government-focused with little 
attention given to political opponents (Asian Media Information and Communication Centre 
(AMIC) 2000). 

In 2000, the media market underwent slight deregulation in an attempt to introduce limited 
forms of competition.  For example, SPH was granted a licence for two television stations 
and set up SPH Media Works, and MediaCorp Press Pty Ltd was granted a licence for a 
newspaper to compete with SPH and began publishing the free afternoon tabloid Today.  
However, more recent developments suggest a shift back towards an enforced media 
monopoly (Edge 2004; Lee & Willnat 2006).  For example, the introduction of controlled 
competition resulted in financial losses for both SPH and MediaCorp, and SPH signed an 
agreement with MediaCorp to merge their TV and free newspaper operations in an attempt 
to avoid losses and increase shareholder value. 

Government influence over media appears to be related to three critical dimensions, namely, 
legal regulation, the close relationship between the government, media ownership and 
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management, and the threat of legal action.  A striking feature of the government’s approach 
is that the media is considered to be an aid to government in the process of nation-building.  
Rather than freedom of the press from government, the approach in Singapore is ‘freedom of 
government from the press’ (Lee 1987).  The expectation is for the media to conform to an 
agenda determined by government, meaning much of the mainstream media uncritically 
informs the public of government messages (Lee 2005). 

Davies (1999: 79) argues the government’s desire to control the media can be traced to 
1959, when the PAP won the Singapore elections after a campaign in which it spent 
considerable energy criticising the media—particularly the Straits Times—for maligning their 
party.  The government justifies its approach to the media as being a product of the historical 
transition from British rule to independence, and has repeatedly demonstrated its willingness 
to restrict media that it considers has crossed the line in reporting on ‘sensitive’ issues 
(Davies 1999). This approach to the media has resulted in significant political consequences, 
including ‘creat[ing] a culture of self-censorship among media practitioners who, in their role 
as gatekeepers of information to the public, manage and control the coverage opposition 
parties receive’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 2-3). 

There is extensive legislation regulating the media in Singapore, including the Newspaper 
and Printing Presses Act 2002 Rev (NPPA), a range of other media-related legislation, 
common law and internal security legislation.  Such legislation includes the Undesirable 
Publications Act 1998 Rev, the Societies Act 1985 Rev, and the Sedition Act 1985 Rev.  
Crucially, the government has been prepared to use the law to challenge the media.  
Government use of legislation such as the Official Secrets Act 1985 Rev to restrict 
information flows and the Internal Security Act 1985 Rev to detain critics has combined to 
restrict media speech.  The threat of both civil and criminal defamation litigation appears to 
be a major cause of concern for journalists and commentators in Singapore, raising the 
possibility of self-censorship through a chilling effect.  The term ‘chilling effect’ is used in 
legal and media sociology literature to capture the process through which media does not 
publish stories about certain organisations or individuals for fear of being sued, resulting in 
damage to the quality of public debate about political and public interest issues (Dent & 
Kenyon 2004; Kenyon 2006). 

As in Malaysia, it is not only through overt use of legislation that the government seeks to 
influence media.  In the context of print media, control of the press is based crucially on 
processes of ‘political co-optation’ and ‘auto-regulation’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 9).  Political co-
optation ‘aims to win over formidable and outspoken critics by roping them into the “inner 
circle” of political management’, while auto-regulation ‘seeks to regulate and police criticisms 
by ensuring that they are articulated via government mediated channels or are preemptively 
quashed even before they are raised’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 9). 

Moving from domestic to foreign media, there is substantial access to foreign media in 
Singapore, including Dow Jones and Reuters.  Nevertheless, foreign media outlets and 
foreign journalists are closely regulated in Singapore.  All foreign news publications which 
report political matters in the region must register with the Singapore government and are 
required to lodge a bond.  The government may and does limit the circulation of foreign print 
publications, while foreign broadcasters may be ‘gazetted’ (or restricted) if they comment on 
domestic matters.  In addition, foreign publications critical of the Singapore government are 
often threatened with defamation suits (Chee 2001). 

In turning to civil society organisations in Singapore, it is notable that ‘Malaysia has an 
appreciably broader political society and thicker civil society than Singapore’ (George 2005: 
912).  There are no equivalents to Aliran in Singapore, while prior to the emergence of the 
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internet, there were almost no independent political publications.  As a result, the pre-internet 
media market in Singapore was influenced by civil society organisations to a much lesser 
extent than in Malaysia (George 2005). 

Despite these institutional and organisational restrictions on the independence of the media:  

The fact that there are real limits to press freedom does not negate the fact 
that there is also real space.  How journalists make use of this available 
space becomes an especially interesting question as society, government 
and the media itself undergo important transformations (George 2002: 178).   

Central to these transformations, in both Singapore and Malaysia, is the emergence of digital 
media technologies, and it is to new media that we now turn.   

‘New’ Media and Government: Emergent Relations 
National governments in both Malaysia and Singapore have been active in seeking to 
position their nations at the forefront of economic and societal transformations associated 
with the emergence of digital media technologies.  They have done this through explicit 
cultural and media policy measures, grounded in the language of new economy and creative 
industries, clearly connecting with debates around convergence and the emergence of a 
network society.  In this context, creative industries strategies have the self-proclaimed goal 
of ‘merg[ing] arts, technology and business as a way of ensuring a nation’s competitiveness 
within an integrated global economy’ (Yue 2006: 17-18).  Indeed, while governments around 
the world frame creative industries and cultural policy agendas in terms of ‘cultural 
citizenship’ aimed at promoting social inclusion, this strategy is centrally linked to ‘commodity 
production and wealth creation by commercial means’ (Flew 2005b: 244).  Processes of 
convergence and of remediation thereby become central to policy making.  As we examine 
the emergence of new media in both Malaysia and Singapore, it is critical to note that it is 
occurring in an institutional context within which governments consider digital technologies 
and media as key drivers for economic growth.  At the same time, these emerging trends 
have the potential to conflict with policy concerns emerging out of the ‘old’ media context, in 
particular, the concern to restrict political debate and political intervention in the name of 
promoting economic growth and post-independence nationalism.   

Malaysia 
Internet-based news media are challenging earlier understandings of media roles, and are at 
the cutting edge of journalism in many parts of Asia.  In Malaysia, independent internet-news 
media have grown substantially, and offer a space for relatively open public discussions.  An 
important example is the subscription based daily on-line newspaper, Malaysiakini, which 
reports receiving 50,000 visits daily (and three million page views monthly), and is arguably 
Malaysia’s only independent news organisation.  Such sites became popular as partisan 
reporting of the reform movement alienated people from traditional media forms.  According 
to Anuar, it is through such ‘websites that many Malaysians found avenues to articulate their 
views and grievances that would normally not see the light of day in the mainstream media’ 
(Anuar 2000: 188). Similarly, organisations such as Aliran run their own websites, and 
provide alternative news content for organisations like Malaysiakini (George 2005).  At the 
same time, it is important to recognise the potential impact of a ‘digital divide’, with Khattab 
noting that access to the subscription-based Malaysiakini, for example, ‘seems confined to 
the young, educated, urban Malaysians’ (Khattab 2004: 171). 
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The emergence of digital media is linked to the policy strategy of the government to present 
Malaysia as a location for high-tech investment.  As George has noted, in relation to both 
Malaysia and Singapore: 

[t]he internet’s introduction in the mid-1990s represented a fundamental 
discontinuity in [the] decades-old approach to media management…The 
internet’s perceived economic value dominated the authorities’ policy formulation, 
subordinating the goal of political control that had historically shaped media 
policy (George 2005: 907).   

In Malaysia, the Multimedia Super Corridor project (MSC), linked to the broader Vision 2020 
and the goal of creating an Asian Silicon Valley in Malaysia, included a Multimedia Bill of 
Guarantees with a pledge not to censor the internet (Brown 2005: 46). In addition, the 
government’s goal of promoting internet development as a crucial component of economic 
and social development, has meant that print licensing provisions do not apply to the 
internet, and sections of the Communications and Multimedia Act 1998 requiring some 
service providers to obtain licences are not being enforced.  These processes are part of a 
broader development strategy on the part of the Malaysian government, the result of which 
has been that ‘the Malaysian case is one of the most systemic and substantive socio-
economic and cultural transformations via ICTs in any country’ (Wong 2003: 290).  Indeed, 
the MSC was identified by then Prime Minister Mahathir as ‘a pilot project for harmonising 
our entire country with the global forces shaping the Information Age’ (Quoted in Wong 2003: 
295).  As Wong observes, ‘[c]learly, the MSC is more than a technical project-it is a social 
transformation project and is deeply implicated in discourses of post-industrial high tech 
futures’ (Wong 2003: 295). 

While seeking to attract investors to Malaysia through the promise of access to a 
technologically advanced and open society, pledges such as those included in the Bill of 
Guarantees, and the apparent protection of freedom of expression offered by the 
Communications and Multimedia Act 1998 do not provide complete protection from 
regulation. In particular, the government has issued frequent reminders about the 
possibilities of applying existing laws to seditious or defamatory information online (George 
2005).  In 2003, for example, authorities confiscated Malaysiakini’s computers in the course 
of investigations around its publication of a reportedly seditious letter, while people 
associated with various websites and use of email have been detained without trial.  In 
addition, government ministers at times have warned that what is illegal in print form is illegal 
online, and a minister in the Prime Minister’s Department has been quoted to the effect that: 
‘It goes without saying that even the Sedition Act could be applied’ (Anuar 2000: 189).  Such 
instances do not only have an impact on the specific case, but also send a strong message 
to other media organisations (Brown 2005; Chalaby 2000). 

Although such threats exist, the emergence of independent media has been supported by 
reform initiatives from journalists and civil society groups (Rodan 2004: 154).  Indeed, the 
emergence and development of the reformasi movement from 1998 onwards became 
crucially linked with online media.  In part, this is because the internet has escaped direct 
regulation as a result of deliberate government policy, and it also created a means for 
cooperation to develop among civil society organisations (Brown 2005). 

While there is potential for online media to ‘challenge’ mainstream media, most online news 
sources are not heavily resourced. Even Malaysiakini has experienced difficulties in 
sustaining financial support, for example through advertising, and in 2002 it introduced 
subscription rates (Brown 2005: 47).  RadiqRadio, another internet service, attempted an 
innovative solution to the financial question, without using subscriptions, by also operating as 
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a radio station based in the Indonesian island of Sumatra to avoid the need to get a 
Malaysian broadcast licence.  As reported by Brown, however, RadiqRadio ‘appears to have 
failed to sustain itself and its website has gone offline’ (Brown 2005: 48).  One result of 
resource challenges is that while some online media seek to ‘inform’ the public, much online 
media focuses on critically engaging with news as reported by mainstream media, rather 
than being in a position to develop ‘new’ news content.   

Although issues around resources and audience levels are significant, the wider context 
remains important:  

What in fact matters is not the overall level or average level of internet use in 
any quantifiable sense, but the qualitative success with which agents of 
change exploit specific aspects of the technology within a broader offline 
strategy (George 2005: 916).   

While online media in Malaysia faces profound challenges, it is playing a critical role, both in 
transforming the media market and in broader processes of contested political change in 
Malaysia. 

Singapore 
The Singapore government is keen to promote Singapore as a high technology hub, 
providing potential investors with access to the whole of Asia (Yue 2006).  Documents such 
as the 2002 Creative Economy Cultural Development Strategy lay at the foundation of an 
explicit government agenda to transform its cultural industry into a creative economy, while 
the 2003 government report Changing Mindsets, Deepening Relationships is a statement of 
intent to remake Singapore as a global media city (Leo and Lee 2004; Yue 2006).  A key 
feature underlying such strategies is further economic development, which has been 
supported by significant investment of government resources (Rodan 2003).  In the early 
2000s, the Singapore government indicated that the creative industries, including media, 
could contribute up to 6 per cent of GDP by 2012, an increase from between 2.8 and 3.2 per 
cent in 2000 (Leo & Lee 2004).  This strategy has had flow on effects for people living in 
Singapore, with the government providing every household in Singapore with an internet 
address.  As Yue notes, the rate of domestic internet connection in Singapore ‘outstrip[s] the 
United States and Japan.  This policy has earned Singapore the status of the world’s first 
digital economy’ (Yue 2006: 20).  Lee and Willnat argue that: 

[t]oday, with 99% of households and businesses connected to a nationwide 
broadband network and more than 66% of the population computer-literate, 
Singaporeans are considered more tech-savvy than Americans, Britons or 
Australians’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 13).   

At the same time, the Singapore government requires that ISPs register with the Media 
Development Authority. In 2003, for example, there were three licensed internet access 
providers in Singapore, Pacific Internet, SingNet, and StarHub Internet, and all were 
government-controlled (Lee 2003). 

Some mainstream media publishes independent commentaries on domestic issues, but 
greater public debate is found online (RSF 2004). The digital arena appears to be more 
significant than the ‘managed’ space for speech at the physical ‘Speakers’ Corner’, although 
internet sites risk difficulties with defamation and related laws.  Internet discussion sites such 
as Sintercom (Singapore Internet Community), supported by developing civil society groups 
(Bolongaita 2004), face tremendous pressure from government.  Sintercom itself, established 
in 1994, was able to evade internet regulation requirements by describing itself as a ‘civic 
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organisation’ rather than a political one, but in 2001 it shut down in the face of increasing 
pressure to register.  While a new Sintercom site was established in 2002, it was conducted 
through a server external to Singapore and the editor remained anonymous (Rodan 2003).  
Other sites, including TalkingCock, have sought to avoid registration by similar strategies, 
arguing they are purely satirical humour sites, and not political sites.   

In addition, a number of political parties have sought to use the internet to communicate with 
the public.  The opposition National Solidarity Party launched a website in 1995, provoking a 
response from the PAP which launched a ‘Young PAP website’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 13).  
Mainstream media has also moved quickly online, with both SPH and MediaCorp, through 
the AsiaOne and Channel NewsAsia web portals, commanding high audiences (Lee 2005).  
This illustrates how, in discussions of online media, it is vital to recognise that not all 
websites are oppositional, and indeed many of the most popular sites clearly represent the 
agenda of the government. 

Further regulatory responses have come from the government, for example, seeking to 
restrict online publication of ‘prohibited material’, defined as objectionable on broad public 
interest and public morality grounds (Lee & Willnat 2006: 14).  The government has also 
passed a range of measures aimed at online media, including requiring ‘content providers 
with “political messages” or “political advertising” to register with the Internet regulator, the 
Media Development Authority’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 15).  Further, ‘the government has also 
“authorized” the Singapore police and other state agencies to conduct regular checks on ISP 
accounts of public users’ (Lee & Willnat 2006: 16; see also Rodan 2003).  As Rodan (2003) 
argues, government internet regulation is related to at least two issues.  First, ‘the worry that 
the internet might increase the capacity for competition with the ruling party by enabling its 
critics to get around the dominance of the government-controlled domestic media’.  Second, 
‘the PAP was worried about the potential of the Internet to foster a genuine civil society by 
challenging the officially enforced compartmentalization of political engagement and by 
facilitating collective political action’ (Rodan 2003: 515). 

In summary, the Singaporean government has an equivocal approach to the internet (Lee 
2005).  It considers the internet an important means of technological development, but it has 
also acted swiftly against what it perceives to be unfavourable online media coverage.  
Analysts have suggested that results in forms of self-censorship online, based on fear of 
government reprisal (Lee 2005).  While the Singaporean government seeks more explicitly to 
regulate online media, Lee argues that, ‘it is only by going on-line that one may be able to 
creatively and critically discuss…the mediated politics of journalism and civil society in 
Singapore’ (Lee 2005: 3).  Websites located both within and outside Singapore provide 
significant critical news reports and investigations on Singapore (Rodan 2003: 517).  The 
result is at least the potential to create important linkages between digital technologies, 
agents of change, and broader offline strategies. 

Conclusions: Media and Public Debate 
The cases of Malaysia and Singapore reveal that a broad range of factors exist that influence 
both the relationship between the media and government, as they come together to form 
media markets, and the possibilities for media to operate as a site of public debate.  While 
legislation and other forms of law regulate media speech, there are significant formal and 
informal relationships and practices that influence the possibility of mediated public debate.  
Particularly notable here is a chilling effect, where media organisations learn from 
experiences in other media forms about what is and is not possible.  Even in the context of 
emerging digital media, while governments in both countries have adopted a language of 
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non-regulation as a means of attracting investors, in everyday media practice significant 
forms of formal and informal regulation are emerging.  This is indicative of the critical point 
that new media technologies do not emerge in a vacuum. They are developed and 
introduced in specific institutional contexts, which have a profound influence on their 
operation.  In the case of both Singapore and Malaysia, a significant feature of these 
contexts is that government policy in relation to promoting new media technologies creates at 
times a direct conflict with longstanding policy regulating media speech, which in turn 
represents shifts in where governments see economic futures lying.  As such, the analysis in 
this paper shows the significance of the concepts of convergence and remediation.  In 
particular, while new media forms are emerging and are challenging existing media forms, 
they do not so in isolation, but operate precisely through their connections to existing media.  
Such processes also suggest the relevance of network society analyses, in which key sites 
of social and political struggle emerge around who controls the production and dissemination 
of information, while also pointing to the increasingly close relations between political and 
media practice. 

Still, internet-based media can well be seen as journalism’s leading edge in Malaysia and 
Singapore.  In Malaysia, the subscription-based online daily Malaysiakini is an example of 
the emergent internet media offering a democratic space (AMIC 2000) for vigorous public 
debate (Balraj 2003).  Similarly, in Singapore, what Reporters sans Frontières as called ‘the 
only real freedom’ for media is found on-line (RSF 2004).  Analyses of these potentials need 
to avoid technological determinism.  While digital technologies are crucial in providing an 
opportunity for more diverse voices to have media access, so too are the social, political and 
economic contexts, and the media markets, in which the technologies are emerging.  In 
particular, the emergence of civil society organisations and new forms of journalistic practice 
are critical if the potential of digital media to provide a space for public debate is to be 
realised. 

There appear to be certain commonalities in the media markets of Malaysia and Singapore, 
and they face similar contested processes of transformation linked to the emergence of 
digital media technologies and civil society organisations.  At the same time, variations also 
appear, which can be linked to the specific political, legal and economic contexts of each 
country, and affect the potential of the media to be a site of public debate.  Such 
commonalities and variations in processes have a significant impact on the organisational 
field of the media market, where ‘the interorganizational, professional, social and indeed 
cultural space within which journalists situate or orient their action and interaction’ (Benson 
2004b: 311) are undergoing processes of contested transformation.  Factors such as formal 
and informal regulation, the emergence of digital media technologies and their relationship 
with political and social transformation, are suggestive also of the value in detailed analysis 
on these issues in the contexts of these two countries.  They are also suggestive of the 
range of issues that could be considered in analyses of media markets, and of 
transformations in media-government relations in other countries, both in the Asia-Pacific 
region and beyond. 
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