Rosyidah Muhamad (2011):
Political Blogging and the Public Sphere in Malaysia.
In Nikolaj Gandrup Borchorst, Susanne Bødker, Nathalie Colineau, Matthias Korn, Cécile Paris (Eds.),
International Reports on Socio-Informatics (IRSI),
Proceedings of the C&T 2011 Workshop on Government and Citizen Engagement
(Vol. 8, Iss. 2, pp. 23-31)

Abstract. In recent years, Malaysian politicians have increasingly turned to the Internet as a
method of communication. Several Malaysian politicians are using blogging as a political tool
case study, this paper examines political blogging and the role it plays in the public sphere in
Malaysia and of deliberative.democracy.

Abdullah Badawai was replaced by Najib Razak who has shown himself to be
much credible than his predecessor. His 1Malaysia concept and promises of real
economic reforms under his New Economic Model (NEM) and Economic
Transformation Plan (ETP) seems to have restored confidence of the people in his
government and has garnered popular support for the BN (Chin, 2010). Besides his
revitalise the country through the concept of 1Malaysia (Azizuddin, 2009). Most
importantly, Najib takes a different approach than previous Prime Ministers by using
ICT to be close to people. On the official 1Malaysia website, he wrote 1Malaysia is
intended to provide a free and open forum to discuss the things that matter deeply to
us as a Nation 1. For example, in a blog posting dated August 23, 2010, Najib asked
people to contribute their ideas to the 2011 Budget and promised to incorporate their
views in the budget. In fact, this situation is rarely practised in Malaysia as previously
-
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1Malaysia.com is particularly noteworthy, as it serves as a central
communication platform and provides links to the profiles of all other portals. The
website is well organised and utilises multimedia tools such as YouTube and a slideshow of pictures from Flickr. See figure 1.

1Malaysia Comments
Readers of 1Malaysia need to register their name in the 1Malaysia system before they
can post any comment on the blog. Najib no doubt is acutely aware of the possibility
of offensive comments by readers and that the appearance of such comments would
reflect negatively on his position as Prime Minister. Therefore, only comments with
comments
used. Most of the discussion and feedback relates to social and economic development
issues.
Judging from the number of comments, Najib does very well in reaching an
audience. For every posting, the blog has received no less than 45 comments from the
audience. Within two years of starting the blog, it received 20,470 comments, which
is considerably more than other politicians have received around the world. According
to Ward and Francoli (2008:34) in their study of British and Canadian parliamentary

, after Najib became Prime Minister in April 2009, the
comments increased considerably from 468 in March 2009 to 1,553 in April 2009.
Then, from April 2009 until September 2010, he received an average of 1,119
comments per month. Arguably, the status of Najib, as Prime Minister, is a likely
factor in the increase in his audience and the number of comments in his blog. The
1Malaysia blog apparently
powerful man in Malaysia.
The National Budget 2011
A post in August 2010 titled The National Budget 2011 received the highest
number of comments by the readers 2,106. The majority of the comments focused
on requests for a betterment of their life. Suggestions by the readers include: a)
increments in salary, b) implementation of a minimum wage policy, c) reduced taxes
and the provision of subsidies for citizens to help them manage the rising cost of
living, d) concerns about the quality of education and rising cost of education, e)
the need to upgrade Internet and broadband services, f) controls on the price of
consumer goods, g) increased development in rural areas to attract opportunities for
youth, h) incentives for green technology development, i) increased allocation for
national security, j) programs for illegal immigrants.
Rakyat

ber, 14, 2010, Najib praises the

studied all the suggestions given in his 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 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
.4

Interactivity in the 1Malaysia Blog

Based on the analysis of two years of content, it is apparent that Najib picks up a
thought or question by the readers in the comment section and replies to these in the
form of a new blog entry. He also mentions the reader s name when answering them.
In almost every response, Najib finishes by thanking the reader for the questions and
explicitly invites all readers to share their thoughts and interact with him in his blog. It
is also apparent that Najib has developed his own way to create the sense of
recording to reply to comments by the readers. This makes it obvious that it is Najib
who replies to the comments on his blog, countering the claims of some people that
Najib does not do so. For example, Bakri Musa (2009: 1), who analysed political
hird person perspective instead

As well as continually asking readers to contact him, Najib organised an event to
meet his online friends.
and was particularly aimed at Najib interacting face-to-face with the readers and
connecting with them more closely6.

Discussion
Deliberative democracy is understood to be a rational discourse in which a certain
political position is debated and clarified. Through the arena of the public sphere,
people freely come together and discuss political issues and influence political action.
The public sphere is important for the exercise of deliberative democracy, and is
l access to
characterised by two distinctive features. The first
information, opinion and institutions, and the second is the enhanced political
participation through discussion and debate on certain issues that would influence the
political action (Wilhelm, 2000; Fishkin, 1991). Thus, the Internet is credited with the
potential to contribute to the public sphere and, therefore, to deliberative democracy.

Access to information
An important aspect of democracy is access to information. Many political theorists
argue that the role of information has led to electronic democracy because the Internet
can influence the distribution and flow of information throughout society. Doctor

6 See http://www.1malaysia.com.my/blog/a-successful-saturday/, retrieved October, 28, 2010

tools they need to participate in the decision making structures that affect their daily

In light of this possibility, the 1Malaysia blog shows that the willingness of the
government to publish information related to policy would be one element of
deliberative democracy. Through this method, the citizens can easily inform
themselves on political issues (Jansen and Koop, 2005). Citizens are also likely to be
better informed prior to making a decision. However, the information on the
1Malaysia blog focuses on certain policies, some of which are already being discussed
in the traditional mass media. Obviously, the 1Malaysia blog only emphasises on that
matter.
Najib does not provide any feedback to comments critical of certain aspects of
his administration. These are ignored. Indeed, it must be assumed that many
comments are not published as the 1Malaysia team reserves the right to not publish
7. Moreover, readers need to
register themselves in the system by providing their names as well as their email
address. This step would make readers aware that their identity could be tracked if
they are critical towards the government. This is in contrast to the criterion of
deliberative democracy, as, according to Chambers (2003), deliberat
discussion aimed at producing reasonable well-informed opinions in which
participants are willing to revise preferences in light of discussion, new information

Enhanced deliberative and interactivity
Cyber optimists consider that the Internet could revolutionise democracy for the
public opinion to which official policymakers can be held accountable, and enabling
citizens to see the result of their influence on the policy action (Azzizuddin, 2009). In
number of suggestions were made on the Budget 2011 and that posting received the
highest number of comments from readers. This shows that people are eager to voice
their opinion. Individual voices which may have not have been heard and not come to
public notice previously, can do so through the Internet. It is now possible that the
ideas expressed through this medium can gain enough public support urging
policymakers to take these opinions into account. It also enables the public to
contribute to the process of deliberative democracy in Malaysia. Adding to this
optimism is Na
comments and suggestions made regarding the budget.
When the Budget 2011 was tabled in Parliament on October 15, 2010 8, most
people in Malaysia, from the civil-servant to the business developers, could expect to
be affected by the budget allocations. Regarding the suggestions made by readers of

made. Firstly, the main concern by the majority of readers who commented on the
blog was the implementation of a minimum wage policy. In the 2011 budget, there
was little reference to any form of minimum wage policy. The few references relate to
wage levels for security guards, Imam9 and certain religious teachers. It was also
announced that female civil servants would have longer paid maternity leave.
education, the government allocated a significant amount of money for the operational
expenditure and infrastructure such as building schools and upgrading the facilities.
The budget also took into consideration the allocation of funds for various programs
and training for youth under the 1Malaysia Training Program. As per the suggestions
on the blog that the government should increase development in rural areas, the
budget also allocated amounts for the purpose of constructing new roads and bridges
in rural areas throughout the country and upgrading drainage systems to enhance the
quality of the

Conclusion
In sum
through his blog, 1Malaysia. Najib uses his blog as a forum for people to contribute
their ideas and he also engages by responding to the readers. Compared to other
political bloggers, Najib demonstrates a significant commitment to maintaining
dialogue with readers.

However, deliberative democracy qualitatively requires more than that. The
communication tactics by Najib which avoid critical and political debate in his blog
show that it is unable to fulfil the process of deliberative democracy. Moreover,
through the filter of the 1Malaysia moderating team, Najib selects the comments by
readers and only responds to those comments that are not critical. This practice
contradicts the principles of deliberative democracy. In addition, even though there
were some budget allocations for the people as
the 2011 budget was similar to the previous budget, making it, as Lim (2011)
ccepting deliberative
of the Internet is to contribute to the public sphere and promote the principles of
deliberative democracy, political blogging must be substantive and not, as in the
case of Malaysian Prime Minister Najib, merely popular.
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