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Al Jazeera, a Qatar-based, Arabic-language satellite news chan-
nel, is arguably one of the Middle East’s—and the world’s—
most influential news sources. Established in 1996, Al Jazeera 

is credited with defying media censorship and expanding the margin of 
press freedoms across the Middle East. Though it receives much of its 
funding from the emir of Qatar, the station has been widely recognized 
as an independent news voice in the Middle East. Many communications 
analysts also believe that the channel’s broadcasts—particularly those de-
picting Arab and Muslim suffering around the world—have shaped pub-
lic opinion on a variety of issues, especially U.S. foreign policies.

Al Jazeera is perhaps also the world’s most controversial media organiza-
tion, having gained notoriety for its critical tone toward Arab regimes and 
U.S. and Israeli policies in the Muslim world. The U.S. government has 
assailed Al Jazeera for airing video messages from Osama Bin Laden and 
for broadcasting coverage perceived as anti-American (former U.S. defense 
secretary Donald Rumsfeld famously lambasted Al Jazeera as “terror TV”). 
The station’s feisty reporting has also irked many Mideast governments—
which have not hesitated to ban Al Jazeera from their countries.

The BirTh of al Jazeera english 

Given Al Jazeera’s tumultuous history, the 2006 launch of Al Jazeera 
English (AJE) has attracted a fair amount of attention. This 24-hour 
English-language satellite news channel is independent of the Arabic-
language channel, but part of the broader Al Jazeera network (which 
features sports and children’s programming in addition to news) and a 
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beneficiary of the Qatari emir’s financial largesse. AJE has boldly de-
clared its intention to “reverse the flow” of information (which it con-
tends has traditionally moved from the West to the East) by training its 
cameras on the underreported regions of the non-Western world. In the 
words of AJE journalist Riz Khan—who, like many of AJE’s reporters 
and managers, previously worked with Western media organizations—
while American news channels “show the missiles taking off, Al Jazeera 
shows them landing.”1

Is the world tuning in to this new channel? According to recent esti-
mates, the station now reaches 113 to 120 million homes worldwide—
more than twice the number of households that receive Al Jazeera’s 
Arabic-language news channel, and almost half the number of homes that 
get CNN International, a network that has existed for several decades.2 
The station is available through satellite or cable television. AJE’s pro-
gramming can also be viewed on the Internet via the website YouTube.
com, where AJE has a dedicated page, as well as on the station’s own 
website, english.aljazeera.net. According to AJE’s own data, the channel 
is now available in at least 60 countries. This global reach is enhanced by 
its decentralized structure; Al Jazeera English’s broadcasts emanate from 
four different “broadcast centers” around the world. Over every 24-hour 
period, one center airs AJE’s coverage live for a block of time before 
handing the live broadcast over to the next center. One broadcast center 
is in Doha, Qatar, where the Al Jazeera network is headquartered. Two 
others are in Washington and London. The fourth broadcast center is 
located in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

DaTeline souTheasT asia

Al Jazeera English’s top management often refers to Asia as an “impor-
tant market” and a “key” area for the broadcaster’s growth. Not surpris-
ingly, AJE has a major presence in Asia, with dozens of bureaus. Much 
of this footprint is found in Southeast Asia. In addition to the Kuala 
Lumpur (KL) broadcast center, there are bureaus in Jakarta, Manila, and 
Sydney, with Bangkok perhaps to follow. AJE can be seen in Malaysia, 
Indonesia, New Zealand, Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines. 

Al Jazeera’s decision in late 2004 to establish an AJE broadcast center 
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in Malaysia generated an immediate buzz within Southeast Asia’s media 
sphere. Some wondered if AJE’s arrival portended an assault on press 
restrictions in the region, which, like the Middle East, is no bastion of 
journalistic freedom. A Malaysia-based media expert, writing in Asia 
Times, noted that Al Jazeera “has challenged traditional barriers of press 
freedom in the Middle East,” and has “forced outlets subservient to dra-
conian Arab governments to either change or risk being ignored.” Given 
this track record,

Who’s to say al-Jazeera can’t become the same inspiring equipoise 
in Asia? In places like Malaysia, which consistently lands in the 
basement of press freedom indices, and where the variety of print 
and broadcast media eerily mirrors the choices on an old Soviet-era 
supermarket shelf, a stronger challenge to the status quo is sorely 
needed.3

Others hoped that Al Jazeera’s ability to circumvent government-
erected press barriers would mean more and better coverage of some 
of Southeast Asia’s underreported and sensitive stories, such as violence 
in East Timor, the insurgency in southern Thailand, and rebel activity 
in the Philippines. According to one early observer of AJE, writing in 
December 2006, the new station had already “aired detailed reports on 
East Timor and treats the Thai insurgency as a running story[,] not as a 
special feature to be focused on briefly and forgotten for weeks at a time, 
as tends to be the case on CNN and the BBC.”4 Other early AJE features 
included stories on racial tensions in Malaysia and an interview with a 
member of the Indonesian extremist group Jemaah Islamiyah—not typi-
cal fare for the region’s cautious media.

Yet even with this giddy talk about shattering press restrictions and 
illuminating forgotten stories, there was no shortage of naysayers. In 
the weeks before launch, some pointed to the irony of AJE basing a 
broadcast center “in a media neighborhood virtually locked down by the 
ruling party.”5 Censorship, some observers contended, was a strong pos-
sibility. Other skeptics noted that AJE’s impact could be limited in areas 
of Southeast Asia where English is not understood, or in non-Muslim 
parts of the region. Still others argued at the time that the arrival of 
a fresh, non-Western media voice would not be a novelty: Asia-based 
Western or Western-run media (such as the Far Eastern Economic Review, 
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Asiaweek, and Asian Wall Street Journal) were declining, while new local 
independent media resources promoting non-Western perspectives (such 
as blogs) were proliferating.6

Perhaps Kavi Chongkittavorn, a leading Thai journalist, put it best in 
April 2006: the Asian television news scene is “already overcrowded,” 
and AJE “will be judged solely on its performance.”7 Approximately two 
years after AJE’s launch and the establishment of its Kuala Lumpur broad-
cast center, how can Al Jazeera English’s performance in Southeast Asia 
be judged? In an effort to answer this question and others, the Wilson 
Center’s Asia and Middle East programs hosted a half-day conference 
about AJE’s Southeast Asia operations on April 7, 2008. The objective 
was to provide context for AJE’s arrival in Southeast Asia; to assess its 
impact so far; and to consider its future prospects in the region. Each of 
the essays appearing in this volume was prepared for this conference. 
The geographic focus, both at the conference and in this collection, is on 
the Muslim-majority nations of Indonesia and Malaysia. 

al Jazeera english in souTheasT asia: an overview

In the first essay, Marwan M. Kraidy of the University of Pennsylvania 
examines Al Jazeera English’s struggle to establish an identity—and how 
Asia fits into this struggle. Unlike Al Jazeera’s Arabic-language channel, 
which comfortably regards itself as an Arab medium targeting an Arabic-
speaking audience, AJE awkwardly seeks to reconcile its status as an 
English-language global network with its relationship to the network’s 
Middle East regional brand. AJE’s main challenge, Kraidy writes, “resides 
in the fact that the Al Jazeera brand’s strong association with the Middle 
East, the Arabic language, and the Islamic religion hinders its claim to 
be a truly global, English-language channel not narrowly associated with 
any region of the world.” Marketing itself as a global, English-language 
news channel also forces AJE to compete with the likes of media power-
houses CNN International and BBC, both of which enjoy “potent brand 
identities.” Kraidy asserts that the BBC, with its perceived impartiality, 
its “public service journalistic tradition,” and lack of association with the 
United States, is a particularly formidable rival for Al Jazeera English. Yet 
he acknowledges that AJE’s financial backing from Qatar’s emir puts the 
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station at an advantage over both CNN and the BBC, which must accord 
“the utmost consideration” toward their bottom lines. And at a time of 
high global energy prices, this source of funding is particularly fortuitous. 

How can AJE stay true to the Al Jazeera regional brand while simul-
taneously developing into a global media force? According to Kraidy, 
Asia is the answer. “With its large population of Muslims and its high 
number of English speakers,” he explains, “Asia emerges as a compro-
mise between Al Jazeera’s regionally based brand heritage and its ambi-
tion to become a global player.” Yet the channel’s presence in Asia may 
create additional challenges. Kraidy says that while anecdotal evidence 
points to AJE’s popularity in Southeast Asia, the region is known for 
a lack of “accurate audience ratings.” The dearth of such ratings may 
dampen advertisers’ enthusiasm for the channel and “sap the morale” of 
reporters, who cannot know if many people are watching.

Ohio University’s Drew McDaniel provides some historical context 
for AJE’s foray into Southeast Asia, tracing past interactions between gov-
ernments and media in Indonesia and Malaysia, two countries rife with 
ethnic and linguistic diversity. Following independence, state-controlled 
media policies were implemented in both nations to promote national 
unification. However, as non-state communications technologies—
particularly satellites and the Internet—began entering each nation’s 
media space, exerting state control over media became difficult. “The 
fundamental problem faced by governments in Malaysia and Indonesia,” 
McDaniel notes, “was that these [non-state] alternatives were much 
more popular than state-controlled media.” Consequently, audiences for 
the countries’ state-run broadcasters dwindled, and the efforts of Jakarta 
and KL to promote national unification grew imperiled.

Today, satellites and the Internet remain prominent in both countries’ 
media environments—and these technologies enable Malaysians and 
Indonesians to watch Al Jazeera English. The Indonesian satellite pack-
agers IndoVision and Astro Nussantara offer AJE, as does the Malaysian 
satellite provider ASTRO. Yet McDaniel sounds a note of caution. The 
popularity of Internet- and satellite-delivered international news services 
in Indonesia and Malaysia has been driven by their independence from 
“centralized information control.” Because this independence makes 
government officials “uncomfortable,” he concludes that tensions be-
tween these media organizations and governments “seem unavoidable.”
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However, this uneasiness about non-state-controlled media has not 
stopped the Malaysian government from guaranteeing editorial indepen-
dence to Al Jazeera English, part of a satellite media network with a strong 
tradition of independence from state control. This pledge, says Trish 
Carter, was a critical factor governing AJE’s eventual decision to base 
its Asia broadcast center in KL. Carter is a New Zealand journalist who 
previously served as AJE’s first Asia-Pacific bureau chief. She recounts her 
experiences preparing the KL broadcast center for launch—a challenge, 
she writes, “that is unlikely to be repeated in my professional life.”

Carter’s initial fears about a lack of AJE commitment to Asia were 
put to rest by two incidents that occurred during the pre-launch period. 
One was the pronouncement made by Wadah Khanfar, the Al Jazeera 
network’s director-general, that Asia was AJE’s second-most important 
market, after the Middle East. “This showed prescience on his part,” 
Carter notes, given the region’s influence, its growing links with the 
Middle East and Africa, and its “significant and broad-based” news sto-
ries. The second time she was assured of AJE’s commitment to Asia was 
when she presented pre-cut stories from Beijing, Manila, and Papua New 
Guinea to senior editorial staff in Doha. The editors were “impressed” 
by these “broad-based” stories from Asia. “It was the view of the senior 
team,” she recalls, that after the Middle East, Asia (along with Africa) 
had “the biggest range of stories to offer, with the type of pictures that 
breathe life into bulletins.” She knew then that news from the KL broad-
cast center “would be in demand.”

AJE’s emphasis on Asia-based reportage did not make Carter’s job 
of setting up the Asia-Pacific bureau any easier. When she first arrived 
on the 60th floor of Petronas Tower 2, the towering KL skyscraper that 
would house the new broadcast center, she found no bank account, com-
pany registration, equipment, or staff. She writes of the “painstaking and 
difficult recruitment process” necessary to attract top talent to a “yet-to-
be established international news channel” with “more conspiracies and 
rumors surrounding it than were useful.” Another challenge was finding 
local reporters willing to uphold the Al Jazeera network’s spunky brand 
of journalism. According to Carter, Asian journalists are more cautious 
than their Western counterparts. Often working in a “culture of censor-
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ship,” they repeatedly consider the impact their material will have on 
their country and government. Many prospective KL staff, in their job 
interviews with Carter, said their first “port-of-call” for any news story 
would be their ministry of information. Indeed, she says, government 
officials in Asia “casually assumed” they would be advised of potentially 
sensitive material prior to its airing on AJE—and they would register 
“genuine puzzlement, surprise, and hurt” when rebuffed.

Despite these travails, Carter writes fondly of her time in KL. In Asia, 
she concludes, people “want their stories to be told,” and “our cameras 
and correspondents were almost universally welcomed.” Carter’s empha-
sis on people, and on the human element of news coverage, is echoed by 
her former colleague Veronica Pedrosa. In her essay, Pedrosa, an AJE 
presenter at the KL broadcast center, explains that AJE’s editorial policy 
is driven by the question, “Is it news?” News, in this case, is defined as 
anything that affects people—including “in areas kept deliberately in the 
dark.” In Southeast Asia, according to Pedrosa, news is the food short-
age in West Timor; the plight of Hmong tribes in Laos; conflict in the 
southern Philippines and Thailand; and protests for electoral reform in 
Malaysia. These, she declares, are otherwise “neglected stories” that AJE 
has covered extensively. She accords special attention to AJE’s reportage 
on the Malaysia protests.

Malaysia: The Kuala luMpur proTesTs

Several of this volume’s contributors portray this AJE protest coverage—
and the response it sparked—as an indication of the station’s growing 
ability to influence media environments, public opinion, and even gov-
ernments’ hold on power. On November 10, 2007, political opposition 
groups and a variety of civil society actors staged demonstrations in 
downtown Kuala Lumpur. The protestors, marching peacefully, were 
calling for electoral reform and better treatment of the country’s eth-
nic minorities. Riot police soon moved in and crushed the demonstra-
tions with water cannons and tear gas—a response captured live by AJE 
cameras.

Soon after AJE aired this coverage, the KL bureau received a phone 
call from an irate viewer—Zainuddin Maidin, Malaysia’s information 
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minister. He was livid about AJE’s reportage and demanded that it be 
more “balanced.” Pedrosa describes what happened next: Maidin, after 
being informed that 22 of his government colleagues had refused to 
comment about the police’s harsh response, agreed to submit to an on-
air interview. The minister, speaking live, “insinuated” that the AJE 
journalist reporting on the story “had been acting,” and that “there had 
been no clashes” between protestors and police. Yet even while he spoke, 
AJE ran footage of these very “clashes.” In a bizarre and rambling tirade, 
Maidin also accused the network of portraying the country as undemo-
cratic. “We are not Pakistan, we are not Myanmar,” he shouted. 

Thanks to bloggers and other independent media, word spread rap-
idly about AJE’s coverage of the protest and of its interview with Maidin. 
Droves of people flocked to YouTube to view the footage. In KL, says 
Pedrosa, AJE’s reportage became “the water-cooler story of the week”—
particularly because no other television network broadcast footage of the 
police crackdown. She excerpts a story from Bernama, Malaysia’s state 
news agency, which warns that “Malaysians should not be easily taken 
in by what was shown in [sic] the Al-Jazeera satellite television station 
particularly on issues smearing Malaysia’s image and reputation.” In fact, 
many were indeed “taken in,” and as of this writing, hundreds of thou-
sands of people had watched the AJE footage on YouTube.8

What conclusions emerge from this narrative? Pedrosa suggests that 
AJE dealt a setback to the Malaysian government’s ability to control 
the media. She reveals that local newspaper editors met with govern-
ment officials to inform the latter how difficult it had become to pub-
lish “farcical non-reports” about the protests, when AJE was providing 
clear proof of what actually happened. Carter asserts that the incident 
demonstrates how the presence of an international news channel makes 
more difficult the efforts of governments to manipulate news coverage 
on state-sponsored channels. And McDaniel reasons that by “creating a 
fuss” over AJE’s protest coverage, Malaysia’s government “unwittingly” 
helped raise public consciousness of the channel.

Several months after the demonstrations, Malaysia held parliamen-
tary elections. Many members of the ruling National Front coalition—
including Maidin, the information minister—lost their parliamentary 
seats, denying the coalition its two-thirds majority for the first time in 
several decades. The University of Southern California’s Shawn Powers 



Introduction

| 13 |

and Mohammed el-Nawawy of Queens University of Charlotte argue 
that AJE’s coverage of the 2007 protests, by undermining the govern-
ment’s credibility and strengthening the political opposition and other 
antigovernment forces, played a crucial role in helping produce this elec-
toral outcome. Their essay is supported by the results of focus groups and 
interviews they conducted in Malaysia in 2007 and 2008, as part of a 
six-country study of the views of Al Jazeera English viewers.

Malaysian government credibility was weakened on both the global 
and local stages. Internationally, the channel’s protest coverage “ex-
posed” the fragility of Malaysia’s political system—a fragility the gov-
ernment had sought to hide in order to maintain the global percep-
tion of the country as a “safe haven” for foreign economic investment. 
Domestically, the coverage rendered moot the government’s contention 
that it used the “utmost restraint” in its response to the demonstrations. 
Powers and el-Nawawy, drawing from their survey data, illustrate how 
dramatically Maidin’s buffoonish behavior diminished Malaysian pub-
lic views of the government. “Maidin’s performance,” they write, “was 
seen almost universally by the Malaysian citizenry as a disgraceful rep-
resentation of the country’s policies.” Their interview subjects professed 
shame and embarrassment over their minister’s “inarticulate defense” of 
the forceful police response.

The Powers/el-Nawawy essay also highlights a second protest that 
took place in KL, on November 24, 2007. This time, images of the 
rally—which promoted equal rights for ethnic Indians—were plas-
tered across local newspapers and beamed on local television broadcasts. 
Significantly, however, this domestic media coverage focused on the 
damage protestors caused to public property, whereas AJE’s coverage 
emphasized the protest’s democratic objectives and the police response—
which once again was heavy-handed.9 Soon after the November 24 pro-
test, five leading organizers were arrested. These arrests—a story covered 
extensively by AJE—convinced many Malaysians that the government 
was not ready to address the concerns of ethnic minorities. As a result, 
Powers and el-Nawawy argue, the arrests “became rallying points for 
opposition parties to the ruling coalition.” In effect, AJE’s coverage am-
plified the grievances of the country’s opposition. Additionally, the sta-
tion provided background and context that “helped mobilize opinion” 
against the government. “Simply put,” they write, the news channel 
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“became an actor on behalf of the oppositional and nongovernmental 
forces” in KL, which in turn helped unify sentiment against the ruling 
coalition.

Powers and el-Nawawy intimate that AJE may also have scored a 
victory for press freedom in Malaysia. One focus group participant, 
speaking in January 2008, described “a new freedom of speech” lacking 
previously. Yet perhaps the essay’s most telling quotation comes from 
the director of Media Prima, Malaysia’s state-run media conglomerate. 
Reflecting on the impact of AJE’s protest coverage, he admitted to the 
authors in early 2008 that “we will lose our audience to AJE” if more 
coverage is not dedicated to “sensitive political issues.” He claimed that 
the minister of information “understands that things must change.”

inDonesia: DivergenT perspecTives

Might AJE’s reportage in Malaysia—and its dramatic effects—be repli-
cated elsewhere in Southeast Asia? More broadly, could AJE help facili-
tate political change around the region? Powers and el-Nawawy do not 
address these questions directly. However, the authors, noting the chan-
nel’s considerable resources—both human and financial—throughout 
Asia, contend that “it is hard to imagine” that AJE’s coverage “will not 
challenge government and local media to perform better.”

Pedrosa might agree. She asserts that AJE is making a name for itself 
in Indonesia. She conveys the impressions of Step Vaessen, AJE’s Jakarta 
correspondent, who declares that in a country where CNN and BBC 
keep a low profile, and where local media—despite official claims to the 
contrary—are still susceptible to self-censorship, AJE has filled a vacuum 
with little-covered stories on corruption, poverty, and West Timor’s 
“famine.” While Indonesian media do examine this latter story, they 
“do not really show the complete picture.” Vaessen also reports that AJE 
has received praise from Indonesians about its “more balanced” coverage 
of former president Suharto’s final days; by contrast, Indonesian editors 
said “they were not allowed” to be critical of Suharto in their reports. 
For the first time, Pedrosa says in relating Vaessen’s views, “people in 
Indonesia can frequently watch stories about their own country on an 
international channel,” and “they really appreciate this.”
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This rosy outlook diverges sharply from that of Atria Rai-Tene, an 
Indonesian journalist with Trans TV, one of Indonesia’s major televi-
sion stations. In the last essay, she argues that talk of AJE’s “impact” 
in Indonesia is overstated, because most Indonesians cannot access 
the station, and many who can are not interested in its programming. 
Penetration rates of both pay television and the Internet—presently the 
prime means of accessing AJE in Indonesia—are quite low (2 and 20 
percent, respectively).10 Yet she contends that even these low numbers do 
not tell the full story. For example, not all pay TV providers in Indonesia 
offer AJE. The number of Indonesian households subscribing to a pay TV 
provider which actually offers AJE is barely 1 percent of Indonesia’s 56 
million total households. Additionally, most Indonesians with Internet 
access use a dial-up connection—which is slow and not conducive for 
AJE’s streaming video. Another issue hampering AJE penetration in 
Indonesia is language; relatively few Indonesians understand English 
well enough to follow its broadcasts. Finally, government media poli-
cies exacerbate AJE’s access barriers. In 2007, Rai-Tene explains, Jakarta 
introduced new broadcasting regulations that confine foreign broadcast 
content to short-wave radio and cable television—thus relegating AJE to 
the realm of pay TV for the foreseeable future.

What accounts for the low rate of pay TV penetration in Indonesia? 
In Rai-Tene’s view, most Indonesians cannot afford it. Additionally, 
they shy away from pay TV because of its lack of “strong local content.” 
Indonesians, she argues, prefer local news (particularly crime reporting) 
to international news; audience ratings “usually decline” during foreign 
news segments and increase only with the return of the domestic news. 
This means that when presented with an opportunity to watch an inter-
national news station such as AJE, Indonesians opt instead for local fare 
or for sinetron, Indonesia’s wildly popular soap operas.

According to Rai-Tene, AJE is “hardly used as a reference” by 
Indonesian policymakers, government, or other “prominent society 
leaders.” With the exception of some “hard-line Islamic publications” 
and “middle-class Islamic groups,” the country’s citizenry largely es-
chews AJE and looks instead to CNN and BBC World. One media ana-
lyst, Roland Schatz, has taken this issue of AJE as a non-reference even 
further, concluding that journalists across Asia rarely cite the network. 
Speaking at the Wilson Center conference, Schatz, of Media Tenor (a 
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firm that monitors global media content), presented data gathered from 
articles published in newspapers across Asia in late 2007. The data dem-
onstrated that AJE was cited by these periodicals considerably less than 
were CNN or the BBC. Why, Schatz asked, is the station “not the main 
news source for Asian media”—particularly given that AJE accords con-
siderable attention to news in Asia? The answer, he asserted, may lie 
in the nature of AJE’s coverage. According to Schatz’s content analyses 
of AJE, the channel emphasizes terrorism, “catastrophes,” and interna-
tional conflict. Such coverage generates a “negative tone” that may not 
be “for Asian ears”—hence the disinclination of Asian media to cite this 
coverage.

conTinueD challenges 

While Schatz’s perspective is controversial—Pedrosa and Carter argue 
that AJE avoids such sensationalistic coverage—it is salient nonetheless. It 
is clear from Schatz’s findings and Rai-Tene’s contribution that despite 
its major presence in Southeast Asia and its accomplishments in Malaysia, 
Al Jazeera English is still very much a work in progress and has yet to 
attain the household-name status of CNN or the BBC. Here, Kraidy’s 
comments about AJE’s identity struggles are particularly germane. On 
the one-year anniversary of AJE’s launch, Nalaka Gunawardene, a Sri 
Lanka-based media observer, lambasted the station for functioning too 
much like the BBC. “To so blatantly imitate the BBC while all the time 
claiming to be different is simply not credible,” he said, echoing the 
views of those who question the inclusion of so many former BBC jour-
nalists (and Western nationals) within AJE’s ranks.11 Other challenges 
remain as well. Some AJE staff harbor a strained relationship with the 
Al Jazeera network, which is often attributed to clashes over autonomy 
(though Carter insists that she faced little editorial interference while 
based in KL). Several high-profile resignations—which Kraidy addresses 
at some length—have added to AJE’s woes and fueled speculation that 
the station is in crisis.

In fact, the Arabic-language news channel is dealing with internal 
turmoil as well. According to the New York Times, geopolitical consid-
erations have compelled Qatar’s rulers to cool down the station’s notori-
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ously fiery tone. For example, in light of Sunni Muslim Gulf nations’ 
collective fears about a resurgent Shia Iran, the Qatari royals have de-
cided that the network cannot afford to alienate Saudi Arabia by running 
coverage critical of it. This new policy, the Times notes, “is the latest 
chapter in a gradual domestication of Al Jazeera,” and demonstrates how 
Arab media no longer enjoy the freedoms introduced by Al Jazeera a 
decade ago.12 Ominously, in February 2008, information ministers from 
21 Arab League members signed a charter prohibiting broadcast ma-
terial that “defame[s] political, national and religious symbols.” While 
defenders liken the accord to a standard regulatory regime such as the 
U.S. Federal Communications Commission, critics suspect Arab gov-
ernments want to constrain the freedoms of the region’s freewheeling 
satellite television broadcasters.13 Al Jazeera has publicly denounced the 
charter, though important questions arise: Will the changing media and 
geopolitical environment in the Middle East produce a more mellow 
Al Jazeera? Could such a shift extend to AJE as well, and would the 
English-language channel then avoid touchy topics—even in Southeast 
Asia?

noT an “acciDenTal wiTness”

It is unclear how all this will affect AJE’s operations. Yet perhaps, as 
Kraidy writes, AJE’s internal troubles represent “normal developments 
in the historical trajectory of an institution.” He concludes that ulti-
mately, the network “has blazed a new trail, first in the Arab world and 
now globally.”

In the context of AJE’s work in Southeast Asia to this point, it is hard 
to disagree with this assessment. The channel has produced stories about 
humanity’s struggles that go beyond the headlines—and often in locales 
that receive scant media attention. For example, a July 2008 AJE seg-
ment examined a border standoff between Thailand and Cambodia near 
an ancient temple. Other media have covered this story, but have largely 
focused on the military build-up and diplomatic tensions. By contrast, 
the AJE piece addressed an unexplored angle—how poor local Thai vil-
lagers near the disputed area subsist on trade with Cambodians over the 
border, and how this trade ceased during the border crisis.14
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In their essays, both Pedrosa and Carter speak of how AJE journalists 
seek “to bear witness” to news events that directly impact humans, and 
then to report on these events in ways that provide context and tell the 
larger story. In doing so, Pedrosa writes, AJE avoids “being a kind of ac-
cidental witness” who films the latest car chase or announces the latest 
salacious celebrity gossip and “call[s] it news.” When viewing AJE clips 
such as the one on the Thailand-Cambodia conflict, this philosophy 
comes alive—and no longer sounds like mere journalistic idealism.

It is also notable that despite being denigrated as a BBC clone, AJE 
is lauded by Southeast Asians for evincing a worldview that differs from 
the major (and Western) international news channels. Rai-Tene, prob-
ably this collection’s biggest skeptic about AJE, reports that in Indonesia, 
the station “is more sensitive” to local audiences than are Western media, 
and viewers look to it for more balanced news on topics such as the war 
in Iraq.

Finally, AJE’s work in Southeast Asia does not go unnoticed, and has 
in fact been recognized as some of the world’s best. Hamish MacDonald, 
an AJE correspondent in Kuala Lumpur, won a prestigious British Royal 
Television Society Award for Young Journalist of the Year based on his 
coverage of the 2007 protests in Malaysia. And in June 2008, AJE earned 
the award of Best 24 Hour News Program at the Monte Carlo Television 
Festival (beating out BBC News, among others), while the channel’s 
Tony Birtley received a Best News Documentary nomination for his 
work reporting from inside Burma during that country’s crackdown 
against antigovernment protestors in 2007. While AJE may not yet be a 
global media heavyweight in the class of CNN or the BBC, it is clearly 
no lightweight in the field of international media.

So how can one assess AJE’s performance in Southeast Asia? This 
volume’s contributors present a mixed picture. On the one hand, the 
Pedrosa and Powers/el-Nawawy essays argue that AJE has distinguished 
itself by covering stories that many Southeast Asian media do not. By 
doing so, it has challenged local media in Malaysia and Indonesia to 
be bolder in their story selection. AJE’s reportage, writes Pedrosa, “has 
empowered the media in these nations to test the limits of freedom of 
expression.” On the other hand, Rai-Tene and McDaniel underscore 
AJE’s poor penetration rates and suggest that the station will continue 
to face brutal competition in a tight market—a market that includes not 
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just CNN and the BBC, but also Southeast Asian competitors such as the 
Singapore-based Channel NewsAsia. Furthermore, Rai-Tene points out 
that key factors—such as Indonesia’s growing number of Internet users 
and pay TV providers—that might boost AJE’s future prospects are the 
very factors that would also benefit AJE’s competitors.

Several contributors point to the fact that AJE’s audience, while small, 
is nonetheless influential. The Malaysian government’s condemnation 
of AJE’s protest coverage proves that, in McDaniel’s words, the station 
“reaches a sizeable portion of politically engaged opinion leaders.” And 
Pedrosa’s essay reports that Indonesia’s president is a proud AJE viewer.

The case for More u.s. DisTriBuTion

The 800-pound gorilla present at the Wilson Center conference and 
lurking in these pages is the simple fact that AJE can hardly be seen in 
the United States. “Why is it,” Pedrosa asks, “that in the United States, 
where freedom of expression is so important that it is enshrined in the 
Bill of Rights, Al Jazeera English is finding it so hard to get carriage?” 
Despite housing a broadcast center in the nation’s capitol, Al Jazeera 
English is largely inaccessible to Americans—except via the Internet. 
Only two U.S. cable providers offer it in their packages—one in Toledo, 
OH, and one in Burlington, VT. Presumably, providers believe that cus-
tomer demand would be low for the station. In all likelihood, some cable 
companies—undoubtedly influenced by political and ideological views 
propagated by certain interests—also associate AJE with the Al Jazeera 
network’s alleged anti-American tendencies, and fear that customers 
would rail against such leanings.

By using AJE’s work in Southeast Asia as a case study, one can put 
such concerns to rest and bolster the argument for putting the channel 
on every American cable provider’s basic package. First, AJE is not a re-
doubt of anti-Americanism. While it may interview members of Jemaah 
Islamiyah, it also speaks with Scot Marciel, the U.S. State Department’s 
point person on Southeast Asia. In Asia, AJE covers stories about corrup-
tion, education, health care, and rising food and energy costs—themes 
of interest to Asians and Americans alike that have little to do with anti-
American sentiment. 
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Additionally, it is likely that cable providers in the United States will 
find growing numbers of viewers for AJE. The station’s launch has coin-
cided with an evolving trend in international journalism toward less for-
eign reporting and leaner foreign bureaus. As a result, Americans often 
criticize today’s international news coverage for being superficial and 
insufficient. By contrast, AJE is a well-funded international news opera-
tion blessed with dozens of worldwide correspondents. Many of its news 
bureaus are located in developing countries (such as the Philippines and 
Indonesia) with small Western media presences. Significantly, AJE was 
one of the world’s only international broadcasters to report extensively 
from Burma during the 2007 antigovernment protests. And as Powers, 
el-Nawawy, and Pedrosa write about in detail, AJE provided exclusive 
television footage of Malaysia’s 2007 protests and the violent response.

AJE already has an interested audience in the United States. The 
channel’s material posted on YouTube reportedly enjoys heavy traffic 
from U.S.-based viewers, while more than 60 percent of the AJE web-
site’s six million weekly hits are estimated to come from the United 
States.15 So if there are American cable channels dedicated exclusively 
to gardening and golf, why not also AJE? Cable television is flush with 
niche offerings that many people watch avidly, but that others click right 
by while channel-surfing. At the least, as Carter stated at the conference, 
AJE is “another consumer choice” people in the United States “should 
be able to have.”

Al Jazeera English is in many ways a news channel of contradictions. 
It seeks to make a global name for itself while reflecting a regional brand. 
It aspires to set itself apart from CNN and the BBC even while signifi-
cant portions of its broadcast team are comprised of former journalists 
from those networks. It aims to be bold when the parent network is 
seemingly lowering its profile. Most ironic of all, the station purports to 
give “a voice to the voiceless” and to champion the world’s marginal-
ized—but those watching are largely drawn from a small global elite of 
English-speakers with the resources to connect to the Internet or to af-
ford pay television. Yet there is little contradictory—and much to com-
mend—about its mission to illuminate the world’s forgotten stories and 
to offer in-depth and alternative perspectives on those that are widely 
covered. “Terror TV” it is not—and those who argue against carriage in 
the United States should take note.
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This paper presents a preliminary comparison between Al Jazeera 
and Al Jazeera English (AJE). Since the two institutions are a part 
of the same network, and since the Arabic channel is older and 

enjoys a stronger institutional identity than its English-language coun-
terpart, this comparative analysis does not consider the two channels as 
distinct entities. Rather, Al Jazeera’s flagship and its English channel are 
analyzed as “cousins” who demonstrate “family resemblances” even when 
they differ in significant ways. The paper focuses on the two channels’ 
institutional identities; on the competitors the two channels face in their 
respective media environments; and on the fraught relations between Al 
Jazeera and Al Jazeera English within the Al Jazeera network.

It is difficult to compare Al Jazeera and Al Jazeera English. There are 
many superficial differences between the two channels. The first went on 
the air in 1996; the second was launched in 2006. The former emerged 
in a nascent pan-Arab media environment in which it pioneered a new 
brand of journalism: a confrontational editorial line that infuriated most 
Arab regimes, and, a few years later, the United States and other Western 
governments. The latter is trying to penetrate a global English-language 
news market saturated with powerful players like the venerable BBC, 
CNN, and Sky News. Al Jazeera’s audience is regional, consisting of 
viewers whose first language is Arabic, while AJE’s audience is in theory 
global, comprising viewers worldwide, but especially in the global south, 
where English is most likely a second language.

Unlike Al Jazeera, whose structure is straightforward and centered in 
Doha, Qatar, with many international bureaus, AJE has four broadcast 
centers in addition to dozens of offices and correspondents worldwide—
a structure that poses extreme logistical challenges. It is clear that differ-
ences between the two channels in institutional development, scale, and 
language make them difficult to compare.
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And yet, similarities between Al Jazeera and Al Jazeera English are 
equally obvious. Both channels are bankrolled by the emir of Qatar, 
even if the details of sponsorship are secretive; and they are both head-
quartered in Doha. The two channels, to restate the obvious, carry the 
same logo and approximately the same name. Institutionally, both are 
channels in the same network, and from a marketing point of view, Al 
Jazeera and AJE are part of the same brand. There are overlaps on the 
channels’ supervisory boards, and both technically report to Wadah 
Khanfar, the network’s director-general. Officially, bureaus are sup-
posed to cooperate—for example, the editorial boards are expected to 
meet, and correspondents for the two channels in the same locations are 
supposed to help each other.

Because of these seemingly contradictory aspects, the relationship be-
tween the two channels is difficult to describe, its contours not readily 
discernable, its implications for the two channels and the mother net-
work difficult to analyze. Al Jazeera and Al Jazeera English clearly be-
long to the same family. And yet, they are too dissimilar to be brothers. 
The most appropriate metaphor would be to think of them as cousins 
who do not really like each other but because of family ties have to 
learn to live together. From this perspective, how do the two channels 
compare in terms of institutional identity, competition, and their relative 
status within the Al Jazeera network?

insTiTuTional iDenTiTy

In their 2007 book The Culture of Al-Jazeera: Inside an Arab Media Giant, 
Mohammed Zayani and Sofiane Sahraoui explain that Al Jazeera’s suc-
cess is premised on a combination of factors, including flexibility and 
the promotion of employee initiative, independent thinking, and self-
growth. But most importantly, Al Jazeera’s success resides in the chan-
nel’s organizational model, which was initially built by its founding di-
rector, the Qatari Mohammed Jassim Al Ali, as a family business. But 
the model has evolved as the channel has grown in size, reputation, and 
complexity.

Al Jazeera’s core “Values and Beliefs” are its “instinct for breaking 
the news … a combination of the precision of the BBC and the speed of 
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CNN;” its alternative brand of journalism, “publicly funded, but inde-
pendent-minded;” its tolerance for difference, hence its slogan “the view 
and the opposite view;” and most importantly, its “Arab orientation.”1 
The latter issue is articulated succinctly and eloquently by Zayani and 
Sahraoui:

People relate to Al Jazeera because it both shares and stages the 
malaise and sorrow of Arabs. Al Jazeera emerged in an environ-
ment marked by a succession of wars and crises and during a time 
marked by the spirit of defeat and disappointment. As such, Al 
Jazeera is the channel of Arab disenchantment, articulating what 
people want to say but cannot say with a rare sense of audacity.2

This encapsulates Al Jazeera’s identity and offers a nuanced rendering 
of what “Arab perspective” means when it comes to Al Jazeera. After 
all, can any media institution transcend its cultural and political con-
text? The biggest challenge Al Jazeera English has faced—even before its 
launch—is the expectation that it would do precisely that: transcend the 
context in which it developed.

AJE’s identity is more difficult to discern. Leading up to its launch, 
the network framed its new channel as a competitor to BBC and CNN, 
but with a “global south orientation.” The extent to which the channel’s 
coverage reflects that orientation depends on what is meant by “global 
south.” In the Arab world and Middle East, AJE’s coverage tends to be 
similar to its Arabic-language counterpart. There are differences in tone 
between the two, but these reside mostly in AJE’s use of standard English 
journalistic terminology—which to some comes across as less harsh than 
Al Jazeera’s Arabic tone. Some shows, such as Jasem al-Ghazzawi’s, on 
Iraq at least, are similar in tone if not in production style to those on the 
Arabic channel, featuring tough exchanges over the U.S. military oc-
cupation of Iraq. But the English channel has had difficulties spreading 
coverage equally around the world. Some observers have complained 
about a disproportionate focus on Africa, while the channel’s audience 
center of gravity is Asia.

Because of its global scope, it is much more difficult for Al Jazeera 
English to establish a “brand” identity. The main challenge for the new 
channel resides in the fact that the Al Jazeera brand’s strong associa-
tion with the Middle East, the Arabic language, and the Islamic religion 
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hinders its claim to be a truly global, English-language channel not nar-
rowly associated with any region of the world. However, with its large 
population of Muslims and its high number of English speakers, Asia 
emerges as a compromise between Al Jazeera’s regionally based brand 
heritage and its ambition to become a global player. 

Most importantly, Al Jazeera English, even before it went on the air, 
had to contend with a fraught ideological situation. Though many lead-
ing newspapers, including the Guardian in Britain, Al-Quds Al-Arabi 
(the London-based pan-Arab newspaper), and La Tribune de Genève in 
Switzerland, welcomed it as an alternative global news voice, others 
were less enthralled. In the United States, for example, coverage of the 
impending launch focused on a single question: would AJE have the 
same editorial line as Al Jazeera? It would not be an exaggeration to 
say that the dominant frame of this U.S. coverage was the contested 
notion of “anti-Americanism.” This focus, in addition to business cal-
culations undoubtedly connected to the ideological atmosphere, has to 
this day prevented AJE from getting cable distribution in the United 
States. All the hype surrounding YouTube.com and AJE’s effective use 
of that website notwithstanding, the English-language station has been 
unable to become an audible voice in the United States and much of the 
West. Recent staff departures, especially that of David Marash, the lead 
Washington, D.C. anchor, illustrate this dilemma: in a recent interview, 
Marash said he left AJE because it went from being “authentically cos-
mopolitan” to “authentically Arab.”

Anecdotal evidence suggests that Al Jazeera English is well-followed 
in East Africa and Southeast Asia, but these are regions in which ac-
curate audience ratings are not systematically available. The implica-
tions of a lack of reliable research on audiences are twofold: On the 
one hand, it limits advertisers’ enthusiasm for the channel and creates a 
reluctance to commit advertising spending budgets. On the other hand, 
it saps the morale of reporters who cannot ascertain whether they are 
being watched by a significant number of people. For these reasons, the 
paucity of audience ratings data has consequently forced AJE—even be-
fore its inception—to walk a tightrope when it comes to its identity 
and its relationship to Al Jazeera. Former AJE managing director Nigel 
Parsons expressed this well in pre-launch interviews when he said “we 
are not completely divorced,” a strategically ambiguous statement that 
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reflects ambivalence about the Al Jazeera English brand.3 Ambivalence 
and brand are a contradiction in terms, which has made it very difficult 
for the new channel to establish itself.

coMpeTiTors

A comparative analysis of how Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya—Al Jazeera’s 
Saudi-funded nemesis—react to breaking news provides a clear view 
into what Zayani and Sahraoui refer to as the former’s “instinct” for 
breaking the news, which involves dispatching a reporter and securing a 
satellite news gathering device to the scene of the event. At Al Jazeera, 
this is done promptly in a way that delegates decision making and takes 
advantage of individual initiative and trust within the organization. By 
contrast, at Al Arabiya, the process is mired in a more rigid bureaucracy. 
The authors correctly state that this is due to the fact that, according 
to a producer who spoke to them, the word “budget” is not heard at 
Al Jazeera (at least not during the producer’s tenure with the network). 
Meanwhile, according to Zayani and Sahraoui, Al Arabiya’s managers 
have to watch the bottom line. The authors could have emphasized that 
Al Arabiya, like other Saudi-owned media institutions, tends to follow 
an overly cautious approach to covering the news. Besides, the notion 
that the bottom line trumps competitiveness at Al Arabiya is not evi-
dent, since Al Arabiya’s main objective is arguably to counter Al Jazeera, 
and not to make a profit. Nonetheless, Al Jazeera clearly enjoys a large 
pocketbook.

Al Jazeera English’s competitors are formidable institutions. Both 
the BBC and CNN are global household names with potent brand 
identities. Both channels have a global infrastructure of reporters and 
remain the news sources of record for the international Anglophone 
elite. Of the two, CNN is probably the less impressive rival to AJE 
because of the Atlanta-based network’s association with the United 
States. In a polarized global geopolitical environment where majori-
ties in many countries hold negative views of the U.S. role in the 
world, an association with the United States can be a liability—no 
matter how international CNN International is. Besides, Al Jazeera 
English’s network of international reporters (which is poised to be in-
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creasingly shared with the Arabic-language Al Jazeera) rivals CNN’s. 
The BBC is a more powerful competitor of AJE’s for several reasons, 

chiefly because it is a venerable institution that defined news norms and 
practices before its competitors even existed. Globally, the BBC is also 
perceived to be a more impartial source of news than CNN, because of 
its public service journalistic tradition and because it is not closely associ-
ated with the United States. AJE’s niche advantage over CNN and BBC 
is its financial backing by the emir of Qatar. In a context of high and 
still-rising energy prices, AJE theoretically enjoys a more secure finan-
cial footing than its competitors. CNN especially, and increasingly the 
BBC, have to give the utmost consideration for the bottom line, which is 
less of an issue for Al Jazeera English’s management and staff.

a convoluTeD faMily affair

Approximately two years ago, Al Jazeera issued a press release stating 
that the channel was changing its name from “channel” [Qanat] to “net-
work” [Shabaka] and would feature sports, children’s programming, 
and live current affairs, in addition to the Arabic- and new English-
language channels. The new English channel, which had been trum-
peted for months as “Al Jazeera International,” was re-named “Al Jazeera 
English” in the 11th hour. Rumor had it that a wing represented by 
Wadah Khanfar, the network’s director-general, was behind the change 
of name to prevent the English-language station from gaining excessive 
importance at the expense of the mother ship.

What was the deeper reasoning behind this move? Essentially, the word 
“international” would connote that the new English-language channel was 
somehow more important than the original institution by making the lat-
ter look provincial. The word “English” is less of a threat in that regard 
because it only reflects the new channel’s language. In this way, Al Jazeera 
English would not be perceived as the network’s flagship, a status that be-
longs to the original, Arabic-language channel. This contrasted sharply 
with the pronouncements of Parsons and other AJE executives, who had 
been proclaiming the channel’s editorial independence from the Al Jazeera 
network.

Another issue is the resentment felt by many Al Jazeera staffers toward 
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their newborn cousin. Some of the “founders” were concerned that the 
channel’s brand, built under various pressures over 10 difficult years, was 
going to be diluted by a bunch of highly paid Brits and Americans who 
knew and probably cared little about the channel. Others were concerned 
about the new channel succumbing to pressure from Washington and con-
sequently changing its editorial line. Others still were infuriated by the re-
portedly higher remuneration packages and additional perks that AJE staff 
were getting. To make matters worse, because of resource pressures and the 
bottom line, the two staffs were expected to cooperate to avoid redundan-
cies and to create a level of synergy. These causes of resentment continue to 
this day and are one factor behind recent staff departures at AJE.

What about the allegations made by Marash that Al Jazeera English is 
under pressure from Doha to reflect a “Middle Eastern” perspective? There 
could be some truth to this. Even before it became a network, Al Jazeera 
had recurrently witnessed power struggles between different cliques, mostly 
the religiously oriented wing close to the Muslim Brotherhood on the one 
hand, and the secular Arabists on the other hand (Khanfar is closer to the 
latter). There are recent examples of Al Jazeera programming—interviews 
on talk-shows such as Bila Hudud [No Limits] and Al-Shari ‘a Wal Haya 
[Islamic Law and Life]—being quite propagandistic in favor of the Muslim 
Brothers. Does this mean that the Islamic wing is ascendant within the 
Arabic channel? And is this ascent, if it is there, affecting the margin of 
maneuver of AJE?

Other problems within Al Jazeera have included tension between news 
and programs. Whereas the former relies on largely anonymous teamwork, 
the latter has promoted a star system whereby star program hosts become 
guardians of fiefdoms that have direct connections to the Qatari political 
elite, and therefore are not accountable to the institution itself. Repeated 
pressures on the channel to rein in its editorial line have also had their ef-
fect, and its journalists have recently wondered to what extent free speech 
would be tolerated. There have been several frictions between members 
of Al Jazeera’s editorial board and staff members, many of whom feel their 
margin of freedom has been shrinking. These problems risk spreading to 
AJE, and David Marash’s recent departure might be interpreted in terms of 
management not allowing a star anchor to outshine the channel itself.

Though troublesome, these are normal developments in the historical 
trajectory of an institution. Ten years after the launch of Al Jazeera, the en-
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terprise is no longer the exciting new kid on the block that is revolutioniz-
ing Arab television journalism. Rather, it is a complex network of channels, 
each with its own internal considerations, a large Arab media conglomerate 
in a regional industry that is far more competitive than it was 10 years ago. 
Added complexity comes from its venturing into the select club of English-
language global news networks. The network is discovering that revolu-
tionizing global news is a more arduous task than shaking Arab television 
news. Nonetheless, as an institution, the Al Jazeera network has blazed a 
new trail, first in the Arab world and now globally.
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An overvIeW of conteMporAry 
InDonesIAn AnD MALAysIAn MeDIA

Drew McDaniel

Southeast Asia consists of 11 nations divided into two groupings—
insular or island Southeast Asia (which includes Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Brunei, Timor-Leste, Singapore, and the Philippines), and main-

land Southeast Asia (which includes Thailand, Myanmar [Burma], Laos, 
Cambodia, and Vietnam). This region, although located in a compact 
corner of the vast continent of Asia, is made up of diverse nations that are 
politically and culturally complex societies. The region is bounded by 
mainland Asia to the north and Australia to the south. Importantly, the 
Malay-Indonesian archipelago makes only a narrow channel between the 
Indian and Pacific Oceans, forcing transit between East Asia and South 
Asia to travel through Southeast Asia. From the days of sailing ships on-
ward, areas along the route had contact with many passing cultures. This 
feature ensured that those living in settlements along the way had a wide 
exposure to the rest of Asia, Africa, and eventually Europe. Thus, in a 
way, these countries experienced an early form of globalization, and the 
region rapidly became important in the spice trade that grew after the 
European arrival. International trade has remained the principal engine 
of economic development up to the present day.

The following essay focuses on two key Islamic nations of Southeast 
Asia: Malaysia and Indonesia. Malaysia is the 14th leading U.S. trade 
partner, while the United States is Malaysia’s top trade partner. As is well 
known, Indonesia has the world’s largest Muslim population and its 225 
million residents make it the world’s fourth most populous nation. 

Both nations have pluralistic societies, though their reasons for diver-
sity are quite different. Indonesia’s diversity arises from the fact that it is 
scattered across 13,000 islands that stretch some 1,600 miles from east to 
west. The country’s residents represent perhaps more than 100 different 
ethnic and language groupings. The largest of these is the Javanese, who 
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represent the majority on the island of Java, the traditional geographic 
and political center of the country. In the outer islands encircling Java, 
a mix of various ethnic groups can be found. Even though Indonesia is 
predominantly Muslim, about 9 percent of Indonesians are Christian, 
and a bit less than 1 percent are Hindu (mostly on the island of Bali).1

Malaysia’s population is made up of three main groups, not count-
ing a small proportion of indigenous aboriginal peoples. The largest 
group is Malay, which today accounts for approximately two-thirds of 
the country’s 27 million or so residents. Malays have comprised the larg-
est segment of residents of the Malay Peninsula since records have been 
kept. Meanwhile, at present, Chinese make up roughly one-quarter of 
the total population, and Indians (mainly Tamil from South India) are 
about 10 percent. The Chinese minority has settled in the Malay region 
for centuries, but there was a surge of immigration from China in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. British colonial authorities were glad 
to recruit Chinese labor for jobs in tin mining and timber harvesting. 
However, within decades, many of the Chinese immigrants relocated to 
cities, where more lucrative employment and entrepreneurial opportu-
nities could be found. Similarly, in the early 20th century, Indians came 
to what was then known as Malaya as indentured workers tied to rubber 
plantations.2 Colonial policy did not encourage integration of the immi-
grants because the latter were considered mere guest workers who would 
eventually return home.

The British immigration policy produced an unstable political and 
social environment after independence—one that ultimately proved di-
sastrous. On May 13, 1969, celebrations surrounding Chinese political 
party victories over the main Malay political party triggered communal 
riots that racked the country for several weeks. Hundreds were killed 
in the violence, though the exact numbers remain in dispute. In the 
aftermath, a new set of regulations and laws were brought into effect 
aimed at creating a kind of affirmative action agenda. At the time of the 
riots, Chinese Malaysians held 80 percent of domestic investments in the 
country, and the much larger Malay population owned less than 15 per-
cent, thus creating a structural imbalance in wealth. As part of the new 
policies, Malays were to benefit from a system of preferences in fields 
such as education and economics.3 A crucial aspect of these new policies 
was that media were made the primary tool for national unification.
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MeDia policy TrenDs

In principle it should have been easy to carry out a unification man-
date, because since colonial times both nations had enforced strict state 
media policies. Electronic media were owned and operated directly by 
their respective governments. After Malayan independence, all official 
radio services were the responsibility of Radio Malaya—later Radio 
Malaysia, and later still Radio Television Malaysia (RTM).4 To the pres-
ent day, RTM has been administered as a department of the Ministry 
of Information. Likewise, Indonesian broadcasting was the responsibil-
ity of Radio Republik Indonesia (RRI) and, with the introduction of 
television, Televisi Republic Indonesia (TVRI).5 The rigorous oversight 
maintained by the two governments simply continued practices that co-
lonial governments had enforced, and these policies were justified on the 
basis of the need to achieve national integration of each nation’s ethni-
cally heterogeneous population. Interethnic and regional tensions had 
risen in the post-independence era, and the fledgling governments were 
absorbed by the difficulties of finding their footing while also holding 
fractious populations intact.

Strict control of electronic media became a much greater challenge as 
time passed, because technologies for delivering these media evolved in 
ways that afforded greater control and wider choices to audience mem-
bers. This trend began in the 1970s with the arrival of consumer video-
tape and broadcast satellite technologies. As it happened, Indonesia and 
Malaysia were peculiarly susceptible to the broad adoption of emerging 
new media because both nations enacted policies that produced unin-
tended consequences for state information control.6

A major reason for Southeast Asia’s trade growth was its involvement 
in the manufacturing of electronic products through the late 20th cen-
tury and into the 21st. Technical advances gave impetus to a growing 
global demand for consumer equipment built from parts manufactured 
in Southeast Asia. Even today, one can open any computer, DVD, TV 
set, CD player, electronic game, or radio and likely find components 
such as integrated circuit chips, memory devices, or transistors, marked 
as “made in Malaysia” or another Southeast Asian country. Demand 
for these parts rose sharply in the 1980s and 1990s, during which time 
Malaysia became the world’s largest producer of integrated circuits 
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and air conditioners, and a leading manufacturer of many other types 
of consumer durables. This pattern was paralleled by manufacturing in 
Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, and, to a lesser extent, the Philippines. 
Because the goods originated in Southeast Asia, they became available 
immediately in domestic markets at very favorable prices, making such 
items as VCRs a common household appliance across the region from an 
early date.

Moreover, Indonesia began pioneering satellite technology in 1976, 
when its own domestic satellite network became operational. Called 
Palapa, it permitted the establishment of a national voice and data system 
within a few years, something that could not practically be achieved 
using conventional terrestrial copper or fiber optic technology. It was 
the first domestic satellite system in a non-industrial nation and one of 
the earliest constructed anywhere in the world. In addition to telephone 
services, the satellite system provided a national system for television, 
relaying TVRI broadcasts across the archipelago. Not only did this bring 
television to even the remotest corners of the country, it also brought 
foreign television to anyone with a satellite-receiving station. Because 
the Palapa system had excess channel capacity, transponders were leased 
to television systems in Thailand, Malaysia, and the Philippines. To cap-
ture these international channels, local shops began selling home-built 
receiving setups for as little as a few hundred dollars. By the time offi-
cials discovered that many thousands of these consumer satellite stations 
had been installed and were producing growing audiences for state tele-
vision competitors, it became politically impossible to suppress or restrict 
their sale.

As the years passed, more and more alternatives to state-controlled 
electronic media emerged. Most popular among these in Southeast Asia 
were direct-to-home satellite services such as STAR TV as well as video 
CDs (VCDs)7 and DVDs containing all sorts of material not allowed 
on government channels. After 2000, numerous Internet technologies 
arose such as online newspapers, streaming audio and video, blogs, and 
social networking sites. The fundamental problem faced by governments 
in Malaysia and Indonesia was that these alternatives were much more 
popular than state-controlled media, and audiences for RTM, RRI, and 
TVRI shrank markedly.

Paradoxically, alternative media that competed against government 
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channels in Malaysia were actually encouraged by a government initia-
tive to capitalize on the country’s high-tech industries. It was a highly 
ambitious information technology project termed the Multimedia Super 
Corridor (MSC). This scheme was launched in the mid-1990s with the 
aim of attracting foreign direct investment for capital-intensive IT proj-
ects. It was also intended to propel Malaysia into a role of regional if not 
global leadership in information and communication technologies. The 
“corridor” had both physical and conceptual aspects. The MSC’s bound-
ary encompassed an area south of the capitol, Kuala Lumpur, in which 
advanced technologies would be concentrated. It was also a set of policies 
that provided a foundation of support for high-technology industries. 
The government found, however, that in order to draw in investments 
from abroad it was necessary to guarantee open access to the Internet. 
This was especially true of investments from major firms in the United 
States and Europe. Therefore, Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad was 
forced to pledge that there would be no effort by the Malaysian govern-
ment to restrict Internet access.

Malaysia’s open Internet policies gave a green light to groups wishing 
to establish online alternative information sources. One of the most suc-
cessful of these was Malaysiakini, an online newspaper with no printed 
version. This award-winning news site gained enormous popularity 
during the sensational trials of ex-deputy prime minister Anwar Ibrahim 
in the late 1990s. Malaysiakini offered coverage that was in striking con-
trast to information provided by state media, and for a time there were 
as many readers of Malaysiakini as there were of the New Straits Times, the 
leading government-aligned English-language newspaper.

In the end, new technologies caused audiences to become so frag-
mented that state media in Indonesia and Malaysia could no longer reach 
the whole of each nation’s citizenry. This, of course, severely limited 
the state media’s ability to promote national unification as intended. To 
counter this trend, both countries hitched their media policies to neo-
liberal economic reforms that swept across the region at the end of the 
20th century. In Malaysia, new private commercial licenses were only 
issued to members and allies of the ruling political parties, individuals 
who could be depended upon to unquestioningly support government 
policies. A slightly different tack was taken in Indonesia, where private 
licenses were only granted to corporations that awarded significant stock 
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holdings to the children of Suharto, the country’s president until 1998. 
Because these private stations could broadcast a greater proportion of 
popular programs (such as soap operas and situation comedies) than state 
media, the former’s audiences grew swiftly, drawing listeners and view-
ers away from government channels.

currenT issues in inDonesian MeDia

In the post-Suharto period, major reforms in government and law oc-
curred in many fields. As part of this reform process, major new regula-
tions were issued for media. These laws have had the effect of reshaping 
both print and broadcasting in the country. After 2000, the number of 
authorized national television channels, which had increased following 
Suharto’s ouster in 1998, continued to grow, and as of the date of this 
writing 11 are on the air or authorized for transmission. All of these 
channels are headquartered in Jakarta, but they relay their signals across 
the country via satellite. Signals are picked up from satellites and re-
broadcast in major cities by relay transmitters owned by the originating 
channel.

In addition, direct-to-home satellite packagers IndoVision and Astro 
Nussantara include in their extensive set of subscription services not only 
the 10 or so Jakarta stations, but many international channels too. For ex-
ample, IndoVision carries Al Jazeera English (AJE) and Astro Nusantara 
offers Al Jazeera “International” (Al Jazeera English) in their basic line-
ups. The channel is also available from cable systems that operate in 
Indonesia’s largest cities.

One of the purposes of much of the legislation enacted after 1999 was 
a decentralization of Indonesian governance, moving power away from 
domination by Jakarta and Java. This was one of the chief motives of the 
new Broadcasting Law of 2002, which required Jakarta TV channels to 
form networks based on affiliations with local stations, rather than relay-
ing broadcasts through their own relay transmitters. Not surprisingly, 
the private Jakarta stations opposed this move because it meant that they 
would have to share advertising revenues with affiliated stations and 
cover the costs of networking their signals. The Jakarta stations dragged 
their feet in preparing for this new rule, and when the December 2007 
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deadline for conversion to a network system arrived, none of the stations 
had a network system in place. This put regulatory agencies in a quan-
dary, and finally after a short delay, the decision was made to postpone 
the implementation deadline. Thus, the decentralizing concept remains 
in limbo.

currenT issues in Malaysian MeDia

Meanwhile, Malaysia has had to face its own policy implementation tri-
als. This country, unlike Indonesia, banned the use of home satellite 
receiving systems from the time of their introduction. The prohibition 
against home satellite setups was effective in Peninsular Malaysia, but 
not in East Malaysia, where thousands of illegal home satellite receiving 
dishes gradually came into use. It was easy for residents of East Malaysia 
on Borneo to slip across the Indonesian border to purchase satellite ap-
paratus for cheap prices. Because authorities could not censor channels 
available by satellite, this posed a big challenge. In response, an exclusive 
license was granted for a domestic satellite provider in 1996, and once 
again to a corporation owned by investors closely aligned with the rul-
ing coalition. Known as ASTRO, this system today offers 26 basic chan-
nels plus a wide variety of additional packages such as sports, movies, and 
news. Even today, ASTRO’s ties to the government remain strong, and 
more than one-fifth of the corporation’s shares are directly held by the 
government’s own investment arm. Channels are subject to censorship, 
which is accomplished by delaying all programs so that content can be 
inspected. For instance, CNN International and BBC newscasts are de-
layed so that they start several minutes after the hour. Al Jazeera English 
is one of six channels in the news package; like all news channels, it is 
subject to censorship.

Authorities’ efforts to manage content on the Internet have not 
been very effective, due to the openness afforded the Internet under 
Multimedia Super Corridor stipulations. Officials have used varied ap-
proaches to bring information providers like Malaysiakini into line, but 
the results have been only marginally successful. What is proving to be 
a major problem for policymakers is the proliferation of outlets for user-
generated information content. Within the past year, most of authorities’ 
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attention has centered on Malaysian bloggers and on social network-
ing and information-sharing websites. For example, AJE’s coverage of a 
November 2007 rally by a civil society group, Coalition for Clean and 
Fair Elections (BERSIH)—which showed police use of water cannons 
to mow down protesters—has been available on YouTube.com since the 
news channel first broadcast it. As of this writing, viewers of the foot-
age on YouTube numbered in the many tens of thousands. Incidentally, 
the coverage outraged Malaysia’s government, and Information Minister 
Zainuddin Maidin delivered a bitter on-air attack on AJE for its reports 
on the rally.

MaJor unresolveD issues

There are several overarching issues that remain to be dealt with in both 
countries. As suggested above, while the issues may be the same in the 
two countries, the way they play out is rather different in each. The po-
litical contexts of the two countries impose different requirements and 
will force each nation to respond in sharply different ways.

In Malaysia and Indonesia, as is true across most of the world, media 
fragmentation continues to become more pronounced as time passes. 
Satellite channels available internationally are growing in numbers. The 
number of channels available from Malaysia’s ASTRO in various pack-
age combinations has doubled and tripled in the past decade. This has 
meant that Kuala Lumpur cannot possibly censor all channels as it would 
like and must concentrate on the channels that present the greatest risk to 
government information control. In addition, new information sources 
on the Internet such as YouTube are impossible to monitor and regulate 
effectively. This has caused problems elsewhere in Southeast Asia. For 
example, YouTube was shut down in Thailand by the interim military 
government for several months in 2007 over videos that were deemed 
insulting to the Thai king. Eventually, a deal was struck that allowed 
the resumption of service, but the likelihood of future problems remains 
high.

From a policymaking point of view, the main problem with media 
fragmentation is that getting a government message to its citizens is no 
longer as easy as it had been. Not that it was particularly efficacious pre-
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viously; there has always been evidence that Indonesian and Malaysian 
publics received government information campaigns with skepticism. In 
any case, governments will have to craft innovative methods of informa-
tion dissemination. Efforts to control by censoring cannot succeed in an 
environment where information providers number in the hundreds and 
thousands.

There remains the problem of technological development and its dif-
ferential impact across the two nations’ societies. The oft-mentioned 
“digital divide” is only one aspect of this issue. Certainly, digital tech-
nologies are accessible to different segments of societies with varying 
degrees of ease. The regional divisions of Indonesia remain a foremost 
problem; the complexities of information delivery and reception in 
Papua are not at all the same as those in, say, Aceh or North Sulawesi. 
Malaysia’s ethnic pluralism is at once a great challenge and an important 
strength. But the way that politics have been tied to ethnic divisions in 
Malaysia complicates efforts to identify solutions to the problem. Once 
again, any difference in access or ability to use technologies creates in-
formation “haves” and “have nots.” This consequently makes unifying 
messages, as well as development programs intended to help raise eco-
nomic prospects for Malaysia’s poorest citizens, difficult to deliver equi-
tably across the nations’ geographic expanses.

Finally, language representation in the media continues to present se-
rious questions for policymakers. Both nations emphasize their national 
language in the media, but messages in such languages cannot address 
whole national populations. And the segments of society that do not 
receive the messages in the national language are ones that are critically 
important to national objectives. For instance, in Malaysia, television 
ratings show that programs in Bahasa Malaysian are seen almost exclu-
sively by Malay viewers; typically only 2 or 3 percent of the audience are 
Chinese or Indian. At the same time, practically no Malay viewers tune 
in to any of the Chinese or Tamil language shows. So programming in 
the national language cannot reach the economically important urban 
Chinese audience and must be duplicated by programs in another lan-
guage. The only telecasts that have good representation among all ethnic 
groups are in English. It must be kept in mind that there is near universal 
facility in the national language among all Malaysians, including those 
of Chinese and Indian descent. The Chinese and Indian avoidance of 
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Malay programming is not due to a lack of facility; it is a matter of per-
sonal choice.

al Jazeera english anD The MeDia environMenT

In summary, international news services delivered by Internet or satellite 
technologies have enjoyed popularity in both Indonesia and Malaysia, 
and their audiences seem sure to grow as access to them widens. What 
appears to drive their popularity is their independence from centralized 
information control. In the two countries, this independence tends to 
make political leaders uncomfortable, and so tensions between interna-
tional news channels and state officials seem unavoidable.

At first glance, Al Jazeera English might seem unlikely to have much 
impact in either Indonesia or Malaysia, since the channel’s audiences 
in these countries are so small. In Malaysia, only slightly more than 
one-third of homes have access to ASTRO, and not all of these have 
a subscription to the news package. There is even less access to AJE in 
Indonesia, where the price of TV satellite services is beyond the reach of 
most residents. Also, language is a factor that limits the size of the chan-
nel’s audience; although English is widely spoken in Malaysia, it is not 
in Indonesia. Yet the vigorous criticism by Malaysian officials of AJE’s 
coverage of the November 2007 BERSIH rally shows that the govern-
ment is acutely sensitive to the news content of the channel. The reason 
for this is that although Al Jazeera English reaches a small viewership as 
compared to over-the-air channels, it reaches a sizeable portion of politi-
cally engaged opinion leaders. 

Of course, the reach of AJE has been extended by Internet-sharing 
websites such as YouTube. Although YouTube was the victim of govern-
ment blocking in neighboring Thailand, neither Malaysia nor Indonesia 
would be eager to employ this tactic. Malaysia’s government still ap-
pears committed to upholding its promise not to interfere with the open 
Internet, even though the Multimedia Super Corridor’s priority has been 
downgraded in the post-Mahathir era. And in Indonesia, the old ways of 
strict policymaking are out of favor.

Al Jazeera English has entered a crowded field of satellite news chan-
nels, including a few that originate in Southeast Asia. For example, 
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MediaCorp’s Singapore-based Channel NewsAsia is already a major re-
gional competitor. All the same, the furor over AJE’s BERSIH cover-
age has, really for the first time, raised public consciousness of the news 
channel. Ironically, the government unwittingly contributed to this by 
creating a fuss over the story. In the end, however, whether or not Al 
Jazeera English becomes an influential news source depends on its abil-
ity to cover stories that provide an alternative perspective on events in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. Viewers are likely to seek out this channel from 
the wide array of other news media only if it succeeds in branding itself 
as a dependable alternative to mainstream media.
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Trish carTer

The two big questions that some of the Western media asked me 
when I was confirmed as Asia-Pacific bureau chief for Al Jazeera 
English (AJE) were:

•	 Would	I	have	to	wear	a	burqa?
•	 Would	I	have	to	convert	to	Islam?

Collegial support was, at best, qualified. Other associates were un-
equivocal—doing business with so-called “Terror TV” was the biggest 
mistake of my career. It was like I had somehow become unpredictable 
and defective.

Their problem, of course, was that the Al Jazeera brand was the enfant 
terrible of the international media world. And AJE was, at that point, due 
on the air in six months’ time. 

But the hard sell was irresistible. Four broadcast centers around the 
world; the promise of fearless reporting; no ratings imperative; no cen-
tralized control; the highest ethical standards; state-of-the-art facilities; 
and strategically placed smaller bureaus.

I left New Zealand on a cold winter’s afternoon and arrived in Doha 
24 hours later. This would be the first of many visits there to hammer 
out the channel’s editorial vision and launch plan.

planning anD sTraTegy DevelopMenT

I met my new colleagues that first time at 8 a.m. the following morning. 

Trish Carter is a New Zealand journalist and the former Asia-Pacific bureau 

chief for Al Jazeera English. 
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We immediately began to talk about the challenge that is unlikely to be 
repeated in my professional life.

What kind of stories would we do? Distinctive coverage, yes, but 
what did that mean? We agreed we wanted to produce compelling sto-
ries through the lives of people everywhere, especially from parts of the 
world that had been ill-served by other media. We wanted to own the 
premise that news is about the people involved, not about the process 
or the event itself. We wanted to lose the instinct that if it is some-
where you know, it is more of a story than somewhere you do not know. 
There was quick unity on these points, though implementation was not 
as straightforward.

We wanted to be known as the on-the-ground news gatherers. 
Everyone agreed. If our main focus was to seek out and cover differ-
ent perspectives of news through grassroots reporting, and bring those 
stories to the Western world, then we would not be doing that by con-
sistently standing on the rooftop of an international hotel or by covering 
a story from a permanent live position.

If we wanted to be ideas-driven and focused on finding the story at 
the beginning of the chain rather than following up at the end, then we 
needed to believe our rhetoric and bring freshness to our craft. 

The early schedules were developed with this in mind—a half hour of 
news and a half hour of non-news program material. This was followed 
by the Newshour link-ups around the world.1 This format helped give 
the correspondents some space. One of the very big attractions for the 
correspondent hires was the promise that they could do the kind of work 
they enjoy—more travel to do more stories and less rooftop reportage. 

We assured ourselves that we would not rush down the “breaking 
news” mode because that is what others were doing. And there was a bit 
of chest-thumping about how live television is all too often about beat-
ing the competition rather than about telling the story properly. All of 
which is true in theory. And sometimes the channel was as guilty of this 
malpractice as was everyone else.

The debates raged fiercely and sometimes heatedly for weeks on the 
most basic but profound news protocols. What words would we use? 
What of the ethics of news? How much of the horror of war or famine 
would we show?

There was the technology which was problematic and difficult, the style, 
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the endless versions of the formats and schedules, the distribution. The mer-
its of centralized control CNN-style, versus broadcast center autonomy.

On that latter point, I remain convinced that at some future time Al 
Jazeera English will take all editorial control back to Doha. It is a fact 
that the word “autonomy” never sits well at media head offices any-
where, particularly when applied to broadcast centers. And broadcast 
centers inevitably regard headquarters as arbitrary and autocratic.

Any such move will not be revolutionary. It will be incremental. 
Doha will begin to make more of the significant editorial and manage-
ment decisions for the broadcast centers. Organizationally, the existing 
structure will remain intact. Over time this might evolve into a scaling 
back of the broadcast centers, whereby the latter feed their material into 
Doha—what the organization might regard as a more streamlined, cost-
effective approach. Where practicable, this will also include integrating 
Al Jazeera Arabic bureaus with AJE.

coMMiTMenT To asia

We wanted to be the most authoritative English-language channel on 
Middle East affairs, and also the authority on stories from the developing 
world. But with an estimated 40 percent of the coverage focused on the 
Middle East, what prominence would Asia get? 

Two things happened in the pre-launch period that settled my concern 
about the Al Jazeera company’s commitment to Asia and the amount of 
bulletin time stories from Asia would get. The director-general of the 
network, Wadah Khanfar, declared that outside of the Middle East, Asia 
was Al Jazeera English’s second-most important market. This showed 
prescience on his part. Asia is the developing world. It has a significant 
Muslim population, particularly in Indonesia, the world’s most populous 
Muslim nation. As a region, it is highly influential. Governments there 
can frequently be at odds or in conflict with their Western counterparts, 
and today are not afraid to say so. There are developing relationships 
between countries in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Editorially, Asia 
is the breaking news region of the world. But even without the earth-
quakes, floods, and tsunamis that have become the defining news events 
from Asia in recent years, the other stories from the region are signifi-
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cant and broad-based. They would say otherwise, but I think the direc-
tor general’s comments initially came as a surprise to some of my British 
colleagues with the company, who were used to a more Euro-centric 
approach to news. 

The second thing that reassured me about Asia’s prominence on AJE 
was the “show and tell.” We were required to take our pre-cut stories to 
Doha to present to the senior editorial team. The Kuala Lumpur (KL) 
broadcast center’s first batch of stories came from Beijing, Manila, and 
Papua New Guinea. It was a brute of a meeting. 

The editorial team was impressed by these broad-based stories from 
Asia—it saw the scope of what was on offer from the region. It was the 
view of the senior team that outside of the Middle East, Asia, along with 
Africa, had the biggest range of stories to offer, with the type of pictures 
that breathe life into bulletins. That meant the news output from the 
broadcast center in KL would be in demand, and Asia would be well-
represented on AJE’s news bulletins. If I could bring together a team that 
could consistently deliver on stories, then ultimately we would be success-
ful. I began to feel confident that in Asia we were on the right track. 

When I first joined the company, some recruitment was already un-
derway. Extensive candidate lists, which were many pages long, were 
handed out on that very first morning in Doha. Understandably, the 
recruitment focus was on Doha. There was minute discussion about who 
had been recruited, how many were left to hire, and in what positions. 
Similar discussions then took place for Washington and London. Asia 
was at the end. Its list was one page long. The heading, in bold black 
type at the top of the page, read “Kuala Lumpur.” It had one name con-
firmed on it. Mine. 

And so began a painstaking and difficult recruitment process. There 
was no shortage of applicants. But persuading the good ones to leave ex-
isting positions with established broadcasters, to join a yet-to-be estab-
lished international news channel with no meaningful on-air date, that 
had a complicated vision, and that had more conspiracies and rumors 
surrounding it than were useful, was not always an easy task.

The recruitment process was also difficult because in the early stages 
of the start-up, there were no human resource systems of any use within 
the company. What systems existed were delinquent. Even the process of 
getting one legal staff contract sent out to a successful candidate was be-
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wildering, shambolic, and extraordinarily complicated. It was a pattern 
for things to come. During my tenure with the company, HR required 
endless vigilance and perseverance.

It was clear then that when the company said “start-up,” they were 
not talking green fields. There was simply so little in place. No one in 
the room verbalized it that first day, but we were all thinking it: The 
channel would not be on the air in six months. 

To Kuala luMpur

Three days later, I left for KL and my new professional life. On my way 
out the door to Qatar International Airport I was given U.S. $2,000 in 
a plain white envelope, a stack of CVs that had already been well-picked 
over, and a laptop.

I quickly discovered that the computer wrote only in Arabic, and 
when I finally corrected it, still insisted on writing from right to left. 

I was told there was a lease taken on the empty 60th floor of Petronas 
Tower 2 in KL, one of the world’s tallest skyscrapers. That was true. But 
there was no bank account, few official papers, no company registration or 
permits in a country where nothing happens unless it is in triplicate, few 
company policies or guidelines, no equipment, and no staff. Not a frame 
had been shot. I had no place to live. There was no temporary office.

But I did have a deadline in six months. And an imperative to get up 
a fully operational international broadcast center, as well as bureaus in 
Beijing, Manila, and Sydney.

Surprisingly to me, Jakarta at that time was not on the list of bureaus. It 
seemed perverse to be called Al Jazeera and not have a bureau in Indonesia. 
I raised my concern about this more than once. I was told it was a sim-
ple case of competing priorities and budget in those early set-up stages. 
Sensibly, it was added later and was up and running by launch day.

A project manager had been appointed to deal with the Petronas 
broadcast center technical installation. I got started on the rest. 

So why was Kuala Lumpur chosen as the broadcast center location in 
Asia? The decision was driven by operational requirements and cost ef-
fectiveness. The Al Jazeera company wanted to be central to Southeast 
Asia and China. Malaysia has a reasonable infrastructure and a compara-
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tively modest cost base. The company was given tax benefits, and by and 
large Malaysia is English-speaking and is seen as a progressive Islamic 
society. Critically, the Malaysian government also guaranteed Al Jazeera 
English editorial independence.

Initially, KL was to have an all-up staff of 50. That was complete 
nonsense. By the time I left I had done over 1,000 interviews and had 
nearly 140 staff on board—making up many different regional ethnici-
ties. Worldwide at that time, AJE had over 10,000 applications and had 
hired over 700 staff.

culTure anD newsrooMs

More of the world’s financial news is now coming out of Asia. And for 
years, television channels there have focused their efforts on news and 
analysis in this category. By its very nature, financial reporting tends to 
deal with absolutes. This presents fewer risks to media owners for whom 
media freedoms are an issue. Such an environment produces journalists 
who can do very good work without putting their heads too far above 
the parapet. You cannot blame them. If you go too far as a journalist in 
Asia, you can be taken from the streets, have your I.D. card confiscated 
from you, have your family harassed, or be imprisoned.

Al Jazeera English needed a different kind of journalist. It also wanted 
diversity in race, age, and background. This became an interesting bal-
ancing act. There can be problems in newsrooms with journalists from 
different cultures. This is not unexpected when you consider the many 
differences in history and origin—as well as simple craft issues. But it 
would be wrong to categorize these issues as mainly television ones.

Fundamental to this is the fact that many Asian journalists in much of 
Asia work in a culture of censorship. They are nearly always expected, 
along with their media owners, to consider the impact their reportage 
will have on their country and government. These reporters see their 
journalistic role in society as being different from their counterparts in 
the West. I suspect they are privately aghast by the lack of constraint and 
what they might perceive as recklessness demonstrated by their Western 
colleagues on assignment in Asia, irrespective of their editorial role, who 
generally have little regard for the effect their reportage can have on so-
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ciety. And who can of course move on if they so choose, after their tours 
of duty end.

During the many interviews I did, candidates were asked to respond 
to a number of fictional news scenarios. For many of them, their first 
port of call for any response was to go to the government via the min-
istry of information. They were uncertain what to do or where to go 
after that.

This is not a purely Asian phenomenon—a February 2008 meet-
ing of Arab information ministers (which adopted the Cairo Charter 
of Principles prohibiting criticism of Arab leaders and religious figures) 
is another example. Al Jazeera has strongly opposed this code, saying it 
will shackle freedom of expression.

In my own area, the Southwest Pacific, recent events in Fiji also 
give rise to concern. The Fijian public has been warned about speak-
ing against interim government policies, a newspaper publisher has been 
expelled, and a report on media freedoms commissioned by the Fiji 
Human Rights Commission recommends actions at odds with human 
rights principles.

It is apparent that an expanding media market—both in Asia and the 
South Pacific—will not necessarily guarantee better journalists or better 
reporting.

Much has been made of the public interest in blogging and citizen 
journalism that is on the rise everywhere, including in Asia. These seri-
ous writers have increasing online influence and an important role in 
reporting conflicts or humanitarian issues. They do so with courage and 
commitment. They have few advocacy groups to safeguard their inter-
ests. They are vulnerable in communities where there is fear of the con-
sequences of speaking out.

I would like to think the arrival of Al Jazeera English in Asia has 
helped them and other media, at least morally. After all, when an in-
ternational channel is bearing witness to an event, it is more difficult 
for governments to deny, spin, obfuscate, and tailor their news on their 
state-sponsored channels. The international channel’s coverage will not 
stop these governments, but exploiting the news in this way does be-
come tougher for them.

AJE’s coverage of protests on the streets of Kuala Lumpur in late 2007 
is a prime example. The Malaysian information minister’s denial (issued 
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live on AJE) of events that saw police deployed with water cannons to 
subjugate protesters was deceitful, foolhardy, and embarrassing. Little 
wonder then, with such denial in its senior ranks, that the Malaysian 
government was so surprised by the March 2008 election results. None 
of the citizens in the protest footage that day would have been.

I could not become accustomed to how casually government officials 
and authority figures in Asia assumed they would be advised of any edi-
torial matter that might upset their government well before it went on 
the air. Or to their look of genuine puzzlement, surprise, and hurt when 
you said this would not happen. Of course Western governments act this 
way as well, just not as directly.

eDiTorial focus

Media companies in 2008 are more profit-obsessed and confront a more 
volatile, competitive environment than ever before. Even if moved by 
more traditional journalistic values, the pressure remains constantly on 
editors to make their output what the marketers refer to as “news you 
can use.”

Not surprisingly, considering many of us had formerly worked for 
commercial broadcasters, some of the more vociferous arguments early 
on at AJE were reserved for discretionary stories. These were stories 
such as the Oscars; the celebrity adoption stories; the McCartney/Mills 
divorce (then in its early throes); later the Madeleine McCann story; and 
coupling, sneezing, or scratching pandas.

Thankfully there was a majority view and it was the right one for the 
Al Jazeera brand. The commercial news broadcast market is a market 
taken care of by others who do it very well. 

There are plenty of critics who believe AJE is unrelentingly grim and 
offers no light and shade. It is true on some days the channel can be a 
hard watch. Yet when I look ahead, I believe that quality news services 
will be more important than ever. They will provide the understanding 
and coherence on all manner of issues that will help me form my world 
view. As I do now, I will get that information from a preferred range of 
suppliers (including commercial broadcasters), and be better informed 
because of it.
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In short, though, I do not expect the latest Britney, Paris, and Amy 
tattle, or the equivalent of National Geographic, aired on Al Jazeera, and 
I do not expect Billboard or Hello magazine will be running a treatise on 
the six-party talks any time soon.

eDiTorial freeDoM

Every media company has its complexities and difficulties. Al Jazeera 
English is a particularly tough company. Some things I disliked. Being 
a Western, white, Christian woman in an Arab company is not easy. 
There is rivalry between the Arabic and English editorial arms of the 
company, mainly about power and influence. Yet rarely were there issues 
in Asia about editorial freedom.

I would not say that AJE is editorially fearless, but it comes close to it. 
It can be this way because it has no worry about ratings. They are never 
discussed. AJE accepts some advertising, though not enough to be self-
sufficient. These factors make it unafraid to challenge the established 
voice. Or to decide not to do stories because everyone else is. It is true 
that how you see news depends on where you are standing—especially if 
you are the government.

I am frequently asked about editorial interference—was there any and 
if so what form did it take?

There is a view that the Qatari government has a direct hand in what 
goes on the air, even down to the level of rewriting scripts. In my ex-
perience, this flies in the face of how reputable international television 
news channels operate. They are a voracious user of material. They re-
quire an endless supply of product, produced accurately and quickly. As 
an independent Western journalist, it is an absurd notion to suggest that 
you would research a story, set it up, shoot it, script and edit it, and then 
submit it to your organization’s thought police, who would then get 
back to you once they had debated it internally.

There were stories out of Asia during my time with Al Jazeera English 
that were sensitive. Every channel has them. For AJE in Asia, it was any-
thing to do with apostasy, or some religious freedom stories. These had 
to be referred to Doha after the stories were done and before they went 
on the air. Stories which included homosexuality, women in bikinis, or 
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some nudity (such as Hindu men bathing in the Ganges), did not find 
much favor. But this attitude did not stop us from doing these stories. 
We would not have been worth our salt if it had.

The editorial team in Doha was under much more editorial scrutiny. 
At times there were some tough and bitter arguments about stories from 
the Middle East. I had faith in my international colleagues on these oc-
casions that they had held the line.

With the Al Jazeera network being funded by Qatar’s huge gas and 
oil revenues, one could easily assume there are unlimited dollars to burn 
on stories. Certainly the company does not have the same commercial 
pressures as other media organizations, but the budgets are fixed, and 
stay that way. There are strict accountabilities, which are rigorously 
enforced.

With some exceptions during start-up, the company sat toward 
the mid-to-bottom end of the global pay scale. It attracted staff by al-
lowing them to do the kind of work they enjoy. This was a powerful 
motivator.

The enD of The Beginning

It did not take six months before Al Jazeera English went on the air; it 
took over double that. It was rare to have a day that was anything less than 
chaotic. And now the channel is reported to be available in 100 million 
homes in over 60 countries.

The obstacles and difficulties during that time were many and var-
ied and still represent significant challenges for the company. Some of 
these go back to the original basis on which AJE was founded: the HR 
policies that were never quite formed; the operating funds that were fre-
quently late; contractual issues that were never quite sorted out; lack of 
clarity over direction; intra-channel rivalry. Add in cultural differences, 
and you have a potent mix. These are substantial, and in some cases, 
unresolved growing pains.

There was no typical day as bureau chief. There was only the sub-
lime and the ridiculous during those first two years. Apart from the 
editorial pursuits; the continual worry of having teams on the ground in 
places where journalists are regarded as targets; the mind-numbing end-
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less technical detail; the tap-dancing diplomacy with governments and 
other broadcasters; what seemed like three quarters of the staff getting 
dengue fever at once; and the pure, unadulterated, adrenaline rush that 
was launch day, there were plenty of other things to keep me busy: 

•	 Simply	put,	our	whole	 technology	was	based	on	all	data	being	sent	
rapidly around the world via a double-ring cable. One part of the 
cable would bring data (that is, stories) into Kuala Lumpur. The other 
part would send out data from Kuala Lumpur to other broadcast cen-
ters. Unfortunately, in Asia this cable lay in the main shipping lanes. 
It was repeatedly dragged by ship’s anchors, sometimes severing it. At 
times this rendered us virtually inoperable, and Asia was cut off from 
the rest of the world.

•	 Particular	and	quite	exceptional	detail	about	a	space	on	the	60th	floor	
of Petronas Tower 2, dubbed the emir’s room. It was designed by a 
New York architect, as was the whole floor. I was told I must have 
this room in case the emir visited one day. The ceiling was set up like 
a Bedouin’s tent with twinkling lights to resemble the Qatari night 
sky. The emir, to my knowledge, has not yet dropped by. The room 
was quietly used for another purpose, but the lights are still in place. 

•	 The	fire	drills	in	the	Petronas	Twin	Towers	that	made	you	realize	that	
if anything happened in those towers, you would be very lucky to get 
out unscathed. It is a beautiful and eccentric place for a newsroom. 

•	 The	 senior	 Thai	 military	 intelligence	 unit	 which	 arrived	 one	 day	
thinking it would like to take photos of my complete technical 
installation.

•	 The	unexpected	meeting	with	the	French	“spiderman”	who	climbs	
tall buildings around the world. He decided that out of all the offices 
in the Petronas Twin Towers, he would enter mine one day, after 
having climbed from the bottom. Unfortunately for him, he also met 
security, who burst into my office, guns at the ready. He was force-
fully arrested and taken away.

Al Jazeera in Asia: The Origins
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in conclusion

Much has been written about the indifference of the public to interna-
tional news. It is said that politicians, big business, and influencers of 
every kind form a small informed nucleus that enjoys access to the elite 
sources of information it requires, relying in essence on a compliant, 
complacent public. A lot of this is true.

Nonetheless, my experience in Asia, where our cameras and corre-
spondents were almost universally welcomed, is that people want their 
stories to be told. There are a multitude of differences between the lives 
of people in the East and the West. But in so many cases, their stories 
have a similitude. Asians want corruption exposed. They want their lives 
made better by improved housing, healthcare, education, and justice. 
They are troubled by the price of rice, fees, and taxes; how good their 
crops are; disputes with their neighbors; animus between districts or 
nearby countries; and suspicion of the West. They worry about their 
future and that of their families. They always want their governments 
and officials held accountable. And they will talk to the media about 
these concerns—even if they sometimes risk their lives in doing so. And 
it is clear that information—when impartially and credibly conveyed—
can have a profound impact on the public viewpoint and on decision-
makers. At its zenith it can even help shape foreign policy. But then, that 
is its allure, and also its menace.

Al Jazeera English says that it has helped reverse the traditional flow 
of information from West to East, arguing that it has produced material 
that travels from East to West. This is a good position to take, though 
market research is needed to validate it. Nonetheless, AJE’s arrival in 
Asia has indeed brought more reportage of more issues not only to view-
ers in that region, but into Western living rooms as well. Anecdotally it 
seems to have been well received in Asia. It has been well received in my 
own country, New Zealand.

On launch day I remember looking up at the bank of screens in the 
newsroom, while trying to deploy a team to a suspected tsunami in 
Japan. CNN was on a U.S. domestic story. The BBC was on the open-
ing of Parliament, and AJE was talking to a rebel leader in Darfur. None 
of those story choices was wrong.

Still, with the advent of AJE, you are now more likely to see Darfur 
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on CNN and the BBC than you will ever be to see the opening of 
Parliament on AJE. That is simply the influence of a new entrant to the 
global media environment and market forces at work. This suggests to 
me that if news were simply retail, then Al Jazeera English has been very 
good for business.

noTe

1. Al Jazeera English’s “Newshour” is an hour of world news, hosted from 
AJE’s broadcast centers in Doha, Kuala Lumpur, London, and Washington, D.C., 
and linked together live.

Al Jazeera in Asia: The Origins
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When this paper was presented at the Woodrow Wilson 
Center in April 2008, Al Jazeera English (AJE) was avail-
able in only two cable markets in the United States. My 

understanding is that AJE is closely watched by some government agen-
cies in Washington, D.C., though for most U.S. residents any exposure 
to the channel is probably gained through accessing us on YouTube.com 
or on our own website, english.aljazeera.net. Although the paper was 
presented at a conference about AJE’s impact in Southeast Asia, it was 
apparent that the audience was probably not familiar with AJE’s content 
and programming. Accordingly, my primary purpose was to explain 
what the channel does and what it is like to work for it.

al Jazeera english’s eDiTorial agenDa, or whaT is news?

Al Jazeera English was launched in November 2006, at a time when 
international broadcast news was dominated by networks that were cen-
tralized operations located physically and culturally in the West.

It is also important to note that for the last few years, journalists have 
been constantly adapting to the demands of consumers and of new tech-
nology, making many more sources of information available to consum-
ers via cable, satellite, digital platforms, and of course the Internet.

The team that set out the founding concepts driving AJE wanted to 
provide a 360 degree view of the world, to set out a developing world 
news agenda, and to reverse the flow of news from the North and West 
so that it instead flowed from the South and East. They wanted to be true 
to the origins of the Al Jazeera network, located as it is in the South—in 
the developing nation of the kingdom of Qatar.

WorKInG for AL JAzeerA:  
the reALItIes

Veronica Pedrosa is a presenter for Al Jazeera English’s broadcast center in 

Kuala Lumpur.
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The channel’s structure was designed to reflect its broader agenda, 
so AJE has a complex decentralized structure with four broadcast cen-
ters, located in Doha, Kuala Lumpur (KL), London, and Washington, 
D.C. Each broadcast center handles a block of several hours of output 
to viewers on a single global feed, before handing over the broadcast to 
the next center. The editorial concept was for each broadcast center to 
act autonomously. The journalists staffing each broadcast center would 
have their local expertise reflected in their output. At the same time, 
when there were developments on stories elsewhere in the world (not in 
the region housing the broadcast center), the journalists at the broadcast 
center would decide which of these stories to cover, and how.

The standard of success would be high-quality journalism: accurate, 
objective, and impartial. AJE would be controversial when necessary and 
would extend the legacy of the feisty journalism of the Arabic-language 
network to English-speaking viewers. There was a crucial period for the 
channel before it launched, in the weeks when we were rehearsing our 
operations to make sure the complex technology and communications 
systems put in place were really working. Editorially, this was a time 
when journalists from a very wide range of experiences and backgrounds 
found out what AJE was really going to be about.

One early example of how the editorial agenda developed was when 
the world-famous pop star Madonna planned to adopt a child from Mali. 
Last minute difficulties came up when it was reported that the biological 
father said he did not want to give the boy up after all. The international 
news agencies APTN and Reuters had sent crews to cover Madonna’s 
travails, so access to pictures from Mali was no problem—but now what 
exactly was the story, if there was to be no adoption?

Several of our journalists, myself included, wanted to cover it by 
putting together an in-house report (that is, the images would be put 
together by using the news agencies’ pictures, but a journalist in our 
broadcast center would write a script and provide the voice for the re-
port). These Hollywood celebrity brushes with the developing world 
often explain why news editors decide they can reduce the commercial 
risk of covering developing world issues—such stories are seen as easier 
for viewers to swallow with the celebrity element.

Ultimately, however, this story was not entertained in editorial meet-
ings at the broadcast centers. It was clear that at AJE, celebrity activities 
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were not considered news per se, and if we were to cover important issues 
in the developing world or anywhere else, it would be done absolutely 
straight: with in-depth reports produced by correspondents in the field and 
given more context by graphics sequences and interviews in the studio.

It was a moment of clarity. Al Jazeera would only cover a story if the 
fully-considered answer is “yes” to the question: “Is it news?”

This is such a fundamental question, but it provides a necessary bul-
wark in the context of the television industry today. All too often, jour-
nalists are covering stories about celebrities or about shocking-but-lo-
calized crime. The latest technology gives anyone the ability to record 
an event and to upload it onto the Internet for all the world to see. But 
asking the question has meant that AJE journalists are reporting on is-
sues that may not get the channel more ratings or more advertising sales, 
but that really affect ordinary people. These are the issues for which we 
strive to provide context.

At Al Jazeera English, there is a passionate belief that it is the role 
of journalists to bear witness. Beyond that—because being in the right 
place at the right time is not all there is to being a journalist—we also 
try to provide context and balance. AJE journalists are given the time to, 
and encouraged to, provide for viewers the history and geography that 
create conflict, popular demands for change, hardship, hunger, etc. 

Bearing witness can be an exceptionally risky business. Much has 
been made of “citizen journalism” in recent years. Nowadays, anyone 
can be at the scene of a news story when it happens. Remember the 
amazingly powerful image of a firefighter bearing the limp body of a 
small child from the rubble of an Oklahoma City daycare center, which 
had been destroyed when a federal government building was bombed in 
1995? It was taken by a bystander. But just being in the right place at the 
right time does not make a journalist.

The job of the journalist is to take the risk of actually going to wars 
or remote, troubled areas hit by natural disasters, and then to provide 
trusted, balanced reporting even in the middle of such chaos. As well as 
bearing witness, journalists provide context, tell the wider story, provide 
balance, and are fair and accurate.
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al Jazeera english in souTheasT asia

The decentralized nature of Al Jazeera English is designed to provide 
in-depth local knowledge. In Southeast Asia we have chosen to com-
mission extensive coverage of neglected stories like the food shortage 
in West Timor, the protests for electoral reform in Malaysia, the plight 
of Hmong tribes in Laos, the conflicts in the southern Philippines and 
southern Thailand, and the conditions of people in Myanmar. Such sto-
ries are considered expensive, difficult, and even dangerous to cover by 
other international news channels with more centralized structures.

Malaysia
In Malaysia, one important incident that demonstrated the possible 
impact we are having occurred in November 2007. There were mass 
demonstrations in Kuala Lumpur to call for electoral reforms. One of 
our correspondents reported from the scene, and he visibly winced as 
chemical-laced water discharged from a cannon reached his eyes. Other 
pictures in his report, taken by Al Jazeera camerapeople, showed ordi-
nary Malaysians being dispersed by water cannon and tear gas.

Within hours of that report being aired, the Malaysian information 
minister called our news desk, furious over our coverage and demanding 
more balanced coverage. We explained that we had contacted 22 differ-
ent government officials to ask for a comment to provide their view, but 
that none had agreed. He, however, did agree and was interviewed live 
during the next news bulletin. He insinuated on the air that the reporter 
had been acting and denied that there had been any clashes. However, 
while the government official was being interviewed, our producers ran 
the images AJE crews had taken that showed the clashes.

The short clip of the interview and the original report on the demon-
strations were posted on YouTube.com and became the water-cooler story 
of the week in KL. Everyone seemed to be watching Al Jazeera, because 
none of the local or international networks showed the pictures of how the 
demonstration was broken up. Local broadcasters and newspapers repeated 
the views of the government at carefully choreographed news conferences. 
Indeed, the next day the information minister followed up his AJE inter-
view with a news conference to denounce Al Jazeera for not understand-
ing Malaysia’s culture, and even for being a Western media organization.
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Soon after AJE’s coverage of the protests, the Malaysian state news 
agency Bernama ran the following report:

CAIRO, Nov 29 (Bernama)—Malaysians should not be easily taken in 
by what was shown in the Al-Jazeera satellite television station particularly 
on issues smearing Malaysia’s image and reputation.
 Information Minister Datuk Seri Zainuddin Maidin said Malaysia 
was not the only country facing problems with Al-Jazeera for airing negative 
and adverse reports but also several Arab nations.
 This was told to him by Egyptian Information Minister Anas Ahmad 
Nabeeh El-Feky in a meeting with him here on Wednesday.
  Zainuddin said Egypt also had to face several incidents of distorted 
reports by Al-Jazeera which highlighted some issues that were inaccurate 
from what actually happened.
 “Egypt and several Arab countries are in a similar predicament with 
Al-Jazeera over certain incidents that happened in their countries. Al-Jazeera 
showed a distorted scenario of what really happened,” he told reporters after 
meeting El-Feky in his office.

But the truth was in the pictures. Al Jazeera was on the lips of many 
Malaysians in those days, as the only broadcast source of on-the-ground 
reporting on the protests.

A fellow journalist informed me that the editors of the local news-
papers had even met with government officials to tell them that it was 
increasingly difficult for them to put out farcical non-reports about the 
protest when Al Jazeera English was being beamed to every ASTRO 
household showing what had really happened.1

General elections were held in Malaysia four months later, in early 
March. The information minister was among many in the ruling party 
who lost their seats in parliament. The ruling party lost its two-thirds 
majority in parliament and is in disarray.

Indonesia
Al Jazeera English is also being closely watched in Indonesia by authori-
ties and by local media, according to Step Vaessen, our correspondent 
there. She adds that more and more ordinary people are watching AJE. 
She says that for the first time, people in Indonesia can frequently watch 
stories about their own country on an international channel, and that 
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they really appreciate this.
CNN does not have a permanent correspondent in Indonesia, and 

the BBC does not have a cameraman in the country. As such, these net-
works’ coverage of Indonesia is limited to disasters or “big” stories. On 
average, AJE produces three stories a week from Jakarta about issues like 
the food crisis, disaster preparedness, corruption, and poverty, and in a 
different way than typically seen on the local channels.

According to Vaessen, officially there is press freedom now, but in 
reality most Indonesian channels still shy away from tough questions or 
critical reporting because there is still a lot of self-censorship.

For example, she says she received positive comments from Indonesians 
about the tone of AJE reports during former president Suharto’s last days, 
which they considered more balanced than the reports of the Indonesian 
channels. When she spoke about it with Indonesian editors, they all 
complained that they were not allowed to really criticize Suharto in 
their reports. So what was shown on Indonesian TV, for weeks in a row, 
were stories about Suharto’s health condition only, rather than a frank 
assessment of his rule and legacy.

Vaessen believes that AJE has quite an impact in Indonesia and that 
the authorities are not always happy. In the first year of AJE’s presence in 
the country, she received several phone calls from the presidential palace 
asking her to tone down her reports. After she explained to them that 
the facts were right, the calls stopped. In the end, AJE was the only in-
ternational channel to land an interview with President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhyono last November. He had not granted any interviews for over 
a year, and he has not granted any since. During Vaessen’s meeting with 
the president, the Indonesian leader proudly showed her that he was ac-
tually watching AJE in his office.

Vaessen is particularly proud of her coverage of the famine and star-
vation in West Timor. Indonesian media have now begun to cover this 
story, but she says they still do not really show the complete picture, and 
the famine is still there and many children have died.

In general, AJE is quite popular in Indonesia. People can watch it 
on cable, and both satellite providers in the country carry it. However, 
most people in Indonesia who do not have a dish or cable cannot view 
the channel. AJE is considering the possibility of an arrangement with 
a local 24-hour news channel to carry one of our bulletins regularly, as 
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is the case in the Philippines, where the ABS-CBN News Channel re-
broadcasts one of the bulletins produced from Kuala Lumpur every day.

In Malaysia and Indonesia, our coverage seems to have somewhat gal-
vanized local television newsrooms. Viewers see our stories on cable or 
on YouTube.com, which in turn has apparently helped local journalists to 
consider reporting stories that they would not have considered in the past 
because of self or actual censorship. In a sense, our coverage has empowered 
the media in these nations to test the limits of freedom of expression.

conclusion

Al Jazeera English is less than two years old, but our coverage and pro-
gramming continue to reflect the commitment to bear witness to ne-
glected issues and crises and to give a voice to the voiceless. In doing 
so, AJE has often incurred the irritation of governments for shedding 
light on issues they would rather leave in the dark. But the hope is that 
we can ultimately help to improve people’s lives, if not by pushing the 
decision-makers to change their policies, then at least by better inform-
ing everyone; by raising awareness; and by increasing the possibility of 
constructive dialogue.

The key is to keep asking the question I mentioned earlier: “What is 
news?” Surely, it is things that affect people, even in areas kept deliber-
ately in the dark. So our job is to shine a light where there is often none, 
and not to limit journalism to being a kind of accidental witness, by post-
ing the latest thing to happen and calling it news. Unfortunately, that is 
the case with so much in news bulletins everywhere in the world—like 
Britney Spears being committed; like a car chase filmed from a helicop-
ter; like a plane crashing at an air show.

At AJE, we are trying to bring these concepts of what journalism can 
be about, and more, together in our coverage: shining a light, reporting 
on the effects of events on people, and understanding how geography 
and history influence perspective. Perhaps the modest impact AJE is hav-
ing in Southeast Asia is an early sign of the possible progress we are mak-
ing toward our aim, stated at the channel’s launch: not reporting on the 
mundane or sensational, but reporting on difficult and complex issues 
which intrude on our comfortable lives.
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posTscripT

With respect to our hosts, the topic of the April conference on Al Jazeera 
English in Southeast Asia seems to have an implied underlying narra-
tive: that “out there” in so-called less developed nations, with younger 
democracies, AJE has the opportunity to provide a necessary challenge 
to their establishments, precisely because it is not from those particular 
countries, and nor from a Western nation.

So I find myself asking: why is it that in the United States, where 
freedom of expression is seen as so important that it is enshrined in the 
Bill of Rights, Al Jazeera English is finding it so difficult to get carriage? 
Could it be that Americans find it too difficult to look when a mirror is 
held up to the world by a non-Western media source? I very much look 
forward to the day when a conference like this will be held in Kuala 
Lumpur, to be entitled “The Impact of Al Jazeera English in the United 
States.”

noTe

1. ASTRO is a Malaysian domestic satellite provider, and AJE is one of the 
channels in the provider’s news package.
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Since its launch in November 2006, Al Jazeera English (AJE) has 
been the subject of much discussion in the popular press. AJE is the 
English-language counterpart of Al Jazeera Arabic, a news chan-

nel that has stirred controversy for its independent and critical zeal. Like 
Al Jazeera Arabic, AJE was launched with hopes of providing a voice to 
the “voiceless” and to the “global south.” The station has promoted a 
similarly ambitious mission of “setting the world’s news agenda.”1

While the two are technically separate news organizations, AJE 
is still overseen by Wadah Khanfar, the director-general of the Al 
Jazeera network. In addition, several of AJE’s high-level staff posi-
tions were poached from the Arabic side in an effort to maintain some 
editorial consistency across both stations. More recently, Khanfar has 
merged the editorial boards of the English and Arabic sides and called 
for further collaboration between bureaus in an effort to increase con-
sistency in the network’s approach to covering international events. 
Khanfar declares that AJE “will provide the same groundbreaking 
news and impartial and balanced journalism to the English-speaking 
world.”2 Indeed, given Al Jazeera Arabic’s groundbreaking approach 
to critically examining events in the Middle East, the move to tie 
AJE to Al Jazeera Arabic’s operations and brand is an important one, 
as it adds credibility to AJE’s goal of “bearing witness in a globalized 
world.”3
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Additionally, given Al Jazeera Arabic’s history of promoting demo-
cratic discussion and accountability in the Middle East, some have 
suggested that AJE—with its ambitious mission—may have a simi-
lar impact in promoting democratic deliberation and governance 
throughout the world. Drawing from the test case of AJE’s work in 
Malaysia, this paper examines the impact that AJE has had on the 
Malaysian political environment thus far, and offers some insight into 
discussions of the possibility of an “Al Jazeera effect.” More specifi-
cally, we argue that AJE’s coverage of racial tensions in Malaysia and 
the Kuala Lumpur protests in November 2007 had a significant role 
in triggering political discussions, collaborations, and actions—mostly 
via interpersonal and new media networks—that would eventually 
result in the most dramatic political change in Malaysia since its inde-
pendence from Great Britain in 1957. Moreover, this paper argues that 
AJE’s role (along with that of active online politicking) in Malaysian 
political change offers another telling example of how new media 
technologies, organizations, and netizens are weakening the ability of 
the nation-state to control the flow of information, a consequence of 
which is liberal and democratic reform.4

The al Jazeera effecT

Narrowly speaking, “Al Jazeera effect” is a term used to describe the 
consequences Al Jazeera’s news coverage has had on the policies and 
opinions of governments across the world. The term includes references 
to the impacts that Al Jazeera’s style of journalism has had on other media 
outlets in the Middle East; to actual changes in government policies; and 
to the waves of public sentiment moved by Al Jazeera’s coverage of par-
ticular events.

Historically speaking, the term is a metaphorical reference to the 
“CNN effect,” a concept that was popularized in the 1990s to describe 
the impact that international media (CNN in particular) were having 
on public opinion and foreign policies. During the 1990-91 Gulf War, 
“CNN emerged as a global actor in international politics,” inspiring 
other international news organizations, such as the BBC, NBC, and 
Star, to follow and establish their own international satellite news net-
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works. By acknowledging the impacts that images of the massacre at 
Tiananmen Square, as well as of the humanitarian crises in Somalia and 
Bosnia, eventually had on Chinese and Western governments, scholars 
suggested that satellite news organizations had the potential to become 
powerful actors in the international political environment.5 Indeed, re-
gardless of discussions about the existence of a formal “CNN effect” 
or “Al Jazeera effect,” it is impossible to deny the structural changes 
that emerging flows of information—including those facilitated via sat-
ellite news television—have on traditional notions of state and citizen 
power.6

Along these lines, the term has become a metaphor for the larger 
social and political impacts that new media technologies—satellite tele-
vision, SMS messaging via cell phones, and the Internet—are having 
on long-standing governmental and cultural policies and traditions. In 
this sense, the Al Jazeera network functions as an example of how new 
media technologies—in this case satellite television—can transcend the 
traditional influence of laws of individual nation-states and consequently 
impact local, regional, and international public opinion on social and 
political issues.7 A prominent example is Al Jazeera’s coverage of the U.S.-
led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Contra to CNN International and BBC 
World, Al Jazeera focused on the civilian and social consequences of the 
war, taking an explicit stance against its legality and proposed benefits 
through its relatively one-sided coverage. As Al Jazeera English’s Riz 
Khan puts it, while American news channels “show the missiles taking 
off, Al Jazeera shows them landing.” 8 Marc Lynch partly attributes this 
colored coverage of the war to the strength and scope of Arab public—
and governmental—opposition to the American-led war.9

Lynch’s viewpoint touches on yet another consequence of the pro-
posed Al Jazeera effect: a more pronounced connection between Arab 
public opinion and government policy. Historically speaking, Arab 
media have largely been unidirectional, created or controlled by the 
government and broadcast to the people. The Al Jazeera model of pro-
gramming—interactive, controversial, and relatively uncensored—has 
created a broader space and efficacy for the expression of public opinion. 
The result has been an enhanced Arab public sphere, more pointed pub-
lic opinions, and a means by which opinions can be discussed across bor-
ders. As Mohamed Zayani has observed, news broadcasts by Al Jazeera 
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have translated “into popular pressure on Arab governments to step up 
their efforts to act on certain issues and to alter their tame policy.”10 For 
example, in 2000, Al Jazeera’s coverage of the second Palestinian intifada 
sparked public protests across the Arab world and “united Arabs behind a 
single issue for the first time since the early 1970s,” a fact that was widely 
noted by governments in the region.11 Thus, in this sense, the Al Jazeera 
effect is not a reference to the influence that any particular media broad-
caster has. Rather, it is a metaphor for the changed dynamics of power 
and influence that new media technologies, when combined with active 
and interested publics, are having on traditional structures of power.

Both the proposed Al Jazeera and CNN effects are related to the 
concept of the “demonstration effect.” Based on Samuel Huntington’s 
observations of how democratic changes in Eastern Europe and the for-
mer Soviet Union fed off of each other in a synergistic manner, the 
demonstration effect proposes that images and news of democratic pro-
test and liberal reform in relatively closed societies can enhance similar 
democratic movements abroad when broadcast across borders. Through 
satellite television, citizens can become more informed about and en-
couraged by changes elsewhere and begin to press for change at home. 
Accordingly, elites become trepidatious over the downfall of autocrats 
abroad and in response become more conciliatory or reactionary at 
home, either of which can spark mass mobilization.12

In the case of Eastern Europe, no country could effectively shut out 
the tide of information that undermined regime credibility, raised so-
cial expectations, and eventually helped to end communist rule. More 
broadly, Huntington notes that changes in Eastern Europe and the for-
mer Soviet Union not only reinforced one another, but were also no-
ticed by rulers and citizens across Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. This 
increased visibility, facilitated by the growth of international communi-
cation technologies, allowed for the demonstration effect to take hold on 
a global level.13

The poliTics of proTesT

Public protests can play a particularly potent role in the context of the dem-
onstration effect, and thus also in the proposed Al Jazeera effect. Media 
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theorists have observed that the media can enhance democratic movements 
by acting in a “triggering role,” whereby the media play a more direct 
part in the promotion of democracy by acting as a conduit of democratic 
information and protest. This usually occurs when popular protest or op-
position-group demands have been mounting among the citizenry, and the 
media offer favorable coverage for the opposition in ways that encourage 
the dissemination of its message throughout the country. In Latin America, 
the media has played a triggering role in both Brazil and Paraguay, where, 
as pressure to democratize intensified among the public, the local press 
“[were] decisive in sharpening democratic and social demands.” The trig-
gering role of the media can be most important during the intermediate 
and late stages of transition away from authoritarianism, when antiregime 
movements have already been formed and overall support for the regime 
has begun falling.14 Importantly, these conditions can be found in several 
countries in Southeast Asia, and Malaysia in particular.

 Yet the concept of a “triggering role” of the media requires further 
elaboration. Obviously, not all media coverage of protests and dissent 
helps further democracy or build civil society. The Western world’s cov-
erage of the Danish cartoon affair—characterized largely by a focus on 
the violent nature of the protests, and on the perceived incompatibility 
between Islam and modernity—illustrates how media coverage of public 
protest can in fact sometimes be detrimental to democratic deliberation. 

In their work on the relationship between media and civil society, 
Jeffrey Alexander and Ronald Jacobs outline news media’s capacity to 
“trigger violent reactions, dislodge powerful people and motivate the 
formation of social movements” through the creation of mediatized pub-
lic crises. Arguing that media influence stems from media’s “construction 
of common identities,” Alexander and Jacobs suggest that “media events, 
which attract larger audiences than any other communication media, 
have tremendous potentials in terms of media power, because they erase 
the divide between private and public, and also because they dramatize 
the symbols, narratives, and cultural codes of a particular society.”15

Essential to Alexander and Jacobs’ conception of media events is the 
incorporation of mediatized narratives into the images and facts of a 
sequence of incidents, whereby media “perform” a story over time to 
meet the expectations of a particular audience. “Media events serve the 
legitimation needs for societies (not necessarily states) … they provide 



| 70 |

Shawn Powers and Mohammed el-Nawawy

the cultural grounds for attachment to the ‘imagined community.’” In 
this sense, imagined communities are formed through the progression 
of connecting individual sentiments to collective narratives of current 
events, a process that places news media at the center of the social change 
process. Mediatized public crises differ from traditional conceptions of 
media events in that they “tend to increase the distance between the 
indicative and subjunctive” (that is, the “is” and the “ought”), exposing 
social ills and creating space and a sense of exigency for civic action to 
overcome the social pollutants. For example, drawing from Elihu Katz’s 
research on media power, Alexander and Jacobs contend that media are 
important “for actively constructing common identities and common 
solidarities,” suggesting “that the media is concerned not only with the 
diffusion of information to a mass public, but also—and this is particu-
larly true for media events—with the dramatization of civil society and 
the creation of a common cultural framework for building common 
identities.”16

It is precisely this type of “mediated public crisis” that has recently 
been witnessed in Malaysia. In the course of just a few years, new media 
technologies, including the Internet and increased satellite television ser-
vice, have transformed the way Malaysians consume information about 
national politics and culture. The following case study explores how new 
media networks, built through growing social disenfranchisement, and 
triggered by a series of protests covered extensively and dramatically by 
AJE, resulted in Malaysia’s largest political upheaval in over 50 years.

al Jazeera english arrives in Kuala luMpur

One of the most intriguing aspects of Al Jazeera English—an attribute 
that sets it apart from its international competitors—is its innovative and 
modern approach to the physical constitution of a global news network. 
Rather than relying on a principal bureau out of which most of the news 
is broadcast, AJE relies on a rotating broadcast-bureau structure, where 
the broadcast and editorial responsibilities are handed off between four 
main bureaus, or broadcast centers. The four broadcast centers are located 
in Doha (Qatar), London (United Kingdom), Washington, D.C. (United 
States), and Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), and each has its own segment of 
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the day when it is responsible for what viewers see when they tune in to 
AJE. While the Doha bureau makes geographical sense given its prox-
imity to the network’s headquarters, and London and Washington, D.C. 
make sense given their propinquity to historic levers of power and major 
international events, the decision to place its Asian broadcast center in 
the capital of Malaysia seems unusual, given the number of alternative 
media hubs for news and international events in the region. Singapore, 
Jakarta, Beijing, Hong Kong, and Tokyo each enjoy access to important 
parts of Asia, and each has a different regulatory environment and pool 
of journalistic talent.

There are a number of explanations for the decision to place AJE’s 
Asian broadcast center in Kuala Lumpur. It is important to note that 
the bureau is located on the 60th floor of the world-famous Petronas 
Towers, a location that would be the envy of any news organization. 
Some have speculated that the emir of Qatar drew on his oil connec-
tions with Petronas oil (owned by the Malaysian government) in order 
to secure a relatively inexpensive lease. Moreover, AJE received assur-
ances from Malaysia’s prime minister that the government would not 
interfere with the organization’s broadcasts, assurances that have so far 
been proven true.17 The decision by the Malaysian government—and 
the Petronas oil company—to court AJE is also an interesting one. 
Given the strength of Al Jazeera’s brand as a modern news organization 
with strong Muslim roots, the Malaysian government may have agreed 
to house AJE’s Asian broadcast center in an effort to simultaneously 
demonstrate the stable business environment offered by Kuala Lumpur 
and to appeal to domestic constituencies calling for a closer relationship 
between the Malaysian government and the Islamic faith.

It is important to note that the Malaysian government maintains 
tight control over its domestic media environment. The 1984 Printing 
Press and Publications Act (PPPA) requires all forms of print media to 
obtain annual licenses from the prime minister’s office. These licenses 
can be revoked at any time, and there is no means of public oversight. 
Indeed, the PPPA presents much more than an idle threat. In 2006, 
Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi used the law to “prohibit the publica-
tion, distribution, or possession of any materials related to the Danish 
caricatures,” a move that resulted in the suspension of the licenses for 
two different Malaysian newspapers.18 It should also be noted that even 
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foreign publications are subject to censorship in Malaysia.
More importantly, the government’s heavy-handed approach to deal-

ing with the Danish cartoon affair reinforced widespread fear and, thus, 
self-censorship amongst Malaysian media outlets. “Self-censorship has 
been entrenched by a history of political interference in media coverage 
of issues considered by the government to be against the national inter-
est or ‘sensitive.’”19 Indeed, in July 2006, in response to increased appre-
hension regarding the “Islamization” of Malaysia, the prime minister 
banned reporting on race or religion altogether. Sadly, Malaysia’s re-
strictions on broadcast media are even broader. The 1988 Broadcasting 
Act gives the minister of information expansive discretion to determine 
“who can own a broadcast station and the type of television service 
suitable for the Malaysian people.”20

On top of these restrictive laws and a media environment that en-
courages the widespread sanitization of the news, most Malay broadcast 
and print media are owned or controlled by Media Prima, a media con-
glomerate that is closely linked to the largest political party, the United 
Malays National Organization (UMNO). Simply put, the media en-
vironment of Kuala Lumpur is one that by all indications would seem 
to be contrary to Al Jazeera’s history and mission to “adhere to the 
journalistic values of honesty, courage, fairness, balance, independence, 
credibility and diversity, giving no priority to commercial or political 
considerations over professional ones.”21

AJE’s decision to choose Kuala Lumpur is especially interesting given 
the network’s record of working within unkind media environments. 
The history of Al Jazeera’s news coverage in the Middle East is a story 
of governmental hostility toward the network and its journalists that 
has not only made in-depth and on-the-ground reporting difficult in 
some cases, but also spilled over into diplomatic consequences for the 
government of Qatar. During its 12-year tenure, the Al Jazeera network 
has at one point or another been shut out of almost every country in 
the Middle East.22 Its journalists have been imprisoned, tortured, and 
killed, and its headquarters has allegedly even been discussed as a pos-
sible target of a U.S.-led military strike. And while the organization has 
been able to persevere despite the onslaught of Arab and Western gov-
ernment hostility, essential to its success has been the legal safe haven of 
its broadcasting home, Doha. To place one of the broadcast centers in 
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Malaysia, a country that is openly hostile to Al Jazeera’s style of report-
ing, certainly seems out of place.

MeDiaTing change

Despite outward appearances, Malaysia remains a relatively segmented 
and heterogeneous society. There are three primary ethnicities: Malay 
(65 percent), Chinese (26 percent), and Indian (8 percent). Malaysia’s 
political history since independence in 1957 has been one dominated 
by ethnic Malay interests. Chinese and Indian interests have been rep-
resented only through the filter of the ruling political coalition, Barisan 
Nasional (BN), which is dominated by a pro-Malay agenda at the ex-
pense of the economic and social well-being of Chinese and Indians 
living in Malaysia.

Yet, despite divisions, open discussion of the status of racial and reli-
gious affairs is thoroughly discouraged. Prime Minister Badawi has sug-
gested that “in this country all of this is secure and the nation understands 
that religious issues should not rightly be brought up. This is not on the 
agenda for discussion.” He added that “no one should even attempt to 
test the government’s resolve on this issue.”23 However, despite the gov-
ernment’s efforts to quiet dissent, there have been a growing number of 
political opposition groups forming and organizing around their partic-
ular religious and/or ethnic interests. Of primary symbolic importance 
are a growing number of ethnic Indians taking root in Malaysia. Despite 
their growth in numbers, there is limited Indian representation in the 
Malaysian parliament or government. Prior to March 2008, only one 
ethnic Indian had ever served in the Malaysian parliament.

On November 10, 2007, large protests broke out in the heart of down-
town Kuala Lumpur. Organized by BERSIH, a coalition of Malaysian 
opposition political parties and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
with the stated aim of reforming the electoral process, up to an esti-
mated 40,000 protestors came out in force in order to draw attention to 
complaints of government discrimination against minority communi-
ties and to call for an end to government corruption and for electoral 
reform. While the protests began as a peaceful endeavor, Malaysian po-
lice quickly tried to quash the protestors and to dissuade people from 
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joining the demonstrations by using fire hoses and tear gas. The im-
ages were stunning, not only for international audiences, but especially 
for Malaysians. While the Malaysian broadcast and print media failed 
to cover the protests as anything more than a blip, Al Jazeera English 
covered the protests live and in detail. While covering them, AJE cor-
respondent Hamish MacDonald was himself physically affected by the 
tear gas, the consequences of which were jarring for anyone watching. 
Importantly, earlier that month, AJE had aired a special on its show 
People & Power, which predicted that the escalation of racially related 
tensions was going to force change—even violent change—in Malaysia.24 
Widespread public awareness of the protests, and the police violence that 
followed, would not have been acknowledged in but a few elite circles 
had AJE correspondents not been there on the ground to film the events 
(and in high-definition no less).

AJE’s coverage of the protests was significant for several reasons. 
Internationally, it exposed just how delicate the Malaysian political and 
social systems are, a fragility that the government had been working to 
mask for the sake of promoting itself as a safe haven for international 
economic investment. Domestically, the coverage shattered the credibil-
ity of a ruling party that had assured its citizenry that its handling of the 
protesters used the utmost restraint.

A crucial moment came when the minister of information, Zainuddin 
Maidin, called AJE to complain about its coverage of the protests. Maidin 
quickly found himself the subject of a live on-air phone interview for 
which he was unprepared. He accused Al Jazeera English of “trying to 
project” an image of Malaysia as an undemocratic country. “We are not 
Pakistan, we are not Myanmar,” Maidin declared.25 Yet, when asked 
why the Malaysian police did not break up the protests more peacefully, 
the minister explained that even the most peaceful public protests were 
illegal in Malaysia, and thus the police force was justified. Speaking in 
broken English, and unmistakably perturbed by AJE’s decision to broad-
cast the violent break-up of the protests, Maidin’s performance was seen 
almost universally by the Malaysian citizenry as a disgraceful representa-
tion of the country’s policies. One Malaysian viewer declared that the 
interview was “truly embarrassing.” Another added that “anyone could 
have done a better job than him. There is no way that he will main-
tain his position as the minister of information after the next election.”26 
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While some Malaysians expressed concern that the protest and violent 
images would hurt Malaysia’s image abroad, these sentiments were far 
overwhelmed by the shame felt by Maidin’s inarticulate defense of the 
police’s reactions to the peaceful protests.27

The images of the excessive force used against the protestors spread 
like wildfire. Independent news providers and bloggers posted links to 
AJE’s coverage, and more than 250,000 people watched it on YouTube.
com during the first week after the protest. More importantly, a large 
number of Malaysians saw the images and debated the rally. The large-
scale discrepancy between AJE’s ample coverage of the protests and the 
sparser coverage of the Malaysian—largely state-influenced—media re-
sulted in the Malaysian mainstream media’s “largest credibility crisis to 
date.”28

The impact of Al Jazeera English’s coverage could be seen just 14 days 
later when a second protest was organized, again calling for an end to the 
marginalization of Malaysia’s ethnic minority community, particularly 
Indians. The next day, images of the protests were on the front pages of 
all the domestic newspapers, and local television news carried the pro-
tests as well. Importantly, the Malaysian press coverage focused on the 
damage that the protestors did to public property and the Malay police 
forces, whereas AJE’s coverage explained the purpose of the protests—
attaining greater representation and democratic governance—while fo-
cusing on the police’s use of tear gas and water cannons to “disperse” 
the protestors.29 Once more, the difference was striking, and Malaysians 
were once again left wondering about the authenticity of their domestic 
media sources and the credibility of the governing coalition.

Following the protests, police used the colonial-era Internal Security 
Act to arrest and detain without trial five leading members of the Hindu 
Rights Action Force (HINDRAF), an NGO with a major involvement 
in the demonstrations. This news was also covered extensively by AJE 
and the Malaysian blogosphere.30 The arrests soon became rallying points 
for opposition parties to the ruling coalition and “further fueled the peo-
ple’s distress, especially the Indians, that the government was unprepared 
to address their concern.”31 Importantly, the arrests and the protests had 
now turned the public’s attention toward broader issues regarding the 
efficacy of Malaysian democratic governance, issues that resonated with 
large segments of the citizenry.
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AJE’s overall coverage of the events—starting with the rising ethnic 
tensions within Malaysia, to the police violence, all the way to the final 
protests—constituted a new type of journalism for Malaysians. AJE did 
not merely cover the events as they took place, but rather provided back-
ground, context, and at times opinions that narrativized the events in a 
way that helped mobilize opinion against the government. Simply put, 
AJE became an actor on behalf of the oppositional and nongovernmental 
forces in Kuala Lumpur, a performance that was instrumental in coalesc-
ing diverse groups against the ruling coalition, BN.

In an interview with Dato Manja Ismail, director of Malay publica-
tions for Media Prima, the state-run media conglomerate, Ismail de-
scribed how AJE’s coverage of the protests had impacted local media in 
Kuala Lumpur:

“AJE’s coverage of the protests changed how we cover sensitive 
political issues here. Before, we could not show such images, or tell 
such tales of government abuse. Now, if we don’t we will lose our 
audience to AJE. I’ve told the minister of information that, and he 
understands that things must change.”32

Moreover, the protests served as an additional spark for Malaysian 
online independent news sites and the blogosphere. The protests, their 
participating organizations and agendas, and abuse of the protestors all 
provided fertile and timely content that was craved by an increasingly 
skeptical Malaysian public. With more and more Malaysians going on-
line, and with the credibility of the Malaysian public media in question, 
many Malaysians relied on online content to best determine what was 
going on in Kuala Lumpur.33 The combination of credible journalism, 
carried out by a highly respected network (AJE), and circulated through 
extensive and increasingly relied-upon electronic networks, would prove 
to be deadly for the ruling national coalition.

The combined impact that new media technologies and AJE would 
have on Malaysian politics was made clear four months later, in March 
2008. Following the protests, BERSIH and HINDRAF helped to fur-
ther unite Malaysia’s minority communities under the mantra of “people 
power.” Their goal was clear: to remove from power the incumbent co-
alition that had been responsible for the police abuse and five decades of 
alleged discriminatory rule. Drawing heavily on their online resources, 
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HINDRAF and BERSIH, along with other similarly aligned socially 
active groups, lobbied heavily for a broad, coordinated strategy that 
would bring together a diverse group of political opposition powers and 
mount the strongest challenge to BN at the ballot box. 

Despite expert predictions to the contrary, Malaysian voters chose 
dramatic change in the country’s March 2008 elections. The ruling co-
alition lost its two-thirds majority in parliament for the first time since 
independence, as well as a number of significant state and local elec-
tions.34 The National Justice Party, established in 2003 and organized 
around the goals of social justice and a nonethnic approach to promoting 
growth, went from having one representative in parliament to control-
ling 31 seats. A close ally, the Democratic Action Party, under the ban-
ner of promoting a secular, multiracial, and social democratic state, went 
from controlling 12 seats to 28. Importantly, ending the BN’s two-thirds 
majority in parliament was essential to the objectives of ending corrup-
tion and pushing reform in Malaysia, because the absence of this major-
ity prevents the ruling coalition from passing constitutional amendments 
with free will. Since independence, BN has passed over 650 amend-
ments, many of them meant to further entrench the coalition’s political 
strength.

Moreover, the results of the election may have something of a snow-
ball effect on Malaysian media and politics. According to Gayathry 
Venkiteswaran of the Center for Independent Journalism, a Malaysia-
based NGO focused on expanding freedom of the press, “the electoral 
setback of the BN despite the pro-BN media is a strong indicator of the 
public rejecting the media’s propagandist approach and [of ] the need to 
change the editorial policy.”35 In a telling setback for the incumbent co-
alition, one of the five Indian activists that it had detained as a result of 
the November protests, M. Manoharan, was elected to a state legislature. 
In addition, five active Malaysian bloggers also became newly elected 
parliamentarians. As one Malaysian scholar noted:

“Malaysia has entered a new era of competitive party politics, 
moving on from five decades of government that has faced down 
fragmented and impotent opposition by using the power of the 
state and media manipulation to maintain the myth that voters 
should support the Government, or risk societal breakdown. The 
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Government’s ethnicized formula of retaining political power has 
been put on notice and, as such, politics in Malaysia [are] unlikely 
to be the same again.”36

eviDence of an al Jazeera effecT?

Scholars have correctly acknowledged the difficulty of ever trying to 
establish clear-cut evidence of the Al Jazeera effect. There are too many 
factors that influence public opinion and national policy to ever clearly 
demonstrate that media in general—or a specific media organization—
are able to influence public opinion leaders and policymakers.37

That said, this case study of protests and political change in Malaysia 
offers support for several of the theories outlined earlier. For starters, it 
is clear that AJE, in union with the Internet and blogosphere, is impact-
ing the way Malaysians think of themselves and the world. One viewer 
said that “AJE provides a cover for others— bloggers, newspapers, pol-
iticians—to say what they want. There is a new freedom of speech that 
was not here before.” Another described AJE’s coverage as “courageous, 
mind-opening for most of us Malaysians. They aired images that are not 
ever allowed on our TVs and without repercussion.”38 There seems to 
be substantial evidence that AJE’s coverage of the protests of November 
2007 represents an example of the “decisive triggering role” that media 
can have “in sharpening democratic and social demands.”39

The success of the protests—and the coalescing of political movements 
that followed—can be explained using Alexander and Jacobs’ discussion 
of mediatized public crisis. A mediatized public crisis is an event that al-
lows larger audiences to see, identify, and construct common identities 
or “imagined communities” with those who are oppressed or otherwise 
disenfranchised. In this case, through its ongoing coverage of ethnic ten-
sions in Malaysia, AJE had a role in dramatizing a series of otherwise dis-
crete events into a narrative of systemic discrimination against Malaysia’s 
minorities. Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, AJE’s performance 
from within the protests, and its narrativization of them, added a signifi-
cant layer of dramatization of the discrimination for audiences to iden-
tify with. Not only was AJE’s Hamish MacDonald directly present and 
physically harmed in the protests, but AJE’s portrayal of the protests as 
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legitimate, peaceful, and democratically inclined helped further broaden 
the issue from specific discrimination against non-Malay minorities to 
larger questions of police violence and democratic governance through-
out Malaysia. Importantly, it was this broadening of the issue that pro-
vided a means for more expansive discussions among diverse ethnic and 
political groups regarding the nation’s political future. This broadening 
of the issue was critical for political opposition parties, as it helped enable 
them to recruit larger support to come together effectively and to chal-
lenge the ruling coalition in the March elections.

In terms of actually impacting the election, the role of the Internet 
and blogosphere cannot be understated. Blogs and online independent 
newspapers were essential in further disseminating images and stories 
of the protests, as well as in fostering deliberations regarding how to 
change the ruling coalition’s policies (i.e. through electing new parlia-
mentarians). A U.S. State Department report argued: “Weblogs (blogs), 
text messages, and copies of Internet-streamed videos became the most 
influential information sources for voters ahead of Malaysia’s March 8 
parliamentary elections.” Moreover, Dr. Abu Hassan Hasbullah, a pro-
fessor at the University of Malay, found that “70 percent of voters were 
influenced by blogs,” arguing that the rise in Internet influence stems 
from the mainstream media’s refusal to report on “government corrup-
tion or on religious and racial tensions.”40 Perhaps even more telling is 
the fact that five bloggers themselves were able to become newly elected 
parliamentarians.

Thus, in the larger metaphorical conceptualization of the Al Jazeera 
effect, Malaysia offers an example of how new media technologies can 
facilitate dramatic political change in semi-authoritarian governments 
in Southeast Asia and, hopefully, beyond. The Malaysian example may 
provide an important test case for whether or not Huntington’s theo-
rized “demonstration effect” has the potential to take hold and impact 
democratic movements throughout the region. Interestingly, AJE has 
recently inked distribution deals in several countries in the region, in-
cluding Singapore, the Philippines, Hong Kong, and Indonesia, thereby 
adding to its global reach—which may currently approach 110 million 
households worldwide.

With over 130 staff members, a number of exceedingly experienced 
journalists, seven bureaus throughout Asia, and a relatively significant 
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budget, it is hard to imagine that AJE’s coverage—particularly of local 
issues—will not challenge government and local media to perform bet-
ter. And the lesson from Malaysia’s 2008 elections, perhaps the nation’s 
most historic political event since its independence in 1957, is that new 
media, and AJE, matter. 
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Since the fall of President Suharto in May 1998, Indonesian press 
freedoms have improved considerably. Today, the country’s jour-
nalists enjoy the freedom to write or report. Additionally, the 

number of new media organizations—both print and electronic—has 
increased. One year after Suharto’s resignation, the government of 
Indonesia granted 718 new media licenses. This represents a huge leap 
from the total of 289 issued over the entire 50-plus-year period follow-
ing the country’s independence.1

This new profusion of media is foreign as well as local. A visit to 
any newsstand in Indonesia reveals a broad range of colorful maga-
zines, saucy tabloids, and hard-hitting newspapers. Examples include 
Cosmopolitan, Readers Digest, GQ, and Playboy magazine. Similarly, tele-
vision viewers can now choose from a variety of channels and program-
ming. The number of national television channels—including the state-
owned TVRI—has increased from 5 to 11 stations. In the last 10 years, 
the number of regional television stations has reached at least 75. This 
number will continue to rise; 218 TV station operators have applied for 
operational licenses over the last 10 years.2

Pay television is an important player in Indonesian television. There 
are currently five pay TV providers in Indonesia. Five others have re-
cently been granted broadcast licenses, and seven more are still awaiting 
government approval for licenses. Most of these cable and satellite TV 
providers carry 38 to 92 channels. Their basic plans include both domes-
tic and international news channels. Pay TV offers a variety of interna-
tional channels, such as CNN, BBC World, Fox News, NHK World, 
Italy RAI Uno, China’s CCTV, CNBC, and Bloomberg. Pay TV also 
provides a means for viewing Al Jazeera English (AJE).

An InDonesIAn perspectIve:  
AL JAzeerA enGLIsh, InDonesIAn 

socIety, AnD the MeDIA  
envIronMent In InDonesIA

Atria Rai-Tene is a news producer with Trans TV, one of Indonesia’s major tele-

vision stations.
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The iMpacT of al Jazeera english across inDonesian 
socieTy 

At present, Al Jazeera English has little impact on Indonesian society at 
large. Several factors help explain why.

Low Penetration and Lack of Awareness
AJE penetration is still low in Indonesia, a country of 234 million people—
the world’s fourth largest in terms of population, and also home to the larg-
est Muslim population in the world. Only pay TV subscribers can watch 
AJE. Yet among the five existing pay TV providers, only three of them—
Kabelvision, Indovision, and Astro TV—carry AJE. Furthermore, the pen-
etration of pay television itself in Indonesia is about 2 percent of the total 
number of households with access to televisions (30 million Indonesian 
households have televisions, and only 640,000 of them are pay TV sub-
scribers). The number of Indonesian homes that subscribe to one of the 
three pay TV providers that carry AJE is around 563,000, a fraction of the 
56 million total households across Indonesia and a penetration rate of just 
over 1 percent.3

It is apparent from this 1 percent figure that Pay TV has difficulty 
penetrating the Indonesian market. There are several reasons for this. 
Indonesian audiences still prefer to watch local, freely available program-
ming with strong local content. Additionally, pay TV is still considered 
a luxury, and the majority of Indonesians have low purchasing power. 
Another barrier to the spread of pay TV in Indonesia is the lack of in-
frastructure to support cable delivery. And, to make matters worse for 
pay TV, with the issuing of new licenses over the last 10 years there has 
been an increase in the number of free-to-air channels (these are stations 
generally available for no charge).4

It is difficult to measure exactly how many people are watching AJE 
in Indonesia, since pay TV programs are not rated by the rating and 
survey company, Nielsen Media Research. Additionally, basic pay TV 
packages or plan subscriptions include both domestic and international 
news channels such as Al Jazeera English—and pay TV operators cannot 
break down data on the number of viewers for each channel in a pack-
age. Pay TV data can only reflect the number of subscribers to certain 
packages or plans.
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While there are no exact numbers, the general sense is that the num-
ber of viewers watching Al Jazeera English is still very low compared 
to similar international news channels such as CNN, BBC World, 
or CNBC. Viewership figures for AJE are likely similar to those for 
Bloomberg TV and Channel NewsAsia, according to Riza Primadi, 
news director of Astro TV Jakarta, one of the three pay TV providers 
that carry AJE.5 Sources interviewed for this paper acknowledge that 
Indonesians in general still prefer to watch Western news channels such 
as CNN and BBC World than Al Jazeera. Part of this preference is based 
on the fact that AJE is still very new (it entered the Indonesian market in 
March 2007), and therefore many people are not aware of its existence. 
It is notable as well that there is no advertising of the channel, other than 
by word-of-mouth.

Apart from pay television, Al Jazeera English can be accessed via web-
cast on the Internet. The number of Internet users in Indonesia is cur-
rently 25 million, or about 10 percent of the total population (though 
this number increases significantly every year).6 Unfortunately, most 
Internet subscribers in Indonesia use a dial-up connection instead of 
high-speed broadband. However, dial-up is very slow and makes the 
viewing of video streaming almost impossible. This consequently ham-
pers the accessibility of AJE.

New Broadcast Regulations on Pay TV and Foreign Content
In 2007, the government of Indonesia introduced new broadcasting regula-
tions that deal with program monitoring, allocation of frequencies, licens-
ing of broadcast stations, and relaying foreign content. In regards to the 
latter, the new regulations prevent local private radio and television stations 
from directly relaying foreign broadcast content, confining this content in-
stead to short-wave radio and cable television networks. This certainly con-
tributes to AJE’s low penetration, as it prevents AJE’s broadcasts from being 
disseminated on television any other way than through pay TV, to which 
relatively few Indonesians have access.

The English Language 
Language is another reason why Al Jazeera English is not popular in 
Indonesia, because English is not commonly used in the country. Like most 
newscasts, AJE’s use of the English language is proper and formal. This 
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makes it even more difficult to understand, because Indonesians generally 
understand even very little conversational English; Hollywood films shown 
in movie theaters feature Indonesian subtitles.

International News is Not Popular 
Free-to-air television channels, including national and regional TV sta-
tions, usually subscribe to international news wires such as APTN and 
Reuters. Based on my experience as a news producer in Indonesia, I can 
say that international news is not very popular among viewers. Ratings 
during international news segments usually decline and start to pick 
up again only when the newscast shows domestic news. Crime stories 
still dominate ratings. Even petty crimes in one small neighborhood at-
tract viewers. According to Ishadi SK, president of the Trans TV station 
in Jakarta, the Indonesian press are “still very much inward-looking.” 
Domestic news portions, he observes, are “still bigger than international 
news … there is more domestic news that is far more interesting.”7

Granted, there is interest in foreign news when it involves Indonesians 
living abroad. Stories such as domestic workers being abused, raped, or 
mistreated in foreign countries like Saudi Arabia and Malaysia always at-
tract much attention from viewers. On several occasions, the Indonesian 
government has used the Al Jazeera network to disseminate its messages. 
The 2005 kidnapping of an Indonesian TV reporter and a cameraman in 
Iraq received a lot of attention in Indonesia. President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono made an appeal for the release of the Indonesian journal-
ists on Al Jazeera. In the end, the journalists were released. Similarly, 
in March 2008, President Yudhoyono gave a statement on a controver-
sial short film, “Fitna,” by the Dutch parliamentarian Geert Wilders. 
Dino Patti Djalal, a presidential spokesman, points out that President 
Yudhoyono “extended a special invitation” to both Al Jazeera English 
and a Dutch TV station “to convey his message.”8

The only time Indonesian local media have used footage from Al 
Jazeera was during the Iraq war in 2003. The coverage was taken from 
international news wires to which the local media subscribed, such as 
APTN and Reuters. Typically this Al Jazeera footage was broadcast 
during the initial hours after incidents unfolded, and after that major 
national stations would send their reporters and camerapersons to the 
sites in question, because these stations had the financial resources to 
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send their news crews abroad. One national station, TV7, even relayed 
Al Jazeera Arabic newscasts with a simultaneous translation in Bahasa 
Indonesian. For awhile, viewers switched to TV7 because they wanted 
to see a different perspective of the Iraq war; at that time, Western news 
channels had been dominating coverage of the war.

MarKeT-Driven prograMMing

Despite the freedom to publish or broadcast and to be free from govern-
ment control, the media nowadays are actually controlled by the market. 
It is the readers and viewers who determine what they want to read or 
see on television. This situation creates fierce competition to win audi-
ences and hence a share of the advertising pie. Undoubtedly, television 
stations try to win audiences by producing programs that they hope will 
become popular, or by keeping the already popular programs on the air. 
Unfortunately, news does not appeal to Indonesian audiences. News can 
never beat the ratings of entertainment programs. Indonesian soap operas 
known as sinetron are gold mines for commercial television stations. The 
relatively low ratings of news programs compared to entertainment pro-
grams on Indonesian television contributes to the low penetration rates 
of international news channels—including, presumably, AJE—among 
TV audiences in Indonesia.

Does al Jazeera english have an iMpacT on The 
inDonesian MeDia environMenT?

Up to this point, the Indonesian media have not been much influenced 
by Al Jazeera English. The Indonesian media are entering the 11th year 
of the reformation era, which began after the fall of Suharto in May 
1998. Suharto’s ouster triggered wide-ranging political, economic, and 
social reform in Indonesian society. The political reforms created greater 
political freedoms, including press freedom. Prior to the reformation 
era, the Suharto regime imposed tight control over, and censorship of, 
the political life of Indonesian society. Today, freedom of expression, 
combined with tight competition and reasonable economic growth and 
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stability, have enabled and even oblige national TV newsrooms to invest 
in their own sources of international news coverage. Major news media 
companies are able to send their reporters to the scenes of prominent in-
ternational news stories and to subscribe to international news wires.

The September 11 catastrophe and the invasion of Iraq are hard-to-
equal events. If events of an equivalent magnitude were to happen again, 
there is a possibility that TV newsrooms might rely again on foreign 
broadcasters such as CNN, BBC World, or even Al Jazeera English. 
However, according to Horea Salajan, an advisor to an Indonesian tele-
vision station, “they would probably turn more towards [the] Al Jazeera 
Arabic service than AJE, especially if the events [were to] have an 
‘Islamic vs Western world’ connotation. They would rely on such [for-
eign] sources as long [as] they [didn’t] have [their own footage] available 
… This happens especially in the first hours of the story.”9

Again because of AJE’s low penetration and lack of awareness among 
Indonesians, AJE has little impact on already-existing press freedoms. 
Indonesian press freedom is greatly influenced by local media players and 
it is expressed and reflected through local media publications and radio 
and television broadcasts. “Our freedom of expression and freedom to 
voice our opinion are not influenced by foreign media output,” insists 
the editor-in-chief at Indonesia’s RCTI television station.10

In reporting news about Indonesia, AJE follows the local media rather 
than vice versa. In the words of Salajan, “AJE is following the usual for-
eign correspondents’ path: that is to read newspapers and monitor the 
local media, pitch some stories to headquarters, and if they are interested 
they make the story.”11

al Jazeera english as a reference anD alTernaTive

Based on my various interviews with Indonesian media specialists, the 
general impression in Indonesia is that Al Jazeera English is hardly used 
as a reference by policymakers, government, or other prominent soci-
ety leaders—because they still look up to more established news chan-
nels such as CNN and BBC World. One might find this ironic, since 
Indonesians often express anti-Western sentiment, but in reality most 
of them still look up to Western media for references. Additionally, 
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Indonesians believe that international news channels like CNN repre-
sent free and democratic media. However, this does not necessarily mean 
that Indonesians agree with Western views in general. For example, “I 
believe Indonesians do not associate Al Jazeera with the extension of ter-
rorist groups despite many claims by Westerners,” one Trans TV news 
producer told me.12

One exception is the more hard-line Islamic publications such as 
Sabili, Hidayatullah, and Swara muslims magazines. These type of maga-
zines, in particular Sabili, were banned during the Suharto era and are 
now mainly distributed through underground networks. These are mag-
azines with strong conservative views on Islam, and they express strong 
anti-Western sentiment. Such periodicals routinely use Al Jazeera as a 
reference. Also, explains the editor of an Islamic magazine in Indonesia, 
“Some middle-class Islamic groups, which in general cannot be catego-
rized as fundamentalist, often refer to Al Jazeera when discussing issues 
pertaining to [the] Islamic world. For example on the issue of [the] Iraq 
war, they often refer to ‘according to Al Jazeera’ instead of CNN, which 
is a U.S.-based news channel. This also goes [for] Islamic-based publica-
tions that trust Al Jazeera as a news source more than … Western news 
channels.”13

AJE’s coverage of the Islamic world is instructive. This coverage tends 
to go more toward the victims’ side, such as when it covers the Palestinian 
and Israeli disputes. “AJE tries to expose the human side of the stories, 
the suffering and the drama people go through,” says Salajan. “This type 
of approach usually works in attracting viewers to see the other side of 
the war. However, to be fair, other international news channels also do 
it as well and run similar programs.”14

Despite its low penetration, Indonesians welcome Al Jazeera English 
because it gives a different perspective from that of Western media. AJE 
can project itself as an alternative media that can understand Asia and the 
Middle East and Islam while maintaining a balanced view. Additionally, 
AJE is more sensitive than Western media, in terms of its reporting, to 
local audiences. “Perhaps,” theorizes Djalal, the presidential spokesper-
son, “because AJE is headquartered in Doha and Kuala Lumpur, they 
are more exposed to Muslims and therefore, have more understanding. 
They are not dogmatic about it, but they are more willing to understand 
Islam and more able to communicate with Muslims.”15 In effect, AJE 
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is often seen as an alternative source of information for those who seek 
balanced news that is separate from Western media. “People seek out 
Al Jazeera to see […] well-balanced news of the Iraq war,” says Awang 
Rustandi, a journalism lecturer at the University of Indonesia in Jakarta. 
“Islamic activist groups in Indonesia also use AJE as their source of for-
eign news.”16

The presence of AJE in Indonesia is part of the open policy of the 
Indonesian government to allow Indonesians greater access to foreign 
media. AJE provides additional news sources and an additional choice of 
television station for Indonesian viewers. From this perspective, the pres-
ence of AJE is considered good for domestic viewers by providing more 
choices for news sources. For the media, while AJE means competition 
for established outlets in Indonesia, its penetration at the moment is still 
very low and does not qualify as serious competition for existing media.

Does al Jazeera english have prospecTs in inDonesia?

Al Jazeera English may have some prospects for success in Indonesia, 
because both pay television and the Internet (the two means of accessing 
AJE in Indonesia) are expanding. The facts show that there are increased 
numbers of applications for pay television operators’ licenses. Moreover, 
as stipulated in Indonesia’s first broadcasting law (which was passed in 
2002), there is no limitation as to how many cable providers are allowed 
to operate in the country.

Meanwhile, the number of Internet users in Indonesia is rising, and 
significantly: from only 512,000 users in 1998 to 25 million in 2007.17 

This is certainly a potential market for web-based news material.
Another opportunity to expand AJE coverage is through mobile TV, 

a service that is becoming increasingly popular. In fact, several cellular 
operators in Indonesia have started offering mobile TV. This opens up 
an opportunity of market entry for Al Jazeera English.

To conclude, with the expansion of various means of news transmis-
sion and the expanding TV market in Indonesia, Al Jazeera English has 
the opportunity to expand its coverage and penetration. However, the 
same can also be said for other news channels, including domestic and 
other international ones. Therefore, AJE will continue to face compe-



| 91 |

tition to increase its market share as well as its influence in Indonesia.
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