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Abstract:

The advent and proliferation of social media have significantly transformed the democratic landscape,
particularly in hybrid regimes such as Malaysia, where state-controlled media has historically monopolized
public discourse. This article reimagines democracy through the prism of digital communication technologies,
arguing that social media has emerged as a critical site for political engagement, civic participation, and the
amplification of marginalised voices. By examining the intersection between digital platforms and democratic
reform, this study explores the extent to which social media functions as a catalyst for political change in
Malaysia. Focusing primarily on the 13th and 14th General Elections (GE13 in 2013 and GE14 in 2018), it
assesses how digital activism and online campaigning reshaped voter behavior, influenced electoral outcomes,
and disrupted conventional channels of political communication. As Malaysia continues its democratic
evolution in an increasingly digitalized public sphere, understanding the dual potential of social media both
as an emancipatory force and a tool of control remains essential for evaluating the prospects and perils of

digital democracy.
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Introduction

In the digital age, the architecture of democratic participation is undergoing profound transformation, with
social media emerging as a central arena for political contestation, civic engagement, and public discourse.
Malaysia, a multi-ethnic and semi-authoritarian polity, offers a compelling case study of how digital
technologies, particularly social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp, have
altered the contours of political communication and mobilization. Over the past two decades, Malaysia has
witnessed significant political shifts, from the Reformasi movement in the late 1990s to the unprecedented
electoral outcomes of the 2013 & 2018 general elections (Nain, 2002). These political transformations have
unfolded alongside the rise of a digitally connected society, wherein alternative narratives, dissenting voices,
and grassroots movements have found space and amplification beyond the state-dominated mainstream media
(Anuar, 2005). Social media has not only democratized access to information but also served as a vehicle for
coalition-building, protest mobilization, and political accountability. This article explores the evolving
relationship between social media and democracy in Malaysia, interrogating how online platforms have
become catalysts for political change. It examines key developments in recent general elections, the role of

digital activism, and the strategic use of social media by political actors and civil society. Drawing on
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interdisciplinary scholarship and empirical evidence, the article aims to reimagine democratic engagement in

the Malaysian context by situating social media within broader theoretical frameworks of digital democracy,
public sphere theory, and contentious politics. In doing so, it reflects on both the emancipatory potential and
the emerging challenges posed by social media in a landscape marked by ethno-religious plurality, institutional

constraints, and evolving state-citizen relations.
Theoretical Framework: Social Media and Democracy

Media considered as the fourth pillar of democracy owing to its potential to not just report what is happening
around the world but to build a public opinion about the ongoing issues. The term ‘Democracy’ implies the
participation of people where Media facilitates this participation. The emergence of social media, however,
has changed the way in which people now participate in democracy (Abbott, 2011). Compared to traditional
media, social media has a larger reach, is easily accessible, enables mass participation and provides instant
updates. These factors have led to a situation where people rely more on social media than their traditional
counterparts, to become aware of their surroundings and participate in discussions political, economic, or

otherwise, which in turn strengthens democracy (Anuar, 2005).

So far there has not been a very clear definition of social media among academics. One reason for this can be
the fact that shape and functionality of social media depends on many factors which make it constantly change
and evolve. Technological factor plays an especially important role in social media dynamics as social media
development is directly dependent on the technology and platforms that enable the interactive web’s content
creation, collaboration and exchange by participants (Howard & Hussain, 2013). Social media is a shift in
how people discover, read, and share news and information and content. It is a fusion of sociology and

technology, transforming information flow from monologue (one to many) into dialog (many to many).

The intersection of social media and democracy has emerged as a vital area of theoretical inquiry in
contemporary political and media studies. At the heart of this discourse lies the question of how digital
communication technologies are reshaping democratic processes, institutions, and public life. Early optimistic
scholarship drew heavily on Jiirgen Habermas’s conception of the “Public Sphere” (1989), suggesting that
social media could serve as a new arena for rational-critical debate, enhancing deliberative democracy by
empowering citizens to engage in discussions outside the traditional confines of state and corporate media.
This line of thought envisioned digital platforms as spaces where marginalized voices could be amplified,
transparency could be strengthened, and participatory politics could flourish. Clay Shirky (2011) and Zeynep
Tufekci (2017) also highlight the affordances of social media for civic engagement, protest movements, and
mass mobilizations, arguing that these platforms offer new repertoires of contention that bypass traditional
gatekeepers. Social media is often viewed through the lens of digital democracy, which emphasises the role

of new media technologies in enhancing participatory governance, transparency, and deliberation (Dahlberg,
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2011). In authoritarian or hybrid regimes, social media can act as a “Liberation Technology,”* facilitating

communication among dissidents and providing tools for mobilisation (Diamond, 2010). The networked
public sphere (Benkler, 2006) allows citizens to challenge dominant narratives, particularly when traditional
media is censored or compromised. Theoretically, Malaysia offers a compelling case of what scholars call a
“Hybrid Regime,”? where democratic institutions coexist with authoritarian practices (Levitsky & Way,
2010). In such regimes, social media can be both a space of resistance and a tool of repression. Therefore,
while digital technologies have expanded democratic space, their impact is contingent upon broader socio-
political contexts, including digital literacy, state capacity, and civil society strength.

Media Control and the Rise of Social Media in Malaysia Political Landscape

Historically, Malaysia’s mainstream media has functioned under tight government regulation, including laws
such as the Printing Presses and Publications Act 1984 and the Sedition Act 1948 (Kenyon & Marjoribanks,
2007). Ownership patterns also reinforced this control. Major newspapers and television stations were owned
or linked to political parties in the ruling coalition. For instance, Utusan Malaysia was aligned with the United
Malays National Organisation (UMNO), while The Star had ties to the Malaysian Chinese Association
(MCA). This structural integration of media and political power created what scholars have termed a
“Clientelist Media System,”3 where journalistic independence was severely compromised (Brown, 2005;
Abbott, 2011). Moreover, the Malaysian government employed soft censorship through economic pressures,
such as controlling the allocation of advertising revenue, especially from state-linked enterprises. These
constraints led to a homogenized media narrative centered on promoting national unity, economic progress,
and political stability, while marginalizing dissenting voices (Rodan, 2004). However, the Reformasi
movement of 1998, triggered by the dismissal of Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, marked a turning
point in political dissent and media engagement. The limitations of traditional media led opposition actors and
civil society to explore alternative platforms. The rise of the internet and subsequently social media platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter (now X), and YouTube provided a new arena for contesting state power (Abbott,
2001; Tan & Zawawi, 2008).

The Malaysian government, while authoritarian in media control, paradoxically played a role in expanding
internet infrastructure through its Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) initiative in the 1990s. The MSC was
designed to position Malaysia as a global IT hub, and in doing so, the government made a key pledge not to
censor the internet (Weiss, 2014). This policy decision opened up unexpected spaces for political expression

and activism. The rise of independent online news portals such as Malaysiakini (launched in 1999), The

!Liberation technology" can help mobilize citizen protest and oust autocracies. Authoritarians can also use technology to stifle protest and target
dissenters.
2 A political regime that combines some democratic and some autocratic elements in a significant manner. It is not, however, a mere halfway

category, hybrid regions have their own distinct dynamics in an autocracy that do not simply amount to what of what we would see in a democracy
plus half of what we would see in autocracy.

3 A client list" in a media system context refers to a collection of clients a media company or organization serves. This list can encompass various
types of clients, including businesses, organizations, or individuals.
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Malaysian Insider, and later Free Malaysia Today created alternative sources of information that were critical

of the government (Steele, 2009). These platforms quickly gained popularity for their investigative reporting
and willingness to publish opposition viewpoints. According to Tan and Zawawi (2008), this marked the
beginning of a “Parallel Media Ecosystem™4in Malaysia. As internet penetration deepened—reaching over
80% of the population by the 2010s—social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube became
vital tools for information dissemination and civic engagement. By 2023, Malaysia had over 30 million social
media users, with platforms increasingly used not only for entertainment and social interaction but also for

political communication and mobilization (Steele, 2009).

These platforms provided critical reporting that challenged state narratives, but it was the proliferation of
social media in the late 2000s that truly transformed political engagement. Platforms like Facebook and Twitter
allowed for rapid information dissemination, grassroots mobilisation, and the development of digital
communities that transcended ethnic and class divides. The use of social media for political purposes gained
momentum during the ‘Bersih (Clean) movement’ which advocated for electoral reform and transparency.
Bersih protests in 2007, 2011, and 2012 demonstrated how social media could be used to organise mass
mobilisations, as activists employed Facebook and Twitter to spread awareness, share live updates, and garner
international attention (Weiss, 2011). These platforms became crucial tools for bypassing the government-
controlled media, which largely downplayed or ignored the protests. Social media became even more
influential during the lead-up to the ‘14th General Election’ in 2018, when the ruling Barisan Nasional
coalition faced its most significant political challenge. The opposition, led by ‘Pakatan Harapan’ effectively
utilised social media to counter BN’s traditional media dominance, reaching younger voters and the urban
electorate through targeted campaigns. Pakatan Harapan’s eventual victory in GE14, which ended BN’s 61-
year rule, marked a watershed moment in Malaysian politics and showcased the power of social media as a

vehicle for political change.

This digital shift also facilitated mass mobilisations, most notably the Bersih (clean) electoral reform rallies,
which drew thousands of participants both domestically and internationally. Bersih’s use of Facebook and
Twitter to coordinate protests, disseminate information, and document police crackdowns exemplifies the
potential of networked activism to challenge authoritarian tendencies in hybrid regimes (Weiss, 2011).
Livestreams, hashtags, and viral videos circumvented state-controlled narratives and connected a dispersed
citizenry around shared democratic demands. These digital tools enabled the movement to achieve significant
reach, both domestically and among the Malaysian diaspora.

Role of Social Media in Malaysia’s 13" and 14" General Elections

Malaysia’s General Elections in 2013 (GE13) and 2018 (GE14) marked significant milestones in the country’s
political history, not only because of the electoral outcomes but also due to the increasing role of social media

in shaping political discourse, mobilizing voters, and challenging mainstream narratives. These two elections

4 A "parallel media ecosystem" refers to the phenomenon where distinct, often competing, media systems operate alongside each other, influencing
public perception and engagement.
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demonstrated how digital platforms emerged as vital tools for democratic engagement and political change,

particularly in the context of Malaysia’s historically state-controlled media environment (Abbott 2011;
George, 2006).

GE13: Social Media as a Platform for Counter-Narratives

The 13th General Election, held on 5 May 2013, was the first in Malaysia to be dubbed a “Social Media
Election”,® marked a pivotal moment in the country’s political history, particularly with regard to the
transformative role of social media in shaping public opinion, electoral campaigning, and mobilization
(Zahiid, 2013). While the incumbent coalition Barisan Nasional (BN) retained power, the opposition alliance
Pakatan Rakyat (PR) led by Anwar Ibrahim made significant gains, winning 89 out of 222 parliamentary
seats, the most ever by an opposition coalition. Notably, Pakatan Rakyat won the popular vote with
approximately 50.87%, while Barisan Nasional secured only 47.38%, yet BN formed the government due to
Malaysia’s first-past-the-post electoral system and alleged gerrymandering®and malapportionment (Welsh,
2013; Pepinsky, 2013). Social media played an unprecedented role in GE13, symbolizing a shift away from
traditional, state-controlled media. Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and independent blogs
provided alternative sources of information, especially among urban youth, first-time voters, and the tech-
savvy middle class. This digital sphere was dominated by opposition-friendly discourse, enabling citizens to

bypass the mainstream pro-government media like RTM, TV3, and major newspapers (Abbott, 2011).

The opposition coalition effectively leveraged social media for outreach, campaigning, fundraising, and
counter-narratives. Leaders like Anwar Ibrahim, Lim Kit Siang, and Nurul 1zzah Anwar were active on social
media platforms, directly engaging with voters and disseminating political messages. The virality of
opposition campaign content, including videos exposing alleged corruption, election irregularities, and policy
critiques, mobilized public support—especially in urban and semi-urban constituencies (Tapsell, 2013). The
Bersih movement—advocating for free and fair elections—also used social media to organize rallies, educate
voters, and expose alleged electoral malpractices. Viral hashtags like #ubah (change) and #IniKalilah (This is
the time) became rallying cries for political change, reflecting the aspirations of a digitally connected
electorate (Weiss, 2013).

GE14: A Digital Turning Point

The 2018 General Elections (GE14) in Malaysia marked a historic shift in the country’s political landscape,
bringing an end to the six-decade-long rule of the Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition and signaling the first
peaceful transition of power since independence(Tan & Zawawi, 2008). The opposition coalition Pakatan
Harapan (PH), led by former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, secured 113 out of 222 parliamentary
seats, forming the new federal government and defeating the then-incumbent Prime Minister Najib Razak.

Central to this unprecedented political transformation was the role of social media, which became a powerful

5 Prime Minister Najib Razak said that GE 13 was Malaysia’s first Social media election.
6 The practice of drawing the boundaries of electoral districts in a way that gives one political party an unfair advantage over its rivals.
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tool in shaping electoral discourse, mobilizing public sentiment, and circumventing the long-standing control

of mainstream media by the state and its allies (. With traditional media heavily biased towards the ruling
regime, particularly through state broadcasters and government-linked newspapers, the public especially the
urban middle class, youth, and diaspora communities turned to social media platforms such as Facebook,
Twitter, WhatsApp, YouTube, and Instagram as their primary sources of political information and

engagement.

Opposition leaders, civil society organizations, independent media outlets like Malaysiakini and The
Malaysian Insider, as well as everyday citizens, utilised these digital platforms to disseminate alternative
narratives, highlight corruption scandals such as the globally publicized 1MDB case’ involving Najib, and
foster a digital environment conducive to democratic discourse and accountability (Steele, 2009). Social media
played a critical role in exposing the deficiencies of governance and amplifying grassroots movements,
particularly through viral online campaigns such as #PulangMengundi (Malaysians helping Malaysians to
vote), which facilitated crowdfunding efforts to help voters travel home to vote, and #UndiRosak, which
sparked debates around electoral choice and protest voting. WhatsApp, in particular, emerged as a potent
medium for peer-to-peer communication and voter education, allowing the opposition to bypass regulatory
constraints and state censorship while mobilizing supporters across ethnic and geographic divides. Scholars
such as Weiss (2013) and Abbott (2011) have argued that GE14 marked a high point in Malaysia’s digital
democratic moment, demonstrating the extent to which networked communication technologies could
challenge authoritarian incumbents and empower civil society. However, the post-election environment also
raised important questions about the sustainability of digital democracy, the risks of disinformation, and the

future role of social media in electoral integrity and governance (Weiss 2013).
Conclusion

Social media has become a vital component of Malaysia’s democratic imagination. From enabling protest
movements to transforming electoral dynamics, it has provided citizens with tools to challenge authority and
demand accountability. However, the democratic promise of social media is not automatic. It must be
cultivated through inclusive policies, civic engagement, and robust digital rights protections. As Malaysia
navigates its political future, social media will remain both a site of contestation and a potential vehicle for
democratic renewal. The evolution of Malaysia’s electoral politics from GE13 to GE14 illustrates the
increasing relevance of social media as a tool of political engagement, especially in semi-authoritarian
contexts and stands as a testament to the transformative power of digital platforms in fostering political change
in hybrid regimes, illustrating how bottom-up political engagement and online civic mobilization can
overcome institutional obstacles and alter the course of national politics. While social media did not directly
cause regime change, it enabled opposition voices to be amplified, public discontent to be organised, and

" The 1Malaysia Development Berhad scandal, often referred to as the IMDB scandal, The IMDB scandal has been described as "one of the
world's greatest financial scandals".
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political mobilization to be executed at scale. Moving forward, social media’s role in Malaysian politics will

continue to be significant.
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