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“Southeast Asian politics provide some 
of the most fertile ground for 
understanding post-truth politics; it is 
misguided to centre all that attention 
on post-Trump US politics,” declared 
Dr Ross Tapsell of the ANU Malaysia 
Institute. Tapsell was referring to how 
information is manipulated to 
influence electoral outcomes, as he 
has been discovering through his 
research on Indonesia and the 
Philippines. In an age where the 
provenance of news is subject to less 
public scrutiny than the target of a 
misinformation campaign, 
participatory/social new media 
contribute to increasing information 
chaos. According to Tapsell, “the 24-
hour news cycle makes democracy 
increasingly noisy and debilitating.” 
 
In his public lecture, Tapsell discussed 
how he began his research in 
Indonesia in 2005 and in Malaysia in 
2011, before deciding to extend his 
coverage to include the Philippines in 
2017. His new book, ‘Media Power in 
Indonesia: Oligarchs, Citizens and the 
Digital Revolution’, published by 
Rowman and Littlefield, is the result of 
his extensive fieldwork in Indonesia, 
examining the impact of the digital 
revolution on news, information and 
politics.  
 

Manufacturing fake news 
Tapsell highlighted the ease with 
which fake news sites could pop up 

overnight, with site names that appear 
legitimate at first blush. These sites 
were created specifically to troll and 
undermine their political targets – an 
ingenious digital smear campaign. He 
also recounted how cleverly 
constructed social media campaigns 
are aimed at eliciting emotional 
reactions from the public, which could 
be translated into votes.  
 

 

 

Successful campaigns 
In Rodrigo Duterte’s 2016 presidential 
campaign, which was mired in deep 
controversy, his campaign team ran on 
the claim that the Philippines is a 
narco-state that has been completely 
taken over by drug cartels. Much of 
Duterte’s campaign used Facebook as 
a platform. His team also used the 
endorsement of millennial social 
influencers to catch the attention of 
young voters. Despite his many 
controversial remarks, Duterte’s 

campaign successfully convinced a 
majority of voters. After taking office, 
Duterte made good his promise of 
reducing drug crimes by engaging in 
extrajudicial killing of drug-related 
suspects and their families.  

 
Citing another example of how the 
strategic deployment of social media 
had helped politicians win elections, 
Tapsell discussed Joko (Jokowi) 
Widodo’s successful 2012 Jakarta 
gubernatorial campaign, which 
included the production of a 
memorable music video that 
addressed the concerns of the 
electorate and reached out to young 
voters. 
 

When social media backfire 
However, emotional reactions to the 
digitally curated content can also 
backfire, such as in the case of ‘Ahok’ 
Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, who was 
Jokowi’s running mate in the 2012 
Jakarta gubernatorial elections. In the 
2017 gubernatorial elections, Ahok, 
seeking to stay on as Jakarta’s 
governor, was accused of blasphemy 
and sentenced to two years in jail, 
following a remark he made that was 
captured on video. The man 
responsible for creating the viral video, 
Buni Yani, has since been prosecuted 
for malice in wilfully misrepresenting 
Ahok’s speech, and sentenced to 1.5 
years in jail; however, that sentencing  
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was considerably lighter than the one 
meted out to Ahok.  
 
Tapsell also showed another campaign 
video that Ahok’s campaign team had 
created, which tried to appeal to the 
Indonesian public’s understanding on 
diversity and their notion of the 
Indonesian Pancasila.  
 
Unlike the successful platform of anti-
corruption that he and Jokowi ran on 
in 2012, Ahok’s 2017 campaign 
worked against him although he was 
using the very same new media 
platforms that had produced political 
victory for himself and Jokowi just a 
few years earlier. He now suffered a 
backlash from a public that was 
increasingly swayed by radical Islamist 
sentiments. 
 

Of gossips and incumbents 
In his concluding remarks and during 
the Q&A session, Tapsell spoke of how 
participatory new media can be central 
to the electoral outcomes of Southeast 
Asian countries such as Malaysia, 

especially in a political landscape 
marked by an urban-rural divide.  
 
Tapsell reminded the audience that 
not all consumers of social media 
necessarily consider themselves to be 
internet users. There are many 
‘netizens’ who only access social 
networking sites through their mobile 
devices, and do not engage in any 
other online activities. Moreover, 
there are generational differences in 
how internet users consume and share 
news.  
 
Tapsell pointed out that conspiracy 
theories and the spread of ‘fake’ news 
tend to happen more frequently 
among users of social networking sites 
who share only within their close 
circles. This is in fact reminiscent of the 
pre-digital world of gossiping.   
 
In his answer to one of the queries 
from the floor, Tapsell counters the 
claim that new media protects the 
political incumbent by arguing that 

new media also push for the 
emergence of new political candidates.  
 


