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Internet Research, International Collaboration,
and the Further Internationalization of ICA:
A Dialogue with Ang Peng Hwa

Discussants: ANG Peng Hwa, Jack Linchuan QIU, Yuchao ZHAO

Abstract

In this dialogue, Professor Ang Peng Hwa reflects on his journey into
communication studies and into Internet policy research, from Singapore to the
United States, back to Asia at large, and at the global level. From a unique
Singaporean perspective that is simultaneously global and multidisciplinary, he
discusses his numerous projects since 1994 that have enjoyed wide influence in
academic as well as policy-analysts communities such as at the World Summit
on the Information Society (WSIS). These also include his recent comparative
projects that involve large countries such as India as well as relatively small
nations such as Bhutan. Professor Ang sheds light on his various roles in ICA
(International Communication Association) including as the main host of ICA
Singapore in 2010 and as ICA President. He shares his vision on a further
internationalized ICA, on the contributions of regional networks such as AMIC
(Asian Media and Information and Communication Center), and on the special
need for Asian communication scholars to develop and practice our
collaboration skills for better community-building, globally and regionally.
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Academic Dialogue with Ang Peng Hwa

Internet Research, International Collaboration,
and the Further Internationalization of ICA:
A Dialogue with Ang Peng Hwa

PA: ANG Peng Hwa
LQ: Jack Linchuan QIU
YZ: Yuchao ZHAO

LQ: Thank you very much for joining this dialogue. We are all very

PA:

proud when you became the first ICA President based in Asia.
We will ask you about your work in ICA. But before then, could
you first tell us about your research and your experience as a
Singaporean communication researcher? How did you start?
How did you choose this career path?

Thanks for inviting me. It’s interesting that you consider the career
path as something chosen by me. It’s also interesting because, when
I went for further studies, there was no communication program in
Singapore. So I did law instead and then practiced as a journalist.
This was in the 1980s. Then I went to pursue my master’s at the
Communication Management program at University of Southern
California. My plan then was to start a publishing house, but I found
communication studies so interesting that I went on to do a PhD.

I returned to Singapore and there happened to be a publishing
house for sale. I looked into buying it, but it didn’t work out. I also
launched a dot-com startup in 1997, although I later sold it to a friend,
which allowed me to stay focused on research. Back then, like many
parts of Asia, in Singapore there was little emphasis on research. People
said in Singapore there was no R&D (research and development), there
was only D. Still, the small group of us carried on.

I was lucky in my first major research project that I was working
with a fellow assistant professor, who later became dean of a law
school. We were given a commissioned job to look at Internet
regulation back in 1994. This was a report on Internet censorship in

The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
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Singapore. We were commissioned by the Singaporean government to
study how new media and technologies should be regulated because
there was a gap of research on Internet. The report was widely read
within the ministries, creating my 15 minutes of fame in Singapore.
Then I turned that report into a paper for the annual conference of the
Internet Society, which gave me another 15 minutes of fame.

This report, The Censorship of Internet in Singapore, stood out
because it had some good data. Back then this was quite new and
unique. This was because we had Internet data from my university
and, knowing about our project on Internet censorship, the university
helped us with data such as costs for a separate server; we had quite
comprehensive data relating to censorship. My coauthor did nothing
of the research paper and he eventually moved on to other things. I
continued this line of work. It’s interesting to think back and look at
how it developed. The lesson here is probably timing. Being the first
gives you street cred, so does having some interesting data that others
don’t have. Even though it’s Singapore, even though you come from a
smaller locale, there is global interest. And the study received global
attention.

Since then, I continued working on this and attended regularly
Internet Society conferences. I became known among Internet
governance researchers. In 2003, there was the World Summit on the
Information Society (WSIS) in Geneva. They invited me to join at the
UN level. I had a book on Internet governance that came out before
WSIS. The timing was very good.

Before this point, I also became dean of the school, the second
dean of my school. After the busy day’s work, every night from 10 pm
to 2 am, for about six months, I was writing this book. The book came
out and was widely read within the UN and high-level policy people.
That affirmed my reputation in the Internet governance studies circle.

LQ: Is it quite different to do communication research in Singapore,
as compared to Chinese societies such as Taiwan, Hong Kong or
mainland China? If so, what are the differences?

PA: I’m not sure about China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but in Singapore
there is the critique that we are doing too much regional development
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instead of scholarly research. Policymakers use different metrics
understandably.

Meanwhile, researchers in Singapore tend to have more regional
or pan-Asian inclination. We see ourselves as small. If you just look
at Singapore, it’s going to be difficult to get published even if you
do interesting work. If it’s only about Singapore, it will also be hard
to boost citation counts. I know funders who say that they will not
support projects that are only about Singapore. So there is pressure
to find foreign collaborators and to diversify the research scope. We
must be pan-Asian, although the research should at least have some
relevance to Singapore, connecting global and regional discussions
with local issues.

In some ways, we have gone the other way round because,
for a few years, there was no one studying Singaporean economy
as it’s hard to get published. You study India, China, or USA, no
problem. But Singapore alone would be hard to justify publication in
international journals.

What structural support do you have in Singapore?

The government is giving more support. For instance, they just started
the Social Science Research Council to boost research relevant to
Singapore. We also have different tiers of research funding. We
are really lucky that the government puts some serious money
into research, which contributes to the rise in the ranking of local
universities. Besides providing money so we can do the research
including topics on whatever you want, the Social Science Research
Council that supports projects relevant to Singapore. There are also
other grants that are open but very difficult to get. You need high
academic rigor. You need theory, not just applied research, but things
that are conceptually strong and academically solid.

Is there something else that contributes to the high ranking of
Singaporean universities? I’'m curious because many colleagues in
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Mainland look up to NTU and NUS, and
would like to learn more about your success.

020). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
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If we look at the mechanics of it, a main reason must be the hiring of
good researchers. My school, because it was a newer school, had the
highest proportion of foreign lecturers: more than half. The people we
hire have very high research output. Currently, the average number of
publications is 3.2 articles per year. This is a very stressful level, even
for assistant professors undergoing tenure.

The high level of productivity being one factor, I see also that
Singapore — and other parts of Asia as well — has an advantage
in that we value education. People are much more serious about
academic work, which contributes to success. For example, at the
ICA conference we have undergraduates presenting their final year
projects, very high-quality work receiving international exposure. It’s
a credit to the culture that has been built up, which is probably not just
Singaporean but Asian.

Can you tell us more about your ongoing projects?

I have two tracks of research, one being driven by the urgent such
as the intense interests in fake news at the moment. Similarly, I have
started to work on Al (artificial intelligence) and the policies necessary
for Al because the rules involved, the algorithms, are a black box.
Such projects are driven by the urgency of the situation, when there
are lots of needs in public policymaking. We as researchers cannot
wait, and the policymakers cannot wait, either. If you take your time in
order to get a perfect research out, then you will miss the action. You
wouldn’t be helpful when policymakers need advice.

My other type of research has little to do with practical needs of
the industry, government, or society. One of my ongoing projects started
in year 2000 when I was based in Oxford, studying the regulation of
digital media, which examines media policy in small states, i.e., countries
of small size, comparable to Singapore. I’'m not doing this for any
policymaking body, and I’'m not in a hurry. In a way it’s a luxury of time,
which is why some people find senior professors annoying because we
move too slowly. But I'm expecting to use this project to discover how
things will turn up in the longer run, for example, with regard to the
profitability of media companies.
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Note that the definition of a small state is often relative. Canada is
big, but in relation to the USA is small. Taiwan is big, but in relation to
China, is small. So some of the media policies that Taiwan implements
in relation to China, and what Canada does next to the US, such as the
overspill of radio signals, have broader implications. Some policies in
small states can apply to larger entities. This project on small states is
therefore in fact a big project in certain ways.

LQ: This project on small states is really fascinating. I heard you also
worked on Nepal. Is Nepal also a small state?

PA: No, Nepal wouldn’t be, but Bhutan would be. I’ve also done some
work in Slovenia and Macedonia. The interesting thing is that some
media policies applicable to big states would not apply in small
states because when you have too much diversity and each media
organization has a tiny market share, then all media become poor
and cannot be professional. They don’t function as watchdogs. How
do you keep the media going in this situation, where they need the
media? It’s not so different from even small towns in the US, in order
to meet the information needs. So there’s surprise of greater relevance
than I expected.

LQ: Really interesting. You’ve also worked on big countries like India
or China, right?

PA: Yes, I have a project on India, although it’s relatively small, looking at
the Internet cut or network shutdowns there. I know how to get around
and do interviews, so I find it is relatively safe. But to get more data,
I'm also doing a survey, which is in Kashmir in fact, and it’s pretty
unstable there. So I'm still waiting to see what I can find from there.

YZ: What are the important things that we should do while going into a
big foreign country like India?

PA: 1 have been in India for years. I was on sabbatical there for a year.
To me, it’s not a big foreign country. I'm quite comfortable in India.
But if you are a young scholar, who has never been to India, my
first advice is that you find some really good local connections. The
Indian situation is a bit complex in the sense that their private higher
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education system is actually quite profitable. So the incentive is not
for doing research, but for other things like giving classes. In my case,
I had the opportunity to work with a former director of the Indian
Institute of Management at Ahmedabad, a top business school in India.
He always gave ample support.

With his help, I spent my sabbatical with an institute in order to
start its PhD program. Every member of the institute needed to publish
something in one year. It could be a conference paper or a journal
article. At the end, everyone delivered, which might have come as a
surprise to some observers. I think if you aim for the best, to create the
strongest program, you should be able to get something done, in India
or other foreign countries. I would say that countries everywhere have
good people, although they are not always concentrated in one place.
You have to try your luck and find the right partner.

Excellent. Could you tell us about your ICA work? A few years
ago, when you were elected ICA President, my Chinese colleagues
and students all felt so extremely proud with you becoming ICA
President. How do you feel now, after serving in this central role
of global leadership for our discipline?

Actually a lot of the work in ICA is done by committees. So it’s
a credit to the committees, not to me. To a certain extent that the
person who’s leading can do some things, but I would say this mostly
happens in just one year. Most of the time, it’s group work, for
instance, in the Executive Committee. If each one of us does a little
extra work, then the group as a whole achieves more. So I don’t think
it’s really fair to say that something happened just because of one
person. Putting together the annual conference requires a lot of effort,
especially from the President-Elect and the Executive Director. But in
terms of actually driving the discipline, it’s really a collective effort of
a group of people.

Since I was elected, a very common remark I encountered was:
oh, I can see ICA is really serious about being international. Now we
are in Prague for ICA, I think ICA is truly international, right? But
to my surprise, until recently some had still thought ICA was only
symbolically international. But now, with me being elected people
think this internationalization initiative is quite serious.

liversity of Hong Kong Press
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LQ: Back in 2010, you also played a central role to host ICA in

PA:

Singapore. Now you’ve also worked hard to put together ICA
Fukuoka in 2017. How do you see the differences between being
a local host and being an ICA leader? I'm asking because ICA
is still thinking about going into China, and there might be some
readers who are interested in helping out as local hosts.

As a President, a lot of things you can do are quite limited because
all you have is a year. You can think about what you feel is necessary
in order to make improvements year by year. We are learning to do
better, like dance parties, which not everyone liked at the start. Then,
childcare is important, too. Although it’s not academic, such logistical
details matter greatly for ICA annual conferences. For me, food is a
big deal, and food can really change the complexion of a meeting.

As a President, you must think of such little things that support
intellectual exchange. The academic tone is set by the membership.
Back in Fukuoka, my main task was to drive the attendance because
I was very concerned that the numbers would decline. In the past,
historically the highest ICA attendance was in London, but after that
it went down. I was concerned about the numbers. Thus we tried to
publicize ICA more to our community, both the main conference
and the pre-conferences as well. Before Fukuoka, I helped some
colleagues to get funding for some pre-conferences, which was a way
to drive attendance. That was relatively easy.

I would say the organizing part in 2010 ICA Singapore was
trickier, although I had a fantastic group of colleagues. It was a lot of
work, but we enjoyed ourselves. I don’t know how many people noticed
that we had menu written for the food. And every item in the menu had
a story, which wasn’t just description, but a whole story. Also, we invited
art exhibition people to have different things added onto the fun.

We have very good outcomes out of it. People saw Singapore.
And for other Singaporeans, this was also important because, in 2007,
we organized the World Journalism Education Congress. And we
had people asking: how you could hold an education congress about
journalism in Singapore? We had to show them that could be done.
The event drew much attention. Despite the differences on topics such
as censorship, we had very good discussions on models of journalism
and journalism curriculum. People talked about it.
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Similarly, it is important to show ICA that you can do good
research in Singapore despite censorship. There’s no denying there’s
censorship in Singapore, but we can still do good work.

What were your initial goals when you were elected? Looking
back, do you think you have met those goals?

My key ideas were to better connect ICA to different parts of the
world, of course with emphasis on Asia where I come from, as well as
better involvement from Asia to ICA that can be seen now especially
through the ICA regional conferences, for example, in Malaysia (2018;
2016), India (2017), and Shanghai (2013).

There are concerns when ICA goes regional. For instance, in
Africa under the leadership of ICA Presidents Paula Gardner and Amy
Jordan, we tried to address concerns about the quality of research
outputs in developing countries in general because it’s harder to
get them published. If you join these conferences and attend the
presentations, you will find really interesting ideas that you seldom
hear at ICA annual conferences.

The regional events enrich ICA because colleagues, including
those in the developing world, look up to ICA. What really matters is
the exchange of ideas among researchers, which can take many forms.
So I’ve tried to connect with colleagues in developing countries as
well as those in the more developed ones.

Back in Asia, we’ve made notable progress in East Asia and
South Asia, and we are working on new events in Southeast Asia, in
order to raise more awareness of ICA in the region. What we now do
can determine future norms such as double-blind peer review. Some
of these norms should be global. But at the regional and local levels,
they also need to take root when you practice having people to do
the reviews and you get some very good papers, ideas, and research
coming out from the process. That’s the kind of work that I was trying
to do. And to some extent I think I have achieved some of these goals.

Was there something completely unexpected when you served in
ICA top leadership?
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I can’t think of much that qualifies as the unexpected because it’s a job
you ease into: you see, observe, and you know. Chairing the executive
committee being President, you have two years of observation through
such collective leadership.

If there was anything unexpected, it would be during the 2017
ICA in San Diego. This was a few months after Trump was elected.
He then put out those statements about migration and about banning
travelers from certain countries. Being an Asian, you could be a little
calm about how to respond because we could observe similar anti-
immigration policies in many places in the past. You understand where
this came from, the fragmentation and division policies that were not
new.

It was not just the policies though, but the general atmosphere
that emerged around that time. There were multiple issues ICA had
to tackle, which I didn’t expect, and there were moments when I was
not sure what to do. But I felt that being a foreigner actually was
useful. If I were American, people would have first questioned my
political stance. Are you Republican or Democrat? What’s your view
and why you take this position? It was so polarized. Being someone
who’s not American actually brought some advantage, some kind of
cushion. People could say: well, okay, this guy is not American. He’s
Singaporean trying to help bring people together. He’s from a small
country. He’s not a threat to anybody at all.

That was unexpected in a nice kind of way. A side note was that
ICA was putting out a statement to help people cope with the situation.
But this happened on Chinese New Year’s Day. So I had to respond to
emails throughout the Lunar New Year period.

What you just described was perhaps a continuation of Singapore’s
strategic positioning, which made it possible for Ma Ying-
Jeou to meet Xi Jinping for the first time in November 2015.
The neutrality of Singapore allows it to function almost like the
Switzerland of Asia. It's great ICA can benefit from this unique
Singaporean advantage. Reflecting on these ICA experiences, what
do you think remains to be done to make ICA even greater as a
professional association?
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A lot remains to be done. ICA still hasn’t reached into many parts of
Asia. Many Indian colleagues still don’t know it. When we organized
an AMIC (Asian Media Information and Communication Centre)
conference in India, a young lecturer told me to my shock that the
conference fees plus transport and hotel had cost her one-month salary.
She paid for it herself. One-month salary. I felt so terrible about it. But
she felt she wanted to come to learn. So there’s a real hunger in India.
Knowledge there is a very big deal.

Probably ICA can do better on this front, for instance, raising
more funds that would allow colleagues from developing countries to
come to our events. Of course, my view is that research is good not
just for individuals but also for countries as well. That’s where I come
from as an Asian. In recent years, ICA has done a lot in Asia, and
increasingly so in Africa, although we still need to do more in Latin
America.

There is room for improvement in other areas such as open
access journals, although our current model depends on the revenue
from selling ICA journals. That’s another thing to look at. The annual
conferences right now are doing well. We are making money in a
healthy way, but the question is how we use that money, and to what
extent we could use it to adjust the fees. It’s not a simple issue though
because it seems that people are prepared to pay, at least for now.

In the longer term, we expect our journals to become open
access and the publication revenues will drop. What to do next? On
the one hand, ICA needs financial stability. On the other hand, when
colleagues in Africa can access our journals, citations would go up.
Here in Prague, I’ve met some Africans who told me they benefited
from open access. We have a project at Nanyang in collaboration
with the Canadian IDRC to provide research capacity training to
researchers who are mostly from the developing world. They get
access to my university and thereby access to journals, based on which
they have produced some fantastic research. One of them just won an
ICA divisional award. In this IDRC project, we also have mentorship
programs, which have succeeded in training new generations of
researchers.

There’s still a lot to be done. But first we need to get the word out
there. Another area that you should really looking at is how to have
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bigger impact for our research. It’s easier said than done. How do we
let the world know we have done impactful work? Is it influencing
policy or informing people? How can we make improvement in this
regard, measured not only by the number of publications or citations,
but also real impact beyond the academy?

What about ICA affiliated journals, such as Communication and
Society? Now we have Chinese, German, and French journals
affiliated with ICA. How do you see this development? Which
other languages of scholarly publication do you think we should
prioritize to bring into ICA?

This is definitely a very positive development. As for other languages,
I would say Arabic and Hindi. For different reasons, the Middle East
and India have special importance. In India, for example, the Hindi
newspapers sell in the millions. So I think there is room to include
more diverse languages, although these journals have to reach a
certain level of quality. We also need to assess the impact of the
journals, although now it’s still very early, and we need to see how it
develops in the future.

What suggestions do you have for Chinese communication
researchers, in various Chinese societies, not just China, Hong
Kong, Taiwan or Macao, but also globally? How can we do better
research, have more social impact, and become more effective
in academic community building though ICA and similar
professional associations?

I’d suggest that we should aim to solve global problems, which
doesn’t have to be something big. It could be an equation, the answer
to which is something that everybody is looking for. That’s a global
problem. The answer can be very small, but if everybody sees it and
uses it, you have solved a global problem. You need to know, what are
the questions people are asking? For ICA, theoretical issues are more
important. We should focus on theory rather than just data collection
or observations. We in Asia have to adapt our thinking. After data
collection, we must bring it back to theory, which you would see a lot
in ICA, where many professors are very, very good at using theories.
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As for community building, it can be local or global. Part of ICA
is the “A”, meaning associations. Our American colleagues are really
good at forming and leading professional associations. In many parts
of Asia, we are not as good. Although Americans are supposed to be
individualistic and Asians are supposed to be collectivistic, we actually
often see the opposite. Sometimes I feel our Asian colleagues are
perhaps overly competitive. We don’t work that well with each other,
which I see all the time. Both in China and India, we don’t collaborate
enough. Collaboration is not a zero-sum game. Everybody wins if you
know how to collaborate and create a win-win situation. The spirit of
collaboration is extremely important.

In this vein, we also need to give back to community. A lot of
what we do in the universities involves little money, but it builds the
community, which is part of our academic citizenship. For example,
you should help ICA or other professional bodies to review paper
submissions. It’s not only good for your individual academic growth. It
contributes to the entire research community, too.

LQ & YZ: Thank you very much!

Selected Works by Ang Peng Hwa

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Ang
Peng Hwa’s selected works.



