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Report from the conference  ‘Media, Extremism and Freedom of 
Expression, in Jakarta, Indonesia,  February 18  – 19, 2011. 

              
From left: Awang Ruswandi, Inaya Rakhmani, Elisabeth Eide, Oni Sarwono, Kristin S. Orgeret,  Ilya R. Sunarwinadi,  
Nina Armando, Ade Armando and Hendri Yani. 

 
Should mass media basically convey information and not mediate societal conflicts? Has 

time come to raise sensitive issues in a non-sensational manner and make room for 

diversity of opinion? Would it be fruitful to encourage media to take the role as a 

mediator?  How can journalists improve their knowledge and consciousness of religious 

sensitive issues? These were some of the questions raised at the media conference ” 

Media, Extremism and Freedom of Expression” in Jakarta February 18th - 19th, 2011. 

The conference was a follow up from the media conference ” Covering each other – in 

an era of imagined clashes of civilizations” in Lahore in Pakistan two years ago.  The 

conferences are initiated by Oslo University College in collaboration with University of 

the Punjab in Lahore, Universitas Indonesia in Jakarta and Universty of Dhaka, 

Bangladesh. The collaboration has resulted in common research-, education- and 

development – projects.  

Professor Elisabeth Eide and Associate Professor Kristin Skare Orgeret from Oslo 

University College were co-organizers with Universitas Indonesia in Jakarta where  

Associate Professor Ade Amando and Billy K. Sarwono chaired the conference.  
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From.l: Anne Thurmann-Nielsen, Ade Armando,                F.l: Shameem Reza, Moyien Zalal Chowdhury, Hamid 
Elisabeth Eide, Devianti Faridz, Kristin Skare Orgeret       Mir, H.E Mr Golam Mohammad, Kristin S.Orgeret    
visiting Metro Tv.                  and Najmul Hossain at Norwegian Embassy Reception 

 
Global Intermedia Dialogue 

The conference was partly a result from international contacts established by editors and 

journalists in the wake of the Global Intermedia Dialogue between 2006 and 2008 – a 

dialogue initiated by Indonesia and Norway through their Ministries of Foreign Affairs.  

Altogether, the conference in Jakarta gathered 50 journalists, editors and academics 

from four different countries – Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Norway. 

 Throughout the two days, various topics related to the media’s role as a conveyer of 

information and mediator in covering religious conflicts were eagerly discussed among 

the country representatives. Topics subject to particularly heated debate were the issues 

of blasphemy, and whether the media should voice and provide news coverage to 

representatives and groups from radical-extremist backgrounds. Other topics discussed 

were “The Role of Media Law, Intervention and Self-Regulation” and ”The Challenges 

towards the Reporting of Religious Issues”. 

 
From left: Elisabeth Eide, Gro Holm and Saijad Mir                   Quatrina Hussain and other delegates 

In his opening speech the Ambassador of Norway to Indonesia, Eivind S. Homme, 
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described the conference as important, timely and challenging. Freedom of speech is the 

backbone of any democracy, he said and continued:   

- It is of utmost importance that media continue to tell the stories, continue to let all 

parties express their opinions and continue to communicate also what is unpleasant. You 

have to take stand whether you like it or not – because what you choose to report about 

and how you report it, can play an important role in the development of the actual 

situation. 

Homme noted that Indonesia has gone a long way in comparison with many other 

countries in the region, but recent events with regard to religious freedom have also 

reminded us of the challenges. Three members of the Ahmadiyah sect were killed in 

Java few weeks before the media conference. Indonesia has the world largest Muslim 

population, but it is a secular country. The Indonesian constitution guarantees freedom 

of religious expression. 

 

Challenging questions 

Eide and Orgeret gave lectures on the roots and principles of freedom of expression and 

the controversy regarding the Mohammed cartoons in Universitas Indonesia the day 

before the conference. Several students Eide talked to after the lectures expressed more 

confusion after listening to her.  

 From 

Eide and Orgeret’s lecture at Universitas Indonesia     Professor Eide and students 

Professor Elisabeth Eide said in her opening speech that confusion created by the 

diversity of views has the ability to be a constructive intellectual force in the discussion 

about religion, extremism and freedom of expression. It is confusing to listen to people 

defending expressions that can be insulting and outraging for others. The desire to have 
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the freedom of expression to criticize media or individuals who insult religious feelings, 

and at the same time defend their right to do it, can also be confusing. The alternative to 

fight for these freedoms is not tempting, Eide said. 

From 
left: Ade Armando, Oni Sarwono, Kristin S. Orgeret, Anne Thurmann-Nielsen, Awang Ruswandi, Elisabeth Eide 
having lunch at Universitas Indonesia together with members from the organizing committee. 

- Many of us have been struck with the force that issues both concerning freedom of 

expression and religion and not at least the combination of the two have touched our 

societies. In Norway, very few would have anticipated this development some ten years 

ago, Kristin Skare Orgeret said. 

She emphasized that the last year developments have resulted in heated debates about 

where to draw the limits of free speech. 

- Most people agree that freedom of expression should not be totally unconditional. It is 

where to draw the line that is the challenging and interesting question. Which feeds into 

all the debates on freedom of expression in one way or another, Skare Orgeret said.  

During the conference it became evident that freedom of expression and covering 

religious/ political conflicts is far more dangerous in Asia, particularly in Pakistan, than 

in Norway. 
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From left: Saijad Mir, Tanvir Shehzad, Anders Sømme Hammer and Syed Mujahid Ali 

Murdered journalists 

Last year, 18 journalists were killed in Pakistan and 327 journalists were wounded. 

Journalist and editor in Geo TV, Hamid Mir, told that a small mistake from media might 

create large religious conflicts: 

- I have learned it through my personal experience that religion is the most sensitive 

matter in most parts of the world. Whenever western media or eastern media ignores one 

side of a conflict they become a tool for creating big religious issues. 

- Pakistan is badly affected by the war against terror, and polarization in Pakistani 

society is on the rise day by day. This polarization is creating lots of problems for media. 

Many of us are reluctant to condemn Taliban and Al Qaida for their suicide attacks 

because their sympathizers can declare us as infidels, and the state cannot provide 

security to journalists, he said. 

Mir told that some analysts had blamed media for the murder of the Governor of the 

Punjab province, Salman Taseer, early this year. His own security guard assassinated 

him after Taseer criticized the blasphemy law and defended a Christian woman 

sentenced to death in a lower court for insulting the Prophet Mohammed. Critics of the 

media said Taseer was projected as pro-American and an anti Islam politician. Mir 

added that many moderate TV-anchors praised the killer on religious grounds, and thus 

the incident further polarized the Pakistani society.  

- We need a code of practice, not a code of conduct for promoting ethnic and religious 

reconciliation, he said. 
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Conflicts sell well 

Associate Professor Ade Armando from Universitas Indonesia and news editor Devianti 

Fardiz from Metro TV in Jakarta were both worried about media corporations’ focus on 

bottom line and profit. Mediating reconciliation in religious conflicts is regarded as hard 

to sell. It is the conflict in itself that makes the ratings look good.  

- Profit is more important than journalism, and businessmen with media ownership can 

be media’s worst enemy, as one of Amando’s Indonesian colleagues added. 

 This is extremely dangerous in times with religious tensions, and Indonesia is 

experiencing religious tensions these days. In addition to the mentioned assassination of 

three Ahmadyijjas, churches and a shi’ite Muslim school have been attacked. 

- It is of extreme importance how media cover those incidents. Sensationalism can be 

very dangerous and make the situation worse for everybody but the extremists. Freedom 

of expression is under attack in Indonesia. Intolerance is growing, Ade Armando said.  

Hijacked by terrorists 

Assistant Professor, Shameem Reza, from the University of Dhaka told that media often 

are blamed for conflicts in Bangladesh. “Media created “ is the buzzword. Journalists 

from all three Asian countries were worried about terrorists hijacking the voices and 

narratives in religious conflicts and conflicts involving extremism and terrorism. 

Quatrina Hussain, Fredrik Græsvik,Yama Wolasmal, From left: Masuda Bhatti and Munni Saha  
Devianti Faridz and Ahsan Naz   
 

It is of utmost importance to take back the narrative from terrorists, as one of the 

representatives from Pakistan said. 
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- We have to differentiate between terrorists and extremists. Terrorists are nameless and 

faceless. They attack civil targets. We do not try to stop extremists. We want to stop 

terrorists. Media have to show what they represent because they are violent and vocal.  

A very small minority is raking the scene. Pakistan is mainly negative news in 

international headlines, but that is only five percent of what is happening in Pakistan. 

We must remember that Pakistan is not a failed state. It is a nuclear state and a young 

nation”, the participant said. 

Due to the tense and dangerous situation for journalists in Pakistan, most of the 

Pakistani participants preferred not to be quoted by their name. 

Few weeks after the conference in Jakarta the Pakistan minorities minister, Shahbaz 

Bhatti, was shot dead by gunmen who ambushed his car in broad daylight in the capital, 

Islamabad. 

In Bangladesh terrorists and extremists use media in their mission, and it is only media 

that can make people aware of what they stand for. Who can decide who is a Muslim 

and who is not? Asked one of the journalists from Bangladesh. 

From left Moiyen Zalal Chowdhury and Munni Saha during their presentations 
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Giving a voice to extremists and terrorists 

- Christian people in Norway have accepted to be offended because of their religious 

beliefs. That is probably why so many Norwegians were puzzled by the Muslim outrage 

against the Danish cartoon in Jyllandsposten, Marianne Tønnessen from the Norwegian 

Christian newspaper, Vårt Land, said.  

In a heated discussion whether terrorists should be invited to tell their story in 

mainstream media the Norwegian journalists agreed that all parts have the right to tell 

their story.  

- If western journalists are comfortable with being embedded with NATO forces (in 

Afghanistan), telling their side of the story, following the soldiers, and often creating 

sympathy for them, well, then we are obliged to give the insurgents the same type of 

airtime. That is the best way to expose what these groups stand for, Norwegian TV2´s 

Yama Wolasmal said and supported the view of Hamid Mir. 

- The extremists are part of this conflict, whether we like it or not, he added. Norwegian 

Broadcasting, NRK, Gro Holm, supported Wolasmal; but added that journalists were 

responsible for how extremists and terrorists are represented in media. 

From 

left: Hamid Mir, Anders Sømme Hammer, Gro Holm, Fredrik Græsvik and Elisabeth Eide discussing Egypt. 
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Spreading fear 

It became clear though, that exposing extreme views could trigger quite different 

reactions in western and non-western media. And the most dangerous place to do this 

seems to be Pakistan. One of the participants from the University of the Punjab made a 

point of what she called “the symbiotic relationship between terrorism and Pakistani 

media, especially electronic media”.  

Terrorism is the “theatre”, and terrorist attacks are carefully choreographed to attract the 

attention of the media, she said.  

From 

left: Moiyen Zalal Chowdhury, Najmul Hossain, Nilufa Jahan, Savera Shami, Nosheena Saleem, Hamid Mir, Ahsan 

Naz and Atta Ansari 

That is why the balance between freedom and responsibility is of utmost importance. 

Critique of loaded language, of making local incidents into national incidents that spread 

fear, emotionalism, sensationalism and unhealthy competition for breaking news, were 

some of the arguments that fired up the discussion. 

Senior reporter, Shariful Hasan, from the newspaper Prothom Alo in Bangladesh could 

tell a more positive story. He emphasized that journalists are involved in all the positive 

movements in Bangladesh. Journalists played a strong role in 1990 against the autocratic 

military dictator and have played an equally strong role against extremism even though 

the government and extremist leaders often accuse media for creating the problems 

concerning religious issues. The recommendation from Hasan was clear:  

- Only media can stop extremism by making people aware of what extremists stand for. 

 



	   10	  

Different views on same issues 

The heated discussion and different views on how to deal with religious issues and 

freedom of expression showed how important it is to inform each other about the 

context: i.e. the political situation, the media situation and the different ways to balance 

responsibility regarding freedom of expression in each country.  

     

Ade Armando and Kristin Skare Orgeret          From left: Nilufa Jahan and Shariful Hasan 

Historical and political differences between East and West, Pakistan and Bangladesh and 

secular and religious societies were important parts of the discussion. It underlined how 

different the understanding of the same issues can be. And, as the Norwegian - Pakistani 

journalist, Syed Mujahid Ali, said:  

- The different views on the same issues become more obvious when it is about religion. 

And it reflects that we have lots of issues to deal with in a more globalized world.  
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All delegates to the Conference with Ambassador of Norway to Indonesia, Eivind S. Homme. 

This report will not pay due tribute to all the participants and their various contributions 

to the debate. Most of the written contributions are therefore added as attachments to the 

report. Hopefully the main lesson from the conference is to continue to listen carefully 

to each other arguments and experiences in the discussions about how media convey 

conflicting views on religion and freedom of expression. These issues will continue to 

be difficult, provoking and confusing no matter what country one belongs to, but as 

Syed Mujahid Ali said: 

- People in different cultures do have different relation to their faiths and its icons.  

There need to be a better understanding to deal with coverage of such issues. There is no 

easy way to make balance between one set of principles to the other. But there is always 

hope. 

 

 

 

Report written by Anne Thurmann-Nielsen. 

Pictures by Anne Thurmann-Nielsen, Moiyen Zalal Chowdhury and Kristin Skare 

Orgeret. 


