HILE in opposi-

tion, every politi-
W cal leader is the

greatest expo-

nent of freedom
of the press and independence
of judiciary. Once in govern-
ment, the same politicians wish
to gag the press and limit the
independence of judiciary at the
earliest opportunity. And they
have a good reason for it. The
Press highlights, or attempts to
highlight, the excesses commit-
ted by the rulers, whereas the
judiciary is supposed to redress
those excesses. Here lies the jus-
tification, in the opinion of the
rulers, for pre-publication and

post-publication censorship: the

rulers never admit to commit-

ting excesses because whatever

they do, they are convinced that
it is in the greater national inter-
est:

“Despotism often presents
itself as the repairer of all the
ills suffered, the support of just
rights, defender of the
oppressed, and founder of order.
People are lulled to sleep by the
temporary prosperity it engen-
ders, and when they do wake up,
they are wretched” (Alexis de
Tocqueville” Democracy in
America).

The desire of those who are in
command and control of the
worldly affairs or religious
beliefs of their fellow men to be
accepted as infallible — that
they can do no wrong — has its
origin in the Roman office of
censor, which was established in
443 BC. Besides conducting the
census, that officer also regulat-
ed the morals of those who were
allowed the status of citizens by
insisting that “the gods of the
city” were to be respected by
every citizen. But, there were
even at that time people like
Protagoras who questioned the
authority of the state to control
the morals of the citizens, and
Pericles who declared that the
best interests of State could not
be served without a full discus-
sion before the assembly, and
that everyone could hold and
defend whatever opinion he
wished. gt

Many fellow Greeks received
their agnosticism and belief in
the freedom of speech with hos-
tility that led to the emergence
of the proposition that the law

forbids whatever it does not per-
mit. This position, by and large,
holds the field even today in
countries such ds ours when it
comes to freedom of speech and
freedom of the press, collective-
ly known as ‘freedom of expres-
sion’. In those societies where
liberalism is in the ascendancy,
by contrast, it has come to be
accepted that one may do what-
ever law does not forbid.
Furthermore, it is now believed
that what may be properly for-
bidden by law has a very limited
scope. People are increasingly
permitted to do with their lives
and opinions as they please, so
long as they do not pose physical
threat to others. Even if there is
an error of opinion, it may be
tolerated where reason is left
free to combat it, because truth,
in a free and open encounter,
will be able to overcome error.
But knowing that truth makes
one free, the objective is, there-
fore, denial of freedom of
expression more than the truth.

How far freedom of the Press
is extended in Pakistan? For the
answer I look to John Wilkes: “I
cannot tell, but I am trying to
find out.”

“I have justification to stifle
the Press but I choose not to,”
said the Chief Executive
General Pervez Musharraf in
New York a few days ago, and
he advised the Press to let truth
remain supreme and let national
interest remain in focus. Who is
to be the judge of ‘truth’ and
‘national interest’? The Press
cannot be condemned simply
because it is brash and noisy or
declamatory. It must be called to
order if it is false, irresponsible,
or reports untruth. The Press
can bend this much. But it can-
not, it should not — it should not
be made to go down on its
knees. A self-confessed “great
believer in the freedom of the
Press”, while addressing the
15th APNS award ceremony,
General Musharraf said, “his
government neither expected
obedience nor unthinking coop-
eration® from the Press.”
Granted, he, like all other rulers
without exception, ‘welcomes
“healthy” criticism” (Dawn, Oct
1), it is the ‘bitter pill’, which
keeps the criticism healthy, that
is hard to swallow: they are all
for the free Press, it is the news-
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papers they cannot stand.

How far is freedom of expres-
sion possible and desirable in
Pakistan? For more than half
the world’s population, an inde-
pendent Press is still an unat-
tainable goal. Even in the West,
‘Freedom of the press in Britain
is freedom to print such of the
proprietor’s prejudices as the
advertisers don’t object to’
(Hannen Swaffer) — the Press
freedom is illusory because a
wealthy minority controls what
is to be publishedA

a free Press, let’s not forget th
the pre-and post-publication
sorship by the government s
the only form of robbing on
words. There are other re
tions, not generally known to
general public, which are equé
ly oppressive.

How much editorial free
the proprietors allow their
tors? How much of the pro
etors’ business, political, so
and economic interests in
ence freedom of their Pre
Freedom of expression and

of democracy

In the developing Countrles ne
_contributed to the spread of liter
of human rights and democratic f
-importance of newspapers stretc
human interest in events. The es
maintenance and fostering of an
pluralistic and free press is essem

=

In the developing countries,
newspapers have contributed to
the spread of literacy and of the
concept of human rights and
democratic freedom. The impor-
tance of newspapers stretches
far beyond a passing human
interest in events. The establish-
ment, maintenance and foster-
ing of an independent, pluralis-
tic and free press is essential to
the development of democracy
in a nation and for free econom-
ic development. Worldwide
trend towards democracy and
freedom of information and
expression is a fundamental con-
tribution to the fulfilment of
human aspirations, the dignity
of the individual and self-fulfil-
ment. In Pakistan, before the
word ‘accountability’ was all the
vogue, the Press was the sole
forum of accountability in the
country.

Since individuals have a right
to know enough about what is
happening to be able to partici-
pate in public life, journalists
have a duty #to inform.
Whenever this public right to
know comes under attack, a
heavy responsibility falls on the
journalists. But when we talk of

dom of conscience — does pri
dence let them practise eithe
always? The owners’ simple
minded response to such crifl
cism is: A plumber’s job is layi
a pipe. He is not responsible g
what goes through the pipe.

Working journalists are th
backbone of the Press. The
gations of ‘Lifafa journalism
echo in the government's
dors whenever attempts
made to gag the Press. Exc
for Zamir Niazi (Muzzling
free Press’, Dawn Oct 1),
has hardly ever been an ans
from the journalists to such
gations. No doubt, there still
many journalists who canno
bribed or twisted. But in
enced by their own social, po
cal and ethnic prejudices, seeir
what they would do unbrib
there is no need to give then
lifafas. East Pakistan 1971 deb
cle is one such example of ingl
rious role played by the
Pakistan Press.
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Distinction must, therefore, be
made between comments, con-
jecture and facts. Free and fair
Press admits of fair opportunity
for reply to inaccuracies, respect
for privacy except when justi-
fied in the public interests,
refrain from misrepresentation
and harassment while obtaining
information, non-intrusion into
grief or shock, no discrimina-
tion, and protecting the confi-
dential sources of information. It
may seem a minor point in the
context of freedom of the Press,
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but those who write to and for
the Press also suffer from a kind
of private suppression that has
been usefully described by
Jamie Kalven: “being badly
edited is as close as most
American writers ever come to
being censored. My strongest
impression is that the abuse of
one prose by badly editing feels
like an assault on one’s mind.”
Similarly, Lord Radcliffe spoke
of “the real licensers of thought
today, the editors, the publish-
ers, the controllers of radio and
television.”

The concept of a free Press
without a guarantee for econom-
ic independence of the journal-
ists, editors and publishers —
and freedom from fear of physi-
cal harm — is an illusion. The
independence should be from
governmental, political and eco-
nomic control. Censorship by
the government and other
forces in the society, such as
religious, ethnic or political
groups, should be declared a
grave violation of human rights.
There can be no freedom of the
Press howsoever loudly and sin-
cerely the Chief Executive may
claim that “the national Press is

totally free and journalists com-
munity is free to express its
viewpoint without any pres-
sure” (Sept 30), unless the
redundant Press laws are
replaced with laws that create
enforceable rights to freedom of
expression, freedom of opinion,
access to information and free-
dom of the Press; to encourage
the existence of the greatest
possible number of newspapers,
magazines and periodicals |
reflecting the widest possible
opinion, to end all forms of dis-
crimination in broadcasting in
printing, newspapers and maga-
zines  distribution, and
newsprint distribution, and to
refrain from ‘raids’ on newspa-
pers’ offices to check ‘faulty
electric wiring’.

“A community seeks news”;
said Dame Rebecca West, “for
the same reason that a man
needs eyes. It has to see where it
is going.” For William Randolph
Hearst, one of America’s most
important publishers, news was
“what someone wants to stop
you printing: all the rest is ads.”
For future secure Pakistan what *
we need are four essential free-
doms that Franklin Roosevelt
considered essential for future
secure world: freedom of expres-
sion, freedom to worship God in
our own way, freedom from
want and freedom from fear.
Freedom of expression is the
thing that comes first. Most of us
feel we could not be free with-
out the newspapers. That is the
reason we want the newspapers
to be free because a good, free
newspaper is a nation talking to
itself. But what is a free Press?
That for any practical purpose,
it is what the people think so;
one that prints General
Musharraf’s speeches but does
not have to. |

In the conflict between the|
rulers and the Press, the ques-
tion is: “Why does the Press hit
the government on the chin?”
The answer: “Why does the gov-
ernment has its chin out in the
first place?” While threatening]
the Press our rulers fail to
understand a major rule of
political life: never lose vour
temper with the Press, becaus
as Napoleon once said, “fo
hostile newspapers are more
be afraid of than a thousa
rifles.” M




