The end of an era


AN era in Pakistan’s journalism came to an end when Dawn’s legendary editor, Ahmad Ali Khan, died in Karachi on Tuesday morning after a protracted illness. He took over as Dawn’s editor in 1973 when the paper was facing virtual closure, and the country had still not come out of the trauma of the separation of East Pakistan. Dawn was reduced to six pages, with the paper finding it difficult to pay salaries to its staff. By the time he quit as Chief Editor 27 yeas later, Dawn was in a financially sound position — an asset that helped him stand pressures from despotic regimes. In salvaging Dawn, Mr Ahmad Ali Khan, known to his colleagues and admirers as Khan Saab, proved himself a tenacious fighter not only for Dawn but for all that the Quaid stood for. A left-leaning intellectual, well-read and remarkably intelligent, he was in any given situation able to get to the root of a problem by avoiding the pitfalls of details. This helped him face acute crises stemming from pressures bordering on persecution by governments unhappy with the paper’s policies. These pressures included threats to him and to Dawn staff members by non-state actors.

Pragmatic in his approach, he never thought that getting a paper closed down by reckless journalism served the cause of Press freedom. Yet this did not mean kowtowing to the government of the day and compromising on the fundamental principles of journalism and Dawn’s commitment to the values and principles of the profession. During the period of the military dictatorship (1977-1988) Dawn under his stewardship stood firm on all key issues and paid for it in various forms, including denial of government ads, but by that time the paper was on its own, and Khan Saab pursued his policies independently. The fact that his editorship spanned an era starting from the Bhutto years and ending with the Musharraf regime gives an indication of the crises and personalities he was called upon to handle.

His career in English journalism began with Dawn in Delhi before partition and ended in the 21st century when he retired in 2000, coming back again for a short stint in 2003. In between he was associated with The Pakistan Times for 13 years. On the whole he remained with Dawn for 42 years and was at the helm for 28 years. No wonder he left the stamp of his personality on the paper. His was a career that was self-fulfilling, for he upheld the highest values of journalism and created for Dawn a reputation that would be the envy of any newspaper. On foreign policy, Khan Saab never toed the line of the government of the day, and that was one reason why the diplomatic community in Pakistan took Dawn’s views as a barometer of the nation’s position on international affairs.

Personal likes and dislikes did not affect his judgment, and whenever Dawn erred in reporting or in a comment, he never failed to publish a retraction or the aggrieved party’s version. The variety of views available to Dawn readers in the letters’ column and the diversity of opinion in articles by a host of writers testify to his commitment to professionalism. His personality had a touch of charisma about it, and he commanded respect and obedience, though he was basically a team man who inspired others by his honesty, vision and dedication to principles. His was a major contribution in turning Dawn into an institution.

