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THE ROLE OF THE PRESS IN INDIA

M. R, Masani

There has been little controversy about the seven
point Delhi Declaration on “Press Freedom in India
and Democracy” released on November 26, 1977, at
the concluding session of the Conference organised by
the International Press Institute and the Friendrich-
Naumann-Stiftung of West Germany, the text of
which was published in our January issue.

The only item to which exception appears to have
been taken — by none other than the Union Mini-
ster for Information and Broadcasting — is the second
item which claims for the press “the inalienable right
to an adversary role”.

Mr. L. K. Advani demurred on this point imme-
diately after the Declaration was presented to him
at the Conference by your Editor on behalf of a small
group of newspapermen who had drafted it. Mr.
Advani chose to revert to this matter on December
10 while addressing the Indian Agricultural Research
Institute in New Delhi. According to the Sunday
Standard of 11th December 1977, “dissociating with
the International Press Institute’s recent New Delhi
seminar view that the press everywhere is a watch
dog and adversary of the Government, he said the
situation in India is totally different. Where is the
question of Government confrontation with the press
in areas of national development, particularly in the
social, economic and agriculture sphere?...... In the
Indian context, the journalist is not a mere vehicle
of information, but is an educator. His social re-
sponsibility should not be lost sight of.”

In view of this revival of controversy by the
Minister, it becomes necessary to question his un-
fortunate attempt to differentiate between freedom of
the press in developed as distinct from underdeve-
loped countries like India and also to remove a
misunderstanding under which he seems to labour.

Let it be said without any cavil that freedom of
the press can not differ or vary from one kind of
country to another. In any free society, freedom of

the press should be absolute and subject only to the
laws of libel, obscenity and treason.

The Prime Minister, Mr. Morarji Desai, did in
fact happily accept this position in the excellent
address he delivered to the IPI conference a day
earlier on November 25. He described the press as
one of the four pillars on which the mansion of demo-
cracy stood and stressed that “the right to dissent
was the key principle of democracy”. While assuring
the press that he would not touch it or do anything
to bring it under Government influence or control, the
Prime Minister rightly stressed that the freedom of
the press could in the final analysis only be main-
tained by the press itself.

Mr. Advani, who had a fine record as a journalist,
should be careful not to fall for the vulgar Marxist
thesis that the standards and values of freedom prac-
tised in the Western Democracies can be lowered
and diluted with impunity in countries of the Third
World like ours. That was precisely Mrs. Gandhi’s
excuse for her authoritarian regime and for the So-
viet support given to it. On the contrary, the more
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