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Abstract
Journalists are currently facing a multitude of threats. Commonly, these are considered in terms of harassment and bodily
harms such as incarceration and murder of journalists. In the Bangladeshi case we argue that the parameters for eval-
uating what constitutes safety for journalists go beyond conventional wisdom. On the basis of in-depth interviews of
23 Bangladeshi journalists, we argue that the concept of journalists’ safety has three intertwined dimensions. First, journal-
ists’ safety incorporates avoiding bodily harm (imprisonment, enforced disappearance, and so forth), and harassment, as
well as economic and career threats. Second, in order to remain safe, journalists undertake various tactics including com-
promising the objectivity of news in a regime where security apparatus and pro-government journalists work in tandem
to surveil and intimidate non-partisan journalists. Third, the tactics used by journalists decrease public faith in the media
and the media can no longer play a watchdog role. We argue that one needs to reconceptualize the safety of journalists
within these three intertwined dimensions.
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1. Introduction

Safety of journalists has context-specific meanings and
implications. For example, a journalist who is working at
the New York Times in the democratic USA will have dif-
ferent standards for safety (and its preservation) from a
journalist working in Rwanda or Pakistan where demo-
cratic institutes, norms, and cultures are under pressure.
In light of this basic presumption, we sought to find
out how Bangladeshi journalists define the concept of
“safety.” UNESCO (2019) conceptualizes the lack of safety
for journalists as “attacks on media professionals often
perpetrated in non-conflict situations by organized crime
groups, militia, security personnel, and even local police,
making local journalists among the most vulnerable.” It
says that these attacks include murder, abductions, ha-

rassment, intimidation, illegal arrest, and arbitrary deten-
tion (UNESCO, 2019).

According to Bertelsmann Stiftung, a think tank
based in Germany, Bangladesh is a new autocracy
(Schwarz, 2018). However, Riaz (2019) differs with this
view and argues that Bangladesh is a hybrid regime—a
regime that combines democratic traits (election) with
autocratic traits (severe political repression). In other
words, Bangladesh is not a country that respects demo-
cratic principles such as free speech, human rights,
and political equality. Within this political climate, the
government has made heavy investments in procur-
ing surveillance technology and employs various surveil-
lance techniques to thwart free thinkers and journalists
(Privacy International, 2018). As a result, the 2019World
Press Freedom Index placed Bangladesh at 150th out
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of 180 countries and Bangladesh is below Afghanistan
and Pakistan (Reporters Without Borders, 2019). The
Freedom in the World 2019 report said “journalists and
media outlets in Bangladesh face many forms of pres-
sure, including frequent lawsuits, harassment, and seri-
ous or deadly physical attacks” (Freedom House, 2019).
In addition, Human Rights Watch has noted repeated
abuse of “section 57 of the ICT Act to prosecute journal-
ists” (Human Rights Watch, 2018a). Section 57 of the ICT
Act authorizes prosecution of any person who publishes,
in electronic form, material that is defamatory and preju-
dices the image of the state or a person or causes or may
cause hurt to religious belief. A Bangladeshi think tank,
Article 19, notes that “in 2017, there were 76 incidents
of journalists facing charges under Section 57 of the ICT
Act, and in 2018 there have been more than 90 cases
brought against activists, media workers, and others”
(Article 19, 2018). In 2018, Bangladeshi editors formed
a human chain to protest another anti-free speech law
entitled the Digital Security Act. The law, called a “black
law” by many, could send anyone to prison for 7–14
years who “secretly records government officials or gath-
ers information from a government agency using a com-
puter or other digital device” and “spread(s) negative
propaganda about the country’s 1971 war of indepen-
dence and its founding leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman”
(Mahmud, 2018b). Against this backdrop of increasing
surveillance and attacks on journalists by force and legal
means in a political climate that is not democratic, we in-
vestigate how Bangladeshi journalists define safety. On
the basis of our findings we will discuss safety issues for
journalists in the face of ever-expanding censorship, jour-
nalists’ reactions and defense against safety risks, and
how the public views the role of media in the country.

2. Framing the Problem of Safety and the Agency of
Journalists in a Hybrid Structure

Goffman has argued, “individuals cannot understand the
world fully and therefore actively classify and interpret
their life experiences to make sense of the world around
them” (Goffman, 1974, p. 24). The individual’s reaction
to sensory information therefore depends on schemes of
interpretation called “primary frameworks” (Scheufele,
2000). In short, framing theory underpins how an inter-
connected world can be subdivided through particular
frames that conceptualize or address an issue. Ajzen and
Fishbein (1980), Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley (1997), and
Chong and Druckman (2007) argue that framing starts
with a conventional expectancy value model of an indi-
vidual’s attitude toward an object or issue. The debate
about climate change is a good example in this regard. In
this debate there are groups and individuals who believe
that changes being observed in the climate are danger-
ous and therefore want to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sion, whereas there are groups and individuals who be-
lieve that climate change is a hoax and, therefore, that
there is no need for reducing greenhouse gas emission.

This debate demonstrates that individuals form attitudes
towards actions as a result of holding a set of beliefs
about climate change. The set of dimensions that affect
an individual’s evaluation of climate change constitutes
an individual’s “frame in thought” and their attitude to
the debate is considered to be a “framing effect” (Chong
& Druckman, 2007, p. 106). In our study, we will need
to decipher how journalists frame the problem of safety
in Bangladesh against the backdrop of the authority (the
state and media owners) systematically subverting free
media in Bangladesh. The relationship between journal-
ists and authority in the current age of the hybrid regime
is further explainable through agents and structure the-
ory because the frame in thought and framing effect in
any consideration of the safety of Bangladeshi journal-
ists is embedded in the power relationship between the
agency of journalists and the structure of their society,
i.e., the hybrid regime of Bangladesh.

Dowding (2008) argues that individual human beings
are agents and their behaviours and attitudes are shaped
and moulded by structures of their environment. In this
regard Dowding asserts that “both the social or institu-
tional rules and the interests of other people—will struc-
ture the behaviour of agencies of biological individuals”
(Dowding, 2008, p. 22). How journalists behave in order
to remain safe in the face of oppressive political institu-
tions is important to know. However, we should also rein-
force the fact that the attitudes of journalists confronting
the hybrid regime are conditional on the power relation-
ship between the agents (Bangladeshi journalists) and
structure (the hybrid regime; for more, see Bucholtz &
Hall, 2005, p. 607).

3. The Media Landscape of Bangladesh

Outlets for journalists have gone through a transition
in Bangladesh in the last few decades due to the emer-
gence of satellite televisions and the expansion of the
Internet. According to one estimate, in 2017 there were
2,320 newspapers, 1,781 online news sites, 72 radio sta-
tions, and 43 television channels in Bangladesh (Bour,
Frey, & Rahman, 2017, p. 23). Bour and colleagues also
note that there are 17,300 organized journalists work-
ing in Bangladesh (Bour et al., 2017). However, this ac-
count of the media landscape is not in accord with other
estimates, which claim that the total number of private
television stations operating in Bangladesh is 30 and the
total number of newspapers is 1,191(Azad, 2018; Islam
& Jahan, 2019). Despite this question about the precise
number of media outlets, it is plausible to conclude that
journalism and news are being disseminated through
diverse media channels in the country and that many
people are working as journalists. However, the quality
of journalism in Bangladesh is not encouraging. Elahi
(2013), on the basis of a survey of 333 journalists who
are based in Dhaka (capital of Bangladesh), in-depth in-
terviews, and focus group discussions, found that jour-
nalists’ ethical standards are poor and that many indulge
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in corrupt practices. Elahi also found that “some jour-
nalists and certain sectors of the media imposed self-
censorship because of journalists’ and editors’ personal
political bias or the media owner’s political position”
(Elahi, 2013, p. 197).

4. The Scope of This Study: Safety of Journalists
in Bangladesh

Safety of journalists has remained an understudied ter-
rain for scholars and practitioners. In 2014, with the
aim of filling this gap, UNESCO developed a ten-point re-
search agenda in line with the 2011 UN Plan of Action
on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity,
and called for journalists to cooperate with academic
scholars (Fadnes, Krøvel, & Orgeret, 2019, p. 2). That re-
search agenda included—“Rights-based issues; Conflict
issues; Societal issues; Legal issues; Practitioner issues;
Psychological issues; Economic issues; Digital issues;
Thematic issues; Educational issues” (Fadnes et al., 2019).
Before this push from UNESCO, it was “challenging to
examine the issue of safety due to the politically sensi-
tive features of the topic and the need to continuously
strive for consensuswithin amulti-national organization”
(Fadnes et al., 2019).

We have found three limitations in previous studies
of journalist safety. First, we found that most studies on
the safety of journalists stemmed out of conflict and re-
porting of war zones (Ashry, 2019; Aslam, 2015; Creech,
2018; Düsterhöft, 2013; Eide, Khalvatgar, & Shirzad, 2019;
Greppi, 2004; Høiby & Ottosen, 2017; Kim, 2010; Lisosky
& Henrichsen, 2009; Relly & Bustamante, 2014; Saboory
et al., 2017; Tumber, 2006). Journalists’ safety in stable
authoritarian or hybrid regimes like Bangladesh hardly
gets scholarly attention. Second, we found that the term
‘safety’ largely is limited to harassment, incarceration,
and bodily harms in the small number of scholarly papers
written about the safety of journalists in places that are
not war and conflict zones (Baker, 2016; Saboory et al.,
2017). Some articles talk about arrests of journalists and
attacks on news outlet offices (Diedong, 2016; Srinivasan,
2016). A few talk about safety issues that journalists
face in the virtual world (Barton & Storm, 2014; Çalışkan,
2019). However, very few talk about broader aspects of
journalists’ safety including the hazards associated with
journalists’ need to compromise objectivity in order to re-
main safe. Finally, in the Bangladeshi context, journalists’
safety is a neglected topic as well, as we found only three
papers addressing elements of safety of Bangladeshi jour-
nalists. For example, Akhter and Ullah (2014) examined
the safety issues of local correspondents when covering
natural disasters like cyclones, whereas Ahmed (2016)
studies the issue of self-censorship in the press. Islamand
Rahman (2016) investigated actors behind the suppres-
sion of freedom of the press.

As scholarship on the broader aspects of the safety
of journalists in Bangladesh is rare, we have surveyed an-
nual reports published from 2009–2019 from Reporters

Without Borders, FreedomHouse, and the Committee to
Protect Journalists. We found that these reports are also
limited to the conventional concept of journalist safety
as they highlight physical attacks, arrests, self-censorship,
murder, and laws restricting freedom of speech (for in-
stance, see Committee to Protect Journalists, 2009, p. 13,
2015, p. 7, 2017, p. 1, 2018, p. 21). It is our hope that by
expanding the paradigm of the safety of journalists we
will encourage scholars and practitioners to rethink the
issue of journalist safety in Bangladesh.

5. Research Design: The Method

We employ both qualitative and quantitative research
methods to understand how journalists conceptualize
safety issues, what techniques they use to remain safe
in the face of burgeoning efforts by the government to
control the media, and how the public reacts to journal-
ism. To understand how journalists define safety we sent
a qualitative, open-ended questionnaire to 30 former
and current journalists in October 2019. Among them, 23
replied. As we both had been journalists in Bangladesh,
we could, as Palinkas et al. (2015, p. 3) said “identify
and select individuals or groups of individuals that are
especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon of interest” for our purposive sampling
technique. Our questionnaire involved 19 questions (see
Supplementary File).

Our logic behind the framing of this questionnaire
was embedded in several factors. First, we contextual-
ized the questions based on the recent reports coming
out of Bangladesh about the status of the free press
and safety of journalists. Reporters without Borders re-
cently observed “serious press freedom violation” in the
country as mentioned in the beginning of this article.
For example, while covering the road safety movement
by Bangladeshi school children in 2018, five photojour-
nalists including one from the Associated Press were
severely beaten by men from the ruling party (The Daily
Star, 2018). A well-known photographer, Shahidul Alam,
was arrested and imprisoned for 100 days for offering
criticism about the government in an Al Jazeera TV in-
terview during the road safetymovement (Ahmed, 2018;
Laurent, 2018). Therefore, a key frame that dominates
our questionnaire is rooted in exploring connections be-
tween the suppressive nature of the regime and jour-
nalists’ perceptions about their safety (for example, see
Supplementary File, questions a to f). This approach is
also justified through agency and structure theory as
mentioned above, since we believe it is impossible to un-
derstand the agencies of journalists living in Bangladesh
without acknowledging that their agencies are molded,
shaped, and reshaped by the authoritarian political struc-
ture of Bangladesh. Following Schlosser (2015) we con-
sider agencies to be the capacity of journalists to act
as journalists and we again note that the concept of
safety is embedded within journalists’ agencies. As pre-
viously mentioned that professional bodies for measur-
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ing quality of democracy downgraded Bangladesh for be-
ing an authoritarian regime, we believe that the safety
of journalists working in Bangladesh is dependent on
the agents guarding the authoritarian government struc-
ture; hencewe have framed our questions in thismanner.
Finally, we followed Stanford University Professor Jon
Krosnick, who received a life-time achievement award
for outstanding research by the American Association
for Public Opinion Research, in choosing open-ended
questions. In his opinion “open ended questions prove
to be more reliable than closed questions and in lots
of different studies of validity, open questions prove to
be superior to closed questions” (Vannette & Krosnick,
2018, p. 443). Our selection of words in our open-ended
questions was “simple, direct and comprehensible” and
we avoided any jargon, as suggested by Vannette and
Krosnick (2018, p. 444).

To protect the safety of the journalists participating
in this research we did not record their names. Out of
the 23 respondents, 7 are no longer working as journal-
ists. Four of the ex-journalists said they switched jobs
out of insecurity, one said that he/she is teaching jour-
nalism now rather than working as a journalist, one said
he/she is pursuing higher studies, and one is now work-
ing as a social media strategist for a public relations com-
pany. Seven respondents said they had been journalists
for 20 to 30 years, 9 respondents said they had been
journalists for 10 to 20 years, and the experience range
of the rest of the respondents was between 3 and 10
years. Positions of the respondents in the journalism in-
dustry included: broadcast journalist, assignment editor,
sub-editor, diplomatic correspondent, social media co-
ordinator for news media, assistant editor, special cor-
respondent, executive editor, editorial assistant, news
editor, senior reporter, bureau chief of a foreign news
agency, editor, and news chief. We believe the diverse
background of our respondents in terms of their experi-
ence and positions are representative of the journalism
sector of Bangladesh. A drawback of our research, how-
ever, is that our sample is not free from gender bias, as
only three of the respondents are female. We further ac-
knowledge that our purposive sampling strategymay not
be free from bias as we only reached out to journalists
who we know. One difficulty that we encountered was
that in analyzing their responses we had to rethink our
own safety and carefully considerwhat towrite andwhat
not to write, who to name and who not to name.

Our social media content analysis was targeted at in-
vestigating peoples’ perceptions about Bangladesh’s me-
dia during a 2018 student movement for reforming the
quota system in government jobs (Mahmud, 2018a). The
government first used force to quash the protest. Against
that backdrop, student activists and supporters raised
questions about the fairness of the Bangladeshi media
in covering that event. Activists and students in favor of
the movement have accused the media of bias. In their
opinion, the media was protecting the interests of the
government when some of the news reports vilified lead-

ers of that studentmovement as Islamists andopposition
party activists.

A student platform called Sadharan Chhatra Adhikar
Sangrakshan Parishad (the platform for protecting rights
of general students) led that quota reform movement.
That platform has a Facebook group with 1,094,663
members. After joining the group, we searched group
posts and critical comments about media and journal-
ism. When we searched for the Bengali phrase Holud
Shangbadikota meaning “yellow journalism” in English
in the group, we found a total of 200 posts addressing
topic related to credibility of journalism. We have se-
lected 50 posts and comments and encoded them. We
only selected Facebook posts that appeared during the
2018 student movement as we wanted to understand
the public’s perception about themedia at this time. The
posts were categorized thematically based on the follow-
ing criteria: (a) accusing the media of presenting incor-
rect/false information about the movement; (b) accus-
ing the media of being biased towards the government;
(c) provided a personal narrative of the movement that
contradicted the media representation; (d) TV talk show
videos labelling student activists as Islamists and opposi-
tion activists; (e) photos demonstrating general accept-
ability of the movement among students while denounc-
ing media coverage. Posts were selected on the basis of
their popularity (at least 300 likes) and presence of com-
ments from other users (at least 100 comments).

A year after that movement, in 2019, we asked the
following twoquestions to the general public: (1) Towhat
extent do you think the news you read in Bangladeshime-
dia is true and accurate; and (2) to what extent do you
think the news about Bangladesh you read in foreignme-
dia is true and accurate?

We shared this survey on our Facebook pages in
September 2019 via a Google document and asked ran-
dom people to participate. Our questionnaire included
options to provide both open-ended and close—ended
answers, i.e., a respondent could mark “yes” or “no” and
there were options for them to write further. In total,
over a period of a week, 139 respondents filled out the
form. They came fromdiverse backgrounds including stu-
dent, teacher, businessperson, engineering professional,
physician, rights defender, information and communi-
cation technology professional, public relations profes-
sional, and government service worker.

6. Finding 1: Journalist Responses—Bodily Threats,
Psychological Threats, Digital Threats, and Censorship

An overwhelming majority of the journalists (21 out
of 23) identified physical threats including bodily harms
such as being arrest, imprisonment, and enforced dis-
appearance as key safety concerns. Psychological inse-
curity stems from living in constant fear of becoming a
victim of bodily harm, losing a job, or being bullied or
harassed by pro-government journalists. In the words of
a respondent:
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No one is safe in this country. The law enforcing agen-
cies could pick up anyone and enlist them as crimi-
nals. Within this milieu journalists are more vulner-
able. In the past 5/6 years many cases were filed
against the journalists. Pro-government party mem-
bers have beaten journalistswhen theywish, and they
are still doing it with full impunity. For that reason,
I feel insecure all the time; because of this insecu-
rity I refrained from publishing my personal political
thoughts in social media. (Personal communication)

Such concerns are not unfounded as at the time of writ-
ing this article, in a Bangladeshi district Sylhet, a journal-
ist was picked up by plain-clothed law enforcement of-
ficers, and in the aftermath, 56 local journalists filed a
general diary to local police station fearing their security
(Manab Zamin, 2019). In Bangladesh, general diary is a
legal form of registering concern that incidents are hap-
pening or likely to happen within the jurisdiction of a lo-
cal police station.

Another journalist, who used to work as an editorial
writer in a leading national daily and who left the job for
the fear of his safety, recollected his trauma during his
time as a journalist in the following way:

I did not feel safe. My family was terrified about my
safety as I used to pen critical columns in the news-
paper where I used to work. The feeling of insecurity
was heightened whenever an article was published in
the newspaper. In the night I was worried that law en-
forcerswould knock the door to pickme up, and in the
day I was anxious to get a call from security officials.
(Personal communication)

However, not every respondent feels insecure as one re-
spondent said, ‘I do not think the situation is so bad
that journalists should feel insecure; rather I would say
journalists have created an unjustified fear for them-
selves and apply self-censorship’ (personal communica-
tion). Even this sceptical statement is an endorsement
that journalist community in Bangladesh is engulfedwith
fear and insecurity.

At the time of conducting our research, a deep threat
of losing jobs engulfed the Bangladeshimedia scene. The
Bengali service of the British Broadcasting Corporation
reported, without mentioning an actual number, that
private TV channels and radio stations were laying off of-
ficials and journalists; a private TV channel had closed op-
eration of its news section (Kollol, 2019). The Germany-
based Bengali news service, DW Bengali, reported that
25 journalists were fired from Bangladesh’s top Bengali
newspaper (DW Bengali, 2019). Such scenes have had
an impact on journalists and they live under a relent-
less psychological pressure rooted in job insecurity (and
thus economic insecurity), as illustrated by the follow-
ing response, “now for us, economic security has be-
come a major issue. For this reason, big portions of
journalist community do not want to pursue objective

journalism or represent all facts in a story (personal
communication).

Another respondent opens up a different avenue in
which one can see journalists’ fear of losing jobs, and/or
being bullied and harassed, as connected to compromis-
ing objectivity of news. The respondent said, “if we lose
our jobs, therewill be a campaign by the pro-government
journalists against us as anti-national, anti-state, terror-
ists. For this reason, to remain safe, we sometimes re-
frain from telling the truth” (personal communication).

There was also a perception of digital threats, includ-
ing fear of phones being tapped or digital surveillance.
Human Rights Watch reported that the Bangladesh gov-
ernment has embarked upon an “intensive and intrusive
surveillance and monitoring of social media” (Human
Rights Watch, 2018b). “I don’t feel safe anymore. I am
in constant fear that my phone is being tapped and
my journalism is being under constant watch by peo-
ple in the security agencies,” said a respondent (per-
sonal communication).

Media houses that are deemed to be critical about
the government have also been targeted. A journalist
working for the leading English newspaper, The Daily
Star, said:

As has been documented, pressure from the govern-
ment came upon The Daily Star in an indirect way—
our advertisers were squeezed. As a result, big tele-
coms stopped advertising with the newspaper, while
other companies constantly cited the government’s
disapproval of the newspaper as a reason to not give
advertisements. This has significantly hampered our
ability to cover [sensitive] issues such as military af-
fairs, among othermatters. (Personal communication)

Another respondent said the list of people and organi-
zations who journalists can’t scrutinize is getting longer.
In that respondent’s view, 10 years ago only the family
members of the top political leadership and elite intel-
ligence agency were protected from scrutiny; now it is
frequently the case that journalists can’t report on pow-
erful ministers and advisers. Not only that, the respon-
dent said, “we can’t even write about mid-career police
officials because fact-based investigative reports are not
being tolerated” (personal communication). Another re-
spondent, a former journalist who left the profession out
of frustration after 15 years said, “partisan editors and
media owners with political ties are deterring objective
news” (personal communication). Another respondent
who used to work for a local television channel said that
a top wing of the government maintains a list of pro-
government and anti-government journalists. He was la-
belled as anti-government and his promotionwas halted;
eventually he had to leave the country. Later, at the same
television channel, some of his colleagues tried to pursue
sensitive stories objectively and they were also labelled
as anti-government. However, it is beyond our scope to
validate these claims.
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7. Finding 2: Journalists Reactions and Defence against
Safety Risks

In order to copewith fear, insecurity and threats, journal-
ists are adoptingmultiple defencemechanisms that com-
promise the quality and objectivity of news. Sometimes,
to remain safe, they choose not to report.

Against this backdrop, our research recorded a
disturbing yet evolving practice in which journalists
promote the administrations’ agenda or apply self-
censorship on sensitive issues to remain safe. For exam-
ple, one respondent said:

Some journalists just work as part of the government
PR machinery and the security agencies because they
know that they will gain financially through their re-
porting. And on occasions when they stumble upon
a report that can seriously damage the government’s
reputation, these journalists just kill the story or don’t
even mention its existence to their news editors and
newsroom managers. (Personal communication)

One respondent explained why he had to leave the pro-
fession as a result of his quest for pursuing what he
deemed objective journalism:

I believe I was driven out of objective journalism. The
current situation is not at all supportive for objective
journalism in Bangladesh, because you need to be a
party loyalist; more clearly, you have to support the
ruling party polices and their rules. In another way,
you need to be a pro governmental journalist, where
you are allowed to dig into the positives of the regime.
(Personal communication)

There are differences among our respondents about
whether journalists are forced to get involved in this
practice, as some said there are journalists who are
enthusiastic about promoting the government agenda
out of self-interest, whereas others said they are forced
to promote the government agenda. One respondent
pointed out that “if journalists do not promote govern-
ment agenda the government simply cuts off access”
(personal communication) referring to two top news-
papers in Bangladesh not having access to the Prime
Minister’s press conference. When they do try to report

the truth, they are increasingly met with in-house cen-
sorship. One crime reporter who was investigating extra-
judicial killing of alleged rapists found out that a gov-
ernment agency was behind the killings. The reporter
reached this conclusion by tracing the license plate of
a vehicle that was used to kidnap one victim. However,
when his report was published, he saw the editor had
erased the name of the government agency that had reg-
istered the vehicle.

8. Finding 3: Diminishing Public Faith in Media

Wanta andHu (1994) have argued that the success or fail-
ure of news media’s efforts to educate, inform, pursue,
and influence media audiences can often depend on the
audiences’ overall perception of media credibility.

In our analysis of social media posts we found that
a general perception in the public that journalists do
not provide people with accurate news. In all of our se-
lected posts, groupmembers were labeling journalists as
“yellow journalists.” One popular post argued that: “The
country is heading in a bad direction because of ‘yellow
journalism.”’ Another said, “when journalists cannot pro-
vide us with true and accurate news, how can we have
trust in media?” A third post reads “we should boycott
the journalists who spread fabricated news after compro-
mising their moral and conscience.” The person did not
clarify what he meant by ‘boycott.’

In our survey about media credibility, of 139 respon-
dents, only one individual agreed that he/she gets accu-
rate news from Bangladeshi media outlets (see Table 1).

By contrast, a total of 33 respondents (23.9%) agreed
that they receive accurate news about Bangladesh in
foreign media outlets. 71 respondents (51.4%) partially
agree that they get accurate news from foreign media
outlets about Bangladesh (see Table 2).

In response to a question about the credibility of me-
dia outlets in Bangladesh, most respondents said that
they think local news outlets are biased and tend to
hide news. One respondent said, “Bangladeshi TVs have
zero credibility” (personal communication). Another re-
spondent said, “now all the journalists can be bought
by money” (personal communication). In response to
a question about why they think foreign media out-
lets tend to provide them with true and accurate
news, one respondent said, “they are not directly con-

Table 1. Public perception about credibility of the local media in Bangladesh.

Question: Bangladeshi owned media outlets are Results in percentage Number of Total
credible and provide you with objective news (%) respondents respondents

1 Strongly Agree 0 0

139

2 Agree 0.7 1
3 Partially Agree 28.3 39
4 Partially Disagree 5.1 7
5 Disagree 30.4 42
6 Strongly Disagree 35.5 50
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Table 2. Public perception about credibility of international media in Bangladesh.

Question: Western News outlets in Bangladesh (such as BBC,
AFP, DW, AP) are credible and provide you with objective Results in Percentage Number of Total
news about Bangladesh (%) respondents respondents

1 Strongly Agree 5 7

139

2 Agree 23.7 33
3 Partially Agree 51.1 71
4 Partially Disagree 8.6 12
5 Disagree 8.6 12
6 Strongly Disagree 2.9 4

trolled by the government. Owners of these media are
not beneficiaries of the present government” (personal
communication).

9. Discussion

Our findings demonstrate that for Bangladeshi journal-
ists, safety encompasses job security, self-censorship,
avoiding bodily harm (imprisonment, enforced disap-
pearance, and so forth), avoiding harassment, and opting
for agenda promotion of the government. A second cru-
cial finding is that journalists compromise the objectivity
of the news tomaintain personal safety. Almost all of our
respondents (except those who are working in foreign
media) said that it is nearly impossible to pursue objec-
tive news reporting on certain issues due to the existence
of what we call a “censorship machine” in Bangladesh.
We describe this censorship effort as a machine because
it has many processing tools (such as intimidation by the
security and political apparatus, harsh laws, etc.) and the
objective of these tools is to produce a finished product—
finely processed news. This processed product is not a
true reflection of the facts as some facts have been cen-
sored by the censorshipmachine. In this regard names of
two key government offices were cited by the journalists
repeatedly but we are not naming them. Various agen-
cies within the security establishment (some of which
are well known for suppression of human rights and free
speech), partisan media owners, repressive laws like dig-
ital security act, and fellow partisan journalists are all in-
volved in the censorship machine.

Finally, we find that the impact of the censorship ma-
chine on journalists in Bangladesh has contributed neg-
atively to the public perception of the credibility of jour-
nalism. The steps that journalists feel they must take to
ensure their own safety is implicated in dwindling me-
dia credibility. This paradigm is a consequence of a cen-
sorship machine conditioned by the hybrid regime. As a
result, the media is no longer playing the role of the
Fourth Estate in the country. In our view, this observa-
tion by James Carey fits the Bangladeshi case very well,
since Bangladesh now is not democratic: “When democ-
racy falters, journalism falters, andwhen journalism goes
awry, democracy goes awry” (Carey, 2007).

The Bangladesh story however is applicable to a
wider global pattern as more than one third of the
world’s population live in declining democracies in which
authoritarian, hybrid, and populist regimes are rising
who clamp down on the free press (Hodal, 2019;
Lührmann & Wilson, 2018, The Economist, 2018). Only
13% of the world’s population now enjoys a free press,
and press freedom is under severe threat even in democ-
racies (The Economist, 2018). In non-democracies—in
Africa, Middle East and Much of Asia—most govern-
ments are adhering to the Chinese model of suppress-
ing free media. They favor the sophisticated censorship
of the Beijing model which is premised on the idea that
“prosperity can be achieved without a free press” over
the Western model which values “strong and consis-
tent associations between unfettered media and vibrant
democracies” (The Economist, 2018). These findings
paint a depressing outlook, and indicate that the safety
of journalists should be a matter of continuous public
discussion in the coming days. Our Bangladesh study
demonstrates the need for expanding the framework of
safety of journalists by incorporating journalists’ defense
mechanisms and their impact on the public. A cause for
concern regarding Bangladeshi journalists, however, is
that previous research has suggested that journalists are
more unsafe in hybrid regimes like Bangladesh than in
a pure autocracy. Hughes and Vorobyeva (2019) found
that countries with hybrid regimes are by far the most
dangerous environment for journalists as power hold-
ers have incentives to violently suppress critical press
coverage. They reached this conclusion after analyzing
1812 killings of journalists from 1992 to 2016. Such find-
ings offer insight as to why journalists we interviewed in
Bangladesh are compromising their own integrity to re-
main safe while living and working in a hybrid regime.

10. Conclusion

Fear dominates the responses we received and it was an
eye opener for us. Although we both were insiders at
some point of our lives as both of us have worked as jour-
nalists in the country, now we are outsiders. Before this
researchwe had some idea that local journalists were go-
ing through some difficulties, as we maintain close con-

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 27–36 33



tacts with our journalist friends in Bangladesh and follow
current affairs. However, we did not have a clear picture
about the magnitude of fear and the prevailing feelings
of insecurity until we conducted this research.

Through our researchwe believe that we are justified
in putting forward three major arguments: (a) Safety of
journalists in Bangladesh is a broad concept as it includes
opt to government agenda promotion alongside of the
conventional wisdom about journalists’ safety; (b) when
journalists feel unsafe, there are serious implications for
the quality of journalism, as compromising objectivity to
maintain personal safety is a common phenomenon in
the Bangladeshi context; and (c) the compromise of ob-
jectivity in order to preserve safety results in the ero-
sion of media credibility in the eyes of the public. So
what does it mean for Bangladesh and its practice of jour-
nalism? In our view, the prevailing model of journalist
safety is detrimental not only for the journalists’ health
and well-being, but also for the growth of journalism as
a profession.
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