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Abstract 
The study explores the possibility of the realisation of press freedom in the Nigerian society. The 
authors are of the belief that the doggedness and dauntlessness of the Nigerian press in the face of 
harrowing and murderous measures taken by regimes, especially military to silent it, is reflective of 
the flaming quest for press freedom which if its embers keep burning will lead to the possible 
granting of free press. It is the position of the authors that, although, free press is yet to be realised, 
the resounding victories so far recorded in our political landscape as championed by the Nigerian 
press are pointers to the possibility of the realisation of free press in the Nigerian society. Among 
others, the authors see, especially, the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), as a sound leeway to the 
realisation of free press in the Nigerian society. They however, submitted, as a form of 
recommendation that free press may not be a forlorn struggle if the Nigerian press walk in the 
pathway of responsible news gathering and dissemination; set public agenda for press freedom; 
sponsor, lobby the passage of free press bill; and connect with free press countries for possible 
support among others. 
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Introduction 
From primordial epoch, man has instinctively displayed a desire to express himself in matters that 
concern his general welfare and the development of the society he finds himself. Although, as 
societies develop, this inner most desire has more often been met with repressive tendencies in form 
of draconian laws, banishment, physical torture, etc. meted out by the ruling class, man, nevertheless 
has remained dauntless in the quest for free expression of thoughts. Oloyede (2008), opines that 
regardless of the peerless usefulness and unique indispensability of free speech and press freedom to 
the proper and progressive functioning of society, many repressive and fascist governments and 
numerous nefarious groups and institutions and diabolical individuals still assault the noble 
institutions by harassing, maltreating, victimising, terrorising, imprisoning and even murdering 
journalist, critical writers and social critics the world over for daring to express the dictates of their 
heart-felt beliefs and conscientious convictions. Indeed, in the face of ominous dangling and the 
lashing of the sword of repression, torture and dead, etc. against free speech and free press, man 
remains undaunted in the quest for same to the chagrin of opponent of free speech and free press.  
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The dauntlessness of man in the quest for free expression of thoughts, and of divergent views, over 
time, had no doubt paid off as in the various constitutional provisions and protection given to free 
thoughts and free press – even when such freedom is not absolute – as rightly averred by  Layefa & 
Johnson (2014), that the concept of press freedom in its purest form does not actually exist in any 
modern state; for there exist both internal and external constraints on every individual/organization in 
every society that place a kind of limit to individual/organizational operations. They further opined 
that the concept of press freedom, nevertheless, has perhaps become a sine-qua-non for the 
enthronement of transparency and accountability in modern states.  
Expanding the economies of free press or free speech, Oloyede (2008) further avers that the history of 
human progress has taught humanity that there is always wisdom in listening to the other side. It has 
taught us that damage is done to society by failure to protect dissent. If society must grow, there is the 
need to protect all views. If humanity must expand its horizon, all ideas and initiatives, whether from 
within or from outside the established bureaucracies, must be allowed. All members of the human 
race must be free to air their thoughts and convictions, no matter what the thoughts and convictions 
are. Humanity cannot and will not progress unless the status quo is allowed to be constantly and 
publicly challenged by new ideas...It is the duty of the society to provide, enshrine and insure 
powerful avenues through which lethargic orthodoxies could be freely and encouragingly called to 
question. The only institution known in human history to be adequately capable of and effective in 
performing this great task is freedom of communication or expression. Perhaps, a platform for 
articulated expression of free communication may be that provided by the mass media of 
communication.  
For society then to benefit maximally from the provided platform for articulated expression of free 
communication, it is needful that there is constitutional provision and protection of press freedom. 
Countries such as United States of America, Denmark, Sweden, South African have long understood 
the overriding usefulness of press freedom and have altogether, guaranteed freedom of the press in 
their various constitutions. Others, it can be said, have only paid lips service to the call for press 
freedom to ensure for accountability and responsible government while some especially in the Arab 
world and some communist countries have completely frown at it and taken drastic and murderous 
measures to silent the press completely and by extension man’s fundamental human right to free 
communication/speech. 
Arguably, Nigeria can be said to be one of the countries that have consistently paid lips service to the 
repeated clarion call for press freedom – a sure catalyst for accountability and responsible 
government – a paradoxical ailment Nigerians are yet seeking a cure for – hopefully, albeit from 
Mohammadu Buhari’s administration. True, there exists constitutional provision for freedom of 
speech and ownership of means of communication, there is however, no express guarantee of press 
freedom in the constitution. Or what should we say of the constant and often executed threat of 
harrowing harassment, public beating, incarceration, assassination of journalists; high tarrif on 
newsprint, gagging of the press through obnoxious decrees and laws; shutting down of media houses 
and seizure of copies of newspapers and magazines; the tortuous journey of the Freedom of 
Information Bill (FOIB) that lasted for eleven frustratingly sound years before it was passed into law 
(2012)?  
Evidently, the quest for free press in the Nigeria society as reflected in the doggedness and 
dauntlessness of the press in the performance of their noble role in the face of constant and continued 
repressive and murderous measures across regimes has not been a forlorn struggle. The Nigerian 
press has recorded resounding victory of spearheading political advancement of Nigeria across eras – 
be it colonial, civilian and military. Obviously, the eventual passage of the Freedom of Information 
Bill (FOIB) into law is a sure pointed. The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) is not only to be seen 
as an instrument for accessing information from public officials but should also be seen as an integral 
part of the quest for free press; and a possible leeway to the eventual guaranteeing of free press in the 
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Nigerian constitution. It is within the context of this historical antecedent that the paper finds 
relevance. It sets out to chronicle the yet tortuous journey to free press in the Nigerian society and 
further highlights possible ways to achieving free press in the Nigerian society. 
Conceptual and Theoretical Discourse 
Perhaps, a better approach to conceptual clarification of press freedom is to attempt examining its 
constituent – freedom, freedom of speech/expression and the press. The Oxford Advanced Learners 
Dictionary, International Student’s Edition defines the concept of freedom as liberations from 
bondage; exemption from arbitrary, despotic or autocratic control; independence; the state of being 
able to act without hindrance or restraint or liberty of action. It is “the quality or state of not been 
coerced or constrained by fate, necessity or circumstances in one’s choices or actions (Webster’s 
Third New International Dictionary). Freedom can also be defined as a state of which somebody is 
able to act and live as he or she chooses, without being subject to any undue restrains or restrictions. 
It is the ability to exercise free will and make choices independently of any external determining 
forces (Encarta Dictionaries). An observable thrust from the above definitions of freedom is the 
liberty to say and do things without coercion or restraint by any individual or group of individuals. 
Broadly speaking, there are basic freedoms that man as a free moral being is entitled to. These basic 
freedoms are the fundamental human rights. Freedom of speech/expression/communication as an 
integral part of fundamental human right is simply the ability to express one’s thoughts, and impart 
same. According to Oloyede, freedom of communication or expression is the most important, the 
most famous and the most popular of all fundamental human rights. But is often the least understood 
and always most denied. The general notion about freedom of communication or expression is that it 
has only two components - the freedom of thought and speech. Many people and government believe 
that once these two components exist, freedom of communication or expression is operational.  
However, Oloyede opines that freedom of expression does not mean free thought and speech alone; it 
means freedom of conscience, of thought, of speech or verbalisation and all communicative or 
expressive acts including movement, assembly, association, religious and protest. Once any of these 
components is abridged, freedom of communication or expression is gagged. Just as expression or 
communication is not limited to only thought and speech, freedom of communication also comprises 
of (sic) freedom of conscience and all the modes and vehicles through which man conveys his 
messages and expressively reveals his being. This, man does in a formal and organised pattern 
through the press.   
The press may be said to be the singular institution that provides a platform for the dissemination of 
man’s collective thoughts/ ideas to diverse audience. The newspapers, magazines, books, radio, 
television film, etc., are vehicles through which individual/groups/institutions - governmental and non 
- governmental convey messages of relevance to all concerned audience. Evidently, the overriding 
usefulness of the press, perhaps informs the consistent demand for its freedom. Faramade as cited in 
Oloyede (2008), sees press freedom as the right of individuals to print (publish) and disseminate 
information and opinions including criticisms of government without any sort of interference whether 
governmental interference or any other interference. Asemah (2011), posits that press freedom is the 
system of journalistic practice that is free from both internal and external control; it is the journalism 
that is free from government control and even the influence of the owner. It has to do with the right of 
the journalist to gather and disseminate information on any issue without any form of censorship – be 
it pre-censorship or post-censorship. Succinctly put, freedom of the press or press freedom may mean 
liberty to inform, publish one’s thoughts without any form of coercion or restraint be it from 
government or any group of people (Layefa and Johnson 2015).  
The liberty to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any of the media does not 
operate in a vacuum. The elasticity of such liberty (free press) is often dictated by the type of 
government that is practised. Consequently, the political structure somewhat influences the operation 
of the press. Nwachukwu and Okiyi (2014), write that the first - known attempt to clarity the link 
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between mass media and political structure of a country was introduced in the classical work, “Four 
Theories of the Press” as formulated by Siebert, Peterson and Schramm (1955). The four theories of 
the press also known as the normative theories capture the relationship between the government and 
the press. These first four theories of the press are; the Authoritarian theory of the press, the 
Libertarian theory of the press, the Social Responsibility theory of the press, and the Social – 
Communist theory of the press define the operations of press. The Authoritarian theory according to 
Bittner (1986), as cited in Nwachukwu, et al. (2014), emerged in the 16th and 17th centuries in Europe 
and had followed the invention of the printing press in the 15th century. It arose from the state 
philosophy of absolutism, in which recognition of the truth was entrusted to only a small number of 
“sages” who exercised leadership in a kind of top – down approach. The ruler at that time exercise 
absolute authority over their subject and had regarded the press as part and parcel of the government. 
It role is to disseminate to the people the stand of the authoritarian government on the issue. Under 
this situation, the press was seen as part of the government and should not criticise its policies.  
 
The Libertarian theory according to Siebert, et al. (1963) as cited by Nwachukwu, et al. (2014), 
advocates for complete or absolute freedom of the press in a Libertarian government ... the theory 
asserts that, to serve as effective watch dog, the media have to be completely free; and government 
has to be prevented from interfering with media contents. The Social Responsibility theory of the 
press is associated with Western countries as Britain and Sweden. The theory emphasizes the moral 
and social responsibilities of persons and institutions that operate the mass media. This responsibility 
includes the obligation to provide the masses with information and discussion on important issues of 
public interest and the avoidance of activities that are harmful to public welfare and security of the 
state (Nwachukwu, et al (2014). The Social Communist theory was prevalent in the defunct Soviet 
Union. It is closely related to the authoritarian theory because it is also based on the principle of 
absolute control of the press by the government. Alozie (2011) as cited by Nwachukwu, et al. (2014), 
further observes that under this media theory, the press is an integral part of government and cannot 
oppose it. It fundamental purpose is to disseminate the views, policies and activities of government to 
the people. Ownership of newspapers or other mass media forms is strictly vested on the Communist 
government and the press is a strong weapon of government.  
 
From historical antecedent, the Libertarian and the Social Responsibility theories of the press 
seemingly appear to have gained recognition and acceptance in modern societies. Although, in some 
of these modern societies that appear to have accepted a relative free and responsible press, there still 
exists noticeable features of the authoritarian theory of the press. Perhaps, it may be argued that most 
African countries are good pointers (claimers in the garb of free and responsible press with all 
conscious subtlety of repressing same). 
 
Overview of Obnoxious decrees and Laws to Gag the Press in Nigerian Society  
The various dispensations in our chequered political history as a country have witnessed constant and 
continued struggle by media organizations and individual journalists to collect, process and 
disseminate news and information without restraint from government or any group of people. 
Evidently, the relationship between the press and government across all eras be it colonial, 
democratic or military, has been plagued with mistrust and hatred right from the outset. The colonial 
government feverishly churned out malicious press laws to emasculate the press which offer a potent 
and enduring platform for the firebrand nationalists to fight the unpopular and oppressive measures of 
the colonial government. In order to effectively douse the legitimate agitations of the leaders of 
thoughts of the native race, the colonial government devised obnoxious press laws to muffle and gag 
the press. 
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According to Uche (1989), the first newspaper law in Nigeria aimed at gagging the press was enacted 
in 1903 by the colonial government. The thrust of the draconian law was to regulate newspaper 
publication in Southern Nigeria, as there was no such ordinance in the North because there were no 
newspapers being published in that part of the country by 1903. Among the provisions of the 1903 
ordinance was that: (i) newspaper proprietors were required to deposit a sworn affidavit with the 
registrar of the Supreme Court, giving details of the correct title or name of the newspaper, the 
address of the place of production, and the names and addresses of the printer, publisher, or 
proprietor; (ii) it also required a proprietor to post a bond in the amount of two hundred and fifty 
pounds sterling to be executed and registered with the Supreme Court Registrar by one or more 
sureties as may be required and approved by the Attorney-General. Subsequently, there was medley 
of obnoxious press laws promulgated by the various colonial administrations targeted at silencing the 
vocal press (Seditious Offences Ordinance of 1909, Amendment to the newspaper Ordinance of 1917, 
Amendment to the Newspaper Ordinance of 1948 and Newspaper Act of 1958 respectively). 
 
It is interesting to note that as the nationalism tempo increased in the country, the colonial 
government responded in a brutal fashion by manufacturing ordinances to shackle the vibrant press 
which gave vent to the political aspirations and yearnings of the nationalists – who also doubled as 
editors and publishers/proprietors of some of these newspapers. The Seditious Offences Ordinance of 
1909 particularly got Herbert Macaulay riled up. The acclaimed father of Nigerian nationalism vents 
his anger in an editorial in the Standard newspaper (cited in Uche 1989):  
 
…It would be the darkest page of an administration which already contained many dark pages in 
regard to the treatment of the native race in this part of West Africa under British rule during the past 
five years – the intention is simply to gag the people; the eventual gag of the public press and the 
country, to suppress and extinguish all lawful assemblies; to discourage and suffocate all 
constitutional agitations against unpopular and oppressive measures of the government officials…the 
worst form of slavery would then be established, namely, the bondage of the mind… A more 
mischievous, weak and diabolical nature than this to goad the people on the rebellion could not be 
devised. 
 
In spite of the anti-free press stance of the colonial government, it is widely acknowledged that the 
Nigerian press through sheer doggedness, perseverance and unwavering commitment acted as catalyst 
that hastened Nigeria’s independence.  
 
If the press and government relations during the colonial era were bad, it became atrocious when 
Nigeria attained independence and beyond. To meet the exigencies of the post-independence period, 
the various governments enacted obnoxious laws and decrees in addition to the subsisting colonial 
anti-free press laws to protect the interest of the ruling class. It is instructive to note that since 
independence, over dozen laws had been promulgated which were aimed at gagging the press. Some 
of these draconian anti-press laws are: The Newspapers (Amendment) Act, 1964, Defamation Act 
No. 66 of 1961, Defamation (Amendment) Act. No. 1 of 1963, Defamatory and Offensive 
Publications Decree No. 44 of 1966, News (Amendment) Act. No. V, Circulation of Newspapers 
Decree No. 2 of 1966, Newspapers (Prohibition of Circulation) Decree No. 17 of 1967, Public 
Officers (Protection Against False Accusation) Decree No. 11 of 1976, Decree No. 4 (DN4) of 1984, 
Decree 6 of 1987; the Nigerian Press Council Decree No. 56 of 1988 on newspapers proscription; the 
Treason and Treasonable Offences Decree No. 29 of 1993 which made it an offence punishable by 
death for any person to utter words, display anything or publish any material which is capable of 
breaking up the nation or part of it or cause violence. There were also Decree No. 35 of 1993, which 
empower the government to proscribe publications considered offensive; the Newspaper Registration 
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Decree No. 43 of 1993; the Newspaper proscription and publication Decree No. 48 of 1993; and The 
News (Proscription and Prohibition from Circulation) Decree 1993, which proscribed and prohibited 
The News magazine from circulation. With particular reference to the Newspapers (Amendment) Act, 
1964, the provisions of the Act included the following requirements: (a) “Any person who authorizes 
for publication, publishes, reproduces or circulates for sale in a newspaper any statement, rumour or 
report knowing or having reason to believe that such statement, rumour or report is false or shall be 
guilty of an offence and liable on conviction to a fine of two hundred pounds or to imprisonment for a 
term of one year. (b) It shall be no defence to charge under this section that he did not know or did 
not have reason to believe that the statement, rumour or report was false unless he proves that prior to 
publication, he took reasonable measures to verify the accuracy of such statement, rumour or report. 
(c) The proprietor and every publisher of a newspaper that is printed or published outside the Federal 
territory of Lagos shall establish a liaison office in the Federal territory for his newspaper if its 
circulation covers the Federal territory of Lagos. The proprietor is expected to notify the Minister of 
Information in writing when he implements this requirement. (d) The penalty for not carrying out the 
above provision of the Act would be a fine not less than ten pounds or not more than twenty-five 
pounds, or an imprisonment for a three-month term. (e) The proprietor of a newspaper published in 
the Federal territory is required to appoint an editor whose job shall include the supervision and 
control of “all matters intended and suitable for publication in the newspaper.” The appointed editor 
shall swear an affidavit that discloses his name and residential address, and register it in the office of 
the Minister of Information. The penalty for failing to comply with this requirement also carries the 
same penalty as (d) above. (f) The editor shall sign and deliver a copy of every edition of the 
newspaper to the Ministry of Information as well as any supplement of the newspaper under his 
supervision and control.  
 
Uche (1989) contends that one of the most controversial decrees ever passed by any political or 
military administration in Nigeria was the 1976 Public Officers Protection decree against the so-
called false accusation. The decree made the following provisions: (a) Any person who publishes or 
reproduces in any form whether written or otherwise, any statement, rumour or report alleging that a 
public officer has in any manner been engaged in corrupt practices or has in any manner corruptly 
enriched himself or any other person, being a statement, rumour or report which is false in any 
material particular, shall be guilty of an offence under this Decree and liable on conviction to be 
sentenced to imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years, without the option of a fine. (b) In any 
prosecution for an offence under this Decree the burden of proving that the statement, rumour or 
report which is the subject-matter of the charge is true in every material particular shall, 
notwithstanding anything to the contrary in any enactment or rule of law, lie on the person charged.” 
Uche further argues that under this decree, corruption was shielded. “Very few newspapers, if any, 
took the risk of conducting investigative reporting. Also, this decree made it impossible to claim a 
privileged reporting on the conduct of a public official as provided by the Nigerian press law. 
However, as far as the military administration that promulgated it was concerned, the decree was 
promulgated to curb irresponsible mass media practices of emotional and sensational allegations at 
the expense of the accused person’s civil liberties. But it seems to have gone too far to the point of 
intimidating a newspaper from giving the public what is generally considered to be investigative 
reporting.” 
A near-replica of the 1976 Public Officers (Protection Against False Accusation) was Decree  No. 4, 
promulgated by the Federal Military Government in 1984. The following were the basic provisions of 
the Decree: 
1. “Any person who publishes in any form whether written or otherwise, any message, rumour, 
report or statement, being a message, rumour, statement or report which is false in any material 
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particular or which brings or is calculated to bring the Federal Government or the Government of a 
State or public officer to ridicule or disrepute, shall be guilty of an offence under this Decree. 
 
2. Any station for wireless telegraphy which conveys or transmits any sound or visual message, 
rumour, report, or statement which is false in any material particular or which brings or is calculated 
to bring the Federal Military Government or the Government off a State or a public officer to ridicule 
or disrepute, shall be guilty of an offence under this Decree. 
 
3. It shall be an offence under this Decree for a newspaper or wireless telegraphy station in Nigeria 
to publish or transmit any message, rumour, report or statement which is false in any material 
particular stating that any public has in any manner been engaged in corrupt practices or has in any 
manner corruptly enriched himself or any other person.”  
The promulgation of these anti-free press laws undoubtedly affected media organizations and 
individual journalists in collecting, processing and disseminating news information without restraint 
from government or any group of people. Cases abound where media houses were locked up, copies 
of newspapers impounded, journalists beaten up, imprisoned, physically humiliated, and even 
murdered in the course of performing their constitutional duties. 
 
Victims of the Hazardous Journey to Press freedom in the Nigerian Society Across Eras 
The courage of some to express and hold on to their heart - felt convictions even in the face of 
harrowing torture or death is observable in all climes. This courage of some to voice out and stand by 
their conscientious conviction more often than not has resulted in multiple dehumanizing treatment 
ranging from physical beatings, humiliation, torture, banishment, incarceration to death meted on 
them. This untoward dehumanizing treatment meted on those who dare to express their views, or 
those who help to disseminate those views through the mass media of communication is still very 
much prevalent in our modern society, especially in Africa, Asia and Arab world.  
 
Beginning from the colonial era, the sword of repression, torture and incarceration has ever been 
cutting through mass communication practitioners who dare express their heart- felt convictions. 
Some of these journalists met with all forms of dehumanizing treatment and even death. A roll call of 
some of these patriotic mass communication practitioners/ social critics and writers who dared to 
express their conscientious convictions cannot but begin with Herbert Macaulay who was imprisoned 
by the colonial masters for expressing dissenting voices against imperialism and the need for Africans 
to control their own affairs. Nnamdi Azikiwe was not spared either. For his audacity to remind the 
colonial masters that Africans will prefer to govern themselves made him a prisoner and a target for 
mischievous, and murderous intentions. The colonial masters were also very uncomfortable with 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo, especially with his continued agitation for the independence of the colony 
Nigeria. The denial he was subjected to (in part) compelled him to establish a television station in the 
then South Western region. Frankly speaking, it should, however, be said that the colonial era was 
relatively mindful of the lives of those nationalist clamouring for independence of their countries 
from colonial rule. Beside, the punitive measures such as imprisonment, high license fees, high cost 
of newsprints, mandatory deposit before a media house can be flouted, there were no recorded cases 
of murdered journalist in the course of discharging his/her duties by the colonial masters. 
 
With the attainment of independence on October 1, 1960, and Nigeria becoming a republic in 1963; 
through to 1966 before the first military incursion, the ruling class could also be said to be minded of 
the lives of journalist in the discharge of their duties. There were no records of journalist that were 
murdered, imprisoned, incarcerated or shamefully treated. Although, inherited colonial masters’ laws 
to gag the press were still in statutory books, there were no celebrated cases of infringement against 
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journalists. Perhaps, the change of government might have informed this state; for during this period 
the orientation of the Nigerian press was rather regional. The Nigerian press unfortunately 
preoccupied itself with promoting the interest of the regions of its extraction. Hardly could one find a 
newspaper or broadcast medium in each region that was national in outlook. Morning Post that was 
established by the Federal Government in 1961, concerned itself with the interest of the ruling class, 
the Sketch, established by Awolowo in 1964, concerned itself with projecting the interest of the then 
Western region, the New Nigerian for the Northern region while the Nigerian Outlook concerned 
itself with promoting the interest of the Eastern region. Lending a voice to this assertion Uche (1989), 
writes that: 
..When Nigeria attained independence in 1960, the mass media orientation shifted towards 
reinforcing tribal and sectional loyalties in preference to the goal of national unity…dedicated 
themselves to the articulation of particular ethnic interests. 
 
The relative “peace” mass communication practitioners had during colonial rule and the first republic 
could be said to have ceased with the incursion of the military in governance. The dictatorial nature of 
the military is completely at variance with the culture of tolerance of dissenting voice. Consequently, 
mass communication practitioners who refused to compromise their noble calling suffered greatly. 
The various military regimes that came up on our political landscape whether short/long lived, threw 
out of their dictatorial arsenal,  weaponry of imprisonment, impounding of newspapers, shutting 
down of newspapers/broadcast houses, incarceration, physical torture, seizure of working tools, 
abduction and outright murder, beside the psychological torture undergone by relations of abducted 
mass communication practitioners. Some mass communication practitioners and prominent social 
critics that have been fell down by these dictatorial weapons as gleaned from literatures were: 
Christopher Kolade, Isola Folorunso, Francesca Emmanuel, Alfred Fiberesima and Koko Yakubu 
who were arrested and detained by the government for featuring a drama titled Trees Grow in Desert 
on the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) on June, 1970. The then military governor of 
Rivers State ordered Minere Amakiri, the then Port Harcourt correspondent to be whipped for a story 
on the impending strike action by teachers in the state; the proscription of New Breed magazine in 
1978; Tunde Thompson and Nduka Irabor, both of the Guardian newspaper who were arrested and 
detained for writing a story titled Eight military chiefs tipped as ambassador; the Guardian 
newspaper was closed down on April for publishing the Tunde and Irabor story; others detained 
under the infamous decree Nos. 2 and 4 of 1984 were Tunde Kolawole, Bukar Zarman, Haroun 
Adamu, Leke Salawu and Dr. Tai Solarin; Mohammed Haruna, Nduka Obaigbene, Tony Ukong, 
Femi Aborisade, Paston Idowu, and sixteen other journalists were arrested and detained on June 16, 
1989: Dele Alaka, Lewis Obi, and three other journalists were detained in Lagos on 20 June, 1989: 
Edward John, Chris Mamah, Lawal Ogienegbon. Others were Banji Ogundele, Chris Okolie, Sam 
Amuka Pemu, Nsikak Essien, Tolu Olanrewaju, Emma Agu, Segun Amusat, Dele Bodunde, Williams 
Kneeling, Evans Osi, Reuben Omoregie, Fola Olamiti, and Pius Okeosisi: others include Felix Osi, 
Diran Ose, Oseni Yesuf, Fola Haastrup, Dipo Onabanjo, Godwin Obodo, Hamza Aminu, Abubakar 
Garba Sule, Innocent Okoye, Bayo Onanuga, Ike Okonta, Yinka Tella, Alhaji AbudulRazaq El-
Alawa, and Alhaji R.K. Yesuf and the ever pathetic celebrated murder of Dele Giwa through a time 
bomb supposedly alleged to have come from the then head of state, General Ibraheem Gbadamosi 
Babangida. 
 
Still struggling under brutal dictatorial weaponry of torture, incarceration assassination, the mass 
communication practitioners received yet more devastating ballistic missiles shot at them by the 
regime of former Head of State, Late General Sanni Abacha. Those fell down among others are: Dapo 
Olorunyomi, Ray Ekpo, Dan Agbese, and Yakubu Mohammed, all of Newswatch magazine; Alex 
Kabba, Golding Agbroko, Dele Sobowale, Emma Amaize, Nduka Obaigbene, Mrs. Chris Anyanwu, 
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Ben Charles Obi, George Uba, George Onah, Femi Akintunde Johnson, Kunle Bakare, Nosa 
Igiebor’s wife,  Osa Director, Babafemi Ojudu, Mohammed Adamu, Obie Chuwuba, Rabi Salu, Nosa 
Igiebor, Tokunbo Fakeye, Niran Malaolu. Aptly summarizing the harrowing onslaught on mass 
communication practitioners, Ufuophu, B. E. (2008) writes that the physical harassment of the 
journalists climaxed into the assassination of two journalists. People suspected to be government 
security agents assassinated Tunde Oladepo of the Guardian in March 1998 in Abeokuta. People 
suspected to be government agents also killed Bagaudu Kalto of the News around August 18, 1998. 
While trying to track down the faceless but very forceful pro-democracy Radio Kudirat, many people 
suspected to be linked with the station were harassed by the Abacha’s killed squad. Professor Wole 
Soyinka, Chief Anthony Enahoro were driven into exile, while the regime assassinated Alhaja 
Kudirat Abiola. With particular reference to Babangida military regime,  Ufuophu-biri stated that: 
“ the eight years of the Babangida regime recorded over 100 infringement against press freedom and 
freedom of speech. Many journalists, newspaper vendors and other categories of media workers were 
arrested, detained and jailed. Many media houses were closed down and government security 
operatives confiscated millions of copies of newspaper. It was during the regime that Dele Giwa, the 
then editor-in-chief of Newswatch magazine was assassinated through a parcel bomb suspected to 
have government link” 
Despite these dictatorial weaponries of repression, torture, incarceration and even outright murder of 
mass communication practitioners; and the destruction of their working tools, they (practitioners) 
have remained dauntless in their quest for free speech and press freedom, and consequently recorded 
resounding victories for a better Nigerian society. 
 
Milestones in the Struggle for Press Freedom in Nigerian Society 
Nigerian press undoubtedly has recorded resounding victories in our political landscape. Beside the 
military regimes which it (the press) relentlessly fought against for the enthronement of democracy, it 
further ensures that with the enthronement of democracy, the principles of fairness, justice, 
transparency, and responsible government hold sway in civilian regimes. Although, the quest or 
struggle for press freedom has not been completely achieved in the sense of having it enshrined and 
protected in the constitution, its fallouts have been quite of substance and development encapsulated. 
With particular reference to gaining of independence from Great Britain in 1st of October, 1960, 
Kalejaiye, et al (2008), stated that:  
“In fact, it may be argued that the independence of Nigeria was actually fought for and won on the 
pages of newspapers. While other countries such as Algeria, Angola and Mozambique fought for 
their independence on the battlefields, using guns and other weapons, Nigeria used words. Nigerian 
newspapers provided a platform for journalists to launch vitriolic attacks on the colonial 
administration. These attacks, no doubt, accentuated the demise of colonialism in Nigeria” 
Graphically, capturing the quest for press freedom with its fallout in halting dictatorial regimes of the 
military, Kalejaiye (2006), further stated that:  
the press of this period was in the forefront of democratic struggle in the country. It threw “caution to 
the wind” and became an active participant, instead of being a watchdog in the ensuing democratic 
battle which pitted the various military governments against the wishes of the people. The battle for 
the soul of Nigeria was so fierce that both the combatants, the military on one hand and the people led 
by human right activists and group actively supported by the press on the other hand, deployed every 
weapon in their arsenal/armoury. The “People’s Army” led by the press fought the regime of General 
Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida to a standstill. Consequently, the head of the regime, Gen. Babangida 
was forced to “step aside” at the peak of the June 12, (1993) election crises on August 27, 
1993...When the military could no longer bear the heat, it “unwillingly and reluctantly” surrendered 
power to a “retired but not tired” military man in the person of retired Gen. Olusegun Okikiola 
Matthew Aremu Obasanjo on May 29, 1999.  
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The Nigerian press has also perform wonderfully well in civilian dispensations. Its watchdog role 
over the government and the political players has helped a great deal in forging some relative political 
sanity in our chequered political landscape. Supporting the above perspective, Layefa (2013), writes 
that the Nigerian press has fared well in its watchdog role. If not for its unrelenting ‘barking’ against 
undemocratic foul play by our political office holders, the poor citizens of this country would have 
been completely deceived into believing that all is well in the country. In a similar vein Asadu (2007), 
avers that in the process of performing its watchdog role, the press tries to counter the politicians’ 
subterfuge by providing adequate information on the business of government in the polity. It monitors 
and checkmates the States Administrators against excesses and violation of social contract and report 
findings to the people.  Kalejaiye (2005), buttressing this, writes that the “the press has been involved 
in great exposee. For instance, it has exposed the fraud called Salisu Buhari who fraudulently became 
the first speaker of the Federal House of Representative in 1999... it was through the investigative 
effort of the press that the financial recklessness and fraud perpetuated by  Mr. Tafa Balogun, former 
Inspector General of Nigerian was exposed ... The press was also solidly behind the anti third term 
campaigners and the people. Eventually, the will of the people prevailed. Third term agenda was 
“shot down” and “killed” at the National Assembly.  
 
Beside the above, one significant fallouts (in part) of the quest for free press, is the privatisation of 
the broadcast media. It is instructive to note that before 1993 only the Federal and State governments 
operated the broadcast media. Private individuals were excluded from any form of ownership. Private 
ownership of broadcast media has been a welcome development in the country. Contrary to the fears 
in some quarters that Nigerians are not matured alone to operate the broadcasting against the 
background of our multiple ethnic belongingness, and illiteracy level, the competitiveness this move 
has generated, and the resultant varieties of choice programmes to choose from, coupled with 
broadening of democratisation of  views and perspectives  are quite evidenced. On this case of 
unwillingness to allow private ownership of the broadcast media, Kalejaiye, et al (2008), noted that 
the often repeated justification was that for national security and national interest sake, private 
organisations and individual should not be permitted to own and manage broadcast stations. This is 
because they could use it to foment trouble. In other words, the country, in their own estimation was 
not ripe for private ownership of broadcast media.                                                                                                                             
 
Today, the gains of privatisation cannot be denied. Beside the economic advantage of providing 
employment, the public sphere can be said to have been highly sensitize through the platform for 
enlightened discussions of great relevance to the public by private broadcast media. With the cutting 
edge discussion and interview programmes by expert whose views on public matters are not coloured 
by government consideration, the public are not only much more informed but are better positioned to 
make informed decision and judgement on both issues of public and private concerns. It is no 
gainsaying that democratisation of the mass media of communication and by extension the generation 
of multiple divergence views and perspectives is good for the society. For in the availability of 
multiple divergent views and perspectives there is the ultimate safety; in that the best of all views and 
perspective will be utilised for the advancement of the society. For instance, the socio-economic and 
political landscape of the Nigerian society has undergone broadened diffusion of innovative ideas 
since the advent of private ownership of the broadcast media. 
 
Furthermore, one other indisputable fallout of the quest for press freedom is the eventual passage of 
the (FOIB) into law. With the successful transition from military to democratic rule in 1999, the 
struggle for press freedom assumes a promising dimension with the first introduction of Freedom of 
Information bill to the National Assembly by Hon. Tony Anyanwu and Hon. Nduka Irabor in 2000, 
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having been presented by Media Right Agenda. It took 11 years of lobbying and pressures from mass 
communication practitioners and civil liberty groups, before its eventual passage into law by 
President Goodluck Jonathan in 2011  ( See Ayobami, 2011, Layefa, & Johnson, 2015). However, 
with the eventual passage of the FOIB into law, the hitherto secrecy with which governmental 
activities are shrouded may no more hold sway. Mass communication practitioners can (armed with 
demands of the new information law) access and make use of information from both government and 
non government quarters. This indeed is a welcome development; with the possibility of indirectly 
compelling government to be transparent, responsible and accountable. 
 
Possible Ways to Achieving Press Freedom in the Nigerian Society 
The statement by former reporter for Kampala’s Monitor newspaper, Jennifer Bakyawa, who once 
said that “so much corruption can be stopped just by knowing someone is looking over your shoulder 
to make known your activities” (emphasis added), obviously expresses not only the utmost 
importance of access to information but also freedom to publish such information. Although, the 
FOIB has been passed into law, making possible access to information that could have been hitherto 
shrouded in secrecy in public quarters, the publishing of information without any form of undue 
restraints by the government is still not guaranteed in the constitution of the nation Nigeria. Since 
press freedom is an integral ingredient for transparency, responsible and accountable government - a 
paradoxical ailment Nigerians are yet seeking a cure for, some possible ways of achieving press 
freedom in the Nigeria society may range from imbibing the culture of responsible news gathering 
and dissemination, setting a public agenda for press freedom, sponsoring, lobbying the passage of 
free press bill, to connecting with free press countries for possible support among others. 
 
Imbibing the Culture of Responsible News Gathering and Dissemination 
As custodians of public trust, mass communication practitioners should as a matter of duty imbibe the 
culture of responsible news gathering and reporting. This culture of responsible news gathering and 
dissemination is not negotiable if the quest for free press is to be realised. Practitioners should ensure 
that the ethics of the profession are strictly adhered to in news gathering and dissemination. Public 
trust, may no doubt be elusive when journalists demand bribe before news information can be 
published and or, when news material are truncated for monetary gains; or when partisan politics is 
displayed in news dissemination; and when mass communication practitioners disseminate 
unfounded, cooked up news story; or when news dissemination is not fair and balanced; and when 
news stories are framed and primed to mislead the public for pecuniary reasons. No society with such 
malfeasance in mass communication practices will support free press. Apparently, the Nigerian press 
must show itself as responsible in its noble constitutional obligations before such quest for free press 
may be possibly realised. 
 
Setting Public Agenda for Press Freedom 
As a corollary to the above, mass media practitioners having gained public trust in responsible news 
gathering and dissemination, can begin to set public agenda for press freedom. This the press can do 
through discussion programmes that enlightened the public on the desirability of free press; editorials 
that persuasively call for support of free press from all and sundry; news commentaries that 
convincingly reach those in urban and remote areas with the benefits of free press. The belief is that 
showcasing the desirability of free press through these mass media programme types over time, may 
influence the public to acceptance and support free press. This belief is anchored on the power of the 
mass media to influence what we think about through issues thrown into the public sphere. 
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Sponsoring, Lobbying for the Passage of Free Press Bill 
It is instructive to note that the eventual passage of FOIB in law started with its sponsorship and the 
tirelessness lobbying by Hon. Tony Anyanwu and Hon. Nduka Irabor in 2000 in the National 
Assembly. The success of FOIA is no doubt a leeway to having free press enshrined and protected in 
the Nigeria constitution. Having garnered public support, the motion for free press can be lobbied 
among members of the National Assembly with bias for transparency and responsible government, 
and tirelessly pursued to a successful end as in the case of FOIB. 
 
Connecting with Media Organisations/Associations in Free Press Countries for Possible 
Support 
Nations influence one another; for no nation operates in isolation of others. It has been argued in 
some quarters that the eventual privatisation of the Nigeria broadcast media in 1992 was in part due 
to the heat already generated in Europe and America on the over centralisation of the mass media, 
thought to be in the hands of media conglomerates. The various media associations with human right 
organisations can connect with their counterparts in free press countries to support their efforts at 
home. This they can do through imploring them to write editorials in their homeland in support of 
free press in foreign land and the Nigeria press can cull such editorials from foreign land and publish 
them; organising public symposia on the desirability of free press in conjunction with foreign media 
organisations/associations; showcasing great exposures of impropriety among public officials in 
foreign lands in editorials, news features, and news commentaries etc., made possible by liberty to 
publish without any form of restraints from government. 
 
Conclusion  
The quest for press freedom is doubtless not to be seen as a forlorn struggle in the Nigerian society. 
Despite the harrowing and murderous measures taken by regimes, especially the military to silent or 
gag the press completely, practitioners of this noble institution have remained dauntless. The Nigerian 
society has recorded resounding victories in the political landscape championed by mass media 
practitioners. However, since the quest for free press is yet to be realised, practitioners must remained 
poised, unrelenting, dauntless and responsible in the discharge of their constitutional obligations until 
the quest for free press, just as in the case of FOIB, is granted, enshrined and guaranteed by the 
Nigerian constitution. 
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