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Abstract 
The Indian Emergency of 1975-1977 marked a significant period in the country’s history, characterized by severe restrictions on civil liberties, 
including the freedom of the press. This paper examines the role and resilience of Indian journalism during this time, exploring how the media 
navigated censorship, propaganda, and government control. Through a comprehensive review of historical accounts, legal frameworks, and 
journalistic practices, this study highlights the various strategies employed by the press to resist and subvert authoritarian controls, from 
symbolic protests like blank editorials to clandestine reporting. It also analyzes the impact of the Emergency on journalistic ethics and the 
evolution of the media’s role as a watchdog in a democratic society. The findings reveal a paradoxical relationship where government-imposed 
censorship led to both the suppression and strengthening of press freedom post-Emergency, laying the groundwork for future reforms and a 
more robust journalistic framework in India. This paper contributes to a deeper understanding of the dynamic interplay between state power and 
media freedom, offering insights into the enduring struggle for press autonomy in democratic governance and the role of journalism in 
safeguarding democracy against authoritarian impulses. 
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Introduction 
The Indian Emergency, declared by Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi from June 25, 1975, to March 21, 1977, represents a 
tumultuous chapter in the nation’s history. This period was 
marked by the suspension of civil liberties, censorship of the 
press, and the centralization of power under the guise of 
ensuring national security and political stability (Kumar, 
2019) [14]. The Emergency was a response to economic 
challenges, political unrest, and legal battles, notably the case 
of State of Uttar Pradesh v. Raj Narain, which challenged 
Gandhi's election to Parliament (Nayar, 2018) [21]. During 
these 21 months, the press, often hailed as the fourth pillar of 
democracy, found itself in a state of unprecedented constraint, 
testing its resilience and adaptability. 
The role of the press is particularly significant during times of 
political upheaval as it serves as a channel for public 
discourse, accountability, and transparency (Sharma & Roy, 
2020) [26]. In India, during the Emergency, the suppression of 
the press became a central aspect of governance, where major 
newspapers and their editors had to navigate a landscape 
fraught with government-imposed restrictions. Despite the 
oppressive environment, sections of the press attempted to 
resist and report, thereby highlighting its critical role in 
maintaining a balance between state power and civil liberties 
(Chadha, 2017) [2]. 
This paper aims to explore the role and challenges faced by 

the press during the Indian Emergency, analyzing how it 
impacted journalistic practices and media freedom in the 
country. The scope of this study includes an examination of 
the strategies employed by journalists to circumvent 
censorship, the consequences of state-imposed restrictions, 
and the legacy of these events on modern-day press freedom 
in India. This evaluation offers valuable insights into the 
enduring strength and vulnerability of democratic institutions 
in the face of authoritarian impulses. 
 
Historical Context 
In the early 1970s, India was grappling with a myriad of 
socio-economic and political challenges that set the stage for 
the declaration of the Emergency by Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi. The nation faced significant economic difficulties, 
including high inflation, food shortages, and an 
unemployment surge, exacerbated by the 1974 oil crisis 
(Chatterjee, 2018) [5]. Politically, the era was marked by rising 
discontent against the central government, amplified by the 
growth of opposition movements such as the Nav Nirman 
Andolan in Gujarat and the Bihar Movement led by 
Jayaprakash Narayan, which called for governmental reform 
and was rooted in widespread dissatisfaction with corruption 
and inefficiency (Kohli, 2010) [13]. 
The immediate catalyst, however, was a legal judgment 
delivered by the Allahabad High Court on June 12, 1975, 
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declaring Gandhi’s election to the Lok Sabha invalid due to 
electoral malpractice (Gupta, 2015) [12]. Facing increasing 
political pressure, both from the public and within her party, 
and with the threat of potential political destabilization 
looming large, Gandhi declared a state of emergency on June 
25, 1975. This move, constitutionally sanctioned under 
Article 352, granted her extraordinary powers to rule by 
decree, effectively sidelining the democratic process 
(Tripathi, 2016) [32]. 
Central to the Emergency was the imposition of strict 
censorship and governmental control over the press, 
operationalized through the issuance of rules under the 
Defence of India Act. This included pre-censorship of news, 
the blackout of dissenting opinions, and the arrest of 
journalists who dared to oppose the government line (Menon, 
2019) [17]. The government seized control of major media 
outlets, and stringent guidelines were placed on publications, 
severely curtailing freedom of expression and press 
autonomy. Newspapers that attempted to resist these 
measures, such as "The Indian Express" and "The Statesman," 
faced punitive actions including enforced shutdowns and 
imprisonment of editors (Desai, 2020) [8]. 
This period of censorship is noted as one of the darkest phases 
for Indian journalism, impeding the essential democratic 
function of the press to inform and critique (Raghavan, 2017) 
[22]. The Emergency thus serves as a stark reminder of the 
fragility of democratic institutions and the critical need for 
safeguards to maintain press freedom. 
 
Role and Strategies of the Press 
During the Indian Emergency (1975-1977), the press found 
itself in a precarious position, navigating the tightrope 
between state-imposed censorship and the responsibility to 
inform the public. Major newspapers and journalists played a 
crucial role in maintaining a semblance of informational flow 
despite the oppressive governmental restrictions. Newspapers 
such as "The Indian Express" and "The Statesman" emerged 
as significant figures in the resistance against censorship, 
employing various methods to preserve journalistic integrity 
(Mehta, 2019) [16]. 
The primary function of these newspapers was to report news 
in an unbiased and comprehensive manner, a task severely 
hindered during the Emergency due to government oversight. 
The state imposed pre-censorship, meaning articles had to be 
screened and approved by government officials before 
publication. This preemptive measure aimed to prevent the 
dissemination of any material deemed unfavorable to the 
government (Ramakrishnan, 2017) [23]. Despite these 
constraints, several journalists and publications devised 
innovative methods to circumvent censorship and continue 
their duty as watchdogs of democracy. 
One such method involved the use of oblique references and 
metaphors in reporting. This technique allowed journalists to 
hint at government abuses and societal issues without directly 
violating censorship regulations. By embedding subtle cues 
and double meanings in their articles, newspapers like "The 
Statesman" managed to convey critical viewpoints under the 
radar of government scrutiny (Sharma, 2020) [28]. 
Additionally, some journalists turned to underground 
publications and samizdat-style (self-published) literature, 
distributing pamphlets and bulletins that escaped the purview 
of censors (Desai, 2021) [9]. 
Another strategy was the strategic use of international press. 
By feeding stories to foreign correspondents unaffiliated with 
Indian media, local journalists could ensure that the 

international community was informed about the realities of 
the Emergency. This external pressure sometimes influenced 
domestic policy and public perception (Banerjee, 2018) [1]. 
Furthermore, defiant publications occasionally left blank 
spaces where censored material would have appeared, quietly 
protesting the erosion of press freedom and signaling to 
readers the extent of government intervention (Sinha, 2016) 

[30]. This protest, though subtle, was symbolic of the ongoing 
battle for journalistic freedom and served as a poignant 
reminder of the muffled voices of the time. 
Despite these efforts, many journalists faced severe 
repercussions, including arrests and imprisonment, 
exemplified by the fates of fearless editors like Kuldip Nayar, 
who published dissenting views at great personal and 
professional risk (Nayar, 2017) [20]. The Emergency period 
thus highlights the resilience and innovation of the Indian 
press in its quest to uphold truth and accountability, even 
under coercive state control. 
 
Challenges Encountered 
During the Indian Emergency (1975-1977), the press faced 
formidable challenges as the government implemented 
stringent censorship laws to suppress dissent and control the 
narrative. The primary legal framework for this was the 
Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA), which allowed 
for the arrest and detention of individuals without trial. 
Coupled with the Defence of India Rules, these laws 
empowered the government to impose pre-censorship on 
publications and control the flow of information (Rao, 2018) 
[24]. 
Under these regulations, newspapers and other media were 
required to submit their content for government approval 
before publication. This process of pre-censorship meant that 
any article critical of the government or its policies could be 
heavily edited or entirely suppressed. The implications were 
severe: the press's ability to report objectively was critically 
undermined, and the public was left with a sanitized version 
of events (Menon, 2020) [19]. This authoritarian grip on 
information dissemination intended to maintain public order 
at the cost of stifling free speech and democratic principles 
(Desai, 2019) [7]. 
Journalists who attempted to circumvent these restrictions and 
report truthfully faced significant risks. Many were subjected 
to harassment, intimidation, and arrest. The press was under 
constant surveillance, and any deviation from the approved 
narrative could result in fines, imprisonment, or closure of the 
publication (Singh, 2017) [29]. Prominent journalists and 
editors who defied censorship, such as Arun Shourie and 
Kuldip Nayar, were often targeted. They faced the threat of 
incarceration under MISA, which was often used arbitrarily to 
silence dissent (Nayar, 2017) [20]. 
The repercussions for those who resisted were harsh. Some 
journalists were imprisoned without formal charges, their only 
crime being the publication of unapproved articles 
(Chakravarti, 2019) [4]. The government's clampdown 
extended beyond individuals to institutions; entire editorial 
teams were dismissed or coerced into self-censorship to avoid 
punitive measures (Dasgupta, 2020) [6]. This climate of fear 
and oppression led many in the media to succumb to self-
censorship, as editors and publishers weighed the 
consequences of defying government orders. 
Despite these threats, pockets of resistance within the media 
persisted, with some journalists leveraging international 
media to relay uncensored information about the realities of 
the Emergency. The internationalization of reporting on India 
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pressured the government, highlighting the global 
implications of suppressing press freedom (Ganguly, 2018) 
[10]. 
This era underscored the crucial role of a free press in a 
democracy and the devastating impact of its suppression. It 
served as a cautionary tale about the fragility of democratic 
institutions and the need for ongoing vigilance to protect the 
press from similar challenges in the future. 
 
Case Studies 
During the Indian Emergency (1975-1977), the landscape of 
journalism witnessed instances of both resistance and 
compliance, demonstrating the varied responses of the press 
to state-imposed censorship. Key case studies illustrate how 
certain publications and journalists navigated this era of 
heightened repression. 
One of the most notable examples of journalistic resistance 
came from "The Indian Express," under the leadership of 
editor-in-chief Ramnath Goenka. Despite the risks, "The 
Indian Express" was known for its unapologetic stance 
against censorship. The paper employed creative methods to 
challenge government narratives, such as publishing editorials 
with blank spaces where censored content would have 
appeared, symbolically showcasing the silent voice of the 
press under governmental control (Mehta, 2017) [15]. This act 
of defiance served as a powerful statement against the 
suppression of free speech and galvanized public support for 
press freedom. 
Another important figure was Kuldip Nayar, an outspoken 
journalist who became an emblem of resistance. Nayar’s 
column, often critical of the government, was widely 
syndicated, and he ingeniously circumvented censorship by 
leveraging international media outlets to publish articles that 
would face severe restrictions within India (Nayar, 2017) [20]. 
His efforts helped bring global attention to the human rights 
violations occurring in India, exerting international pressure 
on the Indian government. 
Conversely, some publications chose a path of compliance, 
aligning themselves with governmental directives to survive 
the turbulent period. For instance, "The Times of India" 
initially adopted a cautious approach, adhering closely to 
government guidelines in its publications (Sharma, 2018) [27]. 
This compliance reflected the broader pressures faced by 
media organizations to conform, balancing their survival 
against the ethical imperative to report truthfully. 
The differing approaches of these publications underscore the 
multifaceted impact of the Emergency. While resistance 
showcased the enduring spirit of press freedom, compliance 
highlighted the vulnerabilities and ethical dilemmas faced by 
media institutions under authoritarian regimes. 
Prominent individuals such as Arun Shourie also played 
critical roles during the Emergency. Shourie, who later 
became a well-known editor of "The Indian Express," was 
involved in subversive activities that included writing and 
disseminating literature critical of the government (Gopal, 
2016) [11]. His work not only detailed the government's 
overreach but also inspired others in the media to subtly 
oppose the censorship. 
These case studies highlight the varied reactions of the press 
during the Emergency: from bold resistance to cautious 
compliance. The period serves as a testament to the courage 
of journalists who risked their careers and personal freedom 
to uphold the principles of press independence, and it also 
reflects the constraints under which media organizations 
operate when confronted with state power. 

Impact on Journalism and Society 
The Indian Emergency (1975-1977) had profound and lasting 
effects on journalism and broader societal perceptions of the 
media's role in democracy. During this period, the heavy 
censorship and manipulation of the press underlined for the 
public both the vulnerabilities and the critical importance of a 
free press as a pillar of democratic society. 
Initially, the press's compulsory compliance with 
governmental directives led to a loss of credibility among the 
public, as many viewed media outlets as mouthpieces for state 
propaganda rather than independent sources of information. 
However, this period of suppression paradoxically heightened 
awareness about the necessity of press freedom, as people 
became more cognizant of the vital role that a diverse and 
independent media landscape plays in ensuring governmental 
accountability and transparency (Chakravarti, 2018) [3]. This 
shift in public perception eventually contributed to a 
reinvigorated demand for press autonomy following the 
Emergency’s conclusion. 
In the long term, the Emergency had a significant impact on 
Indian journalism standards and practices. The immediate 
aftermath saw a resurgence of investigative journalism, as 
reporters and editors, newly aware of their societal 
responsibilities, sought to reclaim their watchdog role. 
Publications began to place a stronger emphasis on fact-
checking, editorial independence, and journalistic integrity, 
aiming to restore public trust (Rao, 2019) [25]. The period also 
spurred growth in regional and vernacular media, which 
provided alternative platforms and voices that were 
sometimes more resistant to central governmental pressures. 
Additionally, the legacy of the Emergency fostered important 
legal and institutional reforms aimed at protecting press 
freedom. The Press Council of India, for instance, was 
revitalized to act as a guardian of press ethics and standards 
(Menon, 2019) [18]. Furthermore, the experience of censorship 
during the Emergency instilled a strong awareness and 
caution within media circles regarding governmental 
overreach, ensuring that subsequent generations of journalists 
remained vigilant against any attempts to undermine their 
independence. 
Though the Emergency was a dark period for Indian 
journalism, it served as a catalyst for significant positive 
changes. By underscoring the dangers of media suppression, it 
strengthened the resolve to uphold democratic ideals through 
a free and vigorous press, fostering a media environment that 
remains fiercely protective of its independence (Sinha, 2020) 
[31]. 
 
Conclusion 
The study of the Indian Emergency of 1975-1977 reveals a 
critical period in which the press faced unprecedented 
censorship and suppression, yet also demonstrated remarkable 
resilience and innovation. Despite stringent government 
controls, segments of the media, exemplified by publications 
like "The Indian Express," employed creative tactics such as 
the use of symbolism and international media collaboration to 
resist and expose governmental overreach. Journalists such as 
Kuldip Nayar embodied the courage necessary to uphold 
journalistic integrity in the face of coercion, illustrating a 
tenacious commitment to the principles of accountability and 
transparency. 
The Emergency's impact extended beyond its immediate 
duration, fundamentally altering public perception and 
reinforcing the indispensable role of a free press in 
safeguarding democracy. In its aftermath, Indian journalism 
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witnessed a revival of investigative practices and solidified 
efforts to protect press freedom through legal reforms and the 
strengthening of media institutions. 
This era underscores the vital importance of maintaining an 
independent press capable of challenging authority and 
preserving democratic freedoms. As history has shown, a 
vibrant press not only informs the public but also acts as a 
vital check on power, preventing the descent into 
authoritarianism. The lessons learned during the Indian 
Emergency remain profoundly relevant today, reminding us 
of the enduring need to defend and promote press freedom 
worldwide to ensure democratic resilience and transparency. 
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