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It all began in Windhoek, Namibia at a seminar
held by UNESCO from 29 April to 3 May 1991. A
group of aspiring and indomitable African journal-
ists set the tone for the unprecedented notion of
press freedom, the right to report news or express
opinion without censorship from the governments,
and brought the capabilities of an unconstrained
and pluralistic media to the world’s attention. The
five-day conference led to a statement on press free-
dom principles known as The Windhoek Declara-
tion, which subsequently became a touchstone of
free journalism and an impetus for adopting simi-
lar declarations in other regions of the world.

As for the commemoration of its 30th anniversary
and a reminder of 3 May, UNESCO officially an-
nounced the 2021 World Press Freedom day theme
as “Information as a Public Good”, but how do the
great and inspirational ideas of those African jour-
nalists resonate today?

Amidst grave crisis and in times of crying need for
the free flow of information, media outlets play a
pivotal role in disseminating covid-19-related news
and findings. Every day, a considerable amount
of falsehoods and misleading information circu-

THE PANDEMIC HAS MADE CLEAR THAT BAD INFORMATION CAN KILL.

Awash in bad information, people have swallowed hydroxychloroquine hoping the drug will protect them against
COVID-19, others refuse to wear masks, contrary to the best public health advice available. “COVID has opened ev-

eryone’s eyes to the dangers of health misinformation,” says a cognitive scientist.

Scientists are struggling to stem the tide of misinformation that threatens to drown society. The sheer volume of fake
news, flooding across social media with little fact-checking to dam it, is taking an enormous toll on trust in basic insti-
tutions. Social media companies have taken some steps to fight misinformation spread on their platforms, with mixed

results.

Misinformation researchers have recently called for social media companies to share more of their data so that scien-
tists can better track the spread of online misinformation. Such research can be done without violating users’ privacy,

for instance by aggregating information or asking users to actively consent to research studies.

Some social media companies do collaborate with outside researchers to study the dynamics of fake news, but much

more remains to be done to inoculate the public against false information.
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late the web, continuing to further exacerbate the
tensions caused by Coronavirus outburst. In the
meantime, media outlets delve deep into the issues
and debunk the unverified and bogus infodemics.
“Journalism is the best vaccine against disinforma-
tion”, stated RSF (Reporters Without Borders) sec-
retary-general.

Having been placed under pressure of the weighty
responsibility of endless fact-checking, journalists
are the ones who have been imposed to the most
severe restrictions on and borne the brunt of the
global pandemic. In the early days of the outbreak,
not only did the authorities prevaricate about the
extent of virus spread, they also clamped down on
media to prohibit unfavorable information from
being heard publically. If they raised questions
about lack of covid-19’s death toll statistics, state
officials would criminalize their acts in the pretext
of Journalists’ seeking to aggravate this critical sit-
uation. According to International Press Institute’s
Covid-19 Press Freedom Tracker, more than 600
press freedom violations including physical and
verbal attacks were reported across the globe in
2020. 33.67 percent of all the cases pertained to ar-
rests of media workers or charges brought against
them by the states, while many might have gone
unreported.

It’s tragically absurd; in times of global epidemic,

a PRESS FREEDOM; UNAPPRECIATED GIFT OF AFRICA TO THE WORLD =

when the journalists are supposed to publicize ev-
idence-based news freely and be the voice of the
people, they fear over their endangered security
and privacy, hence a major impediment to their
work process.

This might lead us to believe that the constraints,
harassments, and fear of intimidation experienced
by the press are limited to times of crisis; yet, the
history has proven us wrong.

Before the signing of the U.S Declaration of Inde-
pendence, the media of the Thirteen Colonies used
to be curtailed by British authorities. In 2008, the
Chinese state strictly forbade the media to cover
a “free Tibet” protest. The Turkish government’s
intensity in suppressing the media has made the
tyranny to be described as the “death of journal-
ism”. The aforementioned cases were just a tiny
glimpse of how media freedom remained unheed-
ed throughout the history.

In Iran, journalism dates back to almost 183 years
ago; in 1837, Mirza Saleh Shirazi, one of the stu-
dents who was dispatched to England by Abbas
Mirza to gain knowledge of modern sciences, pub-
lished the first ever Iranian newspaper, which he
later called “Kaghaze Akhbar”, the literal trans-
lation of “newspaper”. No further information is
available, but the historians claim that the monthly
newspaper’s coverage did not exceed the decisions

made at the royal court. Years later in 1850, the
second Persian-language and the very first state-run
newspaper was released by Amir Kabir under the
title of “Vaqaye Etefaqyie.” Despite Amir’s firm in-
tentions of enhancing development in the country,
the paper swerved from its initial and politically
constructive purposes as he was put to death.

Journalism has consistently been fraught with diffi-
culties since then. When some affairs and matters
are not favorable to the authorities, the press would
be caught in an appalling dilemma; they could ei-
ther bring to light the unfavorable information and
consequently face suppression or enter the conspir-
acy of silence. In the recently released 2021 World
Press Freedom Index compiled by RSF, Iran has
ranked at 174 out of 180 countries, down one from
2020, explaining “the authorities tightened their
control over news coverage.”

In the midst of the chaotic world of news where
freedom of expression has never been guaranteed
and a climate of public mistrust towards journalists
has also taken another dimension, press freedom is
far from attainable.

But still, there’s always a pinprick of light at the end
of the tunnel.

Shahriar Ahmadi

English literature, BA student, 98

- What can you tell me about her, sir?

+ Well, officer, she was a character! I, personal-
ly, didn’t know her that much but god almighty;
whenever I went to her shop, I made sure to
chat with her as little as I could!

- Why is that?

+ She was crazy! Give her the wrong attitude
and she would unleash hell upon you.

- Do you know anything about her personal life
or family?

+ As I said, I didn’t know her well. All I know is
that her husband’s in jail and that she has a son.
Poor little guy! What’s he going to do now? His
misery never ends apparently.

- How would you describe her in three words
ma’am?

+ Sweet, nice and humble. She was really a good
friend of mine. I still can’t believe that someone
could do this to her kind soul.

- I assume that you two were close, weren’t you?

+ She and I talked a lot and I considered her my
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best friend. Though she wasn’t really lucky in
her motherhood.

Oddly, this word, motherhood, sounded really
familiar. I realized that it was mentioned in that
origami note as well...

- Why do you say that?

+ Her son is an ungrateful brat. He doesn’t re-
alize that his mother gave him a job and he still
isn’t obedient...

It was really amazing to me how versatile a per-
son’s face can be. How different Mr. Jakobssen
and Mrs. Hilde’s perceptions were. They were
her only neighbours.

I had to ask them one more thing:

- Did she know anyone that you considered to
be her enemy?

And both of them had the same answer:

+ She wasn’t a really successful person, no one
seemed to envy her.

It was strange. Although her community had
mixed feelings about her, nobody wanted her
dead. So, what was the motive? And more im-
portantly, who was the killer?

The killer mentioned in the note something
about a mother. A mother who doesn’t fit the
role. Mr. Jakobssen and Mrs. Hilde had differ-
ent thoughts about her, but their words had one
thing in common, she wasn’t exactly what you
call a perfect mother and her son, although be-
ing allegedly a brat, has undeniably suffered.
But how did the killer managed to kill her?
According to the neighbours, she was home all
day.

The raindrops started to wet my thoughts one
after another. Sweden never had this much rain
in one single week as I remember.

Maybe the gloomy sky is warning and mourning
the tragedy yet to come.

As I reached the station doors, Detective Niel-
sen with a group of officers accompanying him,
suddenly opened the door

- Oh! You’re here ginger! How unlucky you
must be! Turn around! We have another body.

Hengame Elahifard

| Law, BA student, ‘97

In different stages of life and with the purpose
of fulfilling various needs, man has always been
in want of a single feeling; to feel belonged.
Having a ‘sense of belonging’ is not simply lim-
ited to being acquainted with other people, but
most importantly, it is about the acceptance, at-
tention and support given from the members of
a group each person may be a part of. Therefore,
man, unable to receive this feeling from the
family, friendship groups and even the society
in its general meaning, while desperately seek-
ing it, finds redemption in joining common-in-
terest social groups, known as ‘cults’.

An extreme definition of cults according to the
anti-cult Cult Awareness Network would be ‘a
closed system whose members have been uneth-
ically and deceptively recruited through the use
of manipulative techniques of thought reform or
mind control’, but conversely, a lot of scholars
have emphasized the lack of a comprehensive
yet distinctive definition of these systems. This
group believes that the line to distinguish real
religious groups and destructive cults is consid-
erably thin - if there has ever been any. Also, a
defined set of criteria for this definition would
be required as well.

However, the truth is that many people are turn-
ing to these social groups due to normal life
deficiencies and defects, although statistics on
the number of cults and cult members cannot
be trusted because of the existing gaps in the
legal systems. Nevertheless, it is still possible to
raise awareness and prevent the rapid increase
in cults membership by analyzing factors affect-
ing joining and leaving them.

Based on a study carried out on 31 former cult
members, women are more desirous to join
cults in comparison to men. Also, a number of
life events were identified as facilitators of this
commitment. Among those, need for personal

development, life dissatisfaction, and depressive
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symptoms were known to affect this decision.
Besides, social presence of the group, plus fami-
ly members already joined the cultic group play
important roles as environmental vulnerability
factors, alongside the importance of support of
the family and friends, which are environmen-
tal protective factors on cult membership.

All these factors lead people to accept the con-
siderable risks of cults membership, including
humiliation, punishment, verbal and/or phys-
ical violence and strengthened monitoring in
cases of opposition, and impacts such as sig-
nificant reduction of social life, isolation and
identity change experiences by willingly joining
cultic groups.

Taking to consideration the unregulated nature
of these hierarchical systems, most people be-
come members of cults through a coercive per-
suasion, and not a sincere conversation. Hence,
the process of leaving would become difficult
due to the imposed mindsets of the members.
In this regard, feeling of dependence towards
the leader and/or the group, regressive and reas-
suring experiences in the group, feeling of guilt
and social precariousness create obstacles to de-
parture. However, according to the study, loss of
faith in the group, alongside the experiences of
psychological abuse and social intervention had
aided members in leaving cultic groups. Need-
less to mention that this departure may even
take place after months of uncertainty.

Cults are threats to individuals and the fabric
of society. Not having any exact number of the
cults and their members raises this danger to
a higher level. Joining cultic groups or not is -
by no means - a matter of individuals’ choices,
nor does it fit among rights that cannot be tak-
en away from them. This decision may directly
cause harm to the society and therefore, it has
a right to impose limits. Providing a compre-
hensive definition of cults as an accepted ex-
isting part of the society, plus the codification
of guidelines and minimum standards for their
practices can be a fundamental step towards
regulating them.




