
IN SECRET MEETING, PAKISTANI
MILITARY ORDERED PRESS TO
STOP COVERING IMRAN KHAN
News about Khan, a former prime minister at the center of a
political crisis roiling Pakistan, mostly disappeared from the
country’s media.

Ryan Grim, Murtaza Hussain, Waqas Ahmed

June 2 2023, 3:49 p.m.

Police commandos escort former Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan as he arrives at the high court in Islamabad on
May 12, 2023. Photo: Aamir Qureshi/AFP via Getty Images

T H E  PA K I STA N I  M I L I TA RY  invited the owners of the country’s major

media organizations to Islamabad this week for a secret meeting to discuss
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“They have lots of levers
to hurt media
companies.”

coverage of the ongoing political and constitutional crisis, Pakistani

journalists familiar with the gathering told The Intercept. The invitation was

not one that could be refused, and the message was equally direct: Cease all

coverage of former Prime Minister Imran Khan amid his ongoing clash with

the military.

Following the meeting, which has not been previously reported, top editors

at news organizations across Pakistan issued directives to their journalists to

pause coverage of Khan, said the Pakistani journalists, who requested

anonymity for fear of their safety. An inspection of Pakistani media sites

reveals a stark change. Earlier this week and every day for years before,

Khan was a leading subject of coverage. He has effectively vanished from the

news. The ban was confirmed by more than a half-dozen Pakistani

journalists.

Khan is at the center of a political crisis that has paralyzed Pakistani cities,

prompted clashes and riots targeting the all-powerful military, and seen tens

of thousands of his political supporters sent to prison. You wouldn’t know

that from reading the Pakistani press today, even as he continues a

campaign against an attempt by the military to exclude him and his party

from contesting upcoming elections.

The recent crisis began when Khan was hit with corruption charges, which

he and supporters of his political party, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf, or PTI,

claim to be a political exercise aimed at excluding him from politics.
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Khan, a former cricket player and philanthropist, has become Pakistan’s

most popular politician by galvanizing public anger against the country’s

dynastic political parties. He served as prime minister from 2018 to 2022,

when he was removed from office by a coalition of opposition parties. While

his original rise to power was widely believed to have been patronized from

behind the scenes by the military itself, after falling out with military

leadership, Khan has become a fierce opponent of their domineering role in

politics.

In Pakistan, there is no bigger story than the battle between Khan and the

military, which has played out in spectacular fashion, including the

extrajudicial arrest of Khan from inside a courtroom, sparking nationwide

protests and, eventually, a Supreme Court order to free him. Khan is also the

No. 1 driver of ratings and web traffic to news organizations — until

Thursday, when he virtually disappeared from the national news media. (The

Pakistani Embassy in Washington did not immediately respond to a request

for comment.)

The explicit directive from the military was not delivered in writing, said

sources. A more vaguely worded order was issued by Pakistan’s Electronic

Media Regulatory Authority, which oversees television stations, barring

coverage of “hate mongers, rioters, their facilitators and perpetrators.” The

directive does not name Khan, but its meaning is clear. On May 9, following

Khan’s arrest, protests erupted around the country, with some leading to

arson. Khan has called for an independent inquiry into the cause of the

arson and has suggested the military may have carried it out as to create a

pretext for the resulting crackdown.

Related

Imran Khan’s Ousting and the Crisis of Pakistan’s Military Regime
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The PTI’s U.S. Twitter account condemned what it called censorship. “Trying

to keep Imran Khan off the media is censorship and curtailment of media

freedom by the imposed regime in Pakistan,” the party said.

BBC’s Caroline Davies reported that sources at two different Pakistani TV

stations had said they were under orders not to mention Khan, even in the

ticker tape running along the bottom.

In the wake of the military’s imposed blackout over Pakistani media, Khan

has taken to Western press and social media platforms like Twitter to try

and get his message out. Even these platforms have not escaped censorship:

Many Pakistani social media users have reported being contacted by the

military over their posts and asked to remove them, lest they find

themselves in prison as thousands of other supporters of Khan’s party have

over the past several weeks.

Thousands of Khan’s loyalists have been imprisoned in recent weeks, and

most of his party leadership has similarly been jailed, released only on the

condition they publicly resign from the party. Several high-profile former

officials have recently been forced to give bizarre press conferences

following their arrests in which they announce their resignation from the

PTI and, often, politics in general.
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WA I T !  B E F O R E  YO U  G O  on about your day, ask yourself: How likely is it that 

the story you just read would have been produced by a different news outlet if 

The Intercept hadn’t done it?

Consider what the world of media would look like without The Intercept. Who 

would hold party elites accountable to the values they proclaim to have? How 

many covert wars, miscarriages of justice, and dystopian technologies would 

remain hidden if our reporters weren’t on the beat?

The kind of reporting we do is essential to democracy, but it is not easy, cheap, 

or profitable. The Intercept is an independent nonprofit news outlet. We don’t 

have ads, so we depend on our members to help us hold the powerful to 

account. Joining is simple and doesn’t need to cost a lot: You can become a 

sustaining member for as little as $3 or $5 a month. That’s all it takes to 

support the journalism you rely on.

We’re independent of corporate interests. Will you help us?

Become a Member
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dealing

another blow

to the nation

India Moves to Strip Kashmir of Autonomy, Potentially Setting Up
Conflict in Disputed Territory

An Indian

paramilitary

soldier

guards

during

security

lockdown in

Jammu,

India,

Monday,

Aug. 5, 2019.

India's

government

revoked

disputed

Kashmir's

special status

by

≡

In Secret Meeting, Pakistan Military Bans News Coverage of Imran Khan https://theintercept.com/2023/06/02/imran-khan-pakistan-military-cove...
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Trump in power. (Jared

Ramsdell/Journal Inquirer via AP)

The US Capitol in Washington, DC,

US, on Friday, June 2, 2023. The

Senate passed legislation to suspend

the US debt ceiling and impose

restraints on government spending

through the 2024 election, ending a

drama that threatened a global

financial crisis. Photographer:

Nathan Howard/Bloomberg via Getty

Images

Voices
The Debt Limit Bill: Yet Another
Triumph for Bipartisanship
Jon Schwarz - Jun. 3

Democrats and Republicans have previously

joined hands to support the invasion of Iraq,

huge corporate tax cuts, and more.

Rep. Judy Chu (D-CA) speaks at a

press conference on gun violence on

the front steps of the Capitol. The

event comes in the wake of the

country's 13th school shooting of

2023, at Covenant School in

Nashville, TN, on March 27, 2023.

Congressional Democrats continue

to call for an assault weapons ban,

but Republican Senators and

Representatives continue to block

legislation banning or regulating

these types of guns. (Photo by Allison

Bailey/NurPhoto via AP)

U.S. Lawmakers Seek to Preempt
State-Level Bans on Foreigners Buying
Property
Murtaza Hussain - Jun. 2

A raft of states are looking to restrict

property purchases by citizens of U.S.

adversaries like China and Iran. Democrats

in Washington are pushing back.

t JOIN THE CONVERSATION

already

reeling from

surging

energy costs.

Photographer:

Betsy

Joles/Bloomberg

via Getty

Images

presidential

order

Monday as

thousands of

newly

deployed

troops

descended

and some

internet and

phone

services were

suspended in

the restive

Himalayan

region where

most people

oppose

Indian rule.

(AP

Photo/Channi

Anand)

≡

In Secret Meeting, Pakistan Military Bans News Coverage of Imran Khan https://theintercept.com/2023/06/02/imran-khan-pakistan-military-cove...
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