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A journalist blinded by a gas cannister and pepper spray.

A photographer violently assaulted, all the while screaming “Press! Press!”

A broadcaster arrested while reporting on live TV.
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Hundreds of death threats, ins�ances of harassment and equipment the�.

There was a time where an account of these stories would have elicited concerned gasps 
and mutterings about North Korea and other famously dictatorial states. Yet today, in 2020, 
most people would rightly guess the country in which these attacks on freedom of press 
were taking place: the United States.

In May and June of this year alone, the US Press Freedom Tracker - an organisation 
dedicated to documenting infringements of the freedom of press in all 50 states - reported 
over 200 incidences of violence against journalists across the United States, while over 800 
attacks on journalists were linked to their presence at Black Lives Matter protests and their 
various anti-police brutality counterparts.

Perhaps the most concerning aspect of these attacks is the fact that many of them were 
perpetrated by the police themselves, rather than other civilians or counter-protestors. 
Wielding perspex riot shields and batons and exploding tear gas canisters, dozens of o�cers 
have been recorded physically beating, knocking down and otherwise assaulting journalists 
of all kinds. Attending a protest is already dangerous, but several incidents show that even 
when members of the press clearly identify themselves, or are clearly separate from groups 
of protests, they are still targeted. The institutionalisation of press suppression is nothing 
new, and is one of the early signs of increasing totalitarian intention, yet the US’ supposed 
commitment to freedom of speech sits in decided juxtaposition with this behaviour. Some 
have tried to suggest that this simply a symptom of the extant political turmoil leading up to 
the 2020 election, but there is now growing evidence of a centralised governmental intention 
to halt journalists’ right to work and travel in certain areas. NBC 7 revealed a leaked 
government document which told of a secret database compiling personal details of many 
journalists, activists and aid workers who were either investigating at the US-Mexico border 
or providing humanitarian support to those seeking to migrate. Testimonies from attorneys 
and advocates suggests that a direct result of being recorded on this database was hours of 
unnecessary scrutiny at the border, the denial of travel requests and even alerts being placed 
on passports.

Despite the fact that freedom of the press is enshrined in the Constitution of the United 
States, and in the law of many countries around the world, the reality is that being a journalist 
is becoming more dangerous by the day. Despite the focus of investigations in press 
freedoms largely falling on the US, the UK and many other European countries are not 
innocent. The US may be 45th on the Press Freedom Index but the UK is only 35th, and has 
fallen two places since 2019. There are serious concerns over the safety of journalists 
covering paramilitary activity in Northern Ireland since the Brexit negotiations, as well as 
issues raised with the UK government’s complicity in the unusually harsh treatment of 
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange. Graver still, the Conservative Party has repeatedly made 
threats against the BBC and Channel 4’s license fees during and since their general election 
campaign - suggesting dim future prospects for British journalistic organisations who report 
negatively on the party’s actions.



Casting a light

Add to all of this the fact that the ongoing coronavirus pandemic has made it increasingly 
dangerous to engage in in-person interviews and event attendance, and a downward global 
trend in the economic health of local newspapers and broadcast stations which has killed off 
thousands of jobs, and a picture emerges of an industry in dire circumstances.

All of this might sound incredibly off-putting to anyone considering a career in journalism. 
The possibility of experiencing this level of violence and job insecurity is not exactly enticing. 
Yet the fact remains that, enticing or not, journalists are more desperately needed now than 
ever. In a ‘post-truth’ age, where ‘fake news’ is an umbrella term for all kinds of 
uncomfortable realities, journalism is an increasingly urgent and important vocation for 
young people. 

It is important to remember that, beyond the individual responsibilities, there is a collective 
need to ensure the survival and security of local investigative news. Local newspapers in 
countries like the US and UK contribute up to 50% of original news production, while major 
outlets such as TV news or online media relied heavily on their ability to widely shared 
previously reported stories. Simple steps, such as buying local newspaper subscriptions and 
supporting them with advertising, need to be supplemented with major changes within the 
industry, to ensure a sustainable future for journalism around the world. Greater interrogation 
of data and sources, a more resilient �nancial backing for papers and news stations, and 
broader grassroots support for local news reporters are all meaningful steps which would 
ensure that all news organisations are protected from governmental and corporate 
suppression. 

Molly Bolding is a freelance writer, journalist, consultant and educator based in London. She is in 
her �nal year studying English at the University of Cambridge. Her latest publication is an online 
course called ‘Student Journalism 101’, covering everything you need to know to become a fully-
�edged student journalist. To �nd out more, head to www.indiependent.co.uk/online-
course/student-journalism-101/. You can check out her website at mollybolding.com.
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