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Abstract 
This thesis is a presentation on the development of the print media theories in 
Pakistan with a focus on tracing their historical development, the way they were 
adapted locally and the present-day challenges that the sector is currently 
encountering. The paper starts with the introduction of the development of the 
print media in the colonial era and the development of the foundations of the 
modern media theory in the region by the early journalistic practices. It proceeds 
to point out the post-independence period, where the Pakistani scholars, 
journalists and policymakers localized the world communication theories to local 
social-cultural, political and linguistic realities. The influence of ideology, press 
legislations, and the media houses in determining these theoretical frameworks is 
highlighted. More so, the research examines how globalization, digital 
transformation and technological change have posed new challenges to traditional 
print media. The challenges of falling readership, economic recession, convergence 
of media and competition with the digital medium are analyzed to reveal the 
effects on the theoretical discourse. This thesis presents a very holistic view of the 
development and current adaptation of the theories of print media in Pakistan by 
covering both the past and the present.  
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     INTRODUCTION

Print media has historically functioned as a central 
pillar of public communication, political 
awareness, and cultural development across 
societies. From the invention of the printing press 
by Johannes Gutenberg to the institutionalization 
of newspapers in colonial South Asia, print media 
emerged as a powerful medium for disseminating 
information, shaping public opinion, and 
facilitating democratic debate (McQuail, 2010). In 
Pakistan, the evolution of print media is 
inseparable from the country’s political history, 
ideological struggles, and socio-cultural 

transformations. Leading newspapers such as 
Dawn, Jang, and Nawa-i-Waqt not only reported 
political events but also actively contributed to the 
construction of national identity and political 
mobilization during and after the independence 
movement (Hussain, 2018). 
The theoretical foundations of print media in 
Pakistan were initially derived from Western 
communication paradigms, particularly the 
Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, 
and Development Media theories proposed by 
Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm (1956). These 
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theories were developed to explain the 
relationship between media systems and political 
power in different socio-political contexts. 
However, their application in Pakistan has never 
been straightforward. As a postcolonial Muslim 
state with a history of military interventions, 
democratic transitions, and ideological 
contestations, Pakistan required the localization 
and reinterpretation of these theoretical models to 
align them with indigenous political, religious, 
and cultural realities (Rasool, 2020). 
Over time, Pakistani print media developed a 
hybrid theoretical orientation that combined 

elements of state control, developmental 
objectives, social responsibility, and limited press 
freedom. Periods of authoritarian rule imposed 
strict censorship and regulatory control, 
reinforcing authoritarian media practices, while 
democratic phases provided relatively greater space 
for journalistic autonomy and public 
accountability (Hussain, 2018; Riaz, 2019). In this 
dynamic environment, print media functioned 
both as an instrument of nation-building and as a 
platform for political critique and public 
discourse. 

 

 
Figure 1. Evolution of print media in Pakistan: historical foundations, theoretical adaptations, and 

transition toward the digital media environment 
 
In recent decades, the rise of digital technologies 
has significantly altered the media landscape, 
presenting new challenges to traditional print 
journalism. Declining readership, shrinking 
advertising revenues, competition from online 
news platforms, and the spread of misinformation 
have undermined the economic sustainability and 
institutional authority of print media (Khan & 

Malik, 2022). Despite these challenges, print 
journalism continues to be valued for its 
credibility, analytical depth, and archival 
significance within Pakistan’s media ecology 
(Yousaf, 2023). 
This article examines the evolution of print media 
theories in Pakistan by tracing their historical 
development, indigenous adaptations, and 
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contemporary challenges. By situating global 
media theories within Pakistan’s specific socio-
political and cultural context, the study seeks to 
contribute to a deeper theoretical understanding 
of print journalism and its continued relevance in 
the digital age. 
 
Historical Development Of Print Media In 
Pakistan 
The historical development of print media in 
Pakistan is deeply rooted in the broader evolution 
of journalism in colonial South Asia. The 
introduction of printing technology in the 
subcontinent during British rule transformed 
communication practices and enabled the 
circulation of newspapers as tools of political 
discourse and social awareness. Early publications 
such as The Bengal Gazette marked the beginning 
of organized journalism in the region and 
contributed to intellectual debate and resistance 
against colonial authority (Rahman, 2019). Print 
media in this period functioned not merely as a 
source of information but as a platform for 
political mobilization and ideological expression. 
Prior to the creation of Pakistan, Muslim-owned 
newspapers such as Zamindar and Comrade played 
a pivotal role in shaping Muslim political 
consciousness and articulating demands for 
independence. These publications provided 
intellectual space for discussions on identity, 
sovereignty, and self-governance, thereby laying 
the foundations for a distinct Muslim press 
tradition (Ali, 2017). This pre-partition 
journalistic legacy strongly influenced the 
structure and orientation of Pakistan’s print media 
after independence. 
Following independence in 1947, print media 
emerged as a key institution in Pakistan’s nation-
building process. Newspapers such as Dawn and 
Nawa-i-Waqt supported state formation by 
promoting national unity, political awareness, and 
social reform (Hussain, 2018). During this early 
post-independence period, print journalism 
largely aligned with developmental objectives, 
reflecting the need for political stability and socio-
economic progress in a newly established state. 
However, this alignment also resulted in increased 
state influence over media institutions. 

The relationship between print media and the 
state became increasingly complex during periods 
of military rule. Under authoritarian regimes, 
particularly during the governments of Ayub Khan 
and Zia-ul-Haq, press freedom was severely 
restricted through censorship laws, regulatory 
controls, and punitive measures against dissenting 
journalists (Ahmed, 2017; Hussain, 2018). These 
conditions reinforced authoritarian media 
practices and limited the role of newspapers as 
independent watchdogs. Nevertheless, resistance 
journalism persisted, and alternative narratives 
continued to emerge despite institutional 
constraints. 
The post-1980s period marked a gradual shift 
toward a more pluralistic media environment. 
Political liberalization, coupled with the expansion 
of private media ownership, allowed newspapers 
to engage more actively in political critique and 
public accountability. During democratic phases, 
English-language newspapers in particular adopted 
relatively liberal editorial policies, reflecting 
libertarian and social responsibility principles 
(Riaz, 2019). At the same time, Urdu-language 
newspapers continued to emphasize 
developmental and socio-cultural issues, 
maintaining strong connections with mass 
readership. 
In the 21st century, the historical trajectory of 
print media in Pakistan has been reshaped by 
digital transformation and changing audience 
behavior. The rise of online news platforms and 
social media has disrupted traditional business 
models and challenged the dominance of print 
journalism (Yousaf, 2023). Despite declining 
circulation and financial pressures, newspapers 
remain influential due to their perceived 
credibility, analytical depth, and role as historical 
records of political and social life. 
Overall, the historical development of print media 
in Pakistan reveals a continuous negotiation 
between state power, journalistic autonomy, and 
societal needs. This historical context provides a 
crucial foundation for understanding the 
theoretical adaptations and contemporary 
challenges faced by print media in Pakistan. 
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Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework of this study is 
grounded in classical and contemporary media 
theories that explain the relationship between the 
press, society, and political power. The evolution 
of print media in Pakistan can be best understood 
through the lens of the Four Theories of the Press, 
Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, 
and Development Media Theory, originally 
articulated by Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm 
(1956). These theories provide a foundational 
model for analyzing how media systems operate 
under different political and social conditions and 
how they define the role and responsibilities of 
print journalism. 
The Authoritarian Theory posits that the press 
functions as an instrument of the state, operating 
under strict control and censorship to maintain 
political stability and authority (Siebert et al., 
1956). In this model, media freedom is 
subordinate to state interests, and dissenting 
voices are restricted. This theoretical perspective is 
particularly relevant to the Pakistani context, 
where prolonged periods of military rule resulted 
in extensive regulation, censorship, and 
suppression of critical journalism (Hussain, 2018). 
The authoritarian model helps explain the 
constrained role of print media during these 
phases and its alignment with official narratives. 
In contrast, the Libertarian Theory emphasizes 
freedom of expression, minimal state interference, 
and the press’s role as a watchdog over power 
structures (McQuail, 2010). Rooted in 
Enlightenment ideals, this theory views the free 
flow of information as essential for democratic 
participation. In Pakistan, libertarian principles 
have been more visible during democratic periods, 
particularly within English-language newspapers 
that prioritize investigative journalism, political 
accountability, and pluralistic debate (Riaz, 2019). 
However, the application of this theory remains 
uneven due to structural and political limitations. 
The Social Responsibility Theory emerged as a 
response to the limitations of unrestricted press 
freedom by emphasizing ethical journalism, 
accountability, and service to the public interest 
(Christians, Binaj, and Kozova, 2009). According 
to this framework, media freedom must be 

balanced with responsibility toward society, 
including fair representation, accuracy, and 
sensitivity to social issues. In Pakistan, elements of 
social responsibility are reflected in print media 
coverage of education, health, social welfare, and 
national cohesion, particularly within mainstream 
Urdu newspapers (Ahmed, 2020). 
The Development Media Theory, formulated to 
address the needs of developing societies, views 
media as a partner in national development and 
social change rather than solely as a watchdog 
(McQuail, 1987). This theory is especially relevant 
to Pakistan’s post-independence period, during 
which print media supported state-led 
development initiatives, literacy campaigns, and 
nation-building efforts (Riaz, 2019). Newspapers 
were expected to promote modernization, unity, 
and socio-economic progress, often at the expense 
of editorial independence. 
In addition to these classical models, the concept 
of the public sphere proposed by Habermas 
provides an important theoretical lens for 
understanding the democratic role of print media. 
Habermas argues that media institutions facilitate 
rational public debate and citizen participation, 
thereby strengthening democratic processes 
(Habermas, 1989). In Pakistan, the print media 
has intermittently fulfilled this role by providing 
platforms for political discourse, opinion 
formation, and civic engagement, despite 
persistent political and institutional constraints. 
Collectively, these theories offer a comprehensive 
framework for analyzing the evolution of print 
media in Pakistan. Rather than operating within a 
single theoretical model, Pakistani print 
journalism reflects a hybrid media system shaped 
by political authority, developmental priorities, 
ethical considerations, and societal expectations. 
This theoretical framework enables a nuanced 
understanding of how global media theories have 
been localized and reinterpreted within Pakistan’s 
unique socio-political and cultural environment. 
 
Indigenous Adaptations Of Print Media 
Theories 
Although classical Western media theories 
provide a useful foundation for understanding 
print journalism, they do not fully capture the 
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complexities of Pakistan’s media environment. 
Pakistan’s socio-political history, religious 
orientation, and postcolonial experience 
necessitated the localization and reinterpretation 
of global media theories to suit indigenous 
realities. As a result, print media in Pakistan 
developed a hybrid theoretical model that 
incorporates elements of authoritarian control, 
social responsibility, and development-oriented 
communication (Riaz, 2019). 
In the early post-independence period, the 
Development Media Theory was selectively 
adapted to support national integration, literacy, 
and modernization. Newspapers were expected to 
act as partners in the state’s development agenda, 
promoting unity and stability in a newly formed 
nation (Riaz, 2019). However, this developmental 
role often overlapped with authoritarian practices, 
particularly during periods of military rule, when 
censorship and regulatory pressures constrained 
journalistic autonomy (Hussain, 2018). This 
blending of development objectives with state 
control reflects an indigenous reinterpretation of 
Western theories rather than their direct 
application. 
Social Responsibility Theory also underwent 
contextual modification in Pakistan. While 
Western interpretations emphasize professional 
ethics and public accountability, Pakistani print 
media incorporated cultural and religious norms 
into journalistic practice. Editorial decisions often 
reflected societal sensitivities related to religion, 
morality, and national security, leading to self-
regulation and selective reporting on sensitive 
issues (Ashraf, 2020). This culturally informed 
adaptation illustrates how social responsibility in 
Pakistan extends beyond professional ethics to 
include adherence to prevailing social values. 
Furthermore, religious and ideological 
considerations have played a significant role in 
shaping indigenous media practices. Press policies 
and content regulation have frequently been 
influenced by Islamic moral frameworks and local 
customs, contributing to what some scholars 
describe as a culturally embedded media model 
(Movin, 2017). Under this model, the press is 
expected to balance freedom of expression with 
respect for religious beliefs and communal 

harmony, reinforcing the localized nature of 
media theory in Pakistan. 
Another distinctive feature of indigenous 
adaptation is the prominence of advocacy 
journalism. Pakistani newspapers have historically 
engaged in campaigns for democracy, human 
rights, and social justice, often aligning themselves 
with public movements rather than maintaining 
strict neutrality. This tradition is evident in 
newspapers such as Dawn, The Nation, and Jang, 
which have actively shaped public discourse and 
challenged political authority during critical 
moments in the country’s history (Ali, 2021). Such 
practices demonstrate a departure from purely 
libertarian or authoritarian models, reflecting a 
context-driven synthesis of theory and practice. 
Overall, the indigenous adaptation of print media 
theories in Pakistan reveals a complex and 
dynamic media system. Rather than replicating 
Western theoretical frameworks, Pakistani print 
journalism has evolved through selective 
integration and modification of global models to 
address local political pressures, cultural norms, 
and developmental needs. This hybrid theoretical 
orientation underscores the importance of 
contextualizing media theory within specific 
national environments and provides a more 
accurate understanding of the functioning of print 
media in Pakistan. 
 
Print Media In The Digital Age 
The rapid expansion of digital technologies has 
fundamentally transformed the media landscape, 
posing significant challenges to traditional print 
journalism in Pakistan. The rise of online news 
portals, social media platforms, and mobile-based 
information services has altered audience 
consumption patterns and disrupted the 
economic foundations of print media (McQuail, 
2010). As a result, newspapers across Pakistan 
have experienced declining circulation, reduced 
advertising revenues, and increasing competition 
from digital media outlets (Riaz, 2019). 
One of the most pressing challenges facing print 
media in the digital age is the shift in audience 
preferences. Digital platforms offer immediacy, 
interactivity, and multimedia content, features 
that traditional print formats are unable to 
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provide at the same pace (Kumar, 2021). Younger 
audiences, in particular, increasingly rely on 
online sources for news consumption, leading to 
an aging readership base for print newspapers, 
especially within the Urdu press (Ahmed, 2020). 
This demographic shift has intensified concerns 
about the long-term sustainability of print 
journalism. 
Economic pressures have further exacerbated the 
decline of print media. Advertising revenues, once 
the primary financial backbone of newspapers, 
have increasingly shifted to digital platforms such 
as social media and search engines that offer 
targeted advertising and measurable audience 
engagement (Ashraf, 2020). Additionally, rising 
production costs, including printing and 
distribution expenses, have placed further strain 
on newspaper organizations, limiting their 
capacity to invest in innovation and newsroom 
development (Hussain, 2018). 
The digital environment has also raised critical 
concerns regarding journalistic credibility and 
professional standards. The proliferation of 
misinformation and unverified content on digital 
platforms has blurred the distinction between 
professional journalism and citizen-generated 
news (Habermas, 1989). While print media 
traditionally enjoys higher levels of public trust 
due to editorial oversight and fact-checking 
mechanisms, it now competes in an information 
ecosystem characterized by speed rather than 
accuracy (Yousaf, 2023). This has forced print 
journalists to navigate the tension between 
maintaining credibility and responding to the 
demands of real-time news cycles. 
Despite these challenges, digital transformation 
has also created opportunities for print media in 
Pakistan. Several newspapers, particularly English-
language publications, have successfully expanded 
their digital presence through online editions and 
social media engagement, extending their reach 
beyond traditional readerships (Khan & Ali, 
2023). However, the transition has been uneven, 
with many Urdu and regional newspapers lacking 
the financial resources and technical expertise 
necessary for effective digital integration. 
In sum, the digital age represents both a crisis and 
a turning point for print media in Pakistan. While 

technological disruption has undermined 
traditional business models and readership 
patterns, print journalism continues to hold 
symbolic value as a credible and analytical source 
of information. The future relevance of print 
media depends on its ability to adapt to digital 
realities while preserving core journalistic values of 
accuracy, depth, and public accountability. 
 
Conclusion 
This article explored the evolution of print media 
theories in Pakistan by examining their historical 
foundations, indigenous adaptations, and 
contemporary challenges in the digital age. The 
analysis shows that Pakistani print media does not 
conform strictly to Western theoretical models but 
has developed a hybrid framework shaped by 
political authority, cultural norms, and socio-
economic realities. Historically, print media 
played a vital role in nation-building and political 
discourse, often operating under varying degrees 
of state control during authoritarian regimes and 
gaining relatively greater autonomy during 
democratic periods (Hussain, 2018; Riaz, 2019). 
Indigenous adaptations of media theories resulted 
in the coexistence of Authoritarian, Libertarian, 
Social Responsibility, and Development Media 
perspectives within Pakistan’s print journalism 
system (McQuail, 2010; Ali, 2021). 
In the digital era, declining readership, financial 
pressures, and competition from online platforms 
have posed serious challenges to print media 
sustainability (Riaz, 2019; Khan & Ali, 2023). 
Nevertheless, print journalism continues to retain 
significance due to its credibility, analytical depth, 
and role in democratic accountability (Yousaf, 
2023). Understanding these localized theoretical 
adaptations remains essential for assessing the 
future relevance of print media in Pakistan. 
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