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[Abstract: The writer-blogger Avijit Roy’s murder at the end of February 2015 

and the aftermath debates that pounded over a series of criticism on ethical and 

anti-ethical positions of free expression were the focus of this study. The study 

examined how the print media of Bangladesh treated this murder and looked 

into the ways of shaping mediated public discourse regarding this killing. It 

also focused on the public debates dividing into for or against the free 

expression of opinions and the spreading of hate speech. Items published as 

news and views from a total of 57 issues of four national daily newspapers both 

in Bangla and English were examined to get a qualitative impression of the 

debate and to get an idea of how the public figures who acted as opinion 

sources were quoted. Also, some Facebook posts were analyzed to get an 

overall impression of social media on the cause and consequence of this 

murder. The study found that sometimes public figures do use hate speech and 

promote conflicting debates in media as a weapon of political benefits. 

Conflicting issues like religious radicalism, dominant cultural norms, and 

various offensive issues need to be revisited to get standard performance by the 

media of Bangladesh.] 
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Introduction 

In February 2015 Bangladeshi American blogger Avijit Roy, the founder of a secularist 

website ‘Mukto Mona’ was hacked to death in a busy street in Dhaka, the capital of 

Bangladesh. Just a few days later another blogger Washikur Rahman met the same fate. 

Both men were killed for allegedly airing critical views on religion on social media. 

Threats of violence against freethinkers in Bangladesh were common (The New York 

Times Magazine, 2015). The social media space in Bangladesh is a polarized place where 

on one side are secular bloggers who want to prevent religion from seeking further into 

politics; on the other hand, some voices associate themselves with political Islam pushing 

for blasphemy laws to protect their religion. Ahmed (2018, p. 11) observed clashing with 

political and religious authorities is a rich legacy of the media in Bangladesh and the 

historical region of Bengal. 

The law enforcement bodies have launched a crackdown on alleged ‘Islamic 

militants’ in response to a wave of violence against atheist bloggers, liberal academics, 

gay-rights campaigners, foreign aid workers, and members of minority religious groups. 
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In 2015 in Bangladesh, according to Odhikar (a Bangladeshi human rights organization), 

64 people disappeared, 185 died in extrajudicial killings, and a further 197 died in 

political violence (Aljazeera, 2016). Furthermore, the government itself initiated 

formulating policies and laws to direct security agencies to monitor social media and 

prosecute political opponents, journalists, internet commentators, broadcasters, and users 

who offend the government (Human Rights Watch, 2018). It observed police in 

Bangladesh had registered hundreds of complaints under the Information and 

Communication Technology Act (2016) including against authors of social media posts 

and journalists criticizing the political leadership and the ruling Awami League party. 

Again, Amnesty International (2021) observed that how defamation is criminalized under 

the Digital Security Act (2018) shows the serious shortcomings of a criminal approach to 

defamation, where the law has been further instrumentalized to silence dissent. Also, the 

law is being increasingly used to stifle dissent on social media, websites, and digital 

platforms. Amnesty International reports that at least 433 people got imprisoned under the 

DSA as of July 2021, most of whom are held on allegations of publishing false and 

offensive information online. Human rights activists and civil society groups have 

criticized the tactics and strategies of such crackdowns of going after the suspects. 

Increasing use of the internet has made surveillance on the Net by the authority more 

frequent. Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory Commission (BTRC) ordered 

blocking of several sites amidst a tense national election campaign at the end of 2018 

(Anon., 2018). 

As for the context, the route to this study goes back to 1971, Bangladesh’s war of 

independence with Pakistan, and a legal case that has yet to be resolved. The top figures 

of the opposition Jamaat-e-Islami party were hanged to death and life sentences after 

being convicted of genocide back in 1971 by the war crimes tribunal that Prime Minister 

Sheikh Hasina set up in 2010 to investigate what happened in 1971. The ruling Awami 

League made the war crimes trials one of its key goals, however, the opposition parties 

including the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), and the Jammat-e-Islami take the war 

crimes trials as politically motivated and have more to do with settling scores of 

oppositions in the name of dispensing justice to the war victims (Reuters, 2013, 2015). 

The fractious and discordant nature of the country’s politics was exposed as the major 

parties failed to come close when dealing with an issue as emotive as trials of war crimes 

(BBC, 2013). The social media debates about the trials began online, people spilled out 

onto the streets, and voices were raised from the ‘gonojagoron moncho’ (a platform of 

people’s renaissance) or called as ‘Shahbag Movement’ to vow the end of war criminals 

in the country. The Jamaat-e-Islami and the allied parties went on `hartal’ in protest of 

the controversial verdict by the tribunals and alleged that the movement is blessed by the 

then AL government which used the protests to potentially gain electoral support from 

Shahbagh supporters and to increase nationalist sentiments (IRB, 2014). On the other 

hand, the mainstream media of Bangladesh went on with their regular duties in 

questioning the government’s version of this story had found themselves under pressure. 

Ever since this ongoing political and social unrest started in 2013 till to date, restrictions 

are placed on both traditional and online media. Social media platforms were blocked for 

22 days in 2015 to quell violence as a response to the death penalty handed out by the war 

crimes tribunals. This history of censorship worryingly displayed where the priorities of 

the state lie, especially given the fact that writers, bloggers, and publishers have also been 

under direct attack from religious extremists since 2013 (The Asia Dialogue, 2018)  

The central question of this study keeping the background was to get the meaning of 

to what extent the Avijit killing incident initiated the public discourse on the ethics and 
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anti-ethics juxtaposition of opinion and freedom of speech and how people expressed 

their dissatisfactions or hatred. The study also tried to explore in what ways the 

newspapers of Bangladesh went to uphold public sentiment and repugnance as                                                                                                       

dominant cultural norms of the country on one hand and the scope of freedom of 

expression within the limits, on the other. Furthermore, this study portrayed the restrictive 

measures by the authority to curb media which reflects the socio-political culture of 

Bangladeshi society. 

 

Freedom of expression in Bangladesh 

Free speech is the cornerstone of democracy, but not excuse for spreading hate speech 

(UN Montenegro, 2021). It is essential to the people’s right to criticize the government, 

even during wartime or other national emergencies. Freedom of speech means that any 

ideas may be heard. The people and not the government shall decide what is true and 

what is false. Debates on public issues should be uninhibited, robust, and wide open. A 

strong tradition of free speech should result from a series of choices. These choices 

should be not only Supreme Court decisions or ruling party mandates but also choices by 

advocacy groups that bring the major cases before the court and choices by society to 

affirm very broad protection of free speech. The central question is why those choices 

were not made in Bangladesh yet so far to be realized as effective. 
In Articles 39 and 43 of the Bangladesh Constitution, the right to freedom of 

speech and expression is recognized. Islam (2017) observes despite the 

constitutional protection, sections 57, 54, 61, and 76 of the ICT Act, 2006 and 

the Amendment of 2013 thereof have given huge discretionary power to the 

police, abuse of which has been one of the major concerns in Bangladesh (Islam 

2017). On the flip side, freedom on the Net or social media has been 

comparatively a new issue that most countries yet to have a clear reference for. 

Islam (2017) observes that the Constitution of Bangladesh, the ICT Act, and 

other relevant laws are not synchronized enough to control social media in 

relation to the right to freedom of speech and expression. 

The revisions to the International War Crimes Tribunal Act (1973) in 2009 and 

2011 and the current tribunal’s procedural rules were intended to meet 

international standards. Issues such as victim and witness protection, the 

presumption of innocence, defendant access to counsel, and the right to bail all 

these standards are ensured in the aims of revision (bdlaws, 2022). Established 

by the Awami League government in 2010, the International Crimes Tribunal 

(ICT) started handing down verdicts in early 2013 (Refworld, 2014). However, 

observers note gathering evidence 40 years later and ensuring that the law and 

rules of procedure meet international standards is a complicated process with 

many challenges (HRW, 2011). However, the trials conducted by the War Crime 

Tribunal so far have fallen short of these standards. Concerns raised by Human 

Rights Watch (HRW, 2011) regarding political interference, shortcomings in the 

due process rights of the accused, and inadequate protection given to witnesses 

and defense lawyers. In 2013, the ICT handed down several sentences, with 

most defendants receiving the death penalty. Abdul Quader Mollah was 

executed in February, prompting fears of increased instability. Following the 

Shahbagh protests, the law governing the tribunal was amended in February 

2013 to allow prosecutors as well as the defense to appeal sentences (Amnesty 

International, 2013). 
 

In the political arena, Bangladesh has been having a strong two-party system with 

power alternating regularly between political coalitions led by the AL and BNP. Both the 

major political parties make regular use of hartals (strikes) and mass protests to oppose 
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their counterpart’s initiatives, observed Freedom House (2014). The level of political 

violence and intolerance to dissents in Bangladesh reaches heights and increases during 

the national elections. As observed, harassment of the opposition was widespread in 

2013, ranging from charges filed against senior opposition political leaders to limitations 

placed on political activities, particularly rallies, and processions; the report says 

(Freedom House, 2014). 

The status of the media in Bangladesh declined from Partly Free to Not Free and is 

almost in the same position for the last couple of years. The consequential effects of the 

murders of four bloggers and a publisher by Islamist militants, threats and nonfatal 

attacks against other writers, continued legal harassment of media outlets and press 

freedom advocates, government-sanctioned economic pressure on certain outlets, and 

attempts to censor social media, have resulted in shrinking democratic state in 

Bangladesh (Freedom House, 2016). It is mentioned in the report that in 2015 

Bangladesh’s media environment suffered major holdups. Deadly attacks against 

bloggers and a spate of politically motivated legal cases against journalists marked the 

year. State censorship on internet-based content and the signs of intolerance by the AL 

govt. also had an alarming effect on freedom of expression (Freedom House, 2016). Print 

media, however, are generally given more freedom than broadcasters. The television 

industry is not out of these challenges. In May 2013, several television stations were 

closed down by authorities. The issue of closure remains a problem for the television 

industry, representing a crisis not only in its political economy but also in its status in the 

community. Groups concerned very often accuse commercial television of lacking 

integrity and credibility as a source of news and information. The perception is reinforced 

by the fact that leading political figures with interests in television were detained on 

charges of corruption. Also, the market-oriented practices of the majority of TV channels 

weaken the capacity of television and fundamentally make it incompatible with the 

normative theses of the public sphere or post-Habermasian public spheres (Genilo and 

Shafi, 2013). 

The repressive measures by the state and the death threats and attacks against 

bloggers have aggravated self-censorship practices, leading many to stop writing, go into 

hiding, or leave the country. As reported, there have been at least five bloggers attacked 

in Bangladesh since 2013, four of them since February 2015. Niloy Chatterjee, a blogger, 

was hacked to death at his home in Dhaka, and Ananta Bijoy Das, another blogger, was 

killed in the Subid Bazar area of Sylhet city as he walked in the morning.  Blogger 

Washiqur Rahman Babu was hacked to death in Dhaka by three men over alleged anti-

Islamic writings, with two of the suspected attackers caught near the scene. Bangladeshi-

born American writer-blogger Avijit Roy was killed near the Dhaka University campus in 

2015 (Aljazeera, 2015).   

Censorship of internet-based content by state authorities has become increasingly 

common in Bangladesh. Periodic blocking of YouTube, Facebook, other social media and 

messaging applications, and high-profile Bengali blogs is at the discretion of the 

authority. In November 2015, Freedom House (2016) observed the government 

temporarily block the social-media platforms Facebook, Viber, and WhatsApp,                                                                                               

allegedly to maintain public order at the time of the controversial sentencing of 

opposition leaders for war crimes dating back to 1971. On a more realistic note, it                                                                                                                  

can be argued that freedom does not mean license however, curtailing freedom of 

expression with regulations might not be the solution, rather how freedom of                          

expression should be exercised in the context of new media or social media environment 

should be the debate. 
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Avijit Roy’s posts and foreign media reports  
The pretext of the deadly killing of Avijit Roy and the expressions of Avijit in 

his blogs triggered the miscreants’, demands reviewing for a better 

understanding of the plot of this study.  BBC in its interpretation mentioned that 

Roy's family say he received threats after publishing articles promoting secular 

views, science, and social issues on his Bengali-language blog, Mukto-mona 

(Free Mind). Founding Mukto-Mona (Free Mind) blog site in 2001 to champion 

secular and humanist writing in Muslim-majority Bangladesh, he defended 

atheism in a recent Facebook post, calling it a ‘rational concept to oppose any 

unscientific and irrational belief’ (BBC News, 2015). 
 

In an obituary, BBC News wrote: 
In one of his last published articles in the Free Inquiry magazine, Mr Roy wrote: 

To me, religious extremism is like a highly contagious virus. My own recent 

experiences in this regard verify the horrific reality that such religious extremism 

is a virus of faith (27 February 2015). 
 

CNN (2 March 2015) reported: 
He had no place for religious dogma, including from Islam, the main religion 

of his native Bangladesh. Extremists resented him for openly and regularly 

criticizing religion in his blog. They threatened to kill him if he came home 

from the United States to visit. On Thursday (Feb. 26) someone finally did.  
 

Report by The Guardian (27 February 2015): 
Roy, founder of the Mukto-Mona (Free-mind) blog, which featured articles on 

scientific reasoning and religion, had been receiving threats for some time. A 

Facebook posting this month said that he would be killed once he arrived in the 

capital. The couple arrived in Dhaka on 15 February…. The attacks starkly 

underline an increasing gulf between secular bloggers and conservative Islamic 

groups, often covertly connected with Islamist parties. Secularists have urged 

authorities to ban religion-based politics, while Islamists have pressed for 

blasphemy laws to prevent criticism of their faith. 
 

In a post on Mukto-Mona Avijit wrote:  
I founded this ‘blasphemous site Mukto-Mona (www.mukto-mona.com) in 

the year of 2001, with a singular intention: to debate and discuss on 

controversial, but utterly important issues. Only with this principle, I thought, 

can the construction of a progressive, rational and secular society be possible 

in mainstream Bangladesh and South Asia. I was proud of MM’s growing 

popularity in the progressive community over the years…  (5 October 2013).  
 

Avijit wrote in another Facebook post (21 January 2015):  
`It all started with a book. 

A national book fair (popularly known as Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh. One of my recent publishers Jagriti Prakashani 

published my book Biswasher Virus (Bengali for The Virus of Faith) during the 

Book Fair of 2014. As soon as the book was released, it rose to the Book Fair’s 

bestseller list. At the same time, it hit the cardinal nerve of fundamentalists. The 

death threats started flowing to my inbox on a regular basis. I suddenly found 

myself to be a target of militant Islamists and terrorists. A man by the name 

of Shafiur Rahman Farabi openly issued death threats to me through his 

numerous Facebook statuses.  In one of his widely-circulated statuses, Farabi 

wrote, ‘Avijit Roy lives in America and so, it is not possible to kill him right 

now. But he will be murdered when he comes back.’ 
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In the same post, Avijit also wrote: 
Let me be fair. When I state that certain religious acts are viruses, I certainly do 

not ignore religion’s evolutionary origin. After all, religion is a product of the 

complex biological and cognitive processes that are deeply rooted in our 

evolutionary past (21 January 2015). 

 

Another post by Avijit says: 
Today, we state clearly that considering apostasy to be a criminal offense in state 

level in fact is an inexcusable offense. If being religious is someone's right, then 

being critical to religion is also one's right.  There is nothing wrong to be critical 

to any idea or ideology,…(30 September 2013).  

 

It has been widely agreed that the protection of free speech is essential for a 

democracy committed to personal autonomy and political pluralism. Free speech is 

quintessential for maintaining democracy because it facilitates the exchange of diverse 

opinions. In a representative and vibrant democracy, the exchange of dialogue facilitates 

the testing of competing claims and obtaining of diverse input into political decision-

making. Free speech is also essential to the enjoyment of personal autonomy (Solove 

2007). However, Solove (2007, p. 4) expressed concern that the gossip, shaming, and 

rumors that are being spread online are sometimes having devastating effects on people’s 

lives. Also, Post (1991, p. 268-269) mentions any use of derogatory names, 

inappropriately directed laughter, inconsiderate jokes, anonymous notes or phone calls, 

and conspicuous exclusion from conversations are generally prohibited behaviors usually 

used in a racist expression.  

It is evident that potential interpersonal friction exists where the speech of one 

person threatens the rights or safety of another. Commitment to equality means the 

existence of free individual expressions. In the area of hate speech, the libertarian                                        

notion of free expression comes into tension with the aspiration of equal dignity.                                                       

With the expansion of the Internet, new regulatory challenges more frequently arise 

because of the global reach of hate propaganda transmitted from one country like the 

United States, where it is legal, and streamed into other countries, like France, where                                                

such communications are criminal offenses. Societies committed to pluralism are 

obligated to safeguard individual expression while promoting egalitarian principles 

(characterized by belief in the equality of all people, especially in political, economic,                                   

or social life) against harming others’ safety and dignity. The preference for an 

individual’s right to the protection of his own good name reflects the basic concept of the 

essential dignity and worth of every human being. As pointed out by Solove (2007) hate 

speakers seek to intimidate targeted groups from participating in the deliberative                                                          

process. The freedom to intimidate or terrorize vulnerable groups, for instance, can 

prevent others from enjoying their equal right to public safety. Aggressive encouragement 

against identifiable groups can also attack their sense of dignity. Against this backdrop, 

attempts have been taken to use legal regulation to eradicate all visible signs of                                                   

‘racist sentiment’ in countries across the globe. The articles in National Constitutions                                                                  

and the constitutionality of restrictions on racist or hate speech have been scrutinized 

extensively in different countries. Bangladesh’s Penal Code (Section 153A) sanctions 

against the promotion or attempt to promote feelings of enmity or hatred between 

different classes. It states clearly that ‘whoever by words, either spoken or written,                                                   

or by visible representations, or otherwise, promotes or attempts to promote feelings of 

enmity or hatred between different classes of the citizens of Bangladesh, shall be 

punished with imprisonment which may extend to two years, or with fine, or with                       
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both’ (Section 153A, The Penal Code, Bangladesh, 1860). On a positive note, these                         

rules are plainly not designed to regulate specific forms of behavior or expression,                                

but rather to encompass and forbid behaviors of possible indication of racism or                                                  

hate speech.  

Although the role of free speech and mass participation in our parliamentary 

democracy has been acknowledged as the lifeblood of good governance and 

accountability, however, free speech without reasonable limits can provoke unexpected                                                                        

or irrelevant opinions to flow to every corner of society which can destroy communal 

peace and harmony. This was correctly emphasized by Post (1991) that democracy                         

has its obligation to respect self-assertion. For Post (1991, p. 282), ‘the normative                                     

essence of democracy is . . . located in the communicative processes necessary to                                               

instill a sense of self-determination’. Mentioning the importance of public discourse                                                 

to the development of a democratic collective will, Post wrote elsewhere, that “racist 

speech is and ought to be immune from regulation within public discourse (Post 1991,                                           

p. 322).  

 

Methodology 
Published reports on the killing of Avijit Roy have been identified and coded and 

measured in column inches with specific samples from four leading daily newspapers in 

Bangladesh. A total of 57 issues of fifteen days (from 27 February to 13 March) from the 

four national dailies namely The Daily Star (English daily newspaper), The Dhaka 

Tribune (English daily newspaper), The Prothom Alo (Bengali daily newspaper), and The 

Samakal (Bengali daily newspaper) were examined. The sample newspapers are popular 

and are among the top 3 highest-circulated newspapers. Samples of fifteen days of the 

month of February and March 2015 of each paper have been selected for content analysis. 

The researcher developed three ‘coding themes’ to evaluate the sources used by selected 

newspapers in this study. Also, the study tried to analyze the quotations from different 

opinions and information sources used in the news stories to get the essence of public 

discourse on the Avijit killing issue. 

 

Findings and Discussion  

Figure 1 shows that the Bengali daily Samakal used the highest number of sources of all 

categories (62 sources) for news and views stories on the Avijit killing. This newspaper 

used sources for opinion for the maximum items on the issue to have analysis and 

interpretations and the opinion of the public. On the other hand, The Daily Star used the 

lowest number of sources (36 sources) for stories related to Avijit’s killing. For the 

relevance of the study all the sources used in news have been categorized as ‘Opinion 

source’ (sources that are not directly related to the event but holds social and political 

importance in the society as members of civil society); as ‘Information source’ (sources 

that are directly related to the incident as the survivors of the accident or those who were 

rescued alive, persons related to the investigation of the incident, as member of the law 

enforcing authority, as members of government departments); and as ‘Others’ (sources 

that are non-personal, statements of political, social and civil society forums, written 

documents, comments not directly coming from any person, social media texts, 

quotations and reports from published sources). It was evident from the analysis that most 

of the newspapers (3) namely the Prothom Alo, Samakal, and the Daily Star used 

`opinion sources’ more frequently than all other news and information sources. Only the 

Dhaka Tribune used `information sources’ more in numbers than any other sources it 

used.   
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Figure 1 - Categories of sources used in the selected newspapers 

 

 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 

Figure 2 shows that The Samakal published the highest number of stories (42 items) 

on Avijit during the sample period. It also gave the highest space allocation to this event. 

On the other hand, The Daily Star and The Dhaka Tribune published the same number of 

stories (24 items each) on the Avijit killing but The Dhaka Tribune allocated more print 

area for the item. The Bengali daily Prothom Alo allocated the lowest amount of space for 

this event. But both the Bengali newspapers published a greater number of news on Avijit 

than the English dailies.  

 

Figure 2 - News stories on the Avijit killing published in the selected newspapers 

 

 
 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 

It is seen in Figure 3 that The Daily Star published the highest number of editorials 

and op-editorials on the Avijit killing story. It is also evident that the newspaper gave 

more space (403.99 col inches) for editorial and op-editorial than space allocated by the 

other three newspapers under study. 
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Figure 3 - Editorial and Op-editorial published in the selected newspapers 

 

 
 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 

It is seen in Figure 4 that the Bengali daily Samakal gave more importance to the 

incident by publishing the maximum number of stories on the front page (16 stories) and 

also publishing the maximum number of stories altogether. It is evident that all four 

newspapers published more news on the inside pages compared to the first page and back 

page. 

 

Figure 4 - News published in different pages of the selected newspapers 

 

 
 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 
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Furthermore, Table 1 shows that The Daily Star used the highest number of pics and 

gave the highest amount of space for pics on this item. On the other hand, The Prothom 

Alo used the lowest number of pics and allocated the lowest amount of space for pics of 

Avijit killing during the sample period. 

 

Table 1 - Use of pics by the selected newspapers 

 

Name of newspapers Number of pics Space given (in col inch) 

The Daily Star 43 440.94 

The Dhaka Tribune 19 288.84 

The Prothom Alo 14 112.66 

The Samakal 21 192.97 

 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 
Table 2 shows that The Daily Star, The Dhaka Tribune, and The Prothom Alo used 

comments and opinions from the `members of authority’ like heads of organizations, and 

representatives of government and non-governmental organizations as for most of their 

opinion sources. On the other hand, Samakal used comments and opinions from 

politicians as their major sources of opinion. Activists like human rights activists, 

activists of social rights, and women’s rights have been used as opinion sources by all the 

newspapers. Most of the opinion sources appear in stories several times but for this study, 

one single opinion source has been counted only one time. 

 

Table 2 - Categories of opinion sources used by the selected newspapers 

 

Categories of 

Opinion source 

Name of newspapers 

The Daily 

Star(n) 

The Dhaka 

Tribune(n) 

The 

Prothom 

Alo (n) 

The Samakal 

(n) 

Politician 4 2 3 13 

Journalist 1 1 2 4 

Activist 5 1 3 2 

Educationist 3 4 2 3 

Relatives 3 2 5 4 

Eye witness 0 1 1 1 

Member of Authority 7 4 9 4 

 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 
Table 3 shows that all four newspapers used a range of different sources which are 

categorized as ‘others’ in this study. All four newspapers used Facebook posts, Twitter 

posts, and blogs from different sources. Also, all four newspapers used statements from 

civil society organizations, political parties, journalists, associations, and statements from 

the foreign embassy in Dhaka. The Bengali daily Samakal used reports published in other 
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foreign dailies and news agency reports like quotes from Washington Post, Guardian, 

BBC World Service, BBC Bangla Service, and reports from AFP and AP sources and 

quoted from them. Again, Samakal used reports of different foreign news agencies more 

in number than all three other newspapers. Also, Samakal used Facebook posts more in 

number than all three other newspapers.  

 

Table 3 - Categories of ‘other’ sources used by the selected newspapers 
 

Categories of ‘other 

‘source 

Name of newspapers 

The Daily 

Star(n) 

The Dhaka 

Tribune(n) 

The Prothom 

Alo (n) 

The Samakal 

(n) 

Facebook post 2 3 1 4 

Twitter post 0 1 1 1 

Message published 

on the Facebook 

page of 

organizations 

1 

 

0 0 0 

Blog 1 1 1 1 

Statements /letters of 

authority 

1 1 2 3 

Newspapers /news 

agency reports 

0 0 0 7 

 

Source: Data collected from newspapers namely ‘Prothom Alo’, ‘Samakal’, ‘The Daily 

Star’, and ‘Dhaka Tribune’ of 2015. 

 

As the study analyzed the news published in the four national dailies of Bangladesh 

from February 27 to March 13, 2015, as a sample of content, it is evident in the treatment 

of news and views by the four dailies that the dailies published the incident of killing of 

Avijit Roy with top importance during the first couple of days. All gave the incident big 

coverage with several editorials and open editorials on it. The Daily Star (01.03.2015) 

and Samakal (02.03.2015) published open editorials on the killing of Avijit Roy on the 

first pages. Samakal gave more coverage with news than the other three newspapers in 

this incident and The Daily Star published more pictures than others. Samakal also 

provided a large number of information sources with versatility. 

Analyses of the sources of the news published in the newspapers show that most of 

the information sources were high officials working on the investigation of the killing. 

Information was collected from Dhaka Metropolitan Police (DMP), the Detective Branch 

(DB) of DMP, and Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) officials as they were working on it. 

Individually, Professor Ajay Roy, father of Avijit Roy; Monirul Islam, joint 

commissioner of DB and Rafida Ahmed Bonna, wife of Avijit Roy, were used as info 

sources several times and became regular sources of information and opinion for the four 

dailies.  

It is necessary to mention one of the important findings of this study that the use of 

‘opinion source’ and quoting their opinions more in news stories by the three newspapers 

of this study (the Prothom Alo, Samakal, and The Daily Star) reflect the effort to 

encourage and initiate the public discourse on the ethics and anti-ethics juxtaposition of 

opinion and freedom of speech and how people expressed their dissatisfactions regarding 

the killing of Avijit.    
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Another finding is that newspapers in this survey published news on the 

development of the investigation conducted by the law-enforcing agency and about the 

steps and measures to capture and identify the culprits at regular intervals. All the papers 

even protested the incident in editorials, but none of the four newspapers published any 

investigative news about the incident initiated by them. They just published whatever 

their sources told and whatever the official investigating authorities were providing as 

information or whenever some development occurred in the investigation process.  

 

Conclusion 

The media has its own responsibilities to provide interpretations and initiate 

investigations to uncover any crime and offense in society. Here the study observed that 

none of the four newspapers published any news which could introduce Dr. Avijit Roy to 

common people. People still thought that Avijit Roy was an atheist who criticizes Islam 

with his writing and it infused dissatisfaction in the mind of the Islami extremists or 

terrorists. Again, the analysis of the Facebook posts by Avijit Roy clearly and definitely 

indicates his apprehension about the dissatisfactions of those alleged Islamic extremists 

and death threats was evident as the price of `free expression’ on socio-religious subject 

matters. The discourse on any subject of any society could be positively debated and 

logically expressed and refuted if tolerance towards others’ opinions can be practiced. 

Media as a crucial institution of any society has the duty towards its people to facilitate 

them with interpretations and evaluation on any conflicting issues. However, to counter 

hate speech, therefore, legislative efforts to regulate free expression might raise concerns 

that in the long run, the attempts to curb hate speech may silence dissent and opposition. 

Thus, the media as the fourth estate can seek to prevent harm and ensure equality or 

public participation of all through their educative and counter-messages while showing 

the whole spectrum of hateful expression. The study concludes that the four newspapers 

under the study could initiate a vibe of public discourse on free expression, tolerance 

towards others’ opinions, and democratic deliberations while keeping the Avijit killing 

incident in the background. 

 

References 

Ahmed, I. (21 June 2018) ‘The worrying trend of media censorship in Bangladesh’. The Asia 

Dialogue. Available at: https://theasiadialogue.com/2018/06/21/the-worrying-trend-of-media-

censorship-during-bangladeshi-crises/ [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 

Ahmed, K. Anis (2018) ‘In Bangladesh: Direct control of media trumps fake news’. The Journal of 

Asian Studies, 77(4) (November), pp. 909-922. doi: 10.1017/s0021911818002516 

Al Jazeera (8 August 2015) ‘Fourth secular Bangladesh blogger hacked to death: Bangladeshi 

media reports that Ansar al-Islam, a local chapter of al-Qaeda had claimed responsibility for 

the killing’. Available at: http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/08/fourth-secular-bangladesh-

blogger-hacked-death-150807102408712.html [ Accessed 10 May 2022]. 

Amnesty International (25 July 2021) ‘Bangladesh: End crackdown on freedom of expression 

online’. Available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/07/bangladesh-

end-crackdown-on-freedom-of-expression-online/ [Accessed 11 September 2022]. 

Amnesty International (15 February 2013) ‘Bangladesh: Resist pressure to push for death sentences 

at war crimes tribunal’. Available at: 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2013/02/bangladesh-resist-pressure-to-push-for-

death-sentences-at-war-crimes-tribunal/. [Accessed 13 March 2023]. 

BBC News (27 February 2015) US-Bangladesh blogger Avijit Roy hacked to death. Available at: 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-31656222 [ Accessed 12 September 2022]. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/07/bangladesh-end-crackdown-on-freedom-of-expression-online/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/07/bangladesh-end-crackdown-on-freedom-of-expression-online/


 

 

 

 

Avijit killing and the limits of speech: Revisiting the media perspective … 

 

 

 

 

479 

BBC News (27 February 2015) Obituary: US-Bangladesh writer Avijit Roy. Available at: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-31664262 [ Accessed 15 September 2022]. 

Daily Star (10 December 2018) ‘BTRC orders blocking of 58 news sites’. Available at: 

https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/btrc-orders-blocking-58-news-sites-1671649.  

[Accessed 12 August 2022]. 

Freedom House (2016) Freedom on the Net: Bangladesh. Available at: 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/bangladesh/freedom-net/2016 [Accessed 17 April 2022]. 

Freedom House (2014) Freedom on the Net: Bangladesh. Available at: 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/resources/Bangladesh.pdf [Accessed 12 March 

2022].  

Genilo, J. W. & Shafi, A. M. (2013) ‘Television, Discursive Spaces, and the Public Sphere of 

Bangladesh’. In Brian, S. and Genilo, J. W. (eds.) Bangladesh’s Changing Mediascape: 

From State Control to Market Forces, Intellect, UK, pp. 313-334. 

Hammadi, S. & Tran, M. (27 February 2015) Bangladeshis protest after atheist writer Avijit Roy 

hacked to death, The Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/27/bangladeshi-protests-over-of-atheist-writer-

avijit-roy [Accessed 14 September 2022]. 

Human Rights Watch (19 October 2018) Bangladesh: Crackdown on social media. Ahead of 

elections, government won’t tolerate criticism. Available at: 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/10/19/bangladesh-crackdown-social- media [ Accessed 11 

September 2022]. 

Human Rights Watch (18 May 2011) Letter to the Bangladesh Prime Minister regarding the 

International Crimes Tribunal Act. Available at: 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/05/18/letter-bangladesh-prime-minister-regarding-

international-crimes-tribunals-act [Accessed 13 March 2023]. 

Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (IRB) (April 2013-January 2014) Bangladesh: 

Gonojagoron Moncho, including origin, purpose, structure, membership, areas of operation, 

and activities. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/542a80df4.html [ Accessed 13 

September 2022]. 

Islam, M. (21 March 2017) Freedom of expression in social media, The Daily Star. Available at: 

https://www.thedailystar.net/law-our-rights/freedom-expression-social-media-1379116 

[Accessed 11 September 2022]. 

Legislative and Parliamentary Affairs Division, GoB, Laws of Bangladesh (2022) The International 

Crimes (Tribunals) Act, 1973. Available at: http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/act-details-435.html 

[Accessed 12 August 2022]. 

Mustafa, S. (21 January 2013) Bangladesh’s watershed war crimes moment. BBC News. Available 

at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-21133320 [Accessed 13 August 2022]. 

Paul, R. (17 July 2013) Bangladesh Islamist leader sentenced to death for 1971 war crimes, 

Reuters. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/bangladesh-jamaat-e-islami-mojaheed-

idINDEE96G06O20130717 [Accessed 11 September 2022].  

Post, R. C. (1991) ‘Racist Speech, Democracy, and the First Amendment’, William & Mary Law 

Review, 32(2),‘Free Speech and Religious, Racial, and Sexual Harassment’, pp. 267-327.    

Quadir, S. (11 April 2015) Bangladesh hangs Islamist leader for 1971 war crimes. Reuters. 

Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-bangladesh-execution-

idUKKBN0N20HY20150411 [ Accessed 13 September 2022]. 

Razzak, A. (2016) Citizens are also responsible for Bangladesh violence: All Bangladeshis must 

unite to put an end to the culture of senseless deaths and disappearances, Opinion, Human 

Rights, Al Jazeera, 4 March 2016. Available at: 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2016/03/citizens-responsible-bangladesh-violence-

160301061712616.html [Accessed 10 May 2022]. 



   

 

 

 

The Jahangirnagar Review, Part-C, Vol. XXXII 

 

 

 

 

480 

Refworld (8 September 2014) Freedom in the World 2014-Bangladesh. Available at: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/5417f39714.html  

[Accessed 16 March 2023]. 

Roy, A. (21 January 2015) From Farabi to ISIS: The Virus of Faith is Indeed Real!. Available at: 

http://enblog.mukto-mona.com/2014/09/24/from-farabi-to-isis-the-virus-of-faith-is-indeed-

real/ [Accessed 12 August 2022]. 

Roy, A. (30 September 2013) Mukto-Mona. Available at: 

https://en.muktomona.com/posts/2013/10-06-happy-blasphemy-day-happy-birthday-mukto-

mona [Accessed 12 November 2022].    

Roy, A. (5 October 2013) Happy Blasphemy Day, Happy Birthday ‘Mukto Mona’. Available at: 

http://enblog.mukto-mona.com/2013/10/06/happy-blasphemy-day-happy-birthday-mukto-

mona/ [ Accessed 12 September 2022]. 

Solove, D. J. (2007) The Future of Reputation: Gossip, Rumor, and Privacy on the Internet, Yale 

University Press, London, pp. 129-32.   

The New York Times Magazine (29 December 2015) The imperiled bloggers of Bangladesh. 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/03/magazine/the-price-of-secularism-in-

bangladesh.html. [Accessed 10 April 2023]. 

The Penal Code, Bangladesh 1860. Available at: http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/act-11/section-

2879.html.  [Accessed 14 November 2022]. 

United Nations Montenegro (10 December 2021) Free speech: cornerstone of democracy, but not 

excuse for spreading hate speech. Available at: https://montenegro.un.org/en/164594-free-

speech-cornerstone-democracy-not-excuse-spreading-hate-speech [Accessed 12 April 2023]. 

 

[mvi-ms‡ÿc : 2015 mv‡ji †deªæqvix gv‡m RbwcÖq †jLK I eøMvi AwfwRZ iv‡qi 

nZ¨v Ges G wb‡q gy³ gZ cÖKv‡ki bxwZ-ˆbwZKZvi Ae ’̄vb Ges †ev×v‡`i 

ZrcieZ©x  mgv‡jvPbv BZ¨vKvi bvbvwea welq Zy‡j AvbvB GB M‡elYvi g~j jÿ¨| 

evsjv‡`‡ki gy`ªY MYgva¨g GB Av‡jvvwPZ NUbvwU Kxfv‡e we‡ePbv K‡iwQj Ges 

GB †cÖwÿ‡Z M‡o IVv Rbg‡Zi cÖwZdjb‡K Kxfv‡e Zz‡j a‡iwQj †mUvB GB 

M‡elYvi we‡køl‡Yi cÖavb welq| gZvg‡Zi gy³ cÖKvk Ges N„Yv I mwnsmZvi 

ewntcÖKvk Kxfv‡e RbgZ‡K wefvwRZ K‡i †mUvI GB M‡elYvq Zz‡j aivi †Póv 

Kiv n‡q‡Q| evsjv I Bs‡iwR‡Z cÖKvwkZ PviwU RvZxq ˆ`wbK msev`c‡Îi 57wU 

msL¨v GB M‡elYvq bgybv wn‡m‡e †bqv nq| mgv‡Ri MY¨gvb¨ e¨w³ gvby‡liv 

Kxfv‡e GB NUbvq cÖwZwµqv Rvbvq Zv Zz‡j aiv n‡q‡Q| AwfwRZ iv‡qi wKQz 

†dmeyK †cvó I GLv‡b we‡kølY Kiv n‡q‡Q| GB M‡elYvq †`Lv †M‡Q †h, 

RbcÖwZwbwaiv KLbI KLbI wnsmv we‡Ølg~jK e³e¨ e¨envi K‡ib ivR‰bwZK 

dvq`v nvwm‡ji Rb¨ Ges Mbgva¨g‡K Zv cÖKv‡ki gva¨g wn‡m‡e e¨envi K‡ib| 

MYgva¨‡gi AwaKZi Dbœq‡bi j‡ÿ¨ ag©xq DMÖev`, cÖvavb¨kxj mvgvwRK ixwZ bxwZ 

Ges wewfbœ we‡Ølg~jK Bmy¨ MYgva¨‡g Kxfv‡e cÖwZdwjZ nq Zv wb‡q AwaKZi 

M‡elYvi cÖ‡qvRb e‡j GB M‡elYvq †ewi‡q G‡m‡Q|] 


