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WE have buried another journalist. Syed Saleem Shahzad, an investigative reporter for Asia Times 
Online, has paid the ultimate price for telling truths that the authorities didn’t want people to 
hear. He disappeared a few days after writing an article alleging that Al Qaeda elements had 
penetrated Pakistan’s navy and that a military crackdown on them had precipitated the May 22 
terrorist attack on a Karachi naval base. His death has left Pakistani journalists shaken and filled 
with despair.   



I couldn’t sleep the night that Saleem’s death was confirmed. The fact that he was tortured sent me 
back to a chilly night last September, when I was abducted by government agents. During Saleem’s 
funeral service, a thought kept haunting me: “It could have been me.” 

Mourning journalists lined up after the service to console me, saying I was lucky to get a lease on 
life that Saleem was denied. But luck is a relative term. 

Adil, my 2-year-old son, was the first person in my thoughts after I was abducted. Journalists in 
Pakistan don’t have any institutionalized social security system; those killed in the line of duty 
leave their families at the mercy of a weak economy. 

When my attackers came, impersonating policemen arresting me on a fabricated charge of 
murder, I felt helpless. My mouth muzzled and hands cuffed, I couldn’t inform anybody of my 
whereabouts, not even the friends I’d dropped off just 15 minutes before. My cellphone was taken 
away and switched off. Despite the many threats I’d received, I never expected this to happen to 
me. 

Sure, I had written many stories exposing the corrupt practices of high-ranking officials and pieces 
criticizing the army and the intelligence agencies. After they were published, Inter-Services 
Intelligence, Pakistan’s prime security agency, always contacted me. I was first advised not to 
write too much about them and later sent messages laced with subtle threats. But I never imagined 
action was imminent. 

         

 

 

 

 

On Sept. 4, I was driven to an abandoned house 
instead of a police station, where I was stripped 
naked and tortured with a whip and a wooden 
rod. While a man flogged me, I asked what crime 
had brought me this punishment. Another man 
told me: “Your reporting has upset the 
government.” It was not a crime, and therefore I 
did not apologize. 



Instead, I kept praying, “Oh God, why am I being punished?” The answer came from the 
ringleader: “If you can’t avoid rape, enjoy it.” He would employ abusive language whenever he 
addressed me. 

“Have you ever been tortured before?” he asked. 

“No,” I said. 

“These marks will stay with you forever, offering you a reminder never to defy the authorities,” 
he replied. 

They tortured me for 25 minutes, shaved my head, eyebrows and moustache and then filmed 
and photographed my naked body. I was dumped nearly 100 miles outside Islamabad with a 
warning not to speak up or face the consequences. 

The following months were dreadful. I suffered from a sleep disorder. I would wake up fearing 
that someone was beating my back. I wouldn’t go jogging, afraid that somebody would pick me 
up again and I’d never return. Self-imposed house arrest is the life I live today; I don’t go 
outside unless I have serious business. I have been chased a number of times after the incident. 
Now my son asks me questions about my attackers that I don’t answer. I don’t want to sow the 
seeds of hatred in his heart. 

When Saleem disappeared, I wondered if he had been thinking about his children, as I had. He 
had left Karachi, his hometown, after receiving death threats, and settled with his wife and 
three children in Islamabad. From there, he often went on reporting trips to the tribal areas 
along the Afghan border. Tahir Ali, a mutual friend, would ask him: “Don’t you feel scared in 
the tribal areas?” Saleem would smile and say: “Death could come even in Islamabad.” His 
words were chilling, and prescient. 

The killing of Syed Saleem Shahzad is yet another terrifying reminder to Pakistani journalists. 
He is the fifth to die in the first five months of 2011. Journalists are shot like stray dogs in 
Pakistan — easily killed because their assassins sit at the pinnacle of power. 

When Daniel Pearl was brutally murdered by militants in Karachi in 2002, his case was 
prosecuted and four accomplices to the crime were sentenced. This happened only because Mr. 
Pearl was an American journalist. Had he been a Pakistani, there would have been no justice. 

Today, impunity reigns and no organization is powerful enough to pressure the government to 
bring Saleem’s killers to justice. Journalists have shown resilience, but it is hard to persevere 



when the state itself becomes complicit in the crime. Now those speaking up for Saleem are 
doing so at a price: they are being intimidated and harassed. 

Pakistan is at a crossroads and so is its news media. In a situation of doom and gloom, Pakistani 
journalists offer a ray of hope to their fellow citizens and they have earned the people’s trust. 
Even the former prime minister Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain has admitted that people who once 
went to the police with complaints now go to the press. 

But this trust will be eroded if journalists continue to be bullied into walking away from the 
truth. News organizations throughout the world must join hands in seeking justice for Saleem 
and ending the intelligence agencies’ culture of impunity. An award for investigative journalists 
should be created in his honor, as was done for Daniel Pearl. No stronger message could be 
delivered to his killers than making him immortal. 

Umar Cheema is an investigative reporter at The News International, Pakistan’s largest 
English-language daily. He was a Daniel Pearl Fellow at The Times in 2008. 

A version of this op-ed appeared in print on June 12, 2011, on page WK11 of the New York edition with the headline: Dying To 

Tell The Story. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/12/opinion/12Cheema.html?ref=opinion  

 

 

 

By UMAR CHEEMA 

Islamabad, Pakistan 

Being a journalist, I'm always in search of a juicy story. Last month I happened on one I'll remember forever: a 

torture operation conducted presumably by thugs of Pakistan's intelligence agency under the nose of the 

federal government in Islamabad. Unfortunately, I was the central character. 
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On Sept. 4, I was heading home late at night from dinner with friends when a group of 10-12 men stopped my 

car. They were wearing commando fatigues, and the words "No fear" were inscribed on their shirts. They 

seized me, cuffing my hands and muffling my head and face as if I was some high-value al Qaeda leader. Then 

they drove me to a secret place where they stripped me naked, put me face-down on the floor, and tied my 

hands behind my back. Breathing was hard since my face was so tightly wrapped. 

Soon after, my captors started lashing my naked body with a long piece of leather and a wooden rod. I was not 

aware of my crime until I was told during the beating: "This is the consequence of writing against the 

government," they said as they whipped me. The language these thugs used to address me was filthy—they 

sounded like they were living in medieval times, treating fellow citizens as their subjects. 

The physical torture lasted almost half an hour, leaving me in excruciating pain. Shaving my head and 

eyebrows followed. Next, they took my picture in different humiliating poses. 

Six hours later, I was dumped 120 kilometers outside Islamabad with a warning: "If you tell the media about 

this, you'll be abducted again—and won't ever be returned. And your nude pictures will be put on YouTube." 

Ten minutes after I was released, I made the decision to speak up regardless of the consequences. My 

convictions can't be stamped out with torture, I told myself. And this was not the first attempt: I was also 

targeted in December 2004 when a car hit me twice, leaving me with a compound fracture in my left leg that 

kept me bed-ridden for six months. 

I cannot live without freedom. It is worth any price—even my life. People ask me what lesson I've learned from 

this terrible episode. I say it has given me a new reason to live. 

Instead of submitting to fear, I've decided to form a coalition of Pakistani journalists committed to waging a 

public struggle against such efforts to repress our freedom. We're also setting up the Center for Training and 

Investigative Reporting to cultivate a new crop of reporters who will continue our important work. 

I was not the first to be tortured by such thugs, but I am the first to speak out so publicly and expose myself to 

more serious risks. The news about my ordeal was on television within hours, triggering anger and country-

wide condemnation. The Pakistani government ordered an immediate inquiry into the incident. 

Who is responsible for this barbaric act is still hotly debated. But the most prominent journalists and politicians 

in the country believe that the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)—the army-controlled intelligence agency, 

Pakistan's equivalent of the CIA—carried it out. 

There are many reasons we suspect the ISI. For years, I have written investigative reports criticizing the army, 

the intelligence agencies and the government. But only the people from the ISI would approach me, directly or 



indirectly, when my stories were published. The spy agency has a history of sorting out its critics whether they 

are journalists, politicians or ordinary citizens. 

Regardless of who committed this crime, the culprits must be brought to justice. In the current culture, killing a 

journalist is not a big deal. So far in 2009-2010, 23 journalists have been killed and 45 have been wounded, 

according to the Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists. 

Yet in the past few decades no murder case of a journalist has reached the stage of prosecution, according to 

the Committee to Protect Journalists. The only exception is the case of Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal 

reporter who was abducted in January 2002 and beheaded a month later in Karachi. Incidentally, I was a 

Daniel Pearl Journalism fellow at the New York Times in 2008. 

Though a government body is conducting a probe of my case, if history is any guide the investigation will reach 

a dead end and the elements who seek to silence us will be emboldened. I strongly appeal to the community of 

journalists world-wide, to the World Editors Forum and other organizations, to stand with us in this time of 

crisis. The outcome of my case is critical to the fate of all journalists in Pakistan and beyond. 

Mr. Cheema is an investigative reporter for the largest English-language Pakistani newspaper, The News. 

 













 

 



Additional Links 

http://www.wired.co.uk/ted-global-2010/all-content/2010-09/03/ted-fellows-walid-al-saqaf 
http://cpj.org/blog/2010/09/the-significance-of-umar-cheemas-abduction.php 
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