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»« 
Four Theories of the Press 

 

«Four Theories of the Press – Introduction»:
« […]  In simplest terms the question behind this book is, why is the press as it is ?
Why does it apparently serve different purposes and appear in widely different forms
in different countries ?
Why, for example, is the press of the Soviet Union so different from our own, and the
press of Argentina so different from that of Great Britain ?Partly, of course, these
differences reflect the ability of a country to pay for its press, the mechanical
ingenuity and ressources that can be put behind mass communication, and the
relative degree of urbanization which makes the circulation of mass media at once
easier and more necessary. Partly, the differences in the press of different countries
reflect simply what people do in different places and what their experience leads
them to want to read about.
But there is a more basic and important reason for these differences.
The thesis of this volume is that the press always takes on the form and coloration of
the social and the political structures within which it operates.
Especially, it reflects the system of social control whereby the relations of
individuals and institutions are adjusted.
We believe that an understanding of these aspects of society is basic to any
systematic understanding of the press.
To see the differences between press systems in full perspective, then, one must look
at the social systems in which the press functions. To see the social systems in their
true relationship to the press, one has to look at certain basic reliefs and
assumptions which the society holds : the nature of man, the nature of society and
the state, the relation of man to the state, and the nature of knowledge and truth.
Thus, in the last analysis the difference between press systems is one of philosophy,
and this book is about the philosophical and political rationales or theories which
lie behind the different kinds of press we have in the world today.
Since the beginning of mass communication, in the Renaissance, there have been
only two or four basic theories of the press – two or four, that is, according to how
one counts them.
We have written four essays about them, but have tried to make clear that the latter
two « theories » are merely developments and modifications of the first two.
The Soviet Communist theory is only a development of the much older Authoritarian
theory, and what we have called the Social Responsibility theory is only a
modification of the Libertarian theory.
But because the Soviets have produced something so important to the world today,
and because the social responsibility theory road is the apparent direction  of
development which our press is now taking, we have thought it better to point out
relationships.





The oldest of theses theories is the Authoritarian. It came into being in the
authoritarian climate of the late  Renaissance, soon after the inventing of printing.
In that society, truth was conceived to be, not the product of the great mass of
people, but of a few wise men who were in a position to guide and direct their
fellows. Thus truth was thought to be centered near the center of power.
[…]
But the growth of political democracy and religious freedom, the expansion of free
trade and travel, the acceptance of laisser-faire economics, and the general
philosophical climate of the Enlightment, undermined authoritarianism and called
for a new concept of the press. This new theory, which was  incipient in the late
seventeenth century, came into real being in the eighteenth, and flowered in the
nineteenth, is what we have called the Libertarian  theory.
The Libertarian theory reverses the relative position of man and the state as we saw
it in the Authoritarian theory. Man is no longer conceived of  as a dependent being
to be led and directed, but rather as a rational being able to discern between truth
and falsehood, between  a better and whose  alternative, when faced with conflicting
evidence and alternative choices. Truth is no longer conceived  of as the property of
power. Rather, the right to search for truth is one of the inalienable natural rights of
man. And where does the press fit into the sheme ?  The press conceived of as a
partner in the search for truth.

In Libertarian theory, the press  is not  an instrument of government, but rather a
device for presenting evidence and arguments on the basis of  which the people can
check on government and make up their  minds as to policy. Therefore, it is
imperative that the press be free from government control and influence. In order
for truth to emerge, all ideas must get a fair hearing ; there must be a « free market
place » of ideas and information. Minorities as well as majorities, the weak as well
as the strong, must have access to the press. This is the theory of the press which
was written into our Bill of Rights.
For  two hundred years the United States and Great Britain have maintained this
kind of press, almost wholly free of government influence and encouraged to serve
as a « Fourth Estate » in the governing process.  As we indicated earlier, most other
non-Communist countries have given at least lip service to the Libertarian theory of
the press. But in our own century there have been currents of change. These
currents have taken the form of a new authoritarianism in the Communist countries
and a trend toward a new Libertarianism in the non-Communist countries. It is the
second of these that we have called, for want of a better name, the Social
Responsibility theory.
[…]

Each of the four chapters that follows represents the individual works, style, and
opinion of its author. We have made no attempt to impose a majority viewpoint on
any of the moot points discussed in these chapters, although we have talked over
among ourselves our papers and our conclusions […] ».
Extract from the «Introduction» of «Four theories of the press»; p. 1 to 6.
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“THE LIBERTARIAN THEORY OF THE PRESS”
(pp. 39-71)

Like other theories of the status and function of the mass media of communication in
society, the libertarian doctrine is a development of the philosophical principles
which provide the basis for the social and  political  structure whithin which the
media operate. Liberalism, as a social and political system, has a framework for the
institutions, is conditionned by the principles underlying the society of which  it is a
part.
For the last century, a large part of civilized world has  professed to adhere to the
principles of liberalism. Today, except for the countries under Communist
domination, most nations at least theoretically have based their social and political
organization on the theories of liberalism [...].

BASIC POSTULATES
(pp. 40-41)

To understand the principles governing the press under democratic governments,
one must understand the basic philosophy of liberalism as it developed in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The democratic nations of today owe their
birth to principles which gradually evolved from the theoretical explorations of a
large number of individual thinkers. Those thinkers in turn were directly influenced
in their speculations by the social, political, and economic events of their times.
The principles of libertarian philisophy, as of authoritarianism, are based on the
answers to questions about the nature of man, the nature of society and man’s
relation to it, and the nature of knowledge and of truth. Althought libertarian
philosophers may differ widely, they have a number of common bonds which identify
them as belonging to a general school or system of philosophy.
Man, say the libertarians, is a rational animal and is an end in himself.
The happiness and  well-being of the individual is the goal of society, and man as a
thinking organism is capable of organising the world around him and of making
decisions which will advance his interests. Although men frequently do not exercice
their God-given powers of reason in resolving human problems, in the long run they
tend, by the aggregate of their individual decisions, to advance the cause of
civilisation. Man differs from lower animals in his ability to think , to remember , to
utilize his experience , and to arrive at conclusions. Because of his unique ability,
man is unique. He is the prime unit of civilisation as well as its mover. The
fulfillment of the individual therefore becomes the ultimate goal – the goal of man,
of society, and of the state.

Libertarians have given varying accounts of the origin of society, but all agree
that the prime function of society is to advance the interests of its individual
members. Many adherents of liberalism cast a nostalgic eye at man in a state of
nature where he was unencumbered by much of the paraphernalia of civilisation.
Although  society  undoubtedly  can contribute much to the well-being of man , at
the same time protections should be found against  the tendency of society to take
over the major role, and become an end in himself.





 
 
 

 

          


      






 


   
          




 





The philosophers of liberalism emphatically deny that the state is the highest
expression of human endeavor, although they admit with some hesitancy that the
state is a useful and even necessary instrument. The state exists as a method of
providing the individual with a milieu in which he can realize his own potentialities .
When it fails to further this end , it becomes a handicap which should be either
abolished or drastically modified. Liberal philosophy does not accept the
proposition that a society becomes a separate entity of greater importance than the
individual members which comprise it […].
The libertarian theory of the nature of knowledge and of truth strongly resembles
the theological doctrines of early Christianity. The power to reason was God-given
just as the knowledge of good and evil was god-given […].

THE DEVELOPMENT OF LIBERALISM
(pp. 41-43)

The sixteenth century provided the experiences ; the seventeenth century saw the
development of the philosophical principles ; and the eighteenth century put these
principles into practice [...]
The geographical discoveries of the sixteenth century provided a new spaciousness
for the mind s of men.
[...]
Another factor affecting the develpment of liberalism was the emergence of the
middle class. In most countries of western  Europe , the  interests of the developing
commercial class demanded an end to religious disputes. It also required limitations
of monarchical powers and on the special privileges of the nobility [...]
England was the principal source of political philosophy in the  seventeenth century
[...] The  Revolution of 1688 resulted in the supremacy of Parliament over the
Crown , in the creation of a party system, and above all in the justification of the
right of revolution.





 
 
 
 
 

 






        



       

 
    

    
    

 





John Locke was the apologist and  theorist for the  British developments , and his
political  philisophy profoundly affected all subsequent western libertarians . Basing
his conclusions on empirical methods, Locke developed a theory of popular
sovereignty, with the center of power in the will of the people.  The government was
merely the trustee to which the people had delegated authority and from which they
could withdraw it.
[...]  The revolutionary aspects of  Locke made him a source of  inspiration of both
the American and French revolutions, and much of his phraseology found its way
into the American Declaration of Independance and the French Rights of Man.
The “Enlightment” of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries contributed
immeasurably toward the acceptance and diffusion of libertarian principles. Its
basic aim was to free man from all outside restrictions on his capacity to use his
reason for solving religious, political and social problems.
The basic idea underlying all tendancies of enlightment was the conviction that
human understanding is capable, by its own power and without recourse to
supernatural assistance of comprehending the system of the world and that this new
way of understanding the world will lead to a new way of mastering it. Enlightment
sought to gain universal recognition for this principle in the natural and intellectual
sciences, in physics, and ethics, in the philosophies of religion, history, law, and
politics.

LIBERALISM AND THE PRESS
(pp. 43-50)

[…] At least three Englishmen and one American made significant contributions
toward this transition : John Milton in the seventeenth century; John Erskine and
Thomas Jefferson in the eighteenth; and John Stuart Mill in the nineteenth.





 
 

 
     Areopagitica   






           


   





 

         

          


   .       
         

 
 





John Milton, in the Areopagitica , published in 1644, wrote a majestic argument for
intellectual freedom in the libertarian tradition [...].

Milton was personally irritated by the Puritan censorship of his own writings and
indicted  the theory and practice of  licensing . Basic to his argument were the
assumptions that man by exercising reason can distinguish between right and
wrong, good and bad [...] .

Milton was confident that Truth  [...] had unique powers of survival when
permitted to assert  itself in a « free and open encounter » [...].

Out of Milton have developed the contemporary concepts of « the open marketplace
of ideas» and the « self-righting process » : let all with something to say be free to
express themselves. The true and sound will survive; the false and unsound will be
vanquished.
Government should keep out of the battle and not weigh the odds in favor of one side
or the other. And even though the false may gain a temporary victory, that which is
true, by drawing to its defense additional forces, will through the self-righting
process ultimately survive. Milton recognized that the right of free discussion might
be limited but he avoided any general principles on which these limitations might be
based.

He wanted freedom from government censorship for serious-minded men who held
honest, although differing , opinions.[...].

Because he thought they did not live up to his standards of honesty, he would deny
full freedom to Roman Catholics and to the ephemeral journalists of his day.

His powerful appeal for intellectual freedom unfortunately had little effect on his
contemporaries, but his work was revived in the eighteenth century and widely
circulated in England and America.

[...] In his defense of publishers accused of violating the  Law [John Erskine]
advanced the libertarian principles of freedom of speech and press .  Erskine  made
his  position clear in defending Paine for publishing  The Rights of Man : « The
proposition which  I  mean to maintain as the basis of liberty of the press , and
without which it is an empty sound, is this : that every man, not intending to mislead
, but seeking to enlighten others with what his  own reason and conscience,
however erreonously, have dictated to him as truth, may address himself to the
universal reason of the whole nation, either upon subjects of government in general,
or upon that our own particular country ».
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John Stuart Mill approached the problem of authority versus liberty from the
viewpoint of a nineteenth-century utilitarian.
For Mill, liberty was the right of the mature individual to think and act as he pleases
so long as he harms no one else by doing so.
All human action, said Mill , should aim  at creating , maintaining, and increasing
the greatest happiness for the greatest number of persons ; for the good society is
one in which the greatest possible number of persons enjoy  the greatest possible
amount of happiness.
One of the main ways for society to insure that its members will contribute moste to
this end  is by giving them the right to think and act for themselves .

Translating this general ideas on liberty to the specific liberty of expression , Mill
presents  four  basic  propositions .
First ,if we silence an opinion , for all we know, we are silencing truth .

Secondly , a wrong opinion may contain a grain of truth necessary for finding the
whole truth .
Third, even  if the commonly  accepted opinion is the whole truth, the public tends to
hold it  not on rational grounds but as  a prejudice unless it is forced to defend it .
Last , unless the commonly held opinion is contested from time to time , it loses its

vitality and its effect on conduct and character .
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Thomas Jefferson was both a philosopher and a statesman  [...] he hoped to create
a government which would provide both security and opportunity for the individual.

Jefferson was firmly convinced that, although individual citizens may err in
exercising their reason, the majority as a group would inevitably make sound
decisions.
To facilitate this process, the individuals in a society should be educated and
informed ; hence Jefferson’s interest in the  instruments of education.
For the mature individual, the press was  an essential source of information  and
guidance , and in order properly to perform its function in a democracy, the press
should be free from control by the state.

Jefferson concluded that the  principal function of government was to establish and
maintain a framework within which the individual could pursue his own ends .
[...] In his  Second Inaugural  Address, he even proclaimed that a government which
could not  stand up under criticism deserved to fall and that  the real  strength of the
federal government was its willingness to permit and  its ability to withstand public
criticism.

[...] The transfer of the  mass media from authoritarian to libertarian principles in
England and  America was not accomplished overnight but over several centuries.
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[...]

Eighteenth-century English jurists made the first attempt to define the limits of
freedom of the press .
Two eminent English judges, Lors Mansfield and Chief Justice Blackstone,

advanced an interpretation based on conservative British tradition. [...].
Both  considered censorship in the form of licensing to be illegal [...].

Blackstone’s statement , widely circulated in the American states , summarizes the
eighteenth-century legalistic position : «The  liberty of the press is indeed essential
to the nature of a free state , but this consists in laying no previous restraints upon
publications, and not in  freedom from censure for criminal matter when published.
Every free man has an undoubted right to lay what sentiments he pleases before the
public ; to forbid, this is to destroy the freedom of the press ; but if he publishes
what is improper, mischievous, or illegal , he must take the consequences of his own
temerity ... thus the will of individuals is still left free ; the abuse only of that free-
will is the object of legal punishment.
Neither is any restrain hereby laid upon freedom of thought or inquiry ; liberty of
private sentiments is still left ; the disseminating , or making public, of bad
sentiments , destructive of the ends of society, is the crime which society corrects »
[...].

STATUS AND FUNCTION OF THE MASS MEDIA IN DEMOCRATIC SOCIETIES
(pp. 50-57)
THE PRESS IN MODERN LIBERTARIAN THEORY (pp. 57-62)

We now turn from the theory behind the functioning of the press under libertarian
principles to a discussion of the operation of the mass media in contemporary
society.
Great Britain, the United States , and some of the British Dominions follow a
common pattern in what has been described as the Anglo-American tradition.[...].
Let us look at the operation of the mass media in the United States .
The twentieth century has been faced with the problem of applying the libertarian
theory to contemporary problems of the mass media. Whatever contribution  has
been made has grown out of experiences in two world wars and out of the
development and expansion of the new media of communication such as motion
pictures and broadcasting.

During the two world wars, the immediate problem was to establish principles
governing the dissemination of expressions which  might interfere with the
immediate objective of the government-winning the war.
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Pure libertarian doctrine made no provision for the cataclysmic effects of a world-
wide war or, for that matter, a local war .
In a vague way, libertarians had granted that a government had the right to protect
itself from destruction under special circumstances, but they had made  no reasoned
analysis of how far a state might go in curtailing liberty of expression in wartime
During  World War  I, the government set up a system for censoring outgoing and
incoming messages, but it made not attempt to muzzle the mass media within the
territorial boundaries of the United States.
A system of volountary censorship was put into operation with the cooperation of
the mass media, principally the newspapers and magazines.
The same system with improved procedures was adopted during World War  II, this
time including radio.
An important  contribution growing out of wartime experiences was the attempt by
the Supreme Court of the  United States  to define the limits of free discussion in a
democracy.
Members of the court recognized that under special conditions such as a major war
the traditional freedoms of the individual must yield to the immediate objective.
The problem was to find a formula  [...] . Authoritarian governments were, of course
,unconcerned about this problem [...]. During the war, the Supreme Court took the
position that if there was a reasonable tendency for discussion to obstruct the war
effort, such discussion could be declared a crime and its participants punished.
Liberal thinkers and legal scholars rushed to criticize the court for  departing from
traditional libertarian principles, and shortly after the war the court changed its
mind by adopting the formula originally proposed by Justices Brandeis and Holmes
.[...]
This formula has become known  as the  clear and present danger test.
Both Holmes and Brandeis recognized the need for some restriction on freedom of
speech and press during national emergencies [...].
They rejected the «reasonable tendency» test in favor of one which  would allow a

wider latitude of freedom [...].
Their solution was to restrict government interference with freedom of expression

except under circumstances here there was an urgent danger to the objectives of the
state […].


MOTION PICTURES IN CURRENT LIBERTARIANISM
(pp. 62-64).

BROADCASTING IN LIBERTARIAN THEORY
(pp. 64-67).

THE LIBERTARIAN PRESS ELSEWHERE IN THE WORLD
(pp. 67-70).

SUMMARY
(pp. 70-71).

___________________
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