Free and Independent Press

A free press meets many needs in a democracy. It exposes government mistakes and corruption that officials may want to keep quiet. It allows ideas to be publicly heard, examined, and questioned. This free flow of ideas and information enables people to make informed decisions about public issues—an essential activity of self-government. In Europe and the United States, television is the primary source of information for most people. Maintaining citizen access to information is challenging when all or most broadcast media outlets are monopolized by powerful individuals, corporations, or the government itself.

Democratic Government: Protector and Regulator of a Free Press

European democracies generally try to protect and regulate press freedom and people’s access to information through law. The Russian Constitution, for example, states that “the freedom of mass communication shall be guaranteed… censorship shall be banned.” However, it also reserves the right to determine “the list of data comprising state secrets” by federal law. In 

the United States, decisions of the Supreme Court have largely shaped press freedom. While the

First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution reads, “Congress shall make no law… abridging the

freedom of speech, or of the press,” these freedoms have never been absolute. Throughout U.S.

history, the government has attempted to limit press freedom on several grounds. These include

national security and interference with a national war effort.
Concentration of Broadcast Media Power: Examples and Consequences

What can happen when only a few decisionmakers determine which stories will receive broadcast time? During August 2006, for example, all three major U.S. television networks

opened their evening newscasts with in-depth coverage of the arrest of John Mark Karr, a former

teacher suspected of murdering child beauty contestant JonBenet Ramsey. By contrast that day,

two networks only mentioned briefly the Bush Administration’s use of the National Security

Agency to conduct secret surveillance on U.S. citizens, and the third network did not mention it

at all (“Mainstream TV Media Drops the Ball,” 2006).  Even when someone wants to buy television time, commercial television networks are free to say no. MoveOn.org, a left-wing U.S. political group, tried to buy advertising time for an anti-Iraq War message during the 2004 Super Bowl. The television network, CBS, declined to run the advertisement, citing a policy of avoiding political ads. According to Alex Jones of Harvard University, “The rules are exactly what the owner of the news medium wants them to be…. they are not rules, they are simply choices” (“MoveOn Knocked Out,” 2004). In fact, CBS did run three political advertisements during the Super Bowl—including one for President Bush’s White House Office of National Drug Control Policy.

Source: www.deliberating.org/Lessons_Free_Press.pdf
