
Introduction 

         Freedom is one of the most pervasive elements of modern thought 

– both the popular consciousness and expert conceptualization of 

the human being, society and the world at large. Together with other 

fundamental tenets such as development and democracy, freedom 

is part and parcel of the big story of history called “modernity” which 

has dominated especially western thinking for the past 2-3 centuries. 

The end of the 20th century was a turning point not only in the formal 

calendar introducing a new millennium but also because of the “Collapse 

of Communism”, which followed the end of the Soviet Union and its 

allies in Eastern Europe, leaving behind the division of the world into 
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capitalist West, socialist East and the mixed South – China, Cuba and North 

Korea remaining pockets of socialism amid the mass of global capitalism. 

During the Cold War, freedom served as a central argument in the ideological 

warfare by the West against the East and partly also against the “Third World”. 

Now that this strategic employment of the idea of freedom has terminated, 

there is a need to take a fresh look at its substance and to liberate it from the 

ideological baggage accumulated in the past.

The challenge of deconstructing such a central element in our thinking 

– both everyday and academic – is naturally enormous and cannot be but 

touched upon in one article. Here we focus on press freedom – not freedom of 

speech at large – and we do so by singling out three well-known cases which 

highlight the misconceptions about freedom when applied to the media. The 

fi rst case takes us back to the classics of liberal thought, particularly to John 

Milton’s Areopagitica of 1644 and to John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty of 1859. 

Neither of them proves to be the source of the doctrine whereby there must 

be a free marketplace of ideas which itself ensures that truth will prevail. This 

doctrine was shaped only in the 20th century USA, fi rst in legal and political 

debates between the two World Wars and fi nally during the Cold War in the 

1950s. Hence it is a myth to take the concept of a free marketplace of ideas 

as part and parcel of original liberalism1. 

The two other cases relate to landmark documents of the international 

community which are typically misused to uphold a biased western view of 

press freedom: UNESCO’s Constitution of 1945 and the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights of 1948. Moreover, we highlight the Millennium Declaration 

of 2000. All these documents introduce an idea of media freedom which is 

quite nuanced and far from the absolutist notion conventionally advocated 

especially by commercial media proprietors – namely that freedom in this 

fi eld means absence of State control, including legal regulation other than 

safeguards against censorship. International law does not support this notion 

of negative freedom; what is suggested instead is a notion of positive freedom 

whereby freedom is not an end product to be protected as such but a means 

to ensure other more general objectives such as peace and democracy.

This article aims to make a point with selected cases and does not 

intend to give a comprehensive presentation of the big issues involved. It is 

deliberately one-sided and may appear provocative to those believing in the 

myths in question2.
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Free marketplace of ideas and the legacy of liberalism

Fred Siebert summarizes his essay on the libertarian theory in Four 

Theories of the Press as follows: 

The libertarian theory of the function of the mass media in a 
democratic society has had a long and arduous history. This 
history has paralleled the development of democratic principles in 
government and free enterprise in economics. The theory itself can 
trace a respected lineage among the philosophers of ancient times, 
but it received its greatest impetus from the developments in Western 
Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. From Milton to 
Holmes it has stressed the superiority of the principle of individual 
freedom and judgment and the axiom that truth when allowed free 
rein will emerge victorious from any encounter. Its slogans have 
been the “self-righting process” and the “free market place of ideas.” 
It has been an integral part of the great march of democracy which 
has resulted in the stupendous advancement of the well-being of 
humanity. It has been the guiding principle of western civilization 
for more than two hundred years. (SIEBERT, PETERSON & SCHRAMM, 
1956: 70)

This text, more than anything else, has fuelled the myth that the idea of a 

free marketplace of ideas with its mechanism of self-righting truth belongs to 

the core of liberalism, based on Milton and Mill. The Four Theories became a 

baseline for thinking about the media systems in the world as it fi lled a gap in 

textbooks on journalism and mass communication. However, its popularity 

did not correspond to its scholarly weight and its ideological basis was quite 

shaky, as shown by the critical assessment coming from its home base, the 

College of Communications at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana 

(NERONE, 1995).

In point of fact, the doctrine of a free marketplace of ideas with a self-

righting truth cannot be found in the works of Milton and Mill. Neither of these 

classics of liberalism introduced the concept of marketplace of ideas, although 

both did advocate freedom of thought and speech without prior censorship. 

The following two sentences from Milton’s pamphlet Areopagitica are usually 

quoted as proof that he is the father of the concept of self-correcting truth:

And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon 
the earth, so Truth be in the fi eld, we do injuriously, by licensing 
and prohibiting, to misdoubt her strength. Let her and Falsehood 
grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open 
encounter? (ALTSCHULL, 1990: 40). 
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Actually Milton does not claim here that truth will automatically prevail; 

his point is to oppose the licensing and censorship of printing. He insisted 

that all kinds of views should be allowed to be brought to the public and 

allowed to clash without hindrance. His philosophical view would nowadays 

be called a maxim of pluralism, whereby we would not fi nd the truth without 

also encountering falsehood. Milton was passionately opposed to forbidding 

anything to be published, comparing censorship to murder: “he who destroys 

a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of God”. In his main work 

Paradise Lost of 1667, Milton elaborated the struggle between truth and 

falsehood and made a fervent appeal to challenge offi  cial truths, including 

God’s commandments, with an invitation even to commit sins as a means 

to acquire knowledge and to achieve human growth and development. 

Accordingly, truth will not automatically prevail but must be cultivated in an 

active and radical process. This view is simply incompatible with the concept 

of self-righting truth. In short, Milton cannot be taken as an early advocate of 

market liberalism: “Call him radical, call him puritan, call him republican, but 

do not call him (neo)liberal.” (PETERS, 2005: 72)

The myth about Milton as a source of the doctrine of a free marketplace 

of ideas and self-righting truth began to emerge in the trial of Thomas Paine 

in absentia held in the late 18th century. Paine, author of The Rights of Man 

(1791) and activist in both the American and French revolutions, was accused 

in Britain of inciting revolution in his native country, whose elite was furious 

about the revolutionary ideas. Paine’s defense lawyer, Thomas Erskine, used 

Milton’s Areopagitica to prove that no good government needed to be afraid 

of open discussion and in his argumentation Erskine twisted Milton’s point 

into the concept of self-righting truth. This argument availed nothing in 

the proceedings against Paine but it brought about an erroneous version of 

Milton’s thinking. (KEANE, 1991) 

John Stuart Mill, who had minutely scrutinized what Milton had written 

two centuries earlier, shared the position about the free encounter of ideas 

and the inadmissibility of censorship. His On Liberty is a fi ne elaboration of 

the same theme but it does not include anything about markets, let alone 

about a free marketplace of ideas. The rest of Mill’s production is likewise 

void in this respect. For a liberal he was far from dogmatic about the role 

of the State, considering that state intervention may well be necessary in 

ensuring social justice and other higher values. Also, freedom of opinion and 

its expression was not for Mill an end in itself; he viewed it as “the necessity 

for the mental well-being of mankind (on which all their other well-being 

depends)”, as he expressed the ultimate objective in his summary of the 

grounds for pursuing this freedom.
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As to the concept of self-righting truth, Mill actually held a contrary view, 

whereby it was quite possible that truth failed to prevail in a free encounter 

and falsehood became a dominant public opinion. In On Liberty he dismissed 

the concept of self-righting truth as a “pleasant falsehood”. Later Mill had 

a bitter personal experience of how falsehood may prevail: with his wife, 

Harriet Taylor-Mill, he fought for women’s emancipation but failed to gain 

broader support and even became an object of ridicule, fi nally losing his seat 

in Parliament. 

Consequently, it is a myth that the standard justifi cation for press freedom 

based on the doctrine of free marketplace of ideas comes from the classics 

of liberalism. Milton and Mill do not provide direct support for contemporary 

neo-liberalism and cannot be taken as the basis for a libertarian theory of the 

press. The legacy of original liberalism represents rather social democracy 

and corresponds to a social responsibility theory of the press proposed by 

the Hutchins Commission in the USA in 1947. The concept of freedom in the 

original liberal philosophy was positive rather than negative: freedom for 

something, not freedom from something.

Where, then, are the roots of the doctrine of free marketplace of ideas, 

apart from the trial of Thomas Paine in the 1790s?  An often quoted source 

in the literature is the proceedings in 1919 against Russian emigrants in New 

York, accused of distributing anti-American leafl ets (supporting the socialist 

revolution of 1917). In this process Judge Oliver Wendell Holmes referred to 

“free trade in ideas – that the best test of truth is the power of the thought 

to get itself accepted in the competition of the market” (PETERS, 2004: 71). 

However, as John Durham Peters points out, this is not literally speaking the 

doctrine and slogan of a free marketplace of ideas. 

Peters (2004) traces the fi rst uses of the phrase “free marketplace of 

ideas” to the pages of The New York Times in the routine political discourse of 

the 1930s, but a more profound occurrence before the 1948 Congressional 

election campaign comes from an unusual quarter: the Communist Party 

of the USA, which wanted to campaign “in a free marketplace of ideas”. 

Obviously American leftists employed the slogan as a defense against rising 

anticommunism. However, Peters (2004: 72-79) shows that the context of 

the Cold War soon turned around the political sponsorship of the slogan and 

that already in 1953 The New York Times used it as an argument against the 

Eastern European countries which had censorship to prevent the emergence 

of a free marketplace of ideas.

It was in this intellectual and political climate that the doctrine became 

ingrained in the libertarian theory of the Four Theories of the Press. 

Accordingly, it is correct to say, as suggested by Nerone (1995), that this 
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theoretical construct is built on an ideological Cold War foundation and that 

it has little in common with the legacy of original liberalism.

Free fl ow of information and the constitution of UNESCO

UNESCO presents itself typically as a defender of freedom – not the least 

press freedom. Its website (http://www.unesco.org/) introduces the relevant 

sector as follows: 

The Communication and Information Sector (CI) was established 
in its present form in 1990. Its programs are rooted in UNESCO’s 
Constitution, which requires the Organization to promote “free fl ow 
of ideas by word and image”… 

Let us read carefully what UNESCO’s Constitution says about the 

promotion of “free fl ow of information by word and image”:

1. The purpose of the Organization is to contribute to peace and 
security by promoting collaboration among the nations through 
education, science and culture in order to further universal respect for 
justice, for the rule of law and for the human rights and fundamental 
freedoms which are affi  rmed for the peoples of the world, without 
distinction of race, sex, language or religion, by the Charter of the 
United Nations.

2.To realize this purpose the Organization will:

         a) Collaborate in the work of advancing the mutual knowledge 
and understanding of peoples, through all means of mass 
communication and to that end recommend such international 
agreements as may be necessary to promote the free fl ow of ideas 
by word and image;

Here the free fl ow of ideas is supposed to serve the mutual knowledge 

and understanding of peoples (Article 2(a)), which in turn is subjected to the 

overriding purpose of contributing to peace and security (Article 1). Thus 

UNESCO’s constitutional mission is not to promote the free fl ow as such – as 

a simple and isolated aspect – but to do it for the purpose of advancing 

the mutual knowledge and understanding of peoples for the higher cause of 

peace and security. Moreover, Article 2 (a) specifi es that UNESCO’s promotion 

of the free fl ow should take place by means of collaboration and through 

international agreements. It is also noteworthy that Article 1 determines 

UNESCO’s overall mandate to further universal respect for justice, for the rule 

of law and for human rights and fundamental freedoms as affi  rmed by the 

UN Charter.
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The conceptual structure of the constitutional stipulation is quite clear, 

with the mandate to promote free fl ow placed on the third level below (1) 

peace and security and (2) mutual knowledge and understanding of peoples. 

The reference to human rights and fundamental freedoms in Article 1 does 

not provide an unconditional license for free fl ow but rather ties UNESCO’s 

mandate to the general principles of international law as laid down in the UN 

Charter. In fact, here we have a textbook example of the notion of positive 

freedom – free fl ow serving other objectives (freedom for) instead of being 

an end in itself as the notion of negative freedom is understood (freedom 

from).

Reading UNESCO’s contemporary presentations of itself in the CI sector 

(such as the one above) leads one to wonder whether the Constitution has 

been forgotten since 1990 – the end of the Cold War. To put it more bluntly, 

UNESCO seems to have departed from its legitimate constitutional mandate 

by elevating freedom of information as a top priority with a self-serving 

objective. For example, under the theme Freedom of Expression the text 

reads: “UNESCO promotes freedom of expression and freedom of the press 

as a basic human right…” Here and elsewhere “press” has appeared as the 

subject of freedom – without it being mentioned anywhere in the Constitution 

or other sources of international law (more on this in the next case).

To be fair to the current actors at UNESCO, one should note that the web 

page “About the CI Sector” has this subtitle: “Empowering people through 

the free fl ow of ideas by word and image, and by access to information and 

knowledge.” Here free fl ow is at least tied to people and their emancipation, 

but the main constitutional points of peace and security as well as mutual 

knowledge and understanding of peoples are conspicuously absent from 

practically all presentations and programs. Of course the blame lies not only 

with the Secretariat headed by the Director-General but ultimately with the 

Member States with whose blessing the organization operates.

It is not diffi  cult to fi nd an explanation for UNESCO’s departure from its 

constitutional line. It wanted to get rid of its reputation as a fellow traveler 

of the socialist and authoritarian regimes which had developed in the West 

along with the anti-imperialist drive in the 1970s and which had given rise to 

such concepts as New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO, 

known in the Latin languages by the acronym NOMIC). By adopting freedom 

as a leading theme especially in the media fi eld, UNESCO draws a line at the 

world before 1990 – with its division into three worlds, including the socialist 

bloc of the East and the Non-Aligned Movement of the South. Entering a 

new millennium, UNESCO presents itself as freed from the burdens of the 

past. Psychologically this may be understandable as treatment of a trauma, 
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but it is fatally wrong in terms of UNESCO’s constitutional status and role in 

international politics. By wrapping its IC sector in a freedom banner, UNESCO 

has dissociated itself from its basic mandate and supported the myth that 

its mission is unconditional free fl ow. To use an old metaphor: the baby has 

been thrown out with the bath water.

In order to understand what has happened at UNESCO, one needs to 

recall the history of the anti-imperialist drive of the 1970s (NORDENSTRENG 

1984; 1999)3. It was part and parcel of a more fundamental development 

in the global arena with landmarks such as the UN resolutions on a New 

International Economic Order and equating Zionism with racism. During this 

radical period in international politics, UNESCO made history by producing the 

Mass Media Declaration, the MacBride Report and setting up the International 

Program for the Development of Communication (IPDC). It is remarkable 

that all this was done by diplomatic consensus, although the “great media 

debate” in the 1970s went through three war-like stages of (1) decolonization 

off ensive, (2) western counterattack, and (3) truce (NORDENSTRENG, 2005: 

45). 

What followed after these stages is crucial for understanding UNESCO’s 

traumatic relationship to freedom of information:

However, the balance of global forces changed drastically soon after 
the MacBride Report was issued. Ronald Reagan’s advent as President 
in early 1981 turned the USA from multilateralism to a unilateral 
employment of power politics, with a relative weakening of the 
USSR and the Non-Aligned Movement. The truce of the 1970s was 
followed by a new Western off ensive in the 1980s. At this stage all 
the elements of compromise which were earlier regarded as valuable 
and honorable went suddenly out of fashion and even turned into 
liability risks. Thus M’Bow lost his job and NWICO became a taboo 
at UNESCO.

In a broader context of Western politics, UNESCO was regarded as 
a burden, whereby the Reagan administration decided that the USA 
would leave the Organization, followed by Thatcher’s UK. Here it is 
important to realize that the American and British departures from 
UNESCO were not caused primarily by NWICO, MacBride or M’Bow but 
that the true reason was a strategic shift away from multilateralism 
– a warning to the international community that leading Western 
powers would not be outvoted by the majority of the world’s nations. 
As expressed by a former Assistant Secretary of State in the Carter 
administration, “UNESCO was the Grenada of the United Nations” 
– a relatively small target to demonstrate what could be done on a 
larger scale if the interests of the big power were not respected.
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In this light, UNESCO’s record after M’Bow – both in communication 
and other sectors – is far from honorable. The Organization not only 
stopped following the strategic line of the South and the East but 
it did its utmost to appeal to the West – not the least to the non-
member state USA – for example by attempting to censor a book 
exposing UNESCO’s U-turn in media policy (Preston & al. 1989). Part 
of this culture of the 1980s was the fact that MacBride Report, like 
NWICO, was regarded as politically incorrect. (NORDENSTRENG, 
2005: 46)

Another quote from the author’s earlier publication illuminates the role of 

the State regarding freedom of information:

At the height of the NWICO battles in the 1980s, the coalition 
dominated by U.S. press proprietors and led by the World Press 
Freedom Committee (WPFC) engineered “The Declaration of Talloires,” 
which advocated the U.S. First Amendment notion of media freedom 
and attacked the NWICO for ostensibly advocating State control of 
the media. This call by the self-proclaimed voice of the “independent 
news media” was endorsed by a letter from President Ronald Reagan, 
the highest representative of the U.S. State (Nordenstreng 1999: 
257). The Talloires group went around proudly quoting the letter, 
without seeing the paradox: the State actively advocating a denial of 
State involvement in the media.

The ideological struggles around NWICO exposed the central role 
that the concept of the State occupies in media policies, both 
national and international. Given the libertarian bias held even by 
many leftist media intellectuals, it was relatively easy to construct 
the big lie that NWICO promoted State control (such as licensing of 
journalists). A demonized notion of the State traveled so well that 
many professional and academic experts failed to see that while 
opposing State control and supporting media freedom they were 
in fact subscribing to a corporate initiative, conspicuously directed 
against democratic interests. 

True, the situation was quite complicated in the international arena, 
with the Soviet-led socialist countries as well as several less democratic 
Third World countries supporting the NWICO. Later, when Eastern 
European countries became fellow travelers of Western powers, the 
balance also shifted at UNESCO, which switched from advocating to 
opposing NWICO. This reversal reveals another paradox: The United 
States had left UNESCO, citing among other reasons its displeasure 
with NWICO as an instrument of State control of the media, while in 
the post-NWICO period the United States, formally a non-member, 
gained signifi cant infl uence over UNESCO’s liberal media policies, 
mainly through the surrogate body WPFC. (NORDENSTRENG, 2001: 
159)
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In a still broader historical context, UNESCO’s current approach to the 

free fl ow of information means a return to what Americans had been trying to 

push onto its agenda since its foundation in 1945 and which largely fi gured 

in its communication policies in the 1950s and 1960s – regardless of what 

the Constitution said. As Herbert Schiller (1976) has shown, the American 

doctrine of free fl ow of information has an ironic prehistory between the 

two World Wars when the Associated Press (AP) used it as an argument in 

encroaching upon the territories of the British and French news agencies 

Reuters and Havas (COOPER, 1942). Referring to American expansionism, the 

British Economist noted that Kent Cooper, the executive manager of AP, “like 

most big business executives, experiences a peculiar moral glow in fi nding 

that his idea of freedom coincides with his commercial advantage” (SCHILLER, 

1976: 29). In the early 1940s the American Society of Newspaper Editors 

proposed to the U.S. Congress that it support “world freedom of information 

and unrestricted communications of news throughout the world” (Ibid.: 31). 

This lobbying was successful to the point that John Foster Dulles, one of the 

chief architects of the American Cold War policy after 1945, declared: “If I 

were to be granted one point in foreign policy and no other, I would make it 

the free fl ow of information” (Ibid.: 30).

Despite initial hesitancy among the European allies, the doctrine of free 

fl ow of information became indeed a central element in the common Western 

arsenal of the Cold War. It found its way also to UNESCO, although as shown 

by Joseph Mehan (1981), the Americans did not succeed in totally turning 

the Organization into an instrument of the Cold War (NORDENSTRENG, 1984: 

6-7). A muted but still noticeable line in keeping with the Western free fl ow 

doctrine continued until the 1970s, when it was challenged by what was 

characterized above as an anti-imperialist drive. Schiller wrote his disarming 

historical review at this time in the middle of the 1970s, suggesting that the 

American hegemony was on the decline, giving a way to a more balanced 

notion of free fl ow whereby the developing world would also have its fair 

share. Today we can say that Schiller was wrong and American domination 

is back again. 

The lesson from this history is, fi rstly, that free fl ow of information has 

never been a neutral and ecumenical concept but rather a tactical argument 

in socio-economic and ideological struggles. Secondly, the constitutional 

mission of UNESCO, based on a text drafted in the idealistic spirit towards 

the end of World War II, was contradictory to the free fl ow doctrine created 

in the USA and turned into a Cold War instrument. Thirdly, by following the 

free fl ow doctrine, UNESCO deviated from its constitutional mission until 

the 1970s when the Mass Media Declaration, the MacBride Commission and 
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NWICO brought it back on track. As we know, this turn back to basics was 

only short-lived and was derailed by political shifts in the world. 

In any case we may say with just a little exaggeration that in the media 

fi eld UNESCO has never been closer to its constitutional mission than during 

the 1970s. After all, the concept of NWICO is more compatible with UNESCO’s 

Constitution than is the free fl ow doctrine. 

While these are important lessons, there is no need to set up a Truth 

Commission to examine the past. Today we can take a fresh look at the 

future provided by the World Summit on Information in the Information 

Society (PADOVANI & NORDENSTRENG, 2005).

Press freedom and the universal declaration of human rights

While the preceding two cases took us on lengthy historical excursions, 

the present one is fairly simple and straightforward: the subject of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is not an institution called the press or the 

media but an individual human being. Therefore the phrase “freedom of the 

press” is misleading as it includes an elusive idea that the privilege of human 

rights is extended to the media, its owners and managers, rather than to the 

people for expressing their voice through the media.

Let us again read carefully the famous Article 19 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights:

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this 
right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to 
seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media 
and regardless of frontiers.

The subject of the right here is “everyone” in the sense of “all human 

beings” (phrase is used in Article 1). Beyond everyone appears only “a social 

and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this 

Declaration can be fully realized”, as stipulated in Article 28 (introducing 

the concept of “international order”, which later in the NWICO debate was 

rejected by the western press freedom advocates). Nothing in Article 19 

suggests that the institution of the press has any ownership right to this 

freedom. And the word “media” appears as an open means for the use of 

“everyone” to seek, receive and impart information and ideas. 

In fact, Article 19 stipulates that the media should be in the service, if 

not the ownership, of the people. It is a myth that the press and the media 

themselves enjoy protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms. In 

this respect some human rights lobbies, including that bearing the name of 



BRAZILIAN  JOURNALISM  RESEARCH  -  Volume 3 - Number 1 - Semester 1 - 2007

Kaarle Nordenstreng

26

Article 19, have pursued doubtful policies in favor of media proprietors and 

against individual people.

Pedantically speaking, Article 19 introduces the right of “freedom 

of opinion and expression” – not “freedom of information” or “free fl ow 

of information”, let alone “press freedom”. Moreover, it is important to 

remember that the Universal Declaration of 1948 does not constitute proper 

international law; this is established only by the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights, adopted 18 years later. And that document adds to 

the defi nition of the Declaration’s Article 19 the provision that the exercise 

of this right “carries with it special duties and responsibilities” and may be 

subject to certain restrictions under specifi c circumstances to be provided 

by law. 

Accordingly, the legal form of what is referred to as “press freedom” 

includes a concept of freedom which is far from the unconditional license to 

do anything, as is typically suggested by media proprietors and also many 

journalists. As in the preceding two cases, the concept of freedom under 

human rights turns out to be quite qualifi ed and leads us to be wary of the 

conventional myth.

All this is an old lesson which, however, has largely been forgotten. It 

is important to relearn this lesson, with teaching materials such as those 

provided by Nordenstreng and Schiller in 1979 (Part 3 with chapters by Eek, 

Gross and Whitton), Nordenstreng in 1984 (Part 2 on international law and 

the mass media) and Hamelink in 1994. Moreover, here is a challenge for 

journalism educators to prepare an easy-to-read and up-to-date presentation 

of the true idea of freedom within the context of international law and 

politics4. 

Media freedom and the millennium declaration

A largely overlooked paragraph in the Millennium Declaration of 

September 18, 2000, under “V. Human rights, democracy and good 

governance” resolves:

To ensure the freedom of the media to perform their essential role 
and the right of the public to have access to information.

Here fi nally we have an authoritative document of the international 

community – although only a Declaration, not a text of proper international 

law – which speaks literally about the freedom of the media. But how? It is 

not an abstract freedom granted to the media but a call or even an obligation 
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to perform a certain role in society and to assist people to gain access to 

information. Once more, it is a concept of positive freedom to perform a 

certain role – not a negative freedom from restraint to do whatever the media 

may want to do. The parameters for the “essential role” are not specifi ed, 

but the Millennium Declaration leaves little doubt about what is meant under 

the preceding four chapters “Values and principles”, “Peace, security and 

disarmament”, “Development and poverty eradication”, and “Protecting our 

common environment”.

Consequently, we can trace a centuries-long historical line from the early 

modern age to the post-modern world, with a surprisingly coherent idea of 

freedom of information. In this context, liberalism is not a partisan ideology 

hijacked by U.S. diplomacy but a balanced philosophy which is far from 

outdated. And despite political turns at UNESCO, the idealism written into its 

Constitution is far from a dead letter. Although the new millennium faces ever 

greater problems in the world, there is still cause for optimism.

Conclusion

The myths covered in this article suggest that freedom applied to the media 

is a highly problematic concept. Moreover, it is a conspicuously ideological 

concept – especially when understood to be simple and apolitical. 

While the exposure of the myths above has been somewhat polemic and 

one-sided, it does not suggest that the idea of freedom – in general or applied 

to the media – should be undermined or subjected to dogmatic doubt. On the 

contrary, freedom of thought, of expression and of the media is cherished as 

a vital element in the lives of individuals as well as societies. Yet, the concept 

of freedom should not be elevated beyond critical assessment and debate, as 

often is done, especially by press freedom advocates, who tend to mystify the 

notion of freedom and stigmatize others questioning the absolutist nature of 

(press) freedom5.  

It is precisely because of its great value that freedom should not be 

allowed to degenerate into an ideological instrument, as has too often been 

the case. The very phrase “press freedom” serves as a warning example.

In order to disprove the old myths and to avoid the emergence of new 

ones, it is important that freedom, and the lack of it, remain in constant 

debate – not only as a reality but also as an idea, in the spirit of Milton and 

Mill.
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NOTES

1  This case is based on a doctoral dissertation on John Stuart Mill and 
his relation to the libertarian theory of the press just completed by 
Jorma Mäntylä at the University of Tampere. It is published in Finnish; 
a summarizing article in English is in preparation.

2  No doubt some of these true believers from the Cold War era refer 
to my past as President of IOJ, which included the national unions of 
journalists from the USSR and other socialist countries (but also most 
developing countries including Brazil’s FENAJ). I have indeed made 
this point about liberty consistently since the 1970s and at that time 
of East-West confrontation the western advocates of press freedom 
used to argue that as head of that “Communist World Organization” 
I was only trying to attack western values in defense of the system 
which was allegedly not free. In this respect I was placed in the same 
basket with Armand Mattelart, Herbert Schiller and other “useful 
fools” (Lenin’s phrase for progressive friends in the West). This cheap 
argument no longer applies in the contemporary world and the fi eld 

is now open for a more frank and serious intellectual encounter.

3  A small but still signifi cant chapter in this history was the study 
on television program structures around the world and the import 
and export fl ows related to them. Initiated by me when I was still 
head of research at the Finnish Broadcasting Company in 1970-71 
and carried out together with my research assistant, Tapio Varis, 
in 1971-73, it was supported by UNESCO, which commissioned 
my new base at the University of Tampere to hold a symposium 
in May 1973 to discuss the results of the study. The symposium 
was addressed by Finland’s then President, Urho Kekkonen, who 
criticized the western notion of (anti-Communist) freedom and who 
used the term “information imperialism” in referring to the imbalance 
of media fl ows in the world. This speech as well as the summary 
results of the study and symposium were published by UNESCO in 
several languages as an issue which became a bestseller in its series 
Reports and Papers in Mass Communication (NORDENSTRENG and 
VARIS, 1974). What began as a small and technical study grew into a 

classic in the “great media debate”.

4  Of course this should have been done long ago by UNESCO. However, 
its activity relating to the media and journalism has systematically 
avoided putting on its agenda matters of principle such as freedom, 
and it has rather affi  rmatively followed the political trends of the 
day. A new platform also for this challenge will be provided by the 
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fi rst World Journalism Education Congress in Singapore in June 2007 

(http://www.amic-wjec.org/).

5  The latest confrontation in this regard developed around the 
cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed published in Denmark. An 
international study of this case was carried out at the University 
of Tampere, including 14 national reviews of the way freedom of 
speech was understood in professional and journalistic debates 
(KUNELIUS & al., 2007). In a Finnish debate stimulated by this study, 
its main researcher, Professor Kunelius, has been attacked by several 
journalists after he used the term “fundamentalist” to characterize 
an extreme libertarian view (one in a typology of four) whereby the 
publishing of the cartoons can under no circumstances be denied on 
grounds of principle. Kunelius pointed out that such a fundamentalist 
version of freedom places itself beyond refl ection and thus turns 
against the idea of liberty as an open and tolerant approach. His 
opponents on their part accuse him and his fellow researchers of 
condoning censorship. Obviously the same kind of debate – or a 
dialogue of the deaf – takes place also elsewhere with stimuli such 

as the Danish cartoons. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ALTSCHULL, Herbert. From Milton to McLuhan. The Ideas behind American 
Journalism. New York: Longman, 1990.

COOPER, Kent. Barriers Down. New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1942.

HAMELINK, Cees. The Politics of World Communication: A Human Rights 
Perspective. London: Sage, 1994.

KEANE, John. The Media and Democracy. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991.

KUNELIUS, Risto. EIDE, Elisabeth, HAHN, Oliver and SCHROEDER, Roland 
(eds.): Reading the Mohammed Cartoon Controversy: An International 
Analysis of Press Discourses on Free Speech and Political Spin. Bochum: 
Project Verlag, 2007. 

MEHAN, Joseph. “UNESCO and the U.S.: Action and Reaction”. In: Journal 
of Communication, 1981:159-163.

NERONE, John (ed.). Last Rights. Revisiting Four Theories of the Press. 
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1995.

NORDENSTRENG, Kaarle. The Mass Media Declaration of UNESCO. Norwood, 
NJ: Ablex, 1984.



BRAZILIAN  JOURNALISM  RESEARCH  -  Volume 3 - Number 1 - Semester 1 - 2007

Kaarle Nordenstreng

30

_____. “The Context: Great Media Debate”. In: VINCENT, Richard, 
NORDENSTRENG, Kaarle and TRABER, Michael (eds.). Towards Equity 
in Global Communication: MacBride Update. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton, 
1999: 235-268.

_____. “Epilogue”. In: MORRIS, Nancy and WAISBORD, Silvio (eds.). Media 
and Globalization: Why the State Matters. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefi eld, 2001:155-160. (Available at http://www.uta.fi /laitokset/
tiedotus/laitos/epilogue.rtf)

_____. “A Milestone in the Great Media Debate”. In: Quardens del CAC 
(Consell de l’Audiovisual de Catalunya, Catalonia Broadcasting 
Council), No. 21/2005: 45-48. (Available: http://www.audiovisualcat.
net/publicationsing/q21angnordenstreng.pdf)

NORDENSTRENG, Kaarle and Schiller, Herbert (eds.). National Sovereignty 
and International Communication: A Reader. Norwood, NJ: Ablex 
Publishing.

NORDENSTRENG, Kaarle and VARIS, Tapio. Television Traffi  c – A One-Way 
Street? A Survey and Analysis of the International Flow of Television 
Program Material.  Paris: UNESCO Reports and Papers on Mass 
Communication, No. 70/1974. 

PADOVANI, Claudia and NORDENSTRENG, Kaarle. “From NWICO to WSIS: 
Another World Information and Communication Order?”. In: Global 
Media and Communication, 3/2005:264-272. (Available at http://
www.uta.fi /laitokset/tiedotus/laitos/From_NWICO_toWSIS.pdf)

PETERS, John Durham. “‘The Marketplace of Ideas’: A History of the 
Concept”. In: CALABRESE, Andrew and SPARKS, Colin (eds.): Toward 
a Political Economy of Culture: Capitalism and Communication in the 
21st Century. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers, 2004.

_____ . Courting the Abyss. Free Speech and the Liberal Tradition. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005.

SCHILLER, Herbert. Communication and Cultural Domination. White 
Plains, NY: International Arts and Sciences Press, 1976.

SIEBERT, Fred, PETERSON, Theodore and SCHRAMM, Wilbur. Four Theories 
of the Press. The Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility 
and Soviet Communist Concepts of What the Press Should Be and Do. 
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1956.

Kaarle Nordenstreng is Professor of Theory of Communication and 
Media Ethics at Department of Journalism and Mass Communication 

in the University of Tampere, Finland.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


