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O
n November 15, 2004, the Woodrow
Wilson Center’s Latin American
Program and the Office of the Special

Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression,
Organization of American States, hosted a con-
ference on the role of the media in the consoli-
dation of democracy. Cynthia Arnson, the Deputy
Director of the Latin American Program and
Eduardo Bertoni, the Special Rapporteur for
Freedom of Expression opened the conference.
Arnson shared the results of two recent studies
about democracy, emphasizing that popular satis-
faction with democratic governance is low in
many countries and that the media can play an
important role in democratic consolidation. She
pointed to a United Nations Development
Program study in which 43 percent of Latin
Americans considered themselves to be “democ-
rats,” while 26.5 percent stated that they did not
support democratic government. The remainder
of the survey group was ambivalent, and Arnson
pointed out that this is a group for which mean-
ingful improvements in democratic performance
were most important. Arnson also referred to a
Latinobarómetro poll demonstrating that, over a
decade after the beginning of democratic transi-
tions, most respondents in Mexico, Peru,
Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, and Venezuela
said that their countries had not succeeded in
consolidating democracy. Instead, she noted, the
public believed that countries were governed for
the good of the few and were headed in the
wrong direction. Arnson noted that while over
half of respondents expressed some or a lot of
trust in the broadcast media, Latin American
publics also tend to perceive the communications
media as an important de facto power driving
their respective economic and political systems.

While the public valued the role of the media as
a watchdog on government actions, respondents
also stated that the media’s role in forming public
opinion meant that they, not the people, exer-
cised the greatest influence on governments.

Eduardo Bertoni provided a brief overview of
the Office of the Special Rapporteur for Freedom
of Expression, noting that the office has function-
al autonomy and its own budget. He described the
office as responsible for protecting, monitoring,
and promoting human rights in the Inter-
American system. Bertoni noted that the office
attempts to carry out its functions by preparing
annual reports and special thematic reports, and by
organizing promotional activities such as this con-
ference. He also noted that the office plays an
instrumental role in notifying the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights about emergency
situations that threaten freedom of expression, so
that the Commission may recommend precau-
tionary measures should it deem them necessary.
The office also drafts opinions and presents oral
arguments before the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights in San José, Costa Rica. Bertoni
described some of the successes of the office in
promoting democratization and the rule of law in
the hemisphere, including the repeal of a number
of laws restricting freedom of the press and the
promulgation of a number of access-to-informa-
tion laws in various OAS member states. Finally,
Bertoni noted that most threats to freedom of
expression can be classified into two groups.
Traditional threats to journalists include judicial
harassment, a lack of legal norms to implement
the right of access to information, and even phys-
ical attacks and assassinations. He described non-
traditional threats as including the types of issues
that would be discussed at the conference.
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C arlos Eduardo Lins da Silva focused on cur-
rent non-traditional threats to journalism
in Brazil, although he also noted at the

outset that the line between journalism and enter-
tainment was becoming increasingly blurred in
Brazil and some other Latin American countries.

Lins da Silva noted that historically, Brazil has
experienced two clearly defined types of journalism,
starting with the first two newspapers published
there in 1808. He said that one type of journalism—
rooted in the tradition of the Gazeta do Rio de
Janeiro, a state-owned newspaper—almost exclusive-
ly publicizes and praises the government, while the
other—inspired by the Correio Braziliense, published
in London and smuggled into Brazil—is strictly
opposed to the government and often tied to oppo-
sition political movements. He stated that some
parts of Brazil are still limited to only these two
extreme forms of journalism. Lins da Silva observed
that no truly economically independent media
existed in Brazil until the 1930s at the earliest. He
noted that the period from the 1930s through the
1950s was the first era in which media found them-
selves economically viable without their political
sponsors’ aid. He stated that media in some regions

of Brazil—especially the poorer ones—have failed
to achieve such autonomy even today, and many
newspapers continue to be heavily financed by gov-
ernment support. However, the best newspapers in
the country, published in cities such as São Paulo,
Rio, and Porto Alegre, have been very helpful in
the consolidation of democratic institutions in
Brazil and have performed their watchdog role
properly on many occasions.

Lins da Silva said that while journalists who work
for these types of government-dependent newspa-
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pers can contribute to the defense of freedom of
expression, their role in the formation of real
democracy is much more circumscribed. In part for
this reason, the capacity of the media to stimulate
real democratic consolidation is much more limited
than commonly thought. He argued that the poten-
tial role of the media in promoting democratic con-
solidation in Latin America is further limited by
other institutions that continue to be weak. He
pointed especially to judiciaries and dishonest police
forces as examples. Lins da Silva concluded that the
stage of perfection which media in any given coun-
try are capable of achieving will largely be deter-
mined by that of the region which they serve. The
exchange between the media and other institutions
cannot be denied.

In discussing the blurring distinctions between
journalism and entertainment, Lins da Silva noted
that newspapers are declining and new forms of
providing information, such as the Internet, are
growing. In his view, this has led to declining jour-
nalistic standards: diminished output of information
by trained journalists is not being adequately

replaced by less responsible forms of media like
Internet blogs and radio talk shows. He observed
that such media too often present opinions as facts,
fueling the tendency for declining public trust in
journalists as a whole. He also argued that irrespon-
sible journalism in the United States promotes dis-
trust in Latin America. He cited two examples of
activities that harm the reputations of journalists
generally: coverage of the Iraq war that is perceived
in the region to be biased, and the scandal involving
New York Times reporter Jayson Blair.

Contrary to what one might expect, Lins da Silva
noted that the current sales of many media con-
glomerates that have traditionally been owned by
the so-called “media barons” may in fact be detri-
mental, as at least these long-term owners were
largely dedicated to journalistic integrity. He noted
that many recent sales of newspapers have been to
groups that he considers “adventurers.” He attrib-
utes such sales to a financial crisis in the media
industry generally, and notes that the actions of
some of these new owners may discredit journalism
in a broader sense.
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P ablo Halpern outlined three distinct phases
in the relationship between the media and
democracy in Chile. From 1990 to 1994,

the media played an active role in the transition.
Around 1995, when the second phase set in, the
media entered a new era of competition. From 2000
onward, Halpern argued, Chilean society has suf-
fered a crisis of confidence in its public institutions.

In describing the first phase, Halpern noted that
Chile had experienced a very peculiar transition to
democracy, both within the Latin American context
and also in comparison with other world democra-
cies. He said that the military regime had been
trapped by its own mechanism of succession, agree-
ing to carry out a plebiscite and proceeding to lose
it. Halpern stated that the transition truly became
highly successful under a center-left governing
coalition because of political stability and sustained
economic growth; during the early 1990s, Chile’s
GDP had grown about 6 to 7 percent per year.

Halpern argued that the political transition com-
menced with changes to the 1980 constitution that
occurred in the late 1980’s. Reforms to local gov-
ernments and the electoral system, among others,
followed. During this time, he stated, the press pro-
vided a stage for the public debate on democratiz-
ing the political system. More liberal points of view
gained ground in a press that had traditionally been
resistant to promoting reforms. As the transition
progressed, Halpern said, institutional stability and
diminishing the risk of an authoritarian reversal
became distinct editorial tasks for the Chilean press.
Halpern observed that the value attached to stabili-
ty created an alliance among political and private
sector elites and the press to “take care” of the polit-
ical transition, especially with respect to frequent
conflicts with the country’s armed forces.

Halpern noted that throughout this initial peri-
od, as the media editorialized equally in favor of
economic stability and strong social policies, social
pressures were reduced and a public environment

favoring tax and labor reforms was created.
Additionally, new media policies were implement-
ed, including a law regulating the National
Television Network, making government media
public and more autonomous. The private sector
was allowed to own and operate television stations.
Eventually, the former opposition press also began
to disappear, as these outlets had focused more on
their political mission than on becoming financially
viable. A lack of understanding of the “new Chile”
and the industrial nature of the media ended most
center-left media companies.

Finally, the media during this period committed
itself to aiding in the process of breaking up terror-
ist groups. It was not until the mid-1990s that the
media began to question the methods used by the
new intelligence agencies that had been created
under the democratic government.

During the second period of transition, which
Halpern labeled the “era of competition,” the
democracy of consensus that had held sway since
the end of the Pinochet era gave way to more com-
petition. President Frei’s election marked the true
beginning of political competition, in Halpern’s
opinion, and the figure of the president became less
sacred in the media. With Frei, for the first time, the
presidency became the subject of press humor.
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Simultaneously, the period of competition led to
the media becoming a factor in political strategies,
with an attendant blurring of the line that divided
facts and opinion. Mass utilization of new technolo-
gies—broadband, satellite, and the Internet—
became more widespread. Systems to measure the
size and the taste of audiences were put in place, and
with these rapid changes, the media started compet-
ing aggressively to capture the largest audience
share. Heavy competition unleashed more extreme
liberal and conservative viewpoints on values, with
the media playing an active role in values-related
debates. As an example, Halpern pointed to the sys-
tematic resistance to government AIDS campaigns
by media outlets that were conservative or very
sympathetic to the Catholic Church.

During the third and current period, the media
have played a crucial role in uncovering scandals that
have triggered a crisis of confidence among the
population. Reports of alleged pedophilia involving
Catholic bishops, priests, politicians, and business-
men gained widespread attention, but also led to
overly aggressive journalism. Halpern pointed to an
inaccurate report stating that a legislator had been
involved in such activities as one example of these
excesses. Thus, Halpern concluded, in contrast to
the period of the transition, strengthening democra-
cy no longer plays as important a role in the mission
or commitment of the media. Liberal elites contin-
ue to press for more true autonomy in the media,
along with better quality reporting and the portray-
al of a more diverse society.

DISCUSSION

Panel moderator Julia Preston of The New York Times
noted that the issues that the panel debated remind-
ed her of the years of the Reagan administration,
when many in the press considered that they were
playing their constitutional role in the purest sense
through their coverage of Central American war-
fare in the midst of intense misinformation emanat-
ing from Washington. She also observed that one of
the main challenges the Latin American news

media face is achieving greater independence and
higher quality by building commercially successful
journalism enterprises. Preston attributed the diffi-
culty to the fact that many journalists are trained in
news-gathering but not business.

Lins da Silva pointed out that Brazil has seen a
number of new newspapers sprout up that qualita-
tively are quite good, but that only survive for a few
months. He said that the same can be said about
some television news programs. He sees the under-
lying source of this problem as the lack of econom-
ic development in Brazil as a whole. He indicated
that many areas in the south and southeast of the
country have suffered from poor media quality
because of several years of poor economic perform-
ance and increasing sales of media companies by
“media baron” families to new, less scrupulous
owners. Halpern pointed to the different example
of Televisión Nacional in Chile. As the result of a
number of reforms, the channel remains a public
station but is not allowed to receive public funds.
Thus, the channel has a public mission but must be
sustained commercially. He noted that this arrange-
ment has led not only to financial success, but also
to real balance in the channel’s presentation. He

also observed that in Chile, the media industry
generally is highly concentrated; this leads not only
to a high risk of political capture, but also to private
sector capture. There is no high wall between the
business and editorial sides of newspapers, he said.
The result is that many times, those who buy sig-
nificant shares of advertising can complain to edi-
tors that their company is not receiving fair cover-
age, and thereby affect the newspapers’ content.

Halpern observed that the value attached to stability cre-
ated an alliance among political and private sector elites
and the press to “take care” of the political transition,
especially with respect to frequent conflicts with the coun-
try’s armed forces.



A lejandro Junco de la Vega asked the audience
to contemplate whether journalistic values
are being corroded by ambition. If there is

a rot in the system, he asked, how far does it go? He
said that he acutely appreciated what it meant to
work in a country with a compromised system of
journalism. He stated that a decade ago, ethics and
integrity were journalistic concepts that were virtual-
ly unknown in Mexico. But, he said, there is hope, as
journalism and freedom of the press have grown
immensely over the course of one generation. Ethics,
he stated, could not be more important to many of
today’s journalists in Mexico.

Before describing the development of his news-
paper company, Junco de la Vega emphasized that
the story of his papers was the story of those individ-
uals who help journalists and publishers shape jour-
nalism—people who are neither employees nor
shareholders. In modern business terms they are
stakeholders, members of the public who have a
sense of civic duty to take up current issues. He stat-
ed that those individuals have been the company’s
conscience as it seeks to transform a corrupt system
into a credible one.

He stated that upon finishing his college educa-
tion in the United States, he returned to his family-
owned newspaper in Monterrey and sought to make
significant changes. He banned the bribes and gifts
that were traditionally expected and accepted by
reporters and editors. With time, his readers became
allies in his crusade, and his newspapers asked read-
ers to scrutinize their editorial policies and sit on
their editorial councils.

Junco de la Vega described the editorial councils,
stating that they form the “compass and the con-
science” of his newspapers’ editorial policies. He stat-
ed that a new set of councils is inaugurated each year.
Each section of the paper has its own council of
twelve unpaid citizens, only two of whom are carried
over from one year to the next for the purposes of
continuity. Thus, 840 community leaders act as indi-

vidual ombudsmen across the country, speaking for
its citizens. He stated that indirectly, these councils
promote democracy, not because they tell readers
what to think, but because they tell readers what they
ought to think about. Junco de la Vega noted that the
editorial boards both review past editions of the
newspaper and suggest ideas for upcoming issues.
Although the editorial boards do not directly affect
the front page of the paper, many of the issues that
they suggest end up there.

He stated that he could not overemphasize the
role that the editorial councils play in his newspapers’
success. They weigh and balance issues that should be
raised and consider what solutions should be offered.
They know the needs and hopes of ordinary people
and know that the newspaper can help the people
make future choices. Finally, because the members
are politically balanced and come from a wide variety
of backgrounds, they help ensure a balanced presen-
tation of the issues. He sees the advantages of such a
system as being that the public, rather than the news-
paper, sets the agenda. In this way, he argues, the
power truly resides in the hands of the readers. He
stated that this is an empowering process not only for
the public, but also for the newspaper staff. Because
the editorial boards help determine best practices,
they are not a mere intellectual indulgence.
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Junco de la Vega concluded by observing that there
have been enormous changes in a generation, but that
Mexico is still making sense of its past and the persist-
ent tangles of bureaucracy. But, he said, there is a new,
optimistic spirit to be found on editorial boards.

Journalists are much less likely to compromise their
ethics when working for a common purpose, and edi-
torial boards help remind reporters and editors that
they are never an invisible player in the community.
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The Government-Media Relationship
Peter Eisner, The Washington Post

P eter Eisner opened with two quotes. The
first, from I.F. Stone, said, “All govern-
ments are run by liars and nothing they say

should be believed.” The second was from George
Orwell: “Early in life I noticed that no event is ever
correctly reported by a newspaper.”

In relation to the first quote, Eisner said that
journalism in the United States has always had a
basic obligation—standing up to power and report-
ing to the public on the abuse of power, as a sort of
ombudsman. In contrast, Eisner said, polarization
and the view of journalism in the United States have
reached a point in which, when The Washington Post
or another newspaper publishes photographs of the
dead in Iraq, or when a television network recites
the names of U.S. soldiers killed in Iraq, the process
is seen by some as a political statement and a radical
act. Reflecting on Orwell’s quote, he asked the
audience to consider the difference between current
reporting of the situation in Iraq from an eventual
second draft of history. For the time being, at least,
the first draft of history is limited in its ability to
provide and interpret the context of news events.

Eisner said that he spends a lot of time talking with
foreign journalists. He recalled recent visits by groups
of journalists from Brazil, Ecuador, and Indonesia.
The Brazilians arrived, he said, wanting to discuss the
role of the Post in the prosecution of the war in Iraq.
Eisner said that he had to explain the distinctions
between the roles of reporters and editors versus the

role of the editorial and opinion pages in the news-
paper. Foreign reporters are surprised to find out that
the newsroom and the editorial pages are vigorously
isolated from one another. Many foreign journalists
have come to meetings at the Post with the assump-
tion that news reporting is a blend of journalism and
opinion; and many of the foreigners said they have
seen the Post as a monolith reflecting opinions in
some way related to the U.S. government.

Eisner said the foreign journalists also wanted to
know why the Post did not pay more attention to
events in Latin America. In part, he said, the situa-
tion is particular to the Post at the moment, but the
foreign news agenda is often controlled by the gov-
ernment agenda in Washington. So, when Iraq takes
up most of the space dedicated to foreign news in
any one edition, Latin American events often get
short shrift. He also recounted conversations with
an Argentine friend before the U.S. election. That
friend had observed that no matter who won, nei-
ther president would pay much attention to
Argentina or Latin America generally, other than
the U.S. government’s pre-occupation with Fidel
Castro and developments in Cuba. The same view
was held by Brazilian journalists, he thought.

Eisner said that with the growth of politically-
oriented cable television outlets, newspapers have
had a limited influence on public opinion and
democracy. In a measure of that reality, he said that
about 40 percent of the American public wrongly
continues to think that weapons of mass destruction
had been found in Iraq and that Saddam Hussein
played a role in the September 11th attacks.

Finally, Eisner noted that the role of the media in
democracy has a different tenor in the United States
than in Latin America. In Venezuela, for example,
there was a concerted effort by the media to pro-
mote opposition to President Hugo Chávez.
Prominent in the movement that pushed for a ref-
erendum to oust Chávez were media barons who
were in a very complex and intelligent way trying to
influence public opinion about democracy and
what the future of Venezuelan democracy should

Foreign reporters are surprised to find out that the
newsroom and the editorial pages are vigorously isolated
from one another. Many foreign journalists have come to
meetings at the Post with the assumption that news
reporting is a blend of journalism and opinion; and
many of the foreigners said they have seen the Post as a
monolith reflecting opinions in some way related to the
U.S. government.
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be. In the United States, by contrast, it was simply a
given for many editorial boards that Chávez repre-
sented the antithesis of democracy.

Eisner identified the three most essential factors
in a healthy government-media relationship: (1) a
government that generally respects freedom of the
press; (2) media owners who are strong enough to
withstand outside pressures; or (3) an independent
judiciary that does not impose or allow government
to impose restrictions on the free practice of jour-
nalism. In the United States, he said, an independ-
ent judiciary seemed to be the most important, as
journalists are experiencing both major and minor
attacks by the government. He pointed to the nam-
ing of a special prosecutor to deal with government

leaks during the run-up to the war in Iraq. Eisner
said that strong and independent media owners are
also an important factor, stating that this is increas-
ingly becoming an issue that will reach paramount
importance. He pointed to the Post’s reporting on
Watergate as an example of a strong, brave, and
independent owner willing to take on a politically
sensitive issue despite the consequences.

Eisner concluded with the observation that it is
difficult to out-and-out call someone a “liar” in the
press. Each country’s specific experience with
democracy and the media, for better or for worse,
depends primarily on what the press is capable of
finding out and reporting about.
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Economic Independence: 
The Use of Government Advertisements
Darian Pavli, Open Society Justice Initiative

D arian Pavli discussed the growing web of
linkages that tie the media and the gov-
ernment and the implications of these

relationships for press freedom. He called the links
“indirect interferences” with media freedom that
contrasted with overt forms of harassment, such as
jailing or kidnapping journalists. The most inter-
esting aspect of these pressures, in Pavli’s opinion,
is that governments, as they become less repressive,
shift from the more traditional forms of censorship
to more subtle forms.

Pavli stated that around the world, not just in
Latin America, one of the key forms of indirect
interference is government advertising. In the
United States, he observed, such advertising is not
financially important for media outlets, as private
advertising accounts for the bulk of advertising
revenues that such outlets receive. But, he said, he
had first researched this problem in his native
Albania, where securing sufficient government
advertising was the primary concern for newspa-
pers across the entire political spectrum. In
Albania, government advertising accounted for 30
to 60 percent of total advertising revenues.

He described the central problems as “leverage,”
“unfettered discretion,” and “centralization.” In the
first instance, the sheer financial importance of
government advertising to the business viability of
media outlets provides the government substantial
leverage over content. “Unfettered discretion”
referred to the absence in many countries of a legal
framework to limit the discretion that government

officials enjoy in distributing these funds. The
result is that such official allocations amount to
favors. “Centralization” was reflected in the fact
that the allocation of advertising monies is central-
ized, frequently with the minister of communica-
tions or information. All three of these problems
meant that advertising is invariably used as a way of
handing out favors to sympathetic media and pun-
ishing less sympathetic media. Further, such distri-
bution distorts media competition in the market-
place, by acting as a subsidy.

Pavli pointed to a report published by the
Office of the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of
Expression in 2003 that concluded that there was
scarce regulation in the area of public sector adver-
tising, and that those regulations that did exist were
largely ignored in many countries in the Americas.
This meant, Pavli said, that there were few or no
criteria for allocating advertising, and that govern-
ment advertising was consistently used and abused
at every level of government to influence content.

Pavli then reviewed the findings of a study on
government advertising in Argentina being pre-
pared by the Open Society Justice Initiative. The
study covers four provinces and the federal govern-
ment in Argentina. Argentine law provides very
little regulation of the distribution of government
advertising funds. There is no transparency or
competitive bidding for allocation. In practice,
Pavli observed, a single provincial official is hand-
ed a budget and given total discretion as to where
to commit government advertising funds.

Pavli noted that because of the important share of
government advertising in media outlets’ earnings, it
is not uncommon in Argentina for journalists from
a newspaper or television station to personally
“make the rounds and panhandle” for advertising.
Raising money is part of a reporter’s, not just an
advertising department’s, professional responsibili-
ties. In many cases, reporters with better skills at
fundraising advance more rapidly in their careers.

Governments, as they become less repressive, shift from
the more traditional forms of censorship to more subtle
forms. Pavli stated that around the world, not just in
Latin America, one of the key forms of indirect interfer-
ence is government advertising.
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Pavli stated that government money frequently
comes with very specific content-related ties. For
example, the money might come with a require-
ment that government officials be interviewed
periodically. Pavli noted that in some small media
markets, such as Tierra del Fuego, the government
doesn’t discriminate and essentially tries to buy out
all of the media outlets. Moreover, some provincial
governments hire media clipping agencies to ana-
lyze content and then provide the analysis to those
offices that allocate the advertising funds. A good
portion of the advertising money that is spent
appears not to be justified by any business or pub-
lic service needs, amounting to “bogus” advertis-
ing campaigns that become, in effect, subsidies for
favored media.

Pavli described a different situation at the feder-
al level. There, the larger newspapers do not
depend as heavily for their financial survival on
government advertising. But, he noted, there is
increasing concentration in the media sector and
many companies are saddled with high debts. The
owners of such outlets also depend on government
for other favors, often related to their other, non-
media businesses. He said that at the federal level,
there are also many strong pressures that are subtle
or hidden.

Pavli concluded that, in the face of such financial
pressures, the overall picture for media freedom and

independence is fairly grim, unless both govern-
ments and the media sector agree to undertake
reforms and shed light on their financial dealings.

DISCUSSION

Joel Simon of the Committee to Protect Journalists
asked Junco de la Vega how he conceived of his role
in the promotion of democracy when he was devel-
oping his policy of editorial review boards. Junco de
la Vega responded that, as a publisher, he knows that
his knowledge is limited in many areas, and so he
prefers to bring in specialists in the field. After a
period of time, he said, his editors began to depend
on their boards. Further, Junco de la Vega said, the
concept of actual participation was a driving force
for him. Especially in Mexico City, with a popula-
tion around 20 million people, individuals tend to
feel a sense of apathy and that many issues are
beyond their control. Part of his work has been to
attempt to send the opposite message—that individ-
uals can affect outcomes. He perceives this as creat-
ing a “virtuous cycle” where individuals begin to
believe that they truly can make a difference.
Further, he expects that the demonstrated benefits
his experiment has created will motivate other
forms of media to undertake similar reforms. He
foresees a multiplier effect of such efforts that will
contribute to resolving other long-term problems.
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F
ollowing an introduction by Woodrow
Wilson Center President and Director Lee
H. Hamilton, Columbia University

President Lee Bollinger offered a keynote address
covering three main topics: 1) the evolution of free-
dom of the press in the United States, a history with
relevance to the growth of democracy in other
countries; 2) the state of university-level education
in the United States; and 3) the state of journalism
education, particularly in the United States.
Bollinger noted that Columbia University’s School
of Journalism has many ties to Latin America,
including through the awarding of several prizes. He
stated that one of his personal goals is to improve
those ties and general knowledge about the media
in Latin America.

Bollinger provided a brief overview of the devel-
opment of First Amendment law in the United
States. The First Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution provides for freedom of speech and
freedom of the press. He noted that press freedom in
the United States is largely an invention of the 20th
century, and especially of the last forty or so years;
the decade of the 1960s crystallized the meaning of
freedom of speech. He noted that all of the Supreme
Court cases dealing with freedom of speech and the
press came after 1919 and that the country has
experienced both ups and downs. He recounted the
specifics of the Sedition Act introduced during
World War I and how it made criticism of the war a
criminal offense. He noted that, despite our absolute
rejection of such legislation today, in 1919, a unan-
imous Supreme Court upheld the conviction under
the Sedition Act of a presidential candidate who
criticized the draft.

Bollinger emphasized that it took U. S. courts
decades to “get it right.” It was not until 1964 and
New York Times v. Sullivan that the Supreme Court
considered what constitutional limits should be
imposed on liability for libelous statements. He
argued that this history should be recalled when
comparing developments in other countries to
those in the United States

Bollinger underscored that a societal commit-
ment to free speech goes far beyond preventing
direct governmental censorship. Non-legal forms of
suppression and censorship are also important issues
to consider as much as whether or not government
officials promote free speech. Hence, he argued, the
ways in which freedom of speech is created are
much broader than simple constitutional guarantees.

Bollinger identified two types of freedom of the
press standards in the United States. One is for print
media. He called these the constitutional-type stan-
dards, covering such publications as The New York
Times and The Washington Post. These standards pro-
vide, among other things, that the government can-
not regulate the publications. A second set of stan-
dards applies to the airwaves and electronic media,
covering media outlets such as cable television com-
panies. These more public forms of media are con-
sidered to be publicly owned and require licenses
and public access. Both systems, Bollinger conclud-
ed, have been alive and well since 1934.

In discussing the state of university-level educa-
tion in the United States today, Bollinger noted that
in the 25 or so years after World War II, the intel-
lectual subjects of university study changed tremen-
dously. During this same time, American constitu-
tional law was in the process of redefining the
American legal curriculum. The same developments
occurred in other areas of university teaching,
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injecting new issues into academic debates. He
argued that from 1975 or 1980 until the present, the
situation has regressed. Instead of looking outside of
university walls for issues, academics consistently
looked inward. He maintained that too much aca-
demic research and theorizing has become overly
abstract and inapplicable in the outside world. Very
recently, he noted, it was possible to observe a shift
back to the post-World War II academic tradition,
focusing on the world outside the university.

Bollinger said that journalism constitutes one of
the fundamental ways of bringing outside issues
into an academic setting. Thus, one of his funda-
mental premises is that the profession of journalism
is one of the most important in the world today.
This is because the media has daily contact with
the average person and serves as a source for vital
information. He argued that journalism is crucial
to how individuals perceive and shape their world.

Bollinger emphasized that universities can con-
tribute to the quality and character of journalism in
practice, just as occurs with law and medical
schools. Basic journalistic skills are important, and a
university can help teach those skills. Similarly, the-
ory is also crucial and difficult to teach well. But,
Bollinger warned, focusing excessively on either of
these methods of teaching can easily lead schools to
“fall too deeply” into practical skills training or
abstract theory and neglect teaching aspiring jour-
nalists the importance of balancing these areas.

Bollinger stated that, given the importance of
their enterprise, journalism students should be given
greater insights into the issues they will address in

their writing. One way to do this is to take pre-
existing courses in the substance of controversial
topics and re-design and shape them for journalism
students. Thus, instead of shipping journalism stu-
dents off to political science classes, the issues raised
in those courses can be molded into a different for-
mat and addressed within a journalistic paradigm.

Bollinger also argued that, to ensure continued
quality in journalism, greater financial aid must be
provided to aspiring journalists. He stated that he
would like Columbia’s journalism school to be a
primary point of contact for issues involving free-
dom of the press.

During the discussion period, Bollinger
addressed some of the concrete issues facing Latin
American journalists. He stated that under the prin-
ciples of freedom of the press as elaborated in the
United States, licensing and educational require-
ments for journalists could not stand. Similarly, he
argued that criminal libel laws should not be per-

mitted because they restrict self-government and
the notion of sovereignty residing in the people.
Such restrictions, he argued, have a “chilling effect”
on the freedoms of speech and the press.

Bollinger underscored that a societal commitment to free
speech goes far beyond preventing direct governmental
censorship. Non-legal forms of suppression and censor-
ship are also important issues to consider.

This report was drafted by Eric N. Heyer, intern, Office of the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression, OAS, and edit-
ed by Cynthia J.Arnson and Elizabeth Bryan of the Woodrow Wilson Center’s Latin American Program.The organizers would
like to thank the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency and The Ford Foundation for their generous support
of this publication and the conference on which it was based.
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