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The United States seems to be the elite leader of press freedom, due to the First Amendment protection afforded to it. The press in America has gravitated towards the role of watchdog over the government, which has earned it the title of the “Fourth Estate.” In this role, the U.S. media has a privileged status – internationally, the roles of media and government tend to be reversed.


The newly founded democracies in Central and Eastern Europe are attempting to develop and guarantee press freedoms in their constitutions. They face many challenges that the press in the U.S. are constitutionally protected from, such as imprisonment and execution of journalists, closure of press facilities, censorship and restraint of publication, and other economic and ethical pressures. 


According to Leonard Sussman of the Freedom House, an international human rights

organization, 1994 marked the fourth year of steady decline in press freedoms around the world. The result of this is one-sided, if any, debate of issues, a less-informed citizenship, and overall decreased knowledge for all. Americans have educated themselves on the First Amendment in order to prevent loss of freedoms and unconstitutional governmental controls. 


The American press developed out of the struggles for freedom and independence from Great Britain. This legacy was transcribed in the First Amendment of the Constitution’s Bill of Rights and continues today. 


Freedom of the Press in the U.S. covers invasion of privacy, free expression, access to government information, prior restraint, commercial speech, libel, and slander.

Historical Development of Freedom of the Press


Before the Stamp Act of 1765, most printers in the colonies treated newspapers as any ordinary printing job, similar to books, pamphlets, and posters. Most of the information in these newspapers included reprints of other publications, stories of local interest, literature, advertisements, and opinions. With the introduction of the Stamp Act, the printers

became publishers. 


Samuel Adams, a radical journalist, roused the people by using the colonial press to resist the Stamp Act, which eventually was repealed. Adams’ response to this success bore the signs of modern journalism: “But YOUR Press has sounded the alarm. YOUR Press has spoken to us the words of truth. It has pointed to this people their danger and their remedy. It has set before them liberty and slavery…”


The American Revolution produced many historic newspapermen. Their strong feelings in support of independence and revolution were poured into their writings, spurring public interest and education on the issue. In essence, this was the beginning of the press’ role with the government, developing the press freedom that would later be set in the Constitution.


After the American Revolution, newspapers took a more critical stance with the newly formed government. Newspapers reported the financial difficulties created by the worthless American currency and argued against new stamp taxes. When the states began to meet to discuss the formation of a new central government, the Constitution’s “Founding Fathers” kept their deliberations secret. There was no public access, freedom of information, open meetings, or “right to know” guarantees then.


Although the Constitution contained a clause for freedom of the press in the Bill of Rights, the government originally set many controls on the press and quieted the opinions of most early journalists. Later, the First Amendment was put on the back burner when the federal government muzzled the press through the use of the Sedition Act of 1798, which made any

speech or writings against the U.S. government unlawful.


The focus of American journalism soon began to center on the new capital, Washington D.C., in 1810. Joseph Gales and William Seaton, publishers of the National Intelligence, brought objective reports of congressional debates and other governmental events to the public’s attention. Politics began to play more of a role in reporting as the 19th century progressed. Slavery, presidential elections, the suffrage movement, temperance, free education and foreign policy (i.e. the Monroe Doctrine of 1823) were news. Newspapers, which could now be produced rapidly and more cheaply, were becoming the catalyst to social change by bringing information on many national issues to the masses. Throughout the mid- to late-1800s, newspapers also became more focused on sensationalism. Stories about love, tragedy, crime and entertainment found their way into newspaper in order to increase circulation. With Horace Greeley’s 1835 statement that the future was in the west in a New Yorker article, more newspapers spread throughout the west.


Photography was improved, and photos began appearing regularly in newspapers. This new medium publicized images of the Civil War. Political cartoons were also an addition to the papers at that time. Such politicians as Boss Tweed and Abraham Lincoln in turn hated and celebrated the satirical drawings, as influences on their success, or lack of it, in the political arena.


Prior to the 1930s, the Supreme Court position on First Amendment freedoms was to suspend free speech and press if the expressions constituted a “reasonable tendency” to endanger society. These expressions were judged by whether they created a “clear and present danger” to society. These were the beginnings of press freedom in America, the evolution of the “Fourth Estate.”
