
A pamphlet entitled ‘The Right of Reply’ is published by the Cam-
paign for Press Freedom.  It has an introduction signed by five
general secretaries of trade unions.  They conclude by saying:

Our democratic system is going through difficult times.  If it is
to survive and flourish we cannot afford to leave it to a handful
of millionaires and multinational business corporations to
determine society’s news values, and to decide if and how the
major issues of the day are to be reported.

The text of the pamphlet describes the grim situation that prevails
in the press:

... the people who have a monopoly of the press are almost
totally unaccountable.  Provided they don’t actually break the
law, they can print what they like and omit what they don’t
like, without fear of interference.  This freedom to print what
they like gives them considerable power.

We, the public, have very little choice in what we read.  We
can choose whether to read about the private lives of TV stars
or about the fortunes of the stock market ... But how many
newspapers can be relied upon to report the activities of work-
ing-class people, of women, or of the ethnic minorities, in a
fair and thorough way?  Almost all the “news” available to us
is presented from a solidly white, male, middle-class point of
view ...’

What the Campaign advocates is modest enough: they want to see a
new legal right established — the right of any person or group that
is misrepresented in the press to be given space for a short reply,
with prominence comparable to that of the original report.  They do
not wish to censor the original, objectionable report — only, as
they say, to extend the range of information available to the reader-
ship.

This is only a beginning, as the pamphlet freely admits.  It applies
only to printed media and it does nothing to correct the sins of
omission of the press.  All that is for later.  The pamphlet does not
say whether one day, when public opinion has been thoroughly pre-
pared, there might be a real cleaning-up; then un-fair, un-thorough,
solidly white, male, etc. material might be suppressed before it ap-
pears, thereby saving us all a lot of time and trouble.

I’m a libertarian — that is, someone who advocates the reduction
of state power.  In fact, I go the whole way and advocate the aboli-
tion of the state.  I advocate the freedom of anyone to enjoy the use
of his own property in any way that doesn’t transgress the property
rights of others.  What that means for freedom of comment is an
interesting question, which I’ll discuss further below.  But one thing
it definitely rules out is having the coercive apparatus of the state
wheeled into action on behalf of any pressure group masquerading
behind a high-sounding name.

For, whatever the rights and wrongs of laws concerning libel and
other kinds of harmful misrepresentation, the Campaign for Press
Freedom can be dismissed as champions of freedom.  They wish to
use the law to direct and coerce the press on behalf of one clearly

defined group — the trade unions.  Trade union power is to be a
substitute for the law until the state obliges the Campaign with
some additions to the statute book.  Trade union victories on trade
union grievances take up a large part of the pamphlet’s text, while
ignoring the fact that newspaper readers may happen to be indiffer-
ent to the cause of a particular union, or sceptical of it, or even
rabidly against unions in general.  If right-of-reply laws are brought
in, you’ll be paying for the lumbering legal apparatus that is used
to find ‘reasonable’ and ‘moderate’ compromises between press
proprietors and embattled labour activists.  It will all be very bor-
ing, and the pages of the nation’s newspapers will turn a little faster
as the legally enforced replies are skipped by their apathetic read-
ers; but we are promised that the replies will be short, and the press
owners will hardly notice the cost to them.  But it will be a step in
the direction the Campaign wants to go.

THE MEANING OF FREEDOM
That direction is away from true press freedom and towards the
control of the press.  For what does ‘freedom of the press’ really
mean?  It can only mean the freedom of anyone to produce and
publish such printed material as he chooses, and the freedom of
anyone else to read it or not, as he chooses — and, of course, each
party must cover the costs of the transaction himself.  To be com-
pelled to publish what you don’t wish to is a violation of your
freedom; to have to do so at the cost of third parties — the tax-
payers — is (like all taxation) a violation of their right to enjoy
their own wealth in whatever way they choose.  If the Campaign
for Press Freedom were to abandon Newspeak, it would rechristen
itself The Campaign for Subsidised Access to Other People’s
Media.

The press in this country is to a very large extent free today.  It is
free because virtually any viewpoint is available in print to anyone,
and no one points a gun at your head to stop you getting your
hands on it.  Not all views are equally represented, of course; if
they were, that would be the clearest possible indication that the
press was being controlled and directed, for not all views are
equally represented among the readership.  It is troublesome to find
reading matter that is congenial if you are a Trotskyite, of course,
and even more so if you are a Nazi.  But it is not seriously trouble-
some — that’s not the reason why Trotskyite or Nazi news material
is relatively rare.  There are genuine costs in putting out material to
minority markets, and those costs have to be met.  They are largely
subsidized by the enthusiasm and unpaid labour of devoted Trot-
skyites and Nazis up and down the country who work to produce
and sell the stuff.  In London you can hardly get into or out of a
Tube station without having Socialist Worker thrust at you.  The
incipient revolutionaries of country hamlets don’t have this benefit,
but they do have state-subsidized libraries, telephones and postal
services to find out where they can order it from.  It’s a pain in the
neck to have to do that, of course, but they’d do it if they were
interested.  Some do.  The overwhelming majority don’t.

Newspaper readers either find the rabid politics and the distortions
of the gutter press congenial or they are indifferent to them.  That is
the truth that enrages the Left and drives it to create fantasies about
the manipulation of mass opinion or the failure of the market to
satisfy the people’s demand for the Left’s own intellectual products.
The cost of switching from a junk food diet of The Sun and The
Sunday People to the more wholesome nourishment of The Guard-
ian and The Observer is about the price of a pint of beer each
week, and less than the price of a packet of cigarettes.  People who
care make the deal — none of the opinionated Left suffers in the
slightest from lack of information and comment on those favorite
causes that are so unfairly treated by the mass press.  Most people
don’t give a damn.

And if they did give a damn, Fleet Street would provide them with
what they wanted.  For the virtue of greedy, self-seeking capitalists
is that they can always be relied on to try to turn a profit by pand-
ering to people’s tastes.  This is thoroughly disliked by Left and
Right alike, who have clear ideas about what’s good for people and
think they should be made to have it.  Thus, ‘only private owner-
ship of the newspaper industry provides genuine freedom, diversity
or access’ — a proposition that is explicitly denied in the first ar-
ticle of the Campaign for Press Freedom’s statement of aims.  I
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favour letting the free market provide the people’s daily reading
matter for the same reason I favour letting it fill the supermarket
shelves: because I favour the people getting what they want, junk
food and dangerous narcotics included.  It happens that the tastes of
the masses, of all colours, classes and sexes, are indistinguishable
from the ‘solidly white, male, middleclass point of view’ detested
so much by the Campaign for Press Freedom.  No matter — since
we have a free press, the Campaign’s views, too, are freely avail-
able.

THE MARKET IN COMMENT
If we should one day abandon the tutelage and control of the state,
as I hope and believe we shall, what sort of restraints on freedom
of comment will exist?  For example, would someone who was
harmed by a false press report (or even by true but malicious com-
ment) have the right of redress?  Law enforcement and legal ad-
judication would be provided privately, at the expense of the parties
concerned.  There isn’t space to argue here that such a market in
law can provide peace and order, punishment and redress, and im-
partiality — since all these things benefit a flourishing market and
can therefore be profitable to provide.  The question here is: would
the market provide a right of unrestrained comment?  Or would it
protect privacy and reputation from being damaged by published
comment?

It is important here to distinguish clearly between what you would
like to see — would even advocate as the only thing compatible
with freedom — and what would actually happen.  I would like not
to see thieves punished by amputation of the hand.  But I also want
the maximum of liberty for all, which means that there are going to
be communities that inflict punishments like that — some because
of strongly held religious and moral sentiments, others simply be-
cause they incline to cruelty.  In a libertarian society, communities
with mutually repugnant practices will exist side by side.  The price
of freedom from interference by your neighbours will be not inter-
fering with them.  If you feel strongly about their benighted prac-
tices, there is always the option of ransoming the victims and offer-
ing asylum to fugitives.  (This might not be popular, though; it
would hit the private pocket and so would be more costly than
moral exhortation and getting your community to take collective
action.)

The extremes of unrestrained comment on the one hand and of the
staunch protection of reputation on the other are two incompatible
standards by which the press might be regulated.  Neither can be
deduced from purely libertarian principles alone.  If you claim that
what Robert Maxwell tells his Dail Mirror readers is as much a
private matter as a conversion between two people in a pub would
be, someone else can reply that it can be as damaging and threaten-
ing to a hard-won reputation as a mob throwing bricks through
windows.  One view sees the right to comment as a kind of inviol-
able private property.  The other sees reputation in the same light.
Given freedom, communities with both these attitudes, and all the
ones in between, will flourish.  They might be geographically sep-
arated, or they might coexist in the same area, the one ignoring the
other as ‘nicely’ brought up children ignore the local urchins.
You’ll choose whom to live among by such criteria as freedom of
speech, along with the more traditional ones such as cost of living,
character of the area, and whether the locals are your sort of
people.

I know which my preference would be for.  I’d like to see com-
pletely unbridled comment.  The currency of print would soon
become so depreciated that nobody would believe anything they
read in the generality of the press.  People would regard the public
sheets as a medium of entertainment, as worthy of respect for their
accuracy and informativeness as a comedian’s patter.  Plenty of
people have this attitude to their newspapers already, I suspect.
The news columns would be indistinguishable from the gossip col-
umns, the ads would be indecent and dishonest (but legal), the edi-
torials would not need to disguise their bigotry.  But fact and ana-
lysis would be obtainable in publications specializing in purveying
those valuable commodities.  You’d have to pay for them, of course
— everything worthwhile costs money.  Newspapers might even in-
stitute voluntary codes of practice and watchdog councils, if these
practices seemed to create confidence and win customers.

LET A HUNDRED FLOWERS BLOOM

I think that anyone who loves thinking and arguing will share my
taste for unrestrained liberty of comment and its consequent clash
of viewpoints.  There’s no reason why others should share that
taste.  Let them read, hear and view what’s congenial to them; and
let society be so ordered that people are free to establish institutions
and communities that meet as many different tastes as possible.

Among those who don’t much enjoy intellectual disagreement are
the people behind the Campaign for Press Freedom.  In the pamph-
let I’ve quoted from, bundled in with their schemes for rights of
reply, are the NUJ’s code of conduct and some ‘guidelines’ on race
and the reporting of racist organisations.  The purpose of these
curious intrusions seems to be to give clear warning of the way in
which a statutory right of reply would be directed by the great and
good who would control it — and the causes for which the press
unions should flex their muscles in the interim.  A great many of
the exhortations are mere bromides: journalists are to maintain the
‘highest professional and ethical standards’, while eliminating dis-
tortion, news suppression and censorship, do nothing which entails
intrusion into private grief and distress, not accept bribes or allow
other inducements to influence the performance of their ‘profes-
sional duties’, and so on.  More sinister are the instructions for dis-
tortion, news suppression and censorship that follow hard on the
heals of these pieties:

Only mention someone’s race or nationality if strictly relevant
... Investigate the treatment of blacks in education, employment
and housing and the activities of racialist organisations ...
When interviewing representatives of racist organisations or re-
porting meetings or statements or claims carefully check all
reports for accuracy and seek rebutting or opposing comments.
The anti-social nature of such views should be exposed ... Seek
to publish or broadcast material exposing the myths and lies of
racist organisations and their anti-social behaviour ... Do not
allow the letters column or ‘phone-in’ programmes to be used
to spread racial hatred in whatever guise.

As mere moral exhortations, these are just recommendations to be
against sin.  If they were enshrined in statute, they’d be instruments
of suppression of comment.  We can imagine when someone’s race
or nationality would be strictly relevant, and what results investiga-
tions of the ‘treatment of blacks’ in this and that would be required
to produce.  We can imagine what effects the requirement to drown
out ‘racist’ reports with ‘opposing’ comments will have on the pres-
entation of unpopular views.  What we can’t foresee is what unex-
pected ‘guise’ racial hatred will be detected in, and what interpreta-
tions will be found for that sinister term ‘anti-social’.  The pamph-
let you are now reading, for example: it advocates unrestrained
liberty of expression for even the cruellest and most deranged of
sentiments.  Wouldn’t it be easy to prove before some right-of-reply
ombudsman that it is anti-social, a thinly disguised plea for the
spreading of race hatred?  It would.  The same laws could be used
to ‘prove’ that socialists and tories foment racial hatred by their
ever widening racial legislation and local authority racial policies
— but it will not be permitted to use them that way.

THE SEARCH FOR RIVAL PREJUDICES
Wanting to hear both sides of a question is supposed to be a mark
of fair-mindedness.  But it’s a sign of weak-mindedness to think
that any question has only two sides.  Not only does it have
numerous sides, but there’s also what lies beneath it, behind it and
beyond it.  A statutory right of reply can’t cope with that complex-
ity.  It can enforce the addition of a few lines of rejoinder and re-
buttal — but getting at the truth means reading not more lines but
between the lines and, most of all, searching out competing publi-
cations with different prejudices.  Against this requirement, the de-
mands of the Campaign for Press Freedom are footling; so trivial,
in fact, that the mass of ‘ordinary, decent people’ (to use a dema-
gogue’s phraseology) will slumber undisturbed as they are put into
effect.  But gestures, token actions and first steps are important:
they plant presuppositions in people’s minds.  The Campaign
should be resisted.  Something quite contrary to its aims, and far
superior, should be defended instead — the diversity and accessi-
bility of a privately owned press.  In short, press freedom.


