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JOHN MILTON
Team: Dead Poets Society

Position: Short fine leg

Status: Free of spirit

When it comes to thinking of press freedom in philosophical terms, John Milton (1608–1674) is your go-to guy. Areopagitica: 

A speech of Mr. John Milton for the liberty of unlicensed printing to the Parliament of England,a was delivered in 1644, and 

it is the first, and perhaps the most magnificent, grand polemic ever to argue for freedom of the press.

In the speech, Milton quite literally referred to the freedom of the press. He was talking specifically about the right to 

publish books without prior censorship and not the more general concept of freedom of expression and the right to voice 

dissent that we now think of as freedom of the press, but he was making that freedom of the press argument in philo-

sophical terms. Milton drew support for his position through reference to classical history and theology, not the political or 

social-functional logic that would later dominate the American debate on the topic. In doing so, Milton planted the seeds 

of a more general notion of freedom of expression that would eventually find a great deal of support in philosophical and 

theological argumentation and from those origins, the idea of more general artistic freedom arose.

Despite Milton’s use of philosophical arguments and evidence, the speech itself was transparently political. Milton was 

unabashedly and quite obviously trying to flatter the English parliamentarians by comparing them and their country to the 

pinnacles of Greek and Roman civilization. He also blatantly pandered to the predominant religious factions in England with 

more than a little Catholic bashing. Still, despite such obvious political savvy, Milton failed. At first Parliament simply 

ignored him. He eventually had the last word, but by then he was too dead to care.

a The text is available online through several sources, one of which is www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/areop 

agitica.
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the aging rock star’s divorce devolves into a fight over custody of the naughty home videos, 
the news media coverage is relentless.

A VAST CONSPIRACY?

Elites also have the motivation and the resources to actively try to gain beneficial news 
coverage. Actors might complain about the invasive paparazzi, but being the object of the 
public’s attention is a big part of why producers pay $20 million for the star who can bring 
people in to see a wretched movie. Talent is often a secondary concern. How else can you 
explain Madonna starring in movies or the careers of anyone with the last name of 
Baldwin other than Adam? Name recognition is perhaps the biggest factor in democratic 
elections, and it often does not matter where that recognition came from. Ronald Reagan, 
Jesse Ventura, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Steve Largent, Fred Grandy (Gopher from the 
Love Boat for the rerun-deficient), Al Franken—none of them won their first elections 
because the voters recognized their lifelong commitment to political service. A big part of 
why they won is that the voters recognized who they were. In democratic nations, the 
ability to gain coverage in the news media is tremendously valuable. It gets people into 




