
PERRY WORLD HOUSE											           1

Reclaiming Freedom  
of Expression

POST-CONFERENCE REPORT

DEVO PROBOL 
COLLEEN CRONNELLY 



PERRY WORLD HOUSE											           2

ABOUT PERRY WORLD HOUSE

Perry World House is a center for scholarly inquiry, 
teaching, research, international exchange, policy 
engagement, and public outreach on pressing 
global issues. Perry World House’s mission is to 
bring the academic knowledge of the University of 
Pennsylvania to bear on the world’s most pressing 
global policy challenges and to foster international 
policy engagement within and beyond the Penn 
community.

Located in the heart of campus at 38th Street 
and Locust Walk, Perry World House draws on 
the expertise of Penn’s 12 schools and numerous 
globally oriented research centers to educate the 
Penn community and prepare students to be 
well-informed, contributing global citizens. At the 
same time, Perry World House connects Penn with 
leading policy experts from around the world to 
develop and advance innovative policy proposals.

Through its rich programming, Perry World House 
facilitates critical conversations about global policy 
challenges and fosters interdisciplinary research on 
these topics. It presents workshops and colloquia, 
welcomes distinguished visitors, and produces 
content for global audiences and policy leaders, so 
that the knowledge developed at Penn can make 
an immediate impact around the world.
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International human rights law, rooted in Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights, provides a framework for defining freedom of expression as the right to seek, receive, and 

impart information and ideas of all kinds. On April 6 - 7, 2026, Perry World House, the University of 

Pennsylvania’s institute for global affairs, convened scholars, policymakers, legal experts, and civil 

society practitioners to examine this phenomenon. They explored whether this protection, which  

theoretically encompasses both speakers and audiences, aligns with common public conceptions of 

“free speech,” which often center only on the rights of the speaker and state censorship of speech 

while omitting or overlooking the rights of audiences, listeners, and the broader public interest. They 

then discussed how framings of free speech that are commonly absolutist and speaker-centered 

could be contested and reoriented toward a more expansive and democratic conception. The chal-

lenge, experts agreed, was that this multi-directional framing has been largely absent from current 

public discourse. Therefore, reclaiming it would have real stakes across policy domains, from platform 

governance and public media to academic freedom and the regulation of artificial intelligence.

This report summarizes these discussions and identifies key themes and areas for future research  

and action.

Is There a Free Speech Theory  
in the Populist Movement?

> SECTION 1

Discussions began with a diagnostic question the 
experts wanted to ask: Do current populist move-
ments have a coherent theory of free speech? 

Several participants were reluctant to describe 
these movements as having theoretical coherence. 
What looks like a free speech theory, some argued, 
is better understood as a political grammar, or a 
set of labels such as censorship, suppression, and 
viewpoint discrimination that function rhetorically 
as opposed to legally. Invocations of free speech 
within this political project tend to shift based on 
convenience. Whereas the content the movement 

supports is called “speech,” the content it opposes 
is marked as “conduct” or “bias.” The distinction 
between speech and action, long a feature of First 
Amendment doctrine in the United States, is 
deployed instrumentally rather than consistently.

Others thought there was a more coherent the-
ory of speech, even if they disagreed with it. The 
populist free speech frame is best understood as an 
identitarian project in which speech consolidates 
community. In the United States, for example, the 
deplatforming of prominent movement figures in 
2018 became a galvanizing episode, where claims 
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of censorship offered a moral frame organized 
around grievance, notions of victimhood, and 
solidarity. As the conservative right used this 
position to mobilize participation, memes became 
central vehicles of mobilization. They offered a 
communicative form structurally resistant to 
factual rebuttal.

A third perspective emphasized strategy over the-
ory in the populist approach to free speech around 
the world. Populist approaches to free speech often 
manifest as part of a legal and political playbook. 
This might include forum shopping, multistate 
legislation, machine politics, and the deliberate 
weaponization of legal process to impose costs 
and exhaust opposing institutions across media, 
higher education, civil society, and the rule of law 
itself. The objective is destabilization instead of 
doctrinal victory. Several participants agreed that 
attempting “to win” on the facts is an ineffective 
counterstrategy when the process itself has been 
weaponized.

Participants also flagged important variation 
within populist coalitions across different coun-
tries. For instance, there are meaningful differ-
ences between a libertarian approach focused on 
government non-interference and the identitarian 
approach that might be said to characterize some 
movements’ free speech politics. These distinctions 
matter for developing targeted responses, as the 
two strands make different claims, mobilize differ-
ent constituencies, and are vulnerable to different 
counterarguments. What they share, however, is a 
grievance orientation that has proven exportable. 

For instance, the “censorship industrial complex” 
framing, which casts content moderation and 
platform governance as a coordinated suppression 
of disfavored voices, traveled well beyond its U.S. 
origins even after the legal claims underpinning it 
failed to survive judicial scrutiny. European polit-
ical actors have adopted its vocabulary, and the 
current U.S. administration has actively cultivated 
those transatlantic alliances, pressuring European 
regulatory frameworks as part of a broader effort 
to roll back the institutional infrastructure for 
platform accountability.

Finally, participants noted that whatever its 
theoretical content, the populist movement’s frame 
has been effective precisely because it taps into 
real and widespread concerns about who controls 
speech, who is heard, and who benefits from 
existing information structures. A credible count-
er-narrative to this frame must offer a substantive 
and compelling alternative vision of what free 
expression is for, rather than focusing primarily on 
debunking these claims.

<< For instance, the “censorship industrial 
complex” framing, which casts content  
moderation and platform governance as a 
coordinated suppression of disfavored voices, 
traveled well beyond its U.S. origins even after 
the legal claims underpinning it failed to  
survive judicial scrutiny. >>
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Centering the Audience:  
Listener Rights and the  
Public Interest

> SECTION 2

The second session examined what it would mean 
to take seriously the rights of audiences and listen-
ers as rights-holders with standing and interests 
that shape the meaning of freedom of expression. 
This reframing, grounded in international human 
rights law, participants argued would shift how 
freedom of expression is conceptualized, litigated, 
and regulated.

Legally, in the U.S. for instance, the prevailing 
framework is heavily weighted toward speakers. 
This bias is particularly pronounced in the treat-
ment of commercial speech, where lower scrutiny 
reflects a functional logic that has progressively 
expanded protections for corporate expression 
while treating listener interests as secondary. 
Courts have also extended First Amendment 
protections to would-be speakers in cases involving 
foreign nationals and non-citizens without clearly 
articulating the underlying rationale. Taking lis-
tener interests seriously would require recalibrat-
ing these doctrinal choices and asking, “Who wants 
to listen, and under what conditions?” alongside 
the question, “Who wants to speak?”

International frameworks and those from other 
nations offer alternative models. The Inter-Amer-
ican human rights system, drawing substantially 
on European jurisprudence, has developed a rich 
body of doctrine around positive state obligations 

in the realm of expression, including promoting 
media pluralism, protecting journalists, ensuring 
access to public information, and preventing the 
use of criminal defamation law to chill speech. A 
well-established three-part test of legality, legiti-
macy, and necessity governs permissible restric-
tions and provides a more structured framework 
than absolutism. Participants noted that the right 
of the audience remains underdeveloped even in 
European case law, and that the gap between rights 
articulated in rulings and actual enforcement on 
the ground remains significant.

A substantial portion of the discussion focused 
on infrastructure. Any serious theory of free 
expression must reckon with the communications 
infrastructure through which speech is mediated. 
Digital platforms are designed for profit. They rely 
on attention-shaping, behavior-modifying systems. 
The algorithmic curation of attention toward 
outrage and division is both an economic model 
and a political mechanism. Effective responses 
must reckon with these material incentives, as well 
as erosion of shared norms and mechanisms for 
content moderation. Further, ownership of social 
media platforms is increasingly consolidated into 
a few large entities that determine how billions of 
people access information and lobby heavily for 
their own protection. 
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Participants debated appropriate measures to 
improve communications infrastructure to protect 
the freedom of expression. Proposals ranged 
from transparency mandates to product liability 
frameworks and public investment in alternative 
communicative infrastructure. Some participants 
suggested solutions focused on middleware, which 
allows users to tailor algorithms and filter platform 
content. Several participants expressed skepticism 
about approaches that rely solely on state regula-
tion, given the risk of capture and authoritarian 
misuse, or on market solutions that have already 

proven inadequate. The more fundamental concern 
is that prevailing frameworks treat this as a two-
node problem between state and platform, when 
user-citizens represent a third node whose inter-
ests are consistently subordinated when states and 
platforms act in alignment. A transnational legal 
order, instead of national regulatory frameworks 
alone, might be necessary to address a challenge 
that is itself structurally transnational as tech-
nology and communication platforms transcend 
borders.
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Free Speech Beyond  
Speakers: Policy Domains  
and Institutional Implications

> SECTION 3

The third session asked what an international pub-
lic and audience-centered theory of free expression 
would mean in practice across specific policy 
domains, with particular attention to academic 
freedom and media systems.

Academic Freedom

Academic freedom offers a productive case study 
for reconceptualizing free expression beyond the 
speaker. The norms of open inquiry presuppose 
interlocutors who expect not to be deceived, who 
have standing to contest claims, and who contrib-
ute to the production of reliable knowledge. In 
this sense, academic freedom incorporates listener 
interests structurally, and its recent erosion carries 
consequences for audience rights as well. 

In circumstances when academic freedom is under 
threat, effective institutional responses require a 
clear distinction between what academic freedom 
protects and what it does not.  A theory of change 
must center both the public’s interest in reliable 
knowledge and what constitutes trustworthy 
sources of information. Rebuilding public trust 
requires institutional commitments to both epis-
temic rigor and communicative ethics, attending 
to how things are said and to whom, as well as to 
what is said.

Media Systems and Ownership

The participants generally believed that there 
was a crisis of media that was, at its core, a crisis 
of the political economy of information. Partici-
pants identified concentrated, private ownership 
of media as a structural driver of the current 
information environment. The proliferation of 
divisive and false content follows directly from 
the business model of engagement-maximizing 
platforms. The question of who owns communica-
tive infrastructure is inseparable from questions 
about what kinds of speech get amplified, who 
gets to be heard, and what public goods media can 
plausibly serve.

European regulatory frameworks offer alternative 
models to the United States, including prominence 
regulation to ensure visibility for public service 
media, media merger frameworks to protect plu-
ralism, and self-declaration mechanisms that allow 
qualified media entities to operate under a distinct 

<< The norms of open inquiry presuppose 
interlocutors who expect not to be deceived, 
who have standing to contest claims, and  
who contribute to the production of  
reliable knowledge. >>
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regulatory regime. Participants cautioned, how-
ever, that Europe is itself moving toward a more 
speaker-centered approach under pressure from 
the populist right, and that the fragile international 
standards underpinning postwar media systems 
are at genuine risk globally.

The participants said that there was a sustainability 
crisis of independent journalism intersecting with 
these structural questions. Resource constraints, 

collective action problems, and the capture of 
media entities by political and economic actors 
leave civil society without adequate infrastructure 
for a flourishing public sphere. Several participants 
argued that addressing this requires defending 
existing institutions while also imagining and 
building new ones, including new models of 
public media that are neither state-controlled nor 
market-captured.
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The final session surveyed the landscape of threats 
to freedom of expression around the world and 
identified areas where strategic intervention might 
be possible. Participants identified three inter-
locking threats to free expression in the current 
moment. The first is executive and institutional 
capture of information infrastructure, including 
the defunding of public media. The second is the 
willingness of large media companies to leverage 
platform infrastructure as a political tool. The 
third is the normalization of speech suppression as 
an instrument of governance. All three are mutu-
ally reinforcing and represent a qualitative shift in 
the conditions for free expression, as opposed to a 
continuation of prior trends.

A case study in Japan referenced by participants 
reveals how a long-standing pattern of media 
self-censorship and public distrust has been 
complicated by the emergence of nationalist online 
movements and, more recently, by high-profile 
cases of journalist harassment. Civil society and 
media have begun to coalesce around these issues 
in new ways, suggesting that crisis can also create 
conditions for solidarity and institutional renewal.

Participants also discussed the impact of artificial 
intelligence (AI) on free expression. Does AI-gen-
erated content constitute speech deserving of First 
Amendment protection? What are the implications 
for the attention economy and for the listener’s right 
to receive reliable information? Several participants 
argued that the AI debate is replicating errors made 
in the early social media platform era, waiting to see 
what emerges rather than proactively shaping the 
information ecosystem. The stakes are potentially 
higher, according to some participants, given the 
persuasive capacity of large language models and 
the risk of flooding communicative space in ways 
that structurally disadvantage human speakers.

Statutory and legal interventions were identified as 
necessary complements to executive and regulatory 
strategies. Historical precedents governing ideolog-
ical exclusion from the Cold War era were cited as 
examples of the kind of legislative action that could 
entrench protections for free expression in durable 
law. Transparency mandates premised on the right 
to know and the right to receive information were 
proposed as a concrete framework for platform 
accountability.

Threats and Opportunities: 
Looking Forward

> SECTION 4
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Several cross-cutting themes emerged from the 
convening that warrant sustained attention in 
future research and policy work.

•	 Developing a Positive Theory of State 
Obligation. Much of the legal and political 
discussion of free expression remains organized 
around negative rights and what the state may 
not do. A more robust framework requires 
attending to what the state is obligated to do, 
including ensuring access to communicative 
infrastructure, protecting media pluralism, 
funding public interest journalism, and creating 
the conditions under which all members of the 
public can meaningfully exercise expressive 
rights. Strasbourg case law and the Inter- 
American system offer starting points. 

•	 Theorizing the Listener and the Audi-
ence. The rights of audiences and listeners 
remain underdeveloped in both the United 
States and international law. Future work 
should articulate what audience rights entail, 
how they can be operationalized in law and 
policy, and how conflicts between speaker and 
listener interests should be adjudicated. 

•	 Countering the Populist Frame.  
Understanding the populist approach to free 
speech as a strategy opens space for more 

effective responses. Research is needed on how 
alternative narratives centered on public inter-
est, listener rights, and democratic communi-
cation can be made compelling to publics who 
have absorbed the grievance frame, without 
conceding the terrain of free speech as a value. 

•	 Governance of AI and the Information 
Ecosystem. The emergence of generative AI 
as a major force in communicative life requires 
urgent attention. Key questions include what 
protections AI-generated content should 
receive, how attention scarcity should inform 
regulatory design, and how transparency 
requirements can be structured to protect the 
public’s right to know the source and nature of 
the content it receives. 

•	 Transnational Coordination and Compar-
ative Learning. Challenges to free expression 
are structurally transnational, and responses 
must be as well. Research and policy work 
should draw on comparative case studies from 
the Global South and from smaller democ-
racies navigating these pressures and should 
invest in the transnational coalitions and legal 
orders capable of addressing them.

Key Takeaways  
and Areas for Research 

> SECTION 5
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