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Areopagitica

A Speech for the Liberty of Unlicensed Printing
to the Parliament of England
by John Milton
1644

This is true liberty, when free-born men,

Having to advise the public, may speak free,
Which he who can, and will, deserves high praise;
Who neither can, nor will, may hold his peace:
What can be juster in a state than this?

Euripid. Hicetid.

They, who to states and governors of the Commonwealth direct their speech,
High Court of Parliament, or, wanting such access in a private condition, write
that which they foresee may advance the public good; I suppose them, as at the
beginning of no mean endeavour, not a little altered and moved inwardly in their
minds: some with doubt of what will be the success, others with fear of what will
be the censure; some with hope, others with confidence of what they have to
speak. And me perhaps each of these dispositions, as the subject was whereon I
entered, may have at other times variously affected; and likely might in these
foremost expressions now also disclose which of them swayed most, but that the
very attempt of this address thus made, and the thought of whom it hath recourse
to, hath got the power within me to a passion, far more welcome than incidental
to a preface.

Which though I stay not to confess ere any ask, I shall be blameless, if it be
no other than the joy and gratulation which it brings to all who wish and promote
their country's liberty; whereof this whole discourse proposed will be a certain
testimony, if not a trophy. For this is not the liberty which we can hope, that no
grievance ever should arise in the Commonwealth—that let no man in this world
expect; but when complaints are freely heard, deeply considered and speedily
reformed, then is the utmost bound of civil liberty attained that wise men look
for. To which if I now manifest by the very sound of this which I shall utter, that
we are already in good part arrived, and yet from such a steep disadvantage of
tyranny and superstition grounded into our principles as was beyond the
manhood of a Roman recovery, it will be attributed first, as is most due, to the
strong assistance of God our deliverer, next to your faithful guidance and
undaunted wisdom, Lords and Commons of England. Neither is it in God's
esteem the diminution of his glory, when honourable things are spoken of good
men and worthy magistrates; which if I now first should begin to do, after so fair
a progress of your laudable deeds, and such a long obligement upon the whole
realm to your indefatigable virtues, I might be justly reckoned among the tardiest,
and the unwillingest of them that praise ye.”
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Lords and Commons, there can no greater testimony appear, than when your
prudent spirit acknowledges and obeys the voice of reason from what quarter
soever it be heard speaking; and renders ye as willing to repeal any Act of your
own setting forth, as any set forth by your predecessors.

If ye be thus resolved, as it were injury to think ye were not, I know not what
should withhold me from presenting ye with a fit instance wherein to show both
that love of truth which ye eminently profess, and that uprightness of your
judgment which is not wont to be partial to yourselves; by judging over again
that Order which ye have ordained to regulate printing:—that no book, pamphlet,
or paper shall be henceforth printed, unless the same be first approved and
licensed by such, or at least one of such, as shall be thereto appointed. For that
part which preserves justly every man's copy to himself, or provides for the poor,
I touch not, only wish they be not made pretences to abuse and persecute honest
and painful men, who offend not in either of these particulars. But that other
clause of licensing books, which we thought had died with his brother
quadragesimal and matrimonial when the prelates expired, I shall now attend
with such a homily, as shall lay before ye, first the inventors of it to be those
whom ye will be loath to own; next what is to be thought in general of reading,
whatever sort the books be; and that this Order avails nothing to the suppressing
of scandalous, seditious, and libellous books, which were mainly intended to be
suppressed. Last, that it will be primely to the discouragement of all learning, and
the stop of truth, not only by disexercising and blunting our abilities in what we
know already, but by hindering and cropping the discovery that might be yet
further made both in religious and civil wisdom.

I deny not, but that it is of greatest concernment in the Church and
Commonwealth, to have a vigilant eye how books demean themselves as well as
men; and thereafter to confine, imprison, and do sharpest justice on them as
malefactors. For books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency
of life in them to be as active as that soul was whose progeny they are; nay, they
do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and extraction of that living intellect
that bred them. I know they are as lively, and as vigorously productive, as those
fabulous dragon's teeth; and being sown up and down, may chance to spring up
armed men. And yet, on the other hand, unless wariness be used, as good almost
kill a man as kill a good book. Who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God's
image; but he who destroys a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of
God, as it were in the eye. Many a man lives a burden to the earth; but a good
book is the precious life-blood of a master spirit, embalmed and treasured up on
purpose to a life beyond life. 'Tis true, no age can restore a life, whereof perhaps
there is no great loss; and revolutions of ages do not oft recover the loss of a
rejected truth, for the want of which whole nations fare the worse.

We should be wary therefore what persecution we raise against the living
labours of public men, how we spill that seasoned life of man, preserved and
stored up in books; since we see a kind of homicide may be thus committed,
sometimes a martyrdom, and if it extend to the whole impression, a kind of
massacre; whereof the execution ends not in the slaying of an elemental life, but
strikes at that ethereal and fifth essence, the breath of reason itself, slays an
immortality rather than a life.”
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[Tlhere is a vision recorded by Eusebius, far ancienter than this tale of
Jerome, to the nun Eustochium, and, besides, has nothing of a fever in it.
Dionysius Alexandrinus was about the year 240 a person of great name in the
Church for piety and learning, who had wont to avail himself much against
heretics by being conversant in their books; until a certain presbyter laid it
scrupulously to his conscience, how he durst venture himself among those
defiling volumes. The worthy man, loath to give offence, fell into a new debate
with himself what was to be thought; when suddenly a vision sent from God (it is
his own epistle that so avers it) confirmed him in these words: READ ANY
BOOKS WHATEVER COME TO THY HANDS, FOR THOU ART
SUFFICIENT BOTH TO JUDGE ARIGHT AND TO EXAMINE EACH
MATTER. To this revelation he assented the sooner, as he confesses, because it
was answerable to that of the Apostle to the Thessalonians, PROVE ALL
THINGS, HOLD FAST THAT WHICH IS GOOD. And he might have added
another remarkable saying of the same author: TO THE PURE, ALL THINGS
ARE PURE; not only meats and drinks, but all kind of knowledge whether of
good or evil; the knowledge cannot defile, nor consequently the books, if the will
and conscience be not defiled.

For books are as meats and viands are; some of good, some of evil substance;
and yet God, in that unapocryphal vision, said without exception, RISE, PETER,
KILL AND EAT, leaving the choice to each man's discretion. Wholesome meats
to a vitiated stomach differ little or nothing from unwholesome; and best books
to a naughty mind are not unappliable to occasions of evil. Bad meats will scarce
breed good nourishment in the healthiest concoction; but herein the difference is
of bad books, that they to a discreet and judicious reader serve in many respects
to discover, to confute, to forewarn, and to illustrate. Whereof what better
witness can ye expect I should produce, than one of your own now sitting in
Parliament, the chief of learned men reputed in this land, Mr. Selden; whose
volume of natural and national laws proves, not only by great authorities brought
together, but by exquisite reasons and theorems almost mathematically
demonstrative, that all opinions, yea errors, known, read, and collated, are of
main service and assistance toward the speedy attainment of what is truest. |
conceive, therefore, that when God did enlarge the universal diet of man's body,
saving ever the rules of temperance, he then also, as before, left arbitrary the
dieting and repasting of our minds; as wherein every mature man might have to
exercise his own leading capacity.”

Good and evil we know in the field of this world grow up together almost
inseparably; and the knowledge of good is so involved and interwoven with the
knowledge of evil, and in so many cunning resemblances hardly to be discerned,
that those confused seeds which were imposed upon Psyche as an incessant
labour to cull out, and sort asunder, were not more intermixed. It was from out
the rind of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of good and evil, as two twins
cleaving together, leaped forth into the world. And perhaps this is that doom
which Adam fell into of knowing good and evil, that is to say of knowing good
by evil. As therefore the state of man now is; what wisdom can there be to
choose, what continence to forbear without the knowledge of evil? He that can
apprehend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet
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abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true
warfaring Christian.

I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed,
that never sallies out and sees her adversary but slinks out of the race, where that
immortal garland is to be run for, not without dust and heat. Assuredly we bring
not innocence into the world, we bring impurity much rather; that which purifies
us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary. That virtue therefore which is but a
youngling in the contemplation of evil, and knows not the utmost that vice
promises to her followers, and rejects it, is but a blank virtue, not a pure; her
whiteness is but an excremental whiteness. Which was the reason why our sage
and serious poet Spenser, whom I dare be known to think a better teacher than
Scotus or Aquinas, describing true temperance under the person of Guion, brings
him in with his palmer through the cave of Mammon, and the bower of earthly
bliss, that he might see and know, and yet abstain. Since therefore the knowledge
and survey of vice is in this world so necessary to the constituting of human
virtue, and the scanning of error to the confirmation of truth, how can we more
safely, and with less danger, scout into the regions of sin and falsity than by
reading all manner of tractates and hearing all manner of reason? And this is the
benefit which may be had of books promiscuously read.

But of the harm that may result hence three kinds are usually reckoned. First,
is feared the infection that may spread; but then all human learning and
controversy in religious points must remove out of the world, yea the Bible itself;
for that ofttimes relates blasphemy not nicely, it describes the carnal sense of
wicked men not unelegantly, it brings in holiest men passionately murmuring
against Providence through all the arguments of Epicurus: in other great disputes
it answers dubiously and darkly to the common reader. And ask a Talmudist what
ails the modesty of his marginal Keri, that Moses and all the prophets cannot
persuade him to pronounce the textual Chetiv. For these causes we all know the
Bible itself put by the Papist must be next removed, as Clement of Alexandria,
and that Eusebian book of Evangelic preparation, transmitting our ears through a
hoard of heathenish obscenities to receive the Gospel. Who finds not that
Irenaeus, Epiphanius, Jerome, and others discover more heresies than they well
confute, and that oft for heresy which is the truer opinion?

Nor boots it to say for these, and all the heathen writers of greatest infection,
if it must be thought so, with whom is bound up the life of human learning, that
they writ in an unknown tongue, so long as we are sure those languages are
known as well to the worst of men, who are both most able and most diligent to
instil the poison they suck, first into the courts of princes, acquainting them with
the choicest delights and criticisms of sin. As perhaps did that Petronius whom
Nero called his Arbiter, the master of his revels; and the notorious ribald of
Arezzo, dreaded and yet dear to the Italian courtiers. I name not him for
posterity's sake, whom Henry VIII. named in merriment his vicar of hell. By
which compendious way all the contagion that foreign books can infuse will find
a passage to the people far easier and shorter than an Indian voyage, though it
could be sailed either by the north of Cataio eastward, or of Canada westward,
while our Spanish licensing gags the English press never so severely.”

Seeing, therefore, that those books, and those in great abundance, which are
likeliest to taint both life and doctrine, cannot be suppressed without the fall of
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learning and of all ability in disputation, and that these books of either sort are
most and soonest catching to the learned, from whom to the common people
whatever is heretical or dissolute may quickly be conveyed, and that evil
manners are as perfectly learnt without books a thousand other ways which
cannot be stopped, and evil doctrine not with books can propagate, except a
teacher guide, which he might also do without writing, and so beyond
prohibiting, I am not able to unfold, how this cautelous enterprise of licensing
can be exempted from the number of vain and impossible attempts. And he who
were pleasantly disposed could not well avoid to liken it to the exploit of that
gallant man who thought to pound up the crows by shutting his park gate.

Besides another inconvenience, if learned men be the first receivers out of
books and dispreaders both of vice and error, how shall the licensers themselves
be confided in, unless we can confer upon them, or they assume to themselves
above all others in the land, the grace of infallibility and uncorruptedness? And
again, if it be true that a wise man, like a good refiner, can gather gold out of the
drossiest volume, and that a fool will be a fool with the best book, yea or without
book; there is no reason that we should deprive a wise man of any advantage to
his wisdom, while we seek to restrain from a fool, that which being restrained
will be no hindrance to his folly~

'"Tis next alleged we must not expose ourselves to temptations without
necessity, and next to that, not employ our time in vain things. To both these
objections one answer will serve, out of the grounds already laid, that to all men
such books are not temptations, nor vanities, but useful drugs and materials
wherewith to temper and compose effective and strong medicines, which man's
life cannot want. The rest, as children and childish men, who have not the art to
qualify and prepare these working minerals, well may be exhorted to forbear, but
hindered forcibly they cannot be by all the licensing that Sainted Inquisition
could ever yet contrive. Which is what I promised to deliver next: that this order
of licensing conduces nothing to the end for which it was framed; and hath
almost prevented me by being clear already while thus much hath been
explaining. See the ingenuity of Truth, who, when she gets a free and willing
hand, opens herself faster than the pace of method and discourse can overtake
her.

It was the task which I began with, to show that no nation, or well-instituted
state, if they valued books at all, did ever use this way of licensing; and it might
be answered, that this is a piece of prudence lately discovered. To which I return,
that as it was a thing slight and obvious to think on, so if it had been difficult to
find out, there wanted not among them long since who suggested such a course;
which they not following, leave us a pattern of their judgment that it was not the
rest knowing, but the not approving, which was the cause of their not using it.”

If we think to regulate printing, thereby to rectify manners, we must regulate
all recreation and pastimes, all that is delightful to man. No music must be heard,
no song be set or sung, but what is grave and Doric. There must be licensing
dancers, that no gesture, motion, or deportment be taught our youth but what by
their allowance shall be thought honest; for such Plato was provided of. It will
ask more than the work of twenty licensers to examine all the lutes, the violins,
and the guitars in every house; they must not be suffered to prattle as they do, but
must be licensed what they may say. And who shall silence all the airs and
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madrigals that whisper softness in chambers? The windows also, and the
balconies must be thought on; there are shrewd books, with dangerous
frontispieces, set to sale; who shall prohibit them, shall twenty licensers? The
villages also must have their visitors to inquire what lectures the bagpipe and the
rebeck reads, even to the ballatry and the gamut of every municipal fiddler, for
these are the countryman's Arcadias, and his Monte Mayors.™

If every action, which is good or evil in man at ripe years, were to be under
pittance and prescription and compulsion, what were virtue but a name, what
praise could be then due to well-doing, what gramercy to be sober, just, or
continent? Many there be that complain of divine Providence for suffering Adam
to transgress; foolish tongues! When God gave him reason, he gave him freedom
to choose, for reason is but choosing; he had been else a mere artificial Adam,
such an Adam as he is in the motions. We ourselves esteem not of that
obedience, or love, or gift, which is of force: God therefore left him free, set
before him a provoking object, ever almost in his eyes; herein consisted his
merit, herein the right of his reward, the praise of his abstinence. Wherefore did
he create passions within us, pleasures round about us, but that these rightly
tempered are the very ingredients of virtue?”

I lastly proceed from the no good it can do, to the manifest hurt it causes, in
being first the greatest discouragement and affront that can be offered to learning,
and to learned men.”

And it is a particular disesteem of every knowing person alive, and most
injurious to the written labours and monuments of the dead, so to me it seems an
undervaluing and vilifying of the whole nation. I cannot set so light by all the
invention, the art, the wit, the grave and solid judgment which is in England, as
that it can be comprehended in any twenty capacities how good soever, much less
that it should not pass except their superintendence be over it, except it be sifted
and strained with their strainers, that it should be uncurrent without their manual
stamp. Truth and understanding are not such wares as to be monopolized and
traded in by tickets and statutes and standards. We must not think to make a
staple commodity of all the knowledge in the land, to mark and licence it like our
broadcloth and our woolpacks.”

Nor is it to the common people less than a reproach; for if we be so jealous
over them, as that we dare not trust them with an English pamphlet, what do we
but censure them for a giddy, vicious, and ungrounded people; in such a sick and
weak state of faith and discretion, as to be able to take nothing down but through
the pipe of a licenser? That this is care or love of them, we cannot pretend,
whenas, in those popish places where the laity are most hated and despised, the
same strictness is used over them. Wisdom we cannot call it, because it stops but
one breach of licence, nor that neither: whenas those corruptions, which it seeks
to prevent, break in faster at other doors which cannot be shut.

And in conclusion it reflects to the disrepute of our ministers also, of whose
labours we should hope better, and of the proficiency which their flock reaps by
them, than that after all this light of the Gospel which is, and is to be, and all this
continual preaching, they should still be frequented with such an unprincipled,
unedified and laic rabble, as that the whiff of every new pamphlet should stagger
them out of their catechism and Christian walking. This may have much reason
to discourage the ministers when such a low conceit is had of all their
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exhortations, and the benefiting of their hearers, as that they are not thought fit to
be turned loose to three sheets of paper without a licenser; that all the sermons,
all the lectures preached, printed, vented in such numbers, and such volumes, as
have now well nigh made all other books unsaleable, should not be armour
enough against one single Enchiridion, without the castle of St. Angelo of an
Imprimatur.”

Well knows he who uses to consider, that our faith and knowledge thrives by
exercise, as well as our limbs and complexion. Truth is compared in Scripture to
a streaming fountain; if her waters flow not in a perpetual progression, they
sicken into a muddy pool of conformity and tradition. A man may be a heretic in
the truth; and if he believe things only because his pastor says so, or the
Assembly so determines, without knowing other reason, though his belief be true,
yet the very truth he holds becomes his heresy.”

Thus much we are hindered and disinured by this course of licensing, toward
the true knowledge of what we seem to know. For how much it hurts and hinders
the licensers themselves in the calling of their ministry, more than any secular
employment, if they will discharge that office as they ought, so that of necessity
they must neglect either the one duty or the other, I insist not, because it is a
particular, but leave it to their own conscience, how they will decide it there.

There is yet behind of what I purposed to lay open, the incredible loss and
detriment that this plot of licensing puts us to; more than if some enemy at sea
should stop up all our havens and ports and creeks, it hinders and retards the
importation of our richest merchandise, truth; nay, it was first established and put
in practice by Antichristian malice and mystery on set purpose to extinguish, if it
were possible, the light of Reformation, and to settle falsehood; little differing
from that policy wherewith the Turk upholds his Alcoran, by the prohibition of
printing. 'Tis not denied, but gladly confessed, we are to send our thanks and
vows to Heaven louder than most of nations, for that great measure of truth
which we enjoy, especially in those main points between us and the Pope, with
his appurtenances the prelates: but he who thinks we are to pitch our tent here,
and have attained the utmost prospect of reformation that the mortal glass
wherein we contemplate can show us, till we come to beatific vision, that man by
this very opinion declares that he is yet far short of truth.

Truth indeed came once into the world with her divine Master, and was a
perfect shape most glorious to look on: but when he ascended, and his Apostles
after him were laid asleep, then straight arose a wicked race of deceivers, who, as
that story goes of the Egyptian Typhon with his conspirators, how they dealt with
the good Osiris, took the virgin Truth, hewed her lovely form into a thousand
pieces, and scattered them to the four winds. From that time ever since, the sad
friends of Truth, such as durst appear, imitating the careful search that Isis made
for the mangled body of Osiris, went up and down gathering up limb by limb,
still as they could find them. We have not yet found them all, Lords and
Commons, nor ever shall do, till her Master's second coming; he shall bring
together every joint and member, and shall mould them into an immortal feature
of loveliness and perfection. Suffer not these licensing prohibitions to stand at
every place of opportunity, forbidding and disturbing them that continue seeking,
that continue to do our obsequies to the torn body of our martyred saint.
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We boast our light; but if we look not wisely on the sun itself, it smites us into
darkness. Who can discern those planets that are oft combust, and those stars of
brightest magnitude that rise and set with the sun, until the opposite motion of
their orbs bring them to such a place in the firmament, where they may be seen
evening or morning? The light which we have gained was given us, not to be
ever staring on, but by it to discover onward things more remote from our
knowledge. It is not the unfrocking of a priest, the unmitring of a bishop, and the
removing him from off the presbyterian shoulders, that will make us a happy
nation. No, if other things as great in the Church, and in the rule of life both
economical and political, be not looked into and reformed, we have looked so
long upon the blaze that Zuinglius and Calvin hath beaconed up to us, that we are
stark blind. There be who perpetually complain of schisms and sects, and make it
such a calamity that any man dissents from their maxims. 'Tis their own pride
and ignorance which causes the disturbing, who neither will hear with meekness,
nor can convince; yet all must be suppressed which is not found in their
Syntagma. They are the troublers, they are the dividers of unity, who neglect and
permit not others to unite those dissevered pieces which are yet wanting to the
body of Truth. To be still searching what we know not by what we know, still
closing up truth to truth as we find it (for all her body is homogeneal and
proportional), this is the golden rule in theology as well as in arithmetic, and
makes up the best harmony in a Church; not the forced and outward union of
cold, and neutral, and inwardly divided minds.

Lords and Commons of England! consider what nation it is whereof ye are,
and whereof ye are the governors: a nation not slow and dull, but of a quick,
ingenious and piercing spirit, acute to invent, subtle and sinewy to discourse, not
beneath the reach of any point the highest that human capacity can soar to.”

Where there is much desire to learn, there of necessity will be much arguing,
much writing, many opinions; for opinion in good men is but knowledge in the
making. Under these fantastic terrors of sect and schism, we wrong the earnest
and zealous thirst after knowledge and understanding which God hath stirred up
in this city. What some lament of, we rather should rejoice at, should rather
praise this pious forwardness among men, to reassume the ill-deputed care of
their religion into their own hands again. A little generous prudence, a little
forbearance of one another, and some grain of charity might win all these
diligences to join, and unite in one general and brotherly search after truth; could
we but forgo this prelatical tradition of crowding free consciences and Christian
liberties into canons and precepts of men.”

Let us therefore be more considerate builders, more wise in spiritual
architecture, when great reformation is expected. For now the time seems come,
wherein Moses the great prophet may sit in heaven rejoicing to see that
memorable and glorious wish of his fulfilled, when not only our seventy elders,
but all the Lord's people, are become prophets.”

Next, it is a lively and cheerful presage of our happy success and victory. For
as in a body, when the blood is fresh, the spirits pure and vigorous, not only to
vital but to rational faculties, and those in the acutest and the pertest operations of
wit and subtlety, it argues in what good plight and constitution the body is; so
when the cheerfulness of the people is so sprightly up, as that it has not only
wherewith to guard well its own freedom and safety, but to spare, and to bestow
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upon the solidest and sublimest points of controversy and new invention, it
betokens us not degenerated, nor drooping to a fatal decay, but casting off the old
and wrinkled skin of corruption to outlive these pangs and wax young again,
entering the glorious ways of truth and prosperous virtue, destined to become
great and honourable in these latter ages. Methinks I see in my mind a noble and
puissant nation rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking her
invincible locks: methinks I see her as an eagle mewing her mighty youth, and
kindling her undazzled eyes at the full midday beam; purging and unscaling her
long-abused sight at the fountain itself of heavenly radiance; while the whole
noise of timorous and flocking birds, with those also that love the twilight, flutter
about, amazed at what she means, and in their envious gabble would
prognosticate a year of sects and schisms.

What would ye do then? should ye suppress all this flowery crop of
knowledge and new light sprung up and yet springing daily in this city? Should
ye set an oligarchy of twenty engrossers over it, to bring a famine upon our
minds again, when we shall know nothing but what is measured to us by their
bushel? Believe it, Lords and Commons, they who counsel ye to such a
suppressing do as good as bid ye suppress yourselves; and I will soon show how.
If it be desired to know the immediate cause of all this free writing and free
speaking, there cannot be assigned a truer than your own mild and free and
humane government. It is the liberty, Lords and Commons, which your own
valorous and happy counsels have purchased us, liberty which is the nurse of all
great wits; this is that which hath rarefied and enlightened our spirits like the
influence of heaven; this is that which hath enfranchised, enlarged and lifted up
our apprehensions, degrees above themselves.

Ye cannot make us now less capable, less knowing, less eagerly pursuing of
the truth, unless ye first make yourselves, that made us so, less the lovers, less the
founders of our true liberty. We can grow ignorant again, brutish, formal and
slavish, as ye found us; but you then must first become that which ye cannot be,
oppressive, arbitrary and tyrannous, as they were from whom ye have freed us.
That our hearts are now more capacious, our thoughts more erected to the search
and expectation of greatest and exactest things, is the issue of your own virtue
propagated in us; ye cannot suppress that, unless ye reinforce an abrogated and
merciless law, that fathers may dispatch at will their own children. And who shall
then stick closest to ye, and excite others? not he who takes up arms for coat and
conduct, and his four nobles of Danegelt. Although I dispraise not the defence of
just immunities, yet love my peace better, if that were all. Give me the liberty to
know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.”

And now the time in special is, by privilege to write and speak what may help
to the further discussing of matters in agitation. The temple of Janus with his two
controversial faces might now not unsignificantly be set open. And though all the
winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon the earth, so Truth be in the field,
we do injuriously, by licensing and prohibiting, to misdoubt her strength. Let her
and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open
encounter? Her confuting is the best and surest suppressing. He who hears what
praying there is for light and clearer knowledge to be sent down among us, would
think of other matters to be constituted beyond the discipline of Geneva, framed
and fabricked already to our hands. Yet when the new light which we beg for
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shines in upon us, there be who envy and oppose, if it come not first in at their
casements. What a collusion is this, whenas we are exhorted by the wise man to
use diligence, to seek for wisdom as for hidden treasures early and late, that
another order shall enjoin us to know nothing but by statute? When a man hath
been labouring the hardest labour in the deep mines of knowledge, hath furnished
out his findings in all their equipage: drawn forth his reasons as it were a battle
ranged: scattered and defeated all objections in his way; calls out his adversary
into the plain, offers him the advantage of wind and sun, if he please, only that he
may try the matter by dint of argument: for his opponents then to skulk, to lay
ambushments, to keep a narrow bridge of licensing where the challenger should
pass, though it be valour enough in soldiership, is but weakness and cowardice in
the wars of Truth.

For who knows not that Truth is strong, next to the Almighty? She needs no
policies, nor stratagems, nor licensings to make her victorious; those are the
shifts and the defences that error uses against her power. Give her but room, and
do not bind her when she sleeps, for then she speaks not true, as the old Proteus
did, who spake oracles only when he was caught and bound, but then rather she
turns herself into all shapes, except her own, and perhaps tunes her voice
according to the time, as Micaiah did before Ahab, until she be adjured into her
own likeness. Yet is it not impossible that she may have more shapes than one.
What else is all that rank of things indifferent, wherein Truth may be on this side
or on the other, without being unlike herself? What but a vain shadow else is the
abolition of those ordinances, that hand-writing nailed to the cross? What great
purchase is this Christian liberty which Paul so often boasts of? His doctrine is,
that he who eats or eats not, regards a day or regards it not, may do either to the
Lord. How many other things might be tolerated in peace, and left to conscience,
had we but charity, and were it not the chief stronghold of our hypocrisy to be
ever judging one another?

I fear yet this iron yoke of outward conformity hath left a slavish print upon
our necks; the ghost of a linen decency yet haunts us. We stumble and are
impatient at the least dividing of one visible congregation from another, though it
be not in fundamentals; and through our forwardness to suppress, and our
backwardness to recover any enthralled piece of truth out of the gripe of custom,
we care not to keep truth separated from truth, which is the fiercest rent and
disunion of all. We do not see that, while we still affect by all means a rigid
external formality, we may as soon fall again into a gross conforming stupidity, a
stark and dead congealment of wood and hay and stubble, forced and frozen
together, which is more to the sudden degenerating of a Church than many
subdichotomies of petty schisms.

Not that I can think well of every light separation, or that all in a Church is to
be expected gold and silver and precious stones: it is not possible for man to
sever the wheat from the tares, the good fish from the other fry; that must be the
Angels' ministry at the end of mortal things. Yet if all cannot be of one mind—as
who looks they should be?—this doubtless is more wholesome, more prudent,
and more Christian, that many be tolerated, rather than all compelled.”

And if the men be erroneous who appear to be the leading schismatics, what
withholds us but our sloth, our self-will, and distrust in the right cause, that we do
not give them gentle meetings and gentle dismissions, that we debate not and
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examine the matter thoroughly with liberal and frequent audience; if not for their
sakes, yet for our own? seeing no man who hath tasted learning, but will confess
the many ways of profiting by those who, not contented with stale receipts, are
able to manage and set forth new positions to the world. And were they but as the
dust and cinders of our feet, so long as in that notion they may yet serve to polish
and brighten the armoury of Truth, even for that respect they were not utterly to
be cast away. But if they be of those whom God hath fitted for the special use of
these times with eminent and ample gifts, and those perhaps neither among the
priests nor among the Pharisees, and we in the haste of a precipitant zeal shall
make no distinction, but resolve to stop their mouths, because we fear they come
with new and dangerous opinions, as we commonly forejudge them ere we
understand them; no less than woe to us, while, thinking thus to defend the
Gospel, we are found the persecutors.”

And as for regulating the press, let no man think to have the honour of
advising ye better than yourselves have done in that Order published next before
this, "that no book be printed, unless the printer's and the author's name, or at
least the printer's, be registered." Those which otherwise come forth, if they be
found mischievous and libellous, the fire and the executioner will be the timeliest
and the most effectual remedy that man's prevention can use. For this authentic
Spanish policy of licensing books, if I have said aught, will prove the most
unlicensed book itself within a short while; and was the immediate image of a
Star Chamber decree to that purpose made in those very times when that Court
did the rest of those her pious works, for which she is now fallen from the stars
with Lucifer. Whereby ye may guess what kind of state prudence, what love of
the people, what care of religion or good manners there was at the contriving,
although with singular hypocrisy it pretended to bind books to their good
behaviour. And how it got the upper hand of your precedent Order so well
constituted before, if we may believe those men whose profession gives them
cause to inquire most, it may be doubted there was in it the fraud of some old
patentees and monopolizers in the trade of bookselling; who under pretence of
the poor in their Company not to be defrauded, and the just retaining of each man
his several copy, which God forbid should be gainsaid, brought divers glossing
colours to the House, which were indeed but colours, and serving to no end
except it be to exercise a superiority over their neighbours; men who do not
therefore labour in an honest profession to which learning is indebted, that they
should be made other men's vassals. Another end is thought was aimed at by
some of them in procuring by petition this Order, that, having power in their
hands, malignant books might the easier scape abroad, as the event shows.

But of these sophisms and elenchs of merchandise I skill not. This I know,
that errors in a good government and in a bad are equally almost incident; for
what magistrate may not be misinformed, and much the sooner, if liberty of
printing be reduced into the power of a few? But to redress willingly and speedily
what hath been erred, and in highest authority to esteem a plain advertisement
more than others have done a sumptuous bride, is a virtue (honoured Lords and
Commons) answerable to your highest actions, and whereof none can participate
but greatest and wisest men.
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