AREOPAGITICA

By John Milton

A SPEECH FOR THE LIBERTY OF UNLICENSED PRINTING
TO THE PARLIAMENT OF ENGLAND

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; | 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.. ..

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 | now manifest by the very sound of this which | shall utter, that we are already in good
part arrived . . ..

For he who freely magnifies what hath been nobly done, and fears not to declare as freely what
might be done better, gives ye the best covenant of his fidelity; and that his loyalest affection and his
hope waits on your proceedings. His highest praising is not flattery, and his plainest advice is a kind of
praising. For though | should affirm and hold by argument, that it would fare better with truth, with
learning and the Commonwealth, if one of your published Orders, which | should name, were called in;
yet at the same time it could not but much redound to the lustre of your mild and equal government,
when as private persons are hereby animated to think ye better pleased with public advice, than other
statists have been delighted heretofore with public flattery. . ..

If ye be thus resolved, as it were injury to think ye were not, | 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. . .. | 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.

| 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. | 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. . ..

[The] Popes of Rome, engrossing what they pleased of political rule into their own hands,
extended their dominion over men's eyes, as they had before over their judgments, burning and
prohibiting to be read what they fancied not; yet sparing in their censures, and the books not many
which they so dealt with: till Martin V., by his bull, not only prohibited, but was the first that
excommunicated the reading of heretical books; for about that time Wickliffe and Huss, growing
terrible, were they who first drove the Papal Court to a stricter policy of prohibiting. Which course Leo X.
and his successors followed, until the Council of Trent and the Spanish Inquisition engendering together
brought forth, or perfected, those Catalogues and expurging Indexes, that rake through the entrails of
many an old good author, with a violation worse than any could be offered to his tomb. Nor did they
stay in matters heretical, but any subject that was not to their palate, they either condemned in a
Prohibition, or had it straight into the new purgatory of an index.

To fill up the measure of encroachment, their last invention was to ordain that no book,
pamphlet, or paper should be printed (as if St. Peter had bequeathed them the keys of the press also out
of Paradise) unless it were approved and licensed under the hands of two or three glutton friars. For
example:

Let the Chancellor Cini be pleased to see if in this present
work be contained aught that may withstand the printing.

VINCENT RABBATTA, Vicar of Florence.

| have seen this present work, and find nothing athwart the
Catholic faith and good manners: in witness whereof |

have given, etc.



NICOLO GINI, Chancellor of Florence.
Attending the precedent relation, it is allowed that this
present work of Davanzati may be printed. . ..

And thus ye have the inventors and the original of book-licensing ripped up and drawn as
lineally as any pedigree. We have it not, that can be heard of, from any ancient state, or polity or church;
nor by any statute left us by our ancestors elder or later; nor from the modern custom of any reformed
city or church abroad, but from the most anti-christian council and the most tyrannous inquisition that
ever inquired. Till then books were ever as freely admitted into the world as any other birth; the issue of
the brain was no more stifled than the issue of the womb . ... That ye like not now these most certain
authors of this licensing order, and that all sinister intention was far distant from your thoughts, when
ye were importuned the passing it, all men who know the integrity of your actions, and how ye honour
truth, will clear ye readily.

But some will say, what though the inventors were bad, the thing for all that may be good? It
may so; yet if that thing be no such deep invention, but obvious, and easy for any man to light on, and
yet best and wisest commonwealths through all ages and occasions have forborne to use it, and falsest
seducers and oppressors of men were the first who took it up, and to no other purpose but to obstruct
and hinder the first approach of Reformation; | am of those who believe it will be a harder alchemy than
Lullius ever knew, to sublimate any good use out of such an invention. Yet this only is what | request to
gain from this reason, that it may be held a dangerous and suspicious fruit, as certainly it deserves, for
the tree that bore it, until | can dissect one by one the properties it has. . ..

For books are as meats and viands are; some of good, some of evil substance . ... 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 | 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 . . . 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 abstain, and yet
distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true warfaring Christian.

| 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. 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. . ..

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 .. .. 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
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? . ...

Next, what more national corruption, for which England hears ill abroad, than household
gluttony: who shall be the rectors of our daily rioting? And what shall be done to inhibit the multitudes
that frequent those houses where drunkenness is sold and harboured? Our garments also should be
referred to the licensing of some more sober workmasters to see them cut into a less wanton garb. Who
shall regulate all the mixed conversation of our youth, male and female together, as is the fashion of this
country? Who shall still appoint what shall be discoursed, what presumed, and no further? Lastly, who
shall forbid and separate all idle resort, all evil company? . ..

They are not skilful considerers of human things, who imagine to remove sin by removing the
matter of sin; for, besides that it is a huge heap increasing under the very act of diminishing, though
some part of it may for a time be withdrawn from some persons, it cannot from all, in such a universal
thing as books are; and when this is done, yet the sin remains entire. Though ye take from a covetous
man all his treasure, he has yet one jewel left, ye cannot bereave him of his covetousness. Banish all
objects of lust, shut up all youth into the severest discipline that can be exercised in any hermitage, ye
cannot make them chaste, that came not hither so; such great care and wisdom is required to the right
managing of this point. Suppose we could expel sin by this means; look how much we thus expel of sin,
so much we expel of virtue: for the matter of them both is the same; remove that, and ye remove them
both alike. . ..

Another reason, whereby to make it plain that this Order will miss the end it seeks, consider by
the quality which ought to be in every licenser. It cannot be denied but that he who is made judge to sit
upon the birth or death of books, whether they may be wafted into this world or not, had need to be a
man above the common measure, both studious, learned, and judicious; there may be else no mean
mistakes in the censure of what is passable or not; which is also no mean injury. If he be of such worth
as behooves him, there cannot be a more tedious and unpleasing journey-work, a greater loss of time
levied upon his head, than to be made the perpetual reader of unchosen books and pamphlets, ofttimes
huge volumes. . . . Seeing therefore those who now possess the employment by all evident signs wish
themselves well rid of it; . . . we may easily foresee what kind of licensers we are to expect hereafter,
either ignorant, imperious, and remiss, or basely pecuniary. . ..



| 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. . . . If
therefore ye be loath to dishearten utterly and discontent, not the mercenary crew of false pretenders
to learning, but the free and ingenuous sort of such as evidently were born to study, and love learning
for itself, not for lucre or any other end but the service of God and of truth, and perhaps that lasting
fame and perpetuity of praise which God and good men have consented shall be the reward of those
whose published labours advance the good of mankind; then know that, so far to distrust the judgment
and the honesty of one who hath but a common repute in learning, and never yet offended, as not to
count him fit to print his mind without a tutor and examiner, lest he should drop a schism, or something
of corruption, is the greatest displeasure and indignity to a free and knowing spirit that can be put upon
him.

What advantage is it to be a man, over it is to be a boy at school, if we have only escaped the
ferula to come under the fescue of an Imprimatur; if serious and elaborate writings, as if they were no
more than the theme of a grammar-lad under his pedagogue, must not be uttered without the cursory
eyes of a temporizing and extemporizing licenser? ... When a man writes to the world, he summons up
all his reason and deliberation to assist him; he searches, meditates, is industrious, and likely consults
and confers with his judicious friends; after all which done he takes himself to be informed in what he
writes, as well as any that writ before him. If, in this the most consummate act of his fidelity and
ripeness, no years, no industry, no former proof of his abilities can bring him to that state of maturity, as
not to be still mistrusted and suspected, unless he carry all his considerate diligence, all his midnight
watchings and expense of Palladian oil, to the hasty view of an unleisured licenser, perhaps much his
younger, perhaps his inferior in judgment, perhaps one who never knew the labour of bookwriting, and
if he be not repulsed or slighted, must appear in print like a puny with his guardian, and his censor's
hand on the back of his title to be his bail and surety that he is no idiot or seducer, it cannot be but a
dishonour and derogation to the author, to the book, to the privilege and dignity of learning. . ..

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. . ..

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. . .. 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. . ..

For when God shakes a kingdom with strong and healthful commotions to a general reforming,
'tis not untrue that many sectaries and false teachers are then busiest in seducing; but yet more true it
is, that God then raises to his own work men of rare abilities, and more than common industry, not only
to look back and revise what hath been taught heretofore, but to gain further and go on some new
enlightened steps in the discovery of truth. For such is the order of God's enlightening his Church, to
dispense and deal out by degrees his beam, so as our earthly eyes may best sustainiit. . . .

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 examine the matter thoroughly with liberal and frequent
audience; if not for their sakes, yet for our own? ... 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 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. . . .

This | 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.



