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184 CONTRA MUNDUM 

tues of "free expression," it is misapplied when extended to situa­
tions in which the presuppositions he has in mind are not fulfilled.43 

In the second place (a similar but different point), if we would 
understand the Areopagitica we must not beg the question, What 
persons, even within the society embodying his presuppositions, 
does Milton think of as actually participating in the quest for truth? 
Does his model, like Mill's, abstract from or ignore the differences in 
quality among the individual members of the society, and in conse­
quence, anticipate the democratical and egalitarian tendency of the 
Mill model? Mill's one lone dissenter, who must be convinced before 
the question on which he dissents can properly be regarded as closed 
(and then only until another dissenter turns up), and who contributes 
to the search for Truth by the mere fact of his dissenting, is, clearly, 
just anybody not a minor or an idiot; there is no test of intellectual 
or moral excellence that he must meet in order to be taken into 
account. When Milton speaks of the "whole people, or the greater 
part, more than at other times taken up with the study of highest and 
most important matters to be reformed ... , reasoning, reading, in­
venting, discoursing, even to a rarity and admiration, things not dis­
coursed or written of," we do seem (leaving aside the above question 
as to what kind of "people" we are speaking about) to be standing 
in the presence of an idea not unlike Mill's. (So, too, when we read 
"not only our seventy elders but all the Lord's people become proph-
t ")44 e s. 
Our answer here must be that to overlook the aristocratic character 

of Milton's conception of the Truth-seeking process is to ignore one 
of the major emphases of the essay, one moreover that is driven home 
to us at the very beginning. The lines from Euripides that precede 
Milton's opening sentence read: 

in good men is but knowledge in the making" (italics added), the Mill-trained eye 
having slipped over the "in good men." 

43lncluding, of course, the presuppositions as to the persons excluded from the 
debate, because of which, as noted elsewhere, the debate is really not unlimited at all. 
Milton was highly knowledgeable about the relation between policy recommendations 
and their presuppositions, as witness: "Plato ... fed his fancy with making many edicts 
to his airy burgomasters ... [He] seems to tolerate no kind of learning but by unaltera­
ble decree ... [But] Plato meant this law peculiarly to that commonwealth which he 
had imagined, and to no other .... [He] knew that this licensing of poems had reference 
and dependence to many other provisoes there set down in his fancied republic .•. 
IThe course he recommends], taken apart from those other collateral injunctions, must 
needs be vain and fruitless" (A., 33). 

44A., 74. 
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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? 

185 

Here also, to be sure, we are beset by very considerable tempta­
tions: (a) To let the eye skip the words "having to advise the public" 
and read "This is true liberty, when free-born men ... may speak 
free"-which we must not do, since the words "having to advise the 
public" are strictly defining (i.e., they tell us what free-born men in 
the justest State may speak free). (b) To fail to read closely the follow­
ing two verses, which, strictly construed, establish a distinction, logi­
cally prior to what they assert, between two types of free-born men: 
first, those who "can, and will [advise the public]," and second, those 
who "neither can nor will [advise the public]"-which "reads out" 
for us the dichotomy implicit in the defining phrase "having to advise 
the public." (c) To overlook the asymmetry of what the two v�rses 
end up asserting, which is that men of the first type "deserve high 
praise" (as why should they not, since they "can" advise, that is, are 
capable of advising, and "will," that is, are men who are willing to 
shoulder the responsibilities that go with their liberty?); and that men 
of the second type, who "neither can nor will," "may" hold their 
peace-where the absence of the symmetrical "does not deserve 
high praise" or "deserves contempt" (which is what we should have 
expected) rather emphasizes than obscures this point; as the absence 
of "may not hold his peace" (which is what we should have expected 
if we had read the verses backwards) rather emphasizes than ob­
scures that point. The assertion, in other words, is far more complex 
than, at first glance, it appears to be, and it becomes: We have true 
liberty, and the maximum of relevant justice, where those who have 
something to say that is worth hearing both are in position to "speak 
free" and actually do so, thus deserving (and being recognized as 
deserving) high praise, and where those who do not have something 
to say both do not deserve (and are recognized as not deserving) high 
praise, and "may" remain silent. Nor must we permit the irony of the 
"may" to elude us (we seldom think of a man's being permitted to 
hold his peace as a liberty; and, in any case, it is only those who have 
nothing to say that, according to the verses, possess it); and if we take 
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the irony into account we may fairly understand: "do hold their 
peace." In short, we look in vain for the democratical-egalitarian 
assertion (which our secondary sources would dispose us to expect) 
that those who cannot (are not capable) and those who will not (some 
of whom perhaps are capable) are entitled to speak freely. The "true 
liberty" in question is that of an aristocracy, whose excellence is both 
intellectual and moral.45 (d) To fail to notice the implicit distinction 
between "true liberty," which we have just seen to be as much a 
matter of limitations and responsibilities as of absence of limitations, 
and false liberty, and the manner in which it is "picked up" and 
developed in the peroration. "True liberty" there becomes that "ut­
most bound of civil liberty" which "wise men look for";46 Milton is 
suggesting what that "utmost bound" in fact is;47 and we must not 
permit our over-weaning interest in the answer he seems to offer to 
obscure the nature of the question, its presuppositions and the way 
in which they color the answer. We have that "utmost bound," he 
assures us, where "complaints [but remember from whom] are freely 
heard, deeply considered, and speedily reformed." Wise men, the 
form of the question teaches us, do not seek more liberty than is 
consistent with "true liberty" -that is, for the implication is surely 
present, more liberty than they can have and still have liberty at all. 
There is an "utmost bound" beyond which liberty cannot be pushed 
without the pushing of it becoming folly: so that the question to ask 
about liberty is, in the first instance, How much? (along with, 
we repeat, For whom?). And the question does color the answer: 
"Complaints" does not estop questions about what complaints; 
"freely heard" does not estop further questions as to how freely; 
nor does "deeply considered" estop further questions as to how 
much time should be devoted to the considering, nor "speedily 

'151 have not attempted to go into the question whether the Greek original warrants

this construction, since we have here the rare case where what matters is precisely

the translation-the more certainly since the translation is Milton's own. See John

Milton, Prose Works (London, 1839), Vol. I, "Introductory Review," where Robert

Fletcher writes: " ... the motto is taken from [Milton's] ... favourite Euripides, and

happily translated by himself." It is a matter of more than passing interest that the

Everyman edition, whose introduction is cited infra, unaccountably omits the motto.

46A., 2. 
•t7 Cf Boswell's Life of Johnson (Oxford, 1931), p. 422: "He went with me, one

Sunday, to hear my old Master, Gregory Sharpe, preach at the Temple. In the prefa­

tory prayer, Sharpe ranted about Liberty, as a blessing most fervently to be implored,

and its continuance prayed for. Johnson observed, that our liberty was in no sort of

danger:-he would have done much better, to pray against our licentiousness." 
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reformed" further questions as to how speedily and what we are 
to mean by "reformed." Milton, in his first two pages, does all 
that properly needs to be done to seal us off from the major fal­
lacies of the Essay on Liberty. And to read him otherwise is to mis­
read him. 

Milton moves, then, from aristocratic premises: that the distinction 
between good men and bad men is knowable, meaningful and appli­
cable in human affairs; that theorizing about liberty must as a matter 
of course be rooted in that distinction (and in the conception of 
goodness itself that it presupposes); that liberty (unless the liberty of 
publishing pamphlets and books without prior censorship, and per­
haps not even that liberty) is for good men and not for bad men. All 
the apparently democratical and egalitarian emphases in the essay 
must be read in the light of those premises; and when so read, as it 
seems to me, prove to be entirely consistent with them. Thus, the 
passages in question turn out to contain no suggestion that "the 
[whole] people, or the greater part,"48 as contrasted with "learning 
and learned men," might play an independent and creative role in 
the search for Truth. The role of the former in the model is that of 
learners, who, because they have been well-taught by their proper 
teachers, 49 can now be trusted, within the limits we shall soon be 
noticing, to choose their own reading-matter. 50 Where the pursuit of 
Truth is foremost in Milton's mind, the emphasis is invariably, as it 
should be, upon scholarship and scholars; and we may be sure that 
Milton, no more than Burke after him, would have wished to put 
ordinary men, even in England, to trade upon their private stock of 
reason. Those who "can, and will" become, in due course, "the free 
and ingenious 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 

48A., 75. 
49 Cf A., 29: " ... the learned (from whom to the common people whatever is 

heretical ... may quickly be conveyed) .... " Cf A., 87, the reference to "teaching the
people to see day." And cf A., 42, with its reference to a "man above the common
measure, both studious, learned, and judicious." 

5°C/ p. 456 supra, where it might be argued that the presence of the word "invent­
ing" in the list of things ("disputing, reading, [etc.]") destroys the point. But cf the 
following paragraph (A., 76), where the "people" are spoken of as merely bestowing
attention on the "solidest and sublimest points of controversy and new invention."
The two passages are not necessarily inconsistent: a "whole people" can "invent"
through the good offices of that "part of them" that is capable of inventing. 
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