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Freedom, we have lately been reminded, is a “problem.”! It is,
moreover, a difficult problem, and one that is no less difficult to
“solve” when, turning our attention away from what we may call
freedom in general, we state it in terms of particular freedoms (e.g.,
freedom of thought, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, etc.).
Each of these turns out to be a problem, too, bearing no simple
relation to the others, and likely to require special handling—differ-
ent symbolization, vocabulary and theoretic procedures.? We may,
for that reason, speak properly of a literature of the problem of
freedom of thought and speech, one easy to identify in the sense that
most scholars in the field of political theory, regardless of their views
on that problem (if more than one view there be), would name the
same list of “must” items dealing with the problem, and cite those
items over and over again when they address themselves to the
problem. All these items, we might add, are generally regarded as
“pro” freedom of thought and speech (whether rightly or wrongly,
we need not attempt to say here, except for that one of them that is
the topic of the present article)® These items are: Plato’s Apology
and Crito, Locke’s Letters concerning Toleration, Spinoza’s brief

'See Walter Berns, Freedom, Virtue, and the First Amendment (Baton Rouge, 1955),
passim. Professor Berns sometimes seems to forget that virtue also is “‘a problem.”

*Mill, for example, when he turns to the topic of liberty of expression, drops the
whole conceptual apparatus he has announced for his book, including that self-protec-
tion principle which, he has begun by telling us, is going to extricate us from all our
difficulties concerning liberty in general. He proceeds to rest the case for freedom of
expression on grounds so unexpected, in the premises, that one might question the
propriety of his having included the relevant chapter, without apology, in one and the
same book with the remaining chapters. For a curious attempt to have it both ways
in this regard, see David Spitz, Democracy and the Challenge to Power (New York,
1958), where freedom of expression is assimilated to the other freedoms the author
is concerned about (they are all good because they are part and parcel of “democracy,”
which is good in turn because it rests on consent, which is good for reasons that we
are left to guess), but the familiar arguments from Mill, who certainly would not have
been attracted by Spitz’s, are brought in at the end—presumably to make assurance
doubly sure.

*The openly “anti” freedom of thought and speech literature, of the medern period
at least, is admittedly very small My point, for the moment, is merely that books
thought of as “anti” freedom of thought and speech (e.g., a certain famous reply to
Mill’s Fssay) have not received enough attention from recent scholarship to be clas-
sified as part of the literature in the sense intended.
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discussion of the problem in the Traciatus, Milton’s Areopagitica
and, above all (in the two-fold sense that it is the item that comes most
readily to mind, and that experts deem it the crowning achievement
of the literature}, Mill's Essay on Liberty.*

Now, the present article is written out of the conviction that at
least one of these items, the Areopagitica, has got itself on the list
only because people have not been reading it carefully; and that it
is high time we did it justice by moving it across the line that divides
the “pro” literature from the “anti”—to take its right{ul place among
the political treatises we have all been brought up to deplore and
avoid. To that end, however, we shall need to have before us a
statement of the “pro” position which, as the present writer under-
stands it, is generally regarded as having “emerged” from the litera-
ture, and become the prevailing view among political theorists.

Brief Excursus on the Prevailing Doctrine

The major assertions involved in the contemporary doctrine con-
cerning freedom of thought and speech {or freedom of thought and
freedom of speech),® are that in the good-—that is, progressive—
society all questions, unless perhaps the question whether all ques-
tions are open questions, must be treated as open guestions;® that in
such a society there must be no orthodoxy (religious, political, social,
economic), or, failing that, that everyone must act, at least in his
public capacity, as if there were no orthodoxy; and, by implication,
that there are a number of simple tests by which we can discover

*Leo Strauss’ Thoughis on Machiavelli (Glencoe, 1959) gives to the defenders of
freedom of thought and expression a surprising new ally, namely, Machiavelli himself.
When the word gets around, the Discourses will no doubt be added to the list.

*There are formidable difficulties about this, especially in view of the current ten-
dency, observable wherever the eye turns, to assume that freedom of thought will take
care of itself if only freedom of speech be made safe, and so to treat freedom of thought
and {reedom of speech as reducible to a single freedom—which they clearly are not.
Laocke, as the present writer tries to show in another place, addresses himself to the
problem of freedom of thought, and hardly seems aware that there és a problem of
freedom of speech. Plato, by contrast, is clearly interested in both thought and expres-
sion, but should not lightly be accused of having been interested in “freedom” in any
sense of that term likely to be intelligible to most readers of the current literature of
the problem (or problems).

ST shall not, in this section, burden the reader with documentation. It is an attempt
not to summarize & Hterature, but to catch up in a few paragraphs a climate of opinion
with which we are all familiar.
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L1

whether a given society is living up to its obligation (“obligation™ is
the mot juste) to be a progressive society.

These tests may be fairly put in the form of a series of questions.
Are the citizens of the society free to challenge any so-called truth,
any received opinion, that they wish to challenge? Are they free,
having challenged such a truth or such an opinion, to re-think it—first
within their own minds, then aloud in the forum of public discussion?
Are they free to “think things out for themselves,” to reach their own
conclusions in their own way, and thereafter to speak their minds,
whether aloud or on paper, with a view to persuading others of the
correctness of those conclusions? Are they really free to do these
things—that is, are they so situated in fact as not to be blackmailed
or goose-stepped into accepting this or that foreordained conclusion,
and not to be placed at hopeless disadvantage when they seek to
exercise their liberty to win others over to their point of view? Are
there, for example, authorities (of whatever kind) who can in one way
or another penalize a point of view whose tendency they dislike, and
so—in Gerhart Niemeyer’s felicitous phrase—give the “inside run”
to points of view they find congenial?” If there are such authorities,
the position asserts, then utterance is not really free, and soon
thought will not be really free either.

Secondly, is there diversity—of opinion, of valuation, of Weltan-
schauung—among the citizens? Does the diversity in fact extend to
a wide variety of matters? Are numerous points of view in fact repre-
sented in the forum of public discussion? If not, the position asserts,
then the freedom extended to the citizens must be merely formal,
and not real: universal agreement within a society, unless about trivial
matters like the right of the road, is a sure sign that human spon-
taneity, which automatically expresses itself in conflicting points of
view, is somehow being repressed-—is, in any case, an unhealthy state
of affairs in and of itself. (This is one of the points on which exponents
of the position are most likely to cite the Areopagitica, which con-
tains many phrases that do indeed seem to come in handy: a “muddy
pool of conformity and tradition,”® for example; and “There be who

-7See his “A Reappraisal of the Doctrine of Free Speech,” Thought, XXV {June,
1950}, 251-274, which, in my opinion, merits a place of honor beside Stephens’
masterpiece.

8In preparing the present article I have used Professor George H. Sabine’s conve-
nient little Areopagitica and Of Education (New York, 1951}, which is a turning-point

in the publishing history of the essay (to say nothing of the history of our culture)
because it recognizes that we are getting on to a moment when run-of-the-mine
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... make it ... a calamity that any man dissents from their maxims
. .. fand] neither will hear with meekness nor can convince, yet all
must be suppressed which is not found in their syntagma.”)*

Exponents of the position are, let us notice finally, fully agreed as
to its rationale: that is, that the “value” at stake is Truth and the
process by which truths are arrived at. The search for truths, they
hold, is a cooperative enterprise, in which by definition two heads
are better than one, and three better than two, so that the more
numerous the participants the better the chances of success, and, at
the same time, it is an “on-going” enterprise (like an expanding
imperialism, it is always discontented with its conquests to date, and
is always, therefore, pushing forward into new territory or moving
vigorously to consolidate territory already gained). And the search
proceeds precisely by way of the testing against one another of
opposing positions, that is, by way of debate between searchers who
disagree—so that, in the nature of the case, it proceeds the more
rapidly the more numerous the opposing positions being tested
against one another, and the more vigorously these positions are
pressed.

We never know, the position holds, what man or even what manner
of man will, by striking out on a new path which everyone else
regards as not worth exploring, make the next significant contribu-
tion to the search for truths. All would-be participants in the search
are, therefore, to be welcomed, encouraged and, above all, listened
to. And if, per impossibile, someone is to be excluded, let it never be
on the grounds that the other searchers think he is wrong. For so long,
indeed, as one lone human being takes issue with a so-called truth,
the search with respect to that truth must go on, in recognition that
the withholding of assent by that one human being establishes a
presumption against that truth. Moreover, nothing that the partici-
pants suppose themselves to know at any given moment can be
asserted more than tentatively, since even the propositions they to-

" day regard as least open to question may tomorrow have to be con-

signed to the dustbin. Absolute freedom of thought and absolute
freedom of utterance!® are both dictated by the very nature of the

‘undergraduates are ignorant of the language in which it is written. For purposes of

citing the Areopagitica, however, I have adopted the simple procedure of numbering

"' . the paragraphs and referring the reader to them, not to pages (e.g., Areopagitice, 15th

paragraph, becomes A., 15).
94, 68.
104 venerable and learned friend takes vigorous exception to the use, in this context,
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172 CONTRA MUNDUM

quest. Any interference with either defeats the latter’s purpose, at-
tenuates its pace, and impoverishes both the searcher interfered with
and those who interfere with him (on behalf of some alleged truth
that they would like to situate beyond challenge). The would-be
interferer cannot be sure that his truth is true, cannot be sure even
that he understands what his truth means, save as he subjects it to
constant and pever-ending testing and retesting.

At the roots of the position, then, lies a series of propositions about
Truth, about the nature of the process by which Truth is discovered
and about the rules to which truth-seekers must subordinate them-
selves lest they bring the process to a stop. These constitute what we
may fairly call a model of the truth-seeking process; and for those
who hold the position this model, demonstrably, is logically prior to
the model of the free society on which they base their recommenda-
tions concerning freedom of thought and speech. Nay, more, the
second model is constructed in the precise image of the former, so
that the position presupposes a methodological premise; namely, that
we may properly move, and move in a quite simplistic one-one man-
ner, from a model of the truth-seeking process to a model of free
society that we may with confidence urge upon our fellows. And the
position as a whole, I contend, is no stronger than the case that can
be made out for that (in my opinion, uncriticized) methodological
premise.

Let me, in order to guard against any possible misunderstanding,
restate the point: The prevailing position on freedom of thought and
speech involves a series of recommendations as to how society ought
to be organized. These recommendatjons are based upon a model of
free society that, it is contended, any and all actual societies should
be made to approximate. That model, in turn, presupposes a model
of the truth-seeking process, which it reflects like a mirror. In order
to criticize the position, then, we must raise the following questions,
and in this order: Is its view of Truth and of the truth-seeking process
of the word “absolute,” pointing out that Mill himself authorizes certain types of
interference with liberty of expression. At the risk of appearing stubborn, I continue
to assume that Mill meant what he said when he wrote: . . . there ought to exist the
Fullest (that is, an unlimited?) liberty of professing and discussing, as a matter of ethical
conviction, any doctrine, however immoral it may be considered” (italics indeed
mine). Mill chose, curiously, te bury this passage in a footnote (it depends from the first
paragraph of the celebrated second chapter of On Liberty), but it states admirably the

conclusion to which his arguments in fact point. Those who do not like the conclusion
should abandon the arguments.
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one that a thoughtful man can accept? Assuming that it is, can we
properly move from a model of the truth-seeking process to a model
of free society, making of the latter a mere mechanical reproduction
of the former? In doing so, to what tacit premise or premises do we,
willy-nilly, commit ourselves?

The latter point, 1 contend, is the crucial one, and for this reason.
The tacit premise to which the procedure commits us is that Truth
is the supreme good of society, and the search for it society’s central
activity. In the absence of such a premise we have no explanation for
taking the model of the truth-seeking process as our point of depar-
ture. To put it otherwise, the effect of the procedure is to subordinate
all other goods in society to the quest for Truth (which the prevailing
model certainty does)—that is, to overlook the patent fact that the
good society is good because it is the custodian of many goods, all of
which it seeks indeed to maximize, but each of which, alas, is of such
character that it can sometimes be maximized only at the expense of
the others, and none of which, accordingly, it can elevate to the
status of an absolute value. And we have here, [ contend further, the
reason why actual societies never act upon the recommendations in
which the position eventuates—and why proponents of the position
spend their unhappy lives thinking up reasons to justify their not
acting upon the recommendations themselves.

One final point. The procedure is, of course, all the more unwar-
ranted if the relevant model of the truth-seeking process is itself at
fault—as, in my opinion, that involved in the prevailing position
demonstrably is. Even if we posit a community ready to make the
quest for truth its supreme good (as, one likes to think, the communi-
ties that are the carriers of the various scholarly disciplines are always
ready to do), and thus to act upon the recommendations, the latter
would produce not truths, but sheer confusion. That is to say, the

: ‘recommendations are a blueprint for bedlam, and the world would
- be a more pleasant (and a quieter) place to live in could they be
- recognized as that. And the reason, 1 contend, lies partly in the
- fallacies concerning the nature of Truth that are built into the first of
- its two models. _
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174 CONTRA MUNDUM
The Areopagitica

One thesis of the present article is that current misunderstandings
of the Areopagitica are as the sands of the sea; and we may Unomﬂmg%
pause, before entering upon the main body of the E.maﬁ.mﬂr to ﬂmﬂom
certain peculiarities about the work that partially explain the critics
failure to read it correctly. N

(1) The Areopagitica, like many other Bmﬁ@.@o%m . of @orcoﬂ
philosophy, deals with, over and above the question with which it
purports to deal, a wide range of other and far more important ques-
tions that are for the most part merely answered rather than posed.
Indeed, the essay would hardly deserve our attention if # attempted
nothing more ambitious than an answer to the question it most con-
spicuously asks. It puts itself forward as merely a H”mmmoﬁw@ w_o.w for
the repeal of a parliamentary order requiring prior .omdmowmr:v of
books and pamphlets. Milton not only so describes it at ﬂrm very
beginning,'" but again and again ties his argument back mm,nwn_momzm
to the issue of prior licensing. As he proceeds, however, »To answer
actually being offered broadens and deepens, mostly s\:wocw.émg-
ing to the reader moreover, to deal with the ér&.o problem of liberty,
especially intellectual liberty, in organized society. (As to whether
Milton intended ab initio to state a position on these broader ques-
tions and deliberately passed off an essay on liberty as a wm.ﬁ:@Emw on
licensing, or found himself forced into the broader questions by the
forward inertia of his argument, is an interesting side-issue that I &.E:
pot pursue.)'? Now, Milton certainly answers the narrower guestion

(as he promises to) in a manner congenial to éwm.w.H Wmﬁw. o&wmm mﬁo.ﬁu\
the prevailing contemporary doctrine; that is, he is mmmﬂmw .m@m:.ﬂo-
ular interference with liberty of expression, namely, prior rmoﬁmﬁm
of books and pamphlets, and thus to that extent “for” a “free” press.
He even uses, with respect to that issue, lines of argument .n.?mw do
seem, to some extent, to anticipate those of Mill and his epigones.
The hasty reader may, accordingly, stumble into either mm ;6. errors
demonstrably fatal to an understanding of Milton’s teaching. First, he
may simply not notice that Milton, who certainly seems to state

““M;wmv Pu_n\a (p. 456), the discussion of the verses quoted at the very beginning,

close ﬂmwﬂmﬁm of %wwor shows that Milton puts the reader on notice that he has

something to say about issues far more important than that of prepublication licensing
of books and pamphlets.
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clearly enough the business he is about, is in fact dealing with
broader problems and, therefore, have no reason to take into account
the passages relating to them. In other words, he may read the essay
selectively, and subsequently seek to infer from Milton’s clear liber-
tarian position on the narrower problem the position he should have
adopted on the broader ones—would it not be natural to suppose that
Milton would oppose the prohibiting of books after publication as
well as before? Second, while noticing that the discussion addresses
itself to the broader issues, he may, because of prior conditioning by
the secondary sources, dismiss the passages that seem inconsistent
with Milton’s “known” position as obiter dicta. The very structure of
the Areopagitica, in a word, invites misunderstanding by readers
who are in haste.

(2) The essay abounds in passages, highly quotable because of
their intoxicating rhetoric,'® which when wrenched from context do
indeed seem to commit Milton to the libertarian “side” on the free-
dom of thought and speech issue. Take, for instance, the familiar
sentence: “Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely,
according to conscience, above all liberties.”1* Read it with the em-
phasis with which we are accustomed to read Patrick Henry’s “Give
me liberty or give me death,” that is, with the stress on “give” and
almost no stress on “me.” Take the further small liberty of assuming
that Milton means by “liberty” what Mill and his epigones mean by
it, and Milton does indeed sound like a precocious early exponent of
modern open-society doctrines. When the sentence is placed in con-
text, however, it needs to be read with a quite different emphasis. I,
Milton has just been saying in effect, am not a man to kick up a fuss
about taxes and suchlike matters, which T #m more than content to

130 A, 87: .. [It] would be no unequal distribution . . . to suppress the suppressors
themselves.” 4., 86: where he pleads for “gentle meetings and gentle dismissions™
with those who are allegedly in error, and asks why “we debate not and examine the
matter thoroughly with liberal and frequent audience . . . [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 . . . set forth new positions . . > A., 84: “[If] it come to
prohibiting, there is not aught more likely to be prohibited than truth itself . . > GF
ihid.: “And what do they tell us vainly of new opinions, when this very opinion of
theirs, that none must be heard but whom they like, is the worst and newest opinion
af all others . .. P A., 82, where he denounces a “gross conforming stupidity,
a stark and dead congealment of “wood and hay and stubble’ forced and frozen togeth-
er....” A, 79, where we learn that it is “hurtful” and “unequal to suppress opinions

for the newness or the unsuitableness to customary “acceptance. . . Cf A., 61.
144 78,
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176 CONTRA MUNDUM

leave to others. That is, he is distinguishing between two kinds of
men, himself and persons like himself, the learned, who are con-
cerned with the quest for Truth, and those members of the commu-
nity who become exercised over tax problems. It is in speaking for
the former that he writes, “Give me [that is, us] the liberty [what I
want for myself, what I am prepared to do battle for, is my liberty
and that of other learned men] to know, to utter, and to argue freely,
according to conscience” (italics added); and not necessarily, more-
over, that of all learned men. Entirely apart, therefore, from any
difficulties as to what Milton may have meant by “liberty” (the “ac-
cording to conscience” is warning enough that difficulties there are),
we see at once that this is not, like Patrick Henry’s, a generalized plea
regarding public policy concerning freedom of speech, but a particu-
lar demand put forward in a particular situation and, as we shall see,
by no means necessarily libertarian in tendency.

(3) The Areopagitica is peculiarly susceptible to misunderstanding
by the type of critic who repudiates the scholar’s obligation to under-
stand the past as it understood itself, and imposes upon it his own
canons of logic. Take, for instance, the following familiar line of
argument. Milton makes a strong plea for “toleration,” as in the sen-
tence: “Yet if all cannot be of one mind—as who looks they should
ber-—this doubtless [but note the reluctant “doubtless,” and how our
historicist’s eye, if we have one, leaps over it] is more wholesome,
more prudent, and more Christian: that many be tolerated rather
than all compelled.”'® Milton, however, refuses to “follow through”
with the idea, as witness his proceeding at once to specify what
groups are not to be tolerated, and some that are to be “extirpate.”!®
Why did Milton not see, as we do so clearly, that the very logic with
which he supported his plea for that amount of toleration he did
countenance must commit him to a still greater amount of toleration,
and certainly to the toleration of Catholics? Similarly, why did Milton
“stop” at prior censorship, when he should have seen that the argu-
ments he uses are equally valid as applied to other types of censor-
ship? The temptation to play that sort of game with the Areopagitica
is very great, because the essay lends itself to the game; but yielding
to the temptation can lead only to a perverse misreading of the text.
For the critic who tries to understand Milton as Milton understood
himself, it is easy to see where such critics go wrong. Milton con-

154, 83. This is another sentence that must be read in context.
16 Thid,
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structs in the Areopagitica, as Mill does in the Essay, a model of the
free society; but the essential meaning of that model is to be found
in the fact that within it certain persons are not to be tolerated; that
is, as we shall see later in detail, that the relevant population are to
be in such full agreement about important things that, without the
remotest danger to the goods they value, they can well afford to be
“tolerant” of one another (to ask them to “tolerate” is to ask nothing
of them except, in effect, that they tolerate themselves). The “princi-
ples™ that should have “led Milton on” to demand a still broader
toleration are simply not there. So, too, with the matter of prior
censorship: the essence of the model lies in the fact that it involves
appropriate means for preventing the free circulation from hand to
hand of any published book of a malicious or harmful tendency, but
at the same time seeks to stimulate the flow of books by releasing
them from prior censorship; and the “inconsistency,” or failure to
“follow through,” lies, in both cases, in Milton’s having conceded
perhaps more than we should expect him to to the open-society
position, not in his not having conceded more than that. The fact that
we do not like what the Areopagitica in fact says does not justify us
in ignoring what it in fact says.

The Models (A)

Turning now to the critical schema we have outlined above, what,
first, are Milton’s views on our complex of issues concerning Truth?

Let us notice, to begin with, that he employs in the Areopagitica
a number of metaphors about Truth (some his own inventions, some
culled from literature with which he was familiar) that do seem to
place him with the proponents of the open society. Concretely, the
metaphors do stress the cooperative'” and on-going character of the

- search for Truth,'® and the dangers, from the standpoint of that

search, of artificially-imposed unanimity. In what context, however,
and for what purpose, let us not try to say until we have examined

.- the metaphors.

Truth, Milton reminds us, is according to Divine Scriptures a

TCf A, T1
¥ Cf A, 85: “For such is the order of God’s enlightening his church, to dispense and

: - deal out by degrees his beam. . . . Neither is God appointed and confined, where and
;- out of what place these his chosen shall be first heard to speak. . .”
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178 CONTRA MUNDUM

“streaming fountain™: its waters “sicken into a muddy pool of con-
formity and tradition” if they do not flow in a “perpetual progres-
sion.”'® Our “faith and knowledge,” that is to say, “thrives by
exercise”; the man who does not keep a firma grasp upon the grounds
of his truths will find that the “very truth he holds becomes his
heresy.”?® Again: Truth is like light: we who possess it have good
reason to boast of it; but if we merely “stare” upon it, if we “look not
wisely” at it, if we use it not to “discover onward things more remote
from our knowledge,” 2* it will smite us into “darkness.” Those who
would have us look no further, those who are determined that the
“cruse of truth shall run no more oil,” those who think “we are to
pitch our tent here, and have attained the utmost prospect of refor-
mation,” have stared at Zwingli’s and Calvin’s blaze so long that they
are “‘stark blind.”22 Moreover, we must bear all this in mind not only
within the church, but also where what is in question is the “rule of
life both economical and political’;?* not merely, that is to say, in
matters theological, but in matters pertaining to society and govern-
ment as well.

Still again: Truth is a “virgin,” who “once came into the world
... lin} a perfect shape, glorious to look upon”; she remained in the
world throughout the ministry of Jesus; then, after “He ascended,”
she fell victim to a “wicked race of deceivers,” who “hewed her
lovely form into a thousand pieces and scattered them to the four
winds”; since when her “sad friends” have gone “up and down
gathering up limb after limb as they have found them.” They have
not, however, yet found all the pieces, and will not find all of them
until the Second Coming of the Master, who will bring them all
together and “mould them into an immortal feature of loveliness and
perfection.” Our task, meantime, is to “continue seeking,” to “con-
tinue to do our obsequies to the torn body of our martyred saint”; and
none must be permitted to “forbid” and “disturb” the search?-—as
they do who “think it a calamity that any man dissents from their
maxims’;2® they neither help “unite those dissevered pieces” nor

194, 58.

9 Ibid.

214, 67.

22 fbid. The two preceding quotations are from A., 58 and A., 65 respectively.
234, 67.

24, 66.

254, 68.
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permit others to do so. We must always be ““closing up truth to truth
as we find it,” in the knowledge that the body of Truth is “homoge-
neal and proportional,” and that the truths we close up one to another
will finally fit together.?® That is the “golden rule in theology as well
as arithmetic,” because it “makes up the best harmony”—as con-
trasted with the “outward union of cold and neutral, and inwardly
divided minds.”?” We must become a “knowing people, a nation of
prophets and sages”; and what is wanted for that is “pens and heads
... sitting by their studious lamps, musing, searching, revolving new
notions and ideas, ... others as fast reading, trying all things, assenting
to the force of reason and convincement.”?® For “Where there is
much desire to learn,” there is of necessity “much arguing, much
writing, many opinions; for opinion in good men is but knowledge in
the making.”2°

Finally: God Himself it is who stirs up the “earnest and zealous
thirst after knowledge and understanding.”® All that prevents us
from uniting together in “one general and brotherly search after
truth” is that we do not exercise a “little forbearance of one another,
and some grain of charity”;*' that in our attempts at “crowding free
consciences and Christian liberties into canons and precepts of men”
we forget that the temple of the Lord is built by making “many
schisms and many dissections . . . in the quarry and in the timber,”
by having “some cutting, some squaring the marble, others hewing
the cedars.”*2 For when the stones have been laid “artfully together,”
they cannot be “united inlo a continuity,” since they are not “all of
- one form.” The perfection of the finished work will rather consist
 precisely in its “goodly and graceful symumetry,” which arises out of
“many moderate varieties and brotherly dissimilitudes that are not
vastly disproportional.”®? Let us, then, be “more wise in spiritual
" architecture,” and Moses may see his “glorious wish” fulfilled: not
" merely seventy elders but “all the Lord’s people . . . become proph-
- ets.”® They are wrong who fear that “divisions and subdivisions will
2 hid,
27 Ihid,
%84, T1.
284, 72
30 Ihid.
- 81 fbid,
L mAL T3,

83 Ihid,
%A, T4,
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undo us.”** Especially wrong is the “adversary,” those “malicious
applauders of our differences,” who tell themselves that “when we
have branched [ourselves] . . . into small enough parties,” they will
have their hour. They do not know the “firm root out of which we
all grow,” and “will not beware”—not until “our small divided mani-
ples” cut through at “every angle of [their] ... unwieldy brigade.”®

The Models (B)

We have conceded that the above metaphors do—we may add
now, af first glance—seem to range Milton on the side of the expo-
nents of open-society doctrines. Our next task, then, as that way of
putting it implies, is to take notice of the fact that when looked at
a second time, and in abstraction from what we have been brought
up to expect to find in the Areopagitica, they do nothing of the
kind.

For example, Milton indeed says that our truths become heresies
if we fail to keep a firm grasp upon them, and Mill no doubt picked
up the idea from the Areopagitica. But in Milton’s hands, as he
reveals to us by one turn of phrase after another, it has a very differ-
ent meaning from that which Mill is to impose upon it. Milton, our
second glance shows us, is clearly committed to the view that our
major concern is with our truths, those which we possess already,
opposed to which there are heresies, that is, untruths, which we
speak of as untrue not merely because they conflict with what we
happen to think (that edges over in the direction of relativism, of
which there is not a whisper in Milton), but because they conflict
with Truth itself. Our truths, moreover, are to be preserved,3” which
is to warn us that the function of the model Milton is developing is
by no means merely that of discovering new truths, but also, and at
least equally, that of enabling us to cling fast to old ones, and to keep
the latter alive and strong.

Milton does indeed tell us that we are not to content ourselves with
the old truths—that is, that we can stare too long at the “blaze” of
Calvin and Zwingli. But his language makes it clear that what we are

23 1bid,

36 Thid,

374., 57: “This Order . .. will be a stepdame to Truth; and first, by disenabling us
to the maintenance of what is known already” (italics added).
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urged not to stare upon too long really is, for him, a “blaze,” a “light,”
which we are to use confidently as we go about the discovery of
things that lic beyond our present knowledge; so that there is no
whiff of a suggestion that the blaze may turn out to have been an
optical illusion, the light to have been darkness. It is to Mill 38 and not
to Milton, that we must go for the notion that our whole present
corpus of knowledge may well turn out to be erroneous. For Milton,
the search for Truth is a “searching what we know not by what we
know”;3® the model maintains a neat balance between the preserving
of what we know and the discovery of what we know not; insofar as
it subordinates the one to the other it subordinates the latter to the
tformer (as we shall see more clearly below).

Milton does indeed remind us that the friends of the virgin Truth,
who go about gathering up limb after dissevered limb, have not found
all of them yet. But if we are expecting to be told that the dissevered
limbs already brought together may not really be limbs at all, or that,
worse still, they may be the limbs not of the virgin Truth but of some
nameless young woman whose morals were no better than they ought
to have been, Milton can only disappoint us; the notion is not present,
even by implication. Further, Milton clearly believes that “we” pos-
sessed the entire body of Truth during Jesus” incarnation; and we are
obliged to notice that Truth is associated in Milton’s mind mainly
with religious truths (when he wishes to call to mind other kinds of
truth, he puts their names to them—as in the phrase, which we have
already noticed, “the rule of life both economical and political,” or
his references to “arithmetic™), and also, that he deems Revelation to
be the major and most authoritative source of such truths. Here again
we are oceans apart from Mill, and from the positivistic scientists who
are forever citing him.

Our task, Milton indeed insists, is to close up truth to truth wher-
ever we may find it, and to do so unceasingly, indefatigably. But (we

#Mill does indeed conduct part of his discussion on the assumption that the re-
eeived opinion, that which might serve as the grounds on which another and different
opinion is to be suppressed, is correct—that is, the trath. Careful examination will
show, however, that the assumption is an assumption arguendo; the received opinion’s
being true is merely one of three theoretical possibilities that would-be suppressers in
the name of truth must, on their own showing, take into account: the received opinion

- is true, it is partly-true partly-false, it is untrue. He is prepared to show that in each
" case nothing is to be gained by suppressing a novel opinion; but he seems to me quite

careful not to commit himself to the view that there are in fact situations where the

" received opinion is “the Truth.”

%A, 68.
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repeat ourselves, but the metaphors are themselves repetitious) it is
clear that the truths that he would have us close up one to another
are “true” truths (the idea is by no means that of closing up tentative
hypothesis to tentative hypothesis)—capable of elaboration, cer-
tainly, but as far as they go true, and not destined to be set aside.
Similarly, he would indeed have us be suspicious of the outward
union of inwardly divided minds, and we are indeed tempted to
detect here an appeal for the kind of “diversity” for which Mill is to
plead-—and the more when our eye falls upon that sentence about the
necessity for much arguing, much writing, many opinicns. But our
second glance will enable us to notice the numerous warnings that
we are in a realm of discourse entirely different from Mill’s; God
Himself—and when Milton says “God™ he leaves us in no doubt that
he means God, a God upon whom he belicves—stirs up the much
arguing, the much writing, the many opinions, for purposes that are
His Own; and, in any case, the “many” opinions that accompany the
desire to learn are, we see now, many in the sense of numerous rather
than many in the sense of widely-divergent (for all that it seems
“natural” to some of us to understand the phrase in the second sense).
Milton’s concern, it becomes clear, is with the crowding of free
consciences and Christian liberties, not free consciences and Chris-
tian liberties (which is how we tried at first to read it)—that is, for
men who think and act out of conscience, which is to say, for Chris-
tians. Finally, the arguing turns out to be arguing amongst men who
do not disagree profoundly with one another (as we shall notice again
and again); the many opinions, which are the blocks that are to be
combined together in the symmetry of the house of God, do differ
from one another, but we perceive now that the difference is a matter
—again we have merely to shift the emphasis—of moderate varieties,
not moderate varieties, of brotherly dissimilitudes, not brotherly dis-
similitudes and that Milton has driven the point home by adding
“not vastly disproportional” We do not overburden the passage
when we attribute to Milton the view, which evidently is not Mill’s,
that the search for truth thrives best in situations of consensus, that
is, where the participants are like-minded men. And, finally, we no-
tice now that what prevents us from uniting in “one general and
brotherly search after truth” is that we do not exercise a little for-
bearance of one another, and some grain of charity.

We shall fail to grasp the true character of Milton’s model of the
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Truth-seeking process unless we raise questions about the persons he
has in mind when he speaks of “we” (we are tempted to read the
“we” as shorthand for “mankind,” which it is sometimes, but by no

" means always). For one thing, the Areopagitica is above all a message

addressed by an Englishman to compatriots of his, so that “we” as
often as not means “we here in England,” “we Englishmen”#°-—that
is, Milton plus his addressees, so that often where he seems to be
paying tribute to the discussion process as such, the praise is in fact
intended for the discussion process as he sees it going forward in
England. This means that the model has “in it” a whole series of tacit
or near-tacit assumptions about the character, the mutual related-
nesses, the traditions and the qualities of the “people” in whose
bosom the search for Truth goes forward. Or, to put the point differ-
ently, we must ask, in connection with such passages as those in
which we find the words “much arguing, much writing, many opin-
ions,” or the words “opinion is . . . only knowledge in the making,”
or the words “pens and heads” musing beside “studious lamps,”
whether Milton, like Mill, means us to understand: Let any people
that would be a “knowing people,” and possess Truth, devote itself
to intensive and unlimited debate, or rather, Given a society made
up of men of a certain type (with, we can safely add, such and such
traditions),** the search for Truth will profit from intensive and un-
limited debate. It seems clear to me that we torture the passages in
question when we seek in them, as we do well-nigh instinctively, a
meaning akin to that of the Essay (where the “Given a society made
up of men of a certain type” is precisely what is most conspicuously
lacking}. The emphasis, then, as our second glance reveals, is less on

 the “much arguing, efc.” than on the identity and quality—the good-

ness—of the arguers;*? and whatever Milton is urging about the vir-

104., 69: “Lords and Commons of England, consider what nation it is whereof ve

. are...;acute to invent, subtle and sinewy to discourse, not beneath the reach of any
".. point the highest that human capacity can soar to. Therefore the studies of learning

in her deepest sciences have been so ancient and so eminent .. .” Cf 4, 72: “...a
nation so pliant and so prone to seek after knowledge.” Cf A., 50: with its proud

-reference to the “invention, the art, the wit, the grave and solid judgment which is
. in England....”

“1Cf A, 78: “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
.0 virtue propagated in us” (italics added). {The “Give me the liberty to know™ passage

soon follows.) Cf A, 14: “. .. our English, the language of men ever famous and

- foremast in the achievements of liberty” (italics added).

**Thus the “opinion is . . . but knowledge in the making” turns out to read “opinion
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tues of “free expression,” it is misapplied when extended to situa-
tions in which the presuppositions he has in mind are not fulfilled.*?

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-
ets.”)*

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.”

48Including, 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 unaitera-
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 . . .
[The course he recommends}, taken apart from those other collateral injunctions, must
needs be vain and fruitless” (4., 33).

44, 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?

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 verses
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 ot 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


Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight


186 CONTRA MUNDUM

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.#® (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, end 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”;*¢ Milton is
suggesting what that “utmost bound” in fact is;*” 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

457 have not attempted to go into the question whether the Greek origin.a1 warrants
this construction, since we have here the rare case where whqt matters is precisely
the translation—the more certainly since the translation is M:lt_on s own. See John
Milton, Prose Works (London, 1839), Vol. 1, “Introductory Review, whgrp Robert
Fletcher writes: . . . the motto is taken from [Milton’s] . .. favopntg FEuripides, 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.

164, 2. . .

7 Cf Boswell's Life of Johnson (Oxford, 1931), p. 422: “He went with me, one
Sunday, to hear my old Master, Gregory Sharpe, pr.each at the Temple. In t.he prefg—
tory prayer, Sharpe ranted about Liberty, as a blessing most fe_rvently to 1_)e implore ]
and its continuance prayed for. Johnson observed, that our l:berty was in no sg}'t 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); thatliberty (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,”#® 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,*® can now be trusted, within the limits we shall soon be
noticing, to choose their own reading-matter.3®° 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

484, 75,
9Cf 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 c¢f A., 42, with its reference to a “man above the common
measure, both studious, leamed, and judicious.”
.. 5°Cf. 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 ¢f the
- following paragraph (4., 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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of praise which God and good men have consented shall be the re-
ward of those whose published labors advance the good of man-
kind.”®!

The Models (C)

We come now to certain frequently-quoted passages, apparently
highly inconvenient to the thesis of the present article, that seem to
throw Milton’s weight behind the curious notion that History is some-
how on the side of Truth, that in a free “market of ideas” good money
can be counted upon, in accordance with a Gresham’s Law in re-
verse, to drive out bad, and that interference in the market on behalf
of Truth is certain to be self-defeating®? . .. [Who] knows not,”
Milton certainly demands, “that Truth is strong next to the Almighty?
She needs no policies, nor stratagems, nor licensings to make her
victorious”—the latter being, rather, “the shifts and the defenses that
error uses against her power.”®® We must, therefore, “give her ...
room, and . . . not bind her when she sleeps, for then she speaks not

514, 45. He is not, he makes clear, concerned about the liberty of the “mercenary
crew of false pretenders to learning”™; and there is one passage in which he seems to
imply that scholars may properly be asked to “win their spurs” before entering upon
the full liberty of their calling: “. .. if . .. no years, no industry, 7o former proof of his
abilities, can bring him to that state of maturity as not to be still mistrusted and
suspected ...” {A., 46; italics added). Cf. especially, A., 86, with its reference to “those
whom God hath fitted for the special use of these times with eminent and ample gifts.”
Others (that is, such others as are being tolerated at all) seem to be present for these
to sharpen their wits on (¢f A, 84: ™ .. [God] raises to his own work men of rare
shilities 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™). Cf also, A., 71, where he appeals to the “general instinet of
holy and devout men, as they daily and solemnly express their thoughts™; A., 57, with
its emphasis on “learned and religious men”; and A., 63, where the implicit plea for
freedom is for a “man judicious, learned, and of a conscience,” and for those “whose
business and profession it is to be the champions of truth.” Cf finally, A., 55, with its
reference to “those who had prepared their minds and studies above the vulpar pitch,
to advance truth in others and from others to entertain it .. .” (italics added), and A.,
47, with its question: “And how can a man teach with authority, which is the life of
teaching, [efe] .. 27 its sarcastic reference to the “pupil-teacher” (a meaningless
notion unless there be such a thing as a “teacher-pupil”), and the phrase, “what is
vulgarly received already.”

5¥There is a difficulty here: Mill expressly disclaims any such notion, and recognizes
that persecution is sometimes successful. Despite the disclaimer, however, Mill's posi-
tion is one of great optimism as to how truth will fare in the free market; and the very
frequency with which his epigones quote the Milton passages we are about to notice
testifies to the fact that some such notion is implicit in the prevailing doctrine.

534, 81
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true, ... [and] turns herself into all shapes except her own.”®4 Stranger
still, “Let ... [Truth] and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth
put to the worse in a free and open encounter?”%® Or: “Her confuting
is the best and surest suppressing.”®®

These passages constitute a problem of a quite different order from
that of the apparently libertarian passages we have considered
above; i.e., they cannot be disposed of simply by reading them with
a different emphasis, or by restoring them to their immediate con-
text; they do appear to add up to a plea for an “open society”; and
they do not merely appear in the Areopagitica but bear upon their
face the evidence that Milton channeled into them the very best of
his unequaled rhetorical skills. What, since the Areopagitica really
advocates quite drastic limitations upon the free market of ideas, are
we to make of them? Must we conclude that Milton indeed believed
that which they appear to say, and failed to grasp their seemingly
unavoidable implications—that is, that Milton was “inconsistent” if
having written them, he did not go ahead and adopt a position Enm
Mill’s? And that, accordingly, the Areopagitica is indeed the remote
source of the “prevailing doctrine”?

The issue is worth restating in the following generalized terms:
What are we to do when we have before us a book clearly written
to support such and such readily-identifiable conclusions, in which
nevertheless, we find passages that, on the face of them, ﬂ:.:ﬁmwm
against those conclusions? Our minimum obligation, I suggest—one
does not lightly plead a writer of Milton’s stature guilty of contradict-
ing himself in so brief an essay®"—is to ask ourselves whether the
trouble perhaps lies in ourselves. We are required to go back to the
text and see what happens when we try to read the apparently
peccant passages in the light of and as colored by the major argument
(not, in fairness to the author, the other way 'round). When, in other
words, we give to the words in the peccant passages meanings appro-
priate to the major argument>®—which, in the Areopagitica, is that

54 [hid.

554., 80.
56[bid. Cf A., 31: “Truth, ... when she illi
» 31 b gets a free and willing hand,

mm.wwwm ﬂﬂﬂb the pace of Bmmroa and discourse can overtake wwm: nd, opens herself

nother easy way out of the difficulty, which we shall also avoid, would b i
out that ZLS&. shows himself to know better: “revolutions of ages Moo%o.n om MMW%MMM
Emm“omm of a rejected truth, for want of which whole nations fare the worse” (4., 6).
The full force of the point can best be grasped with reference to the crucial “1

. mean not tolerated” passage (A., 83). Milton can write: . .. it is not possible for men

to sever the wheat from the tares, the good fish from the other fry; that must be the
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there is an “‘utmost bound” of liberty that wise men seek, and that
a free society is not an open society.

“[Truth] needs no policies, nor stratagems™? We do indeed have
a difficulty, if we assume that “policies or stratagems™ includes the
common-sense measures a society adopts in order to protect and
perpetuate the truths it believes itself to embody, but the difficulty
disappears if we are generous enough to Jet Milton have a distinction
between these measures and “policies or stratagems.” We must “give
... [Truth] room, and ... not bind her when she sleeps”? The difficulty
is again of our own making: the words “give Truth room” by no means
estop the question, How much room?, or exclude the particular an-
swer to that question the essay provides; nor do the words “not bind
her when she sleeps” estop the question whether, e.g., the suppress-
ing of malicious books, to which Milton certainly had no objection,*
is or is not a “binding” of Truth. “Let . . . [Truth] and Falsehood
grapple?” “... [Who] ever knew Truth put to the worse in a free and
open encounter?” But the sentence does not say, Let Truth and
Falsehood grapple in just any set of circumstances, among just any
kind of people—that is, it leaves Milton entirely free to raise and
answer in his own way the question, In what circumstances, among
what kind of people, can Truth and Falsehood in fact grapple? As for
“free and open encounter,” the interesting questions, as Milton is
there to teach us, arise only when we ask what is a “free and open
encounter’—how free and Aow open can the encounter be and
remain “free” and “open,” that is, remain an encounter in which
Truth can grapple with Falsehood, and tell itself with confidence that
it will not be “put to worse”? Besides which, the whole series of
passages takes on a different meaning when we remind ourselves that
Milton, unlike those who today cite the passages in queston, sup-
posed himself to know what és the Truth—so that “Truth,” for him,
angels’ ministry at the end of mortal things. Yet if all cannot be of one mind—as who
looks they should beP—this doubtless is more wholesome, more prudent, that all should
be tolerated rather than all compelied.” And go on to say in the same paragraph: “I
mean not tolerated popery and open superstition, [e#¢.]”. To speak of “‘contradiction™
or “inconsistency” here cbviously will not do, unless we go further and assume we are
dealing with a writer who is feeble-minded. We have learned to read the Areopagitica
only when we can read this passage and nof find in it any inconsistency. Cf. A, 82:
“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!” “We” here is clearly shorthand for “we who agree on fundamentals.”

“Fundamentals” is Milton’s own term (ibid.}.
59But see below, pp. 465-471.
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is shorthand for “our Truth,” and the purpose of the “grappling” is,
quite simply, the confuting of error, not the finding out what i
true.%® We have, I repeat, indeed been creating the difficulties for
ourselves; concretely, by reading into phrases like “free and open
encounter” a meaning that we could have learned only from Mill, and
that Milton could not possibly have intended. For the model of free
society which emerges in the course of Milton’s argument, and which
is full of what Mill would regard as “policies and stratagems,” s the
“free and open encounter” of which he speaks.

The Models (D)

The Areopagitica, correctly read, is on one side a plea for the
removal, within a certain kind of society, of a particular restriction
upon freedom of expression—that is, the prior censorship of books
and pamphlets. On another side it is an impassioned defense of a
status quo® which, save in that one regard, Milton is clearly ready
to identify with “true liberty,” which he clearly regards with great
satisfaction, and which (as already intimated) is presupposed in his
demand for a press free from prior censorship. The contention that
he uses arguments against prior censorship that should have “led him
on” to advocate an open society like Mill’s, or that are in any case
applicable to all forms of censorship, is, therefore, nonsensical; for his
purpose in advocating that degree of openness involved in freeing
books and pamphlets from prior censorship is merely to eliminate,
from a society the essence of which is that from a Millian point of
view it is “closed,” what he regards as an absurdity.

As he proceeds, Milton reveals for us and praises the major charac-
teristics of the kind of society of which he approves, and these we
may fairly speak of as constituting the model of free society as Milton
understood it. Those major characteristics are:

(1) It is a society that regards itself as founded upon religious truth

. e —as not only living under God for a purpose that is His, not merely
~ its own, but as especially favored by God,* and as having in conse-

0 Cf A, 65: “{We] are to send our thanks . . . to Heaven, louder than most nations,

-+ -for that great measure of truth which we enjoy, especially in those main points at issue
" ‘between us and the Pope....”

81Cf A, 78. Also A, 75, T6.
82(’f A., 2, where he argues that if we have regained our “liberty . . ., it will be
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quence an obligation to protect and propagate a certain corpus of
religious doctrine.®® As intimated above, its highest good (as we
should have expected Milton to say if we had not been taught to
misread the Areopagitica), is not “the pursuit of truth” in the Mill
sense, but the living and propagation of an expanding revealed reli-
gion.

(2) It is a homogeneous society, in which very far from there being
a cult of diversity there are at most “neighboring differences, or
rather indifferences, on some point of doctrine or discipline”; it is,
moreover, 2 homogeneous society because it wills itself to be homo-
geneous, that is, because, though “tolerant,” it does no? tolerate
“popery and open superstition” (“it”—not “they,” but “it”-—should
be “extirpate,” because “it extirpates all religions and civil suprema-
cies”™); nor does it tolerate “that which is impious or evil absolutely,
either against faith or manners.”®* (Milton does not tell us what he
means by “extirpate”; perhaps he would have contented himself
with banishing the papists.) The big issues concerning doctrine and
discipline, those between Protestants and Catholics, are regarded as
closed—that is, not as proper topics for discussion. And the society
Milton approves of, because founded on an initial act of intolerance
and exclusion, is appropriately closed too.

(3) It is a structured, that is, Aierarchical, society, where “honor
... [is] done . . . to men who [profess] . . . the study of wisdom and
eloquence” so that they are heard “gladly and with great respect”;®
that is, where the “common people” know their place over against
their intellectual and moral betters.

attributed first, as is most due, to the strong assistance of God, our deliverer.”

3£ A, 70, where he argues that but for the “prelates,” the “glory of reforming all
our neighbors had been ours.”

614 _ 83, That, he goes on, “no law can possibly permit that intends not to outlaw
itself.” To put it otherwise: the whole position rests upon a distinction between that
which does and that which does not “interrupt the unity of spirit,” between “neigh-
boring differences” and differences that are not “neighboring”; and we do not dispose
of the point by saying that subsequent experience has proved Milton wrong as to
whether the differences between Protestants and Catholics are “neighboring” in the
sense intended (especially as subsequent experience is not over yet). The teaching:
unity of spirit is a precondition of our free society, and of the discussion process that
goes forward within it. For the present writer, what subsequent experience shows is
that the discussion process does break down where such unity of spirit is absent. cf
A., 79, where Milton cites Lord Brooke as teaching that we must “hear with patience
and humnility those, however they be miscalled, that desire to live purely, in such a use
of Cod’s ordinances as the best guidance of their consciences gives them, though in
some disconformity to ourselves™ (jtalics mine).

654, 4.
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(4) It is a society that thinks of itself as both entitled and obligated
to see to it that both “church and commonwealth . . . have a vigilant
eye how books demean themselves as well as men; and thereafter to
confine, imprison, and do sharpest judgment on them.”® . .. {If] they
be found mischievous and libelous, the fire and the executioner will
be the timeliest and the most effectual remedy that man’s prevention
can use.”® And: ... [If] ... [any man’s intellectual offspring] be
proved a monster, who denies that it was justly burnt or sunk into the
sea?’’s8

Is it, then, a society which, though it is to have no prior censorship
of books and pamphlets, will maintain arrangements for suppressing
them after publication? That, certainly, is what at first glance the
passages seem to suggest; it is also what many of our critics, while
pointing out that many of Milton’s arguments against prior censor-
ship are prima facie equally good arguments against any censorship
at all, have accused him of advocating, or at least being prepared to
contemplate, and so of having been blind to the implications of his
own argument. There are, however, at least two reasons, over and
above the patent applicability to posterior censorship of some of the
arguments, especially the strongest ones, against prior censorship,
why we should fight shy of any such reading of the Areopagitica,
namely: (a) The fact that Milton, who here as elsewhere is nothing if
not prolix, and is if anything too attentive to detail, at no point gives
us any hint as to the machinery that a free society might establish for
confining and imprisoning and doing sharp judgment on “mischie-
vous” books; and (b), the presence within the Areopagitica of lines
of argument clearly intended to prove that we do great hurt, alike
from the standpoint of virtue and from that of Truth, when we forbid
our fellows access to any book on the grounds that it is heretical or
of malicious tendency. Worse yet, as he develops these arguments, he
repeatedly lets the prior censorship issue slip through his fingers
altogether (though as noted above he “ties back” to it with great
frequency),® and develops them precisely as arguments against cen-

564, 6.

574, 88.

84, 15.
8 (f A, 5, where in a single sentence he moves from the prior censorship issue (“the

. inventors of it be those whom ye will be loath to own”) to the broad issue of “what
“. -8 to be thought in general of reading,” then back to the prior censorship issue. By no
.- means all the arguments against prior censorship, we may notice, are simultaneously
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sorship tout court; and if in the context of those arguments, which
we must now pause to notice, Milton was prepared to contemplate
post-publication censorship, we do indeed stand in the presence of
an intellectual blunder about which we are entitled to speak conde-
scendingly.

The major arguments of this character are the following (he is
answering the question whether “books, whatever sort they be,”™
“promiscuously read,”” do more “benefit . . . or harm”):"*

““To the pure all things are pure’ . . . all kind of knowledge
whether of good or evil; the knowledge cannot defile, nor conse-
quently the books, if the will and conscience be not defiled.”™®
““_.. [Best] books to a naughty mind are not unapplicable to occa-

sions of evil.”™ “[Bad] books . . . to a discreet and judicious reader
serve in many respects to discover, to confute, to forewarn,
and to illustrate”™ < . . [All] opinions, yea, errors, known, read,

and collated, are of main service and assistance toward the speedy
attainment of what is truest.” God “left arbitrary the dieting and
repasting of our minds; as wherein every mature man might have
to exercise his own leading capacity.””® God “uses not to capti-
vate under a perpetual childhood of prescription, but trusts [man]
... with the gift of reason to be his own chooser.” *. . . [The] knowl-
edge of good is [deeply] . . . involved and interwoven with the

arguments against posterior censorship: e.g., the argument that the best and wisest
commonwealths of the past, Athens (4., 7), Sparta (4., 8), Rome (4., 9, 10,11, 12) had
1o prior censorship {“books were as freely admitted as any other birth; no envious Juno
sat cross-legged over . . . [their] nativity .. .”). The evidence cited regarding the best
and wisest commonwealths shows that they did do sharp judgment on books: Athens
on writings that were either “blasphemous or atheistical”’; Sparta on compositions in
a higher strain than their own soldierly ballads and roundels; Rome on “libelous books
and authors,” and that which was “impiously written against their esteemed gods”
{although “not so often bed as good books were silenced”). The Christian emperors
“prohibited, or burnt” the “books of those whom they tock to be grand heretics,” and
interdicted “heathen authors” who wrote “plain invectives against Christianity” (A.,
11). Prior censorship, Milton concludes, was invented by the “most anti-christian
council and the most tyranmous inguisition that ever inquired” (A, 15), by the “falsest
seducers and oppressors,” and precisely to “obstruct and hinder the first approach to
reformation” (A., 16), though he later accuses Plato of having invented the idea (4,
33).

704, 16, (italics added).

T4, 25.

24, 16.

4., 20,

74 [bid.

75 [hid.

764, 21.
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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, is the true
wayfaring Christian.””® And, the strongest statement of them all:
“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?”"®
Moreover: If we start “removing” or “prohibiting” books, for fear
that “infection ... may spread,” the first book to go must be the Bible,
which “oftimes relates blasphemy not nicely, [and] . .. describes the
carnal sense of wicked men not unelegantly .. %% ... [Those] books
... which are likeliest to taint both life and doctrine . . . cannot
be suppressed without the fall of learning and of all ability in disputa-
tion . ..”%1 <. .. [A] wise man . .. can gather gold out of the drossiest
volume, and . . . a fool will be a fool with the best book .. .”®% So that
“there is no reason . . . [to] 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.”® “[Evil] manners are as
perfectly learned without books a thousand other ways which cannot
be stopped ...”®* To some men, books containing “vice and error”®"
are not “temptations nor vanities, but useful drugs and materials
wherewith to temper and compose effective and strong medicines
... The rest, as children and childish men, who have not the art to
... prepare these working minerals, well may be exhorted to forbear,
but hindered forcibly they cannot be .. .”®¢ It is pointless to suppress
books unless we are to take “equal [care] to regulate all other things
of like aptness to corrupt the mind . . .7 “They are not skillful
considerers of human things, who imagine to remove sin by removing

A, 23.
TEA., 24
794, 25.
504, 26.
814, 29,
824, 30.
83 Ihidd.
844, 20,
854, 30.
864, 31 (italics added).
A, 34
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the matter of sin...”"®® ... [How] much we thus expel of sin, so much
we expel of virtue,”®® “Why should we then affect a rigor contrary
to the manner of God and nature, by abridging or scanting those
means, which books freely permitted are, both to the trial of virtue
and the exercise of truth?”?°

Why, indeed? But how then can any book ever be justly burnt, and
why should church and commonwealth keep a vigilant eye on how
books behave themselves, to confine and imprison and do sharpest
judgment upon them? And if that last, will not church and common-
wealth each need twenty imprisoners and confiners, who would be
open to the same objections as twenty licensers? To which the an-
swer is, we are again making the difficulties for ourselves; the intel-
lectual blunder is ours, not Milton’s, and in making it we are blinding
ourselves to Milton’s teaching, which emerges clearly enough when
we cease to patronize him.

Let us, in order to clarify the matter, speak of the principle in-
volved in the passages cited at the beginning of this section as the
“book-burning principle,” and state that principle, in the context of
the foregoing arguments, as follows: There are good books and there
are bad books, books that teach good and books that teach evil, books
that teach truth and books that teach error. A society that denies
these distinctions, which are correlative to the distinctions between
good and evil and truth and falsehood themselves, or that, while
recognizing them, denies itself the capacity to intervene when and
how it sees fit to prevent the harm that bad books can on occasion
do, is no society, Now: we start out from the fact that Milton asserts
the book-burning principle, deerms it axiomatic {“who denies?™), and
puts it forward as an integral part of his teaching; but he in effect adds
{by mentioning no machinery, and, as we have just seen, by arguing
plainly that there must be none, if by machinery we mean a censor-
ship), to our great surprise: But no book-burners! To which we reply,
out of our superior wisdom: Either book-burners, or no book-burning
principle; you must choose. To which Milton rejoins: I refuse to
choose; I shall have the book-burning principle, and no book-burners;
the connection between the two exists only in your own minds. If we

884, 37.

894, 38
80 Ihid.
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have book-burners, then our society loses the benefits that bad books,
properly used, can confer. If we do not have the book-burning princi-
ple, we place ourselves at the mercy of the harm that bad books,
improperly used, and good ones, too, can on occasion do. Society can
afford neither of these luxuries.

Anyone who steeps himself in the two sets of passages—that enun-
ciating the book-burning principle and that which states the case
against censorship—can imagine Milton’s going on to say (a little
impatiently, perhaps): The crucial passage for understanding my po-
sition is that in which I speak of “children and childish men,” and
say that “they may be exhorted to forbear, but hindered forcibly they
cannot be.” Now: either the “children and childish men,” when they
are “exhorted to forbear,” do forbear, or they do not. If they do
forbear, society will have “burnt” the book in question far more
effectually than ever it would have burnt it through the good offices
of any twenty book-burners,®* and with none of the adverse effects
that (as I point out) those good offices would have produced. But note
that the exhorting to forbear—an exhorting by society’s proper
teachers to their proper pupils—presupposes the book-burning prin-
ciple: an insistence upon the validity of the distinction between good
and bad bocks, and on the necessity of taking appropriate action, on
occasion, with respect to bad ones. My main point is that the appro-
priate action is never, or almost never, coercive; or, to put it a little
differently, that the solution to the problem of how to use good and
bad books lies in the channeling of both into the hands of those who
will use them properly, and in the keeping of both out of the hands
of those who will misuse them. As for the machinery, the healthy

91Those to whom this point seems far-fetched might set out tomorrow, anywhere in
Europe, to try to purchase a copy of that book which is by common consent the worst
book of our age, namely Mein Kampf (of which a few years ago there existed millions
of copies). Having failed to find one, they may then ask themselves: Who did the
burning, and burning of what kind?

It must be emphasized, however, that Milton’s position would not exclude, or even
discourage, all government intervention with the sale and distribution of literature; on
the contrary. But it stands as a warning, wholesome in my view, that such intervention
does not get at the real problem (the necessity for it is evidence that the proper
relatedness between society’s proper teachers and society’s proper learners has
broken down), that it is in the nature of the case clumsy and full of dangers, and in
any case (as suggested by Milton’s analogy) actions against books and pamphlets
should be assimilated to actions against persons who have allegedly committed crimes
or misdemeanors.
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society, in and of itself, in virtue of its spontaneous and voluntary
hierarchical relations, is itself a great machine for the continuous
sifting of books and ideas, for distinguishing the good ones from the
bad ones, and for “burning” the bad ones in the sense that I hope I
have now made clear. Thus, to go back, if the childish men do not
forbear, the difficulty will be found to lie in the relatedness between
society’s proper teachers (who must then learn to be better teachers)
and society’s proper pupils (who must be taught to be better-
behaved}.??

Here, then, as elsewhere, we find that when Milton’s teaching
coincides with modern open-society doctrines (as it certainly does
with regard to coercive censorship, prior and posterior), what we
have is at most a recommendation for a largely-closed society that,
within itself, will and can afford to act like an open society, but
precisely because it does not assert the opposite of the book-burning
principle (the distinction between good and bad books is meaning-
less, society has no business taking any action with respect to bad
books). It is as if Milton had anticipated, and written for, an age when
the censorship issue would be torn loose from the only presupposi-
tions?® upon which it can be discussed.

(5) It is a society which deems itself entitled and obligated to
inculcate in its members “positive” notions concerning the good and
the true—that is, a society based upon “those unwritten or at least
unconstraining laws of virtuous education, religious and civil nur-
fure, which Plato . . . mentions as the bonds and ligaments of the
commonwealth. . . ; these they be which will bear chief sway in such
matters as . . . [censorshipl, . . . when all licensing will be easily
eluded.”®* And Milton’s teaching becomes: the censorship issue
arises only where free society fails to discharge its educational re-
sponsibilities, which involve the converse of the book-burning prin-
ciple (the insistence on the distinction between good books and bad
books, and on the need for appropriate action on behalf of the teach-
ings of the good books).

928ee R. G. Collingwood, The New Leviathan (Oxford, 1945), passim, for a full
discussion, in terms of an analogy between “parents” and “nursery,” of the relation
in question. Cf again, A., 87, with its reference to “teaching the people to see day.”

BAgain see A, 33, for Milton’s own warning that proposals in politics are insepara-
ble from their presuppositions.

944, 36 (italics added.)

Z
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The Relation, if any, Between the Models
and the Generalized Teaching

It remains to inquire (1) where Milton seems to stand on the meth-
odological issue we have posed above, and (2) whether we are enti-
tled to ascribe to Milton any teaching whatever, with respect to
freedom of thought and utterance, on the level of generality on
which Mill’s recommendations are projected.

(1} T hope to have shown that Milton does develop a model of the
Truth-seeking process, and how different it is from (and how much
more likely to commend itself to those who value Truth than) Mill’s,
I hope to have shown also that Milton develops, as he goes along, a
model of free society, which also differs profoundly from that of Mill.
I hope to have made clear, finally, the extent to which the model of
free society involved in the “prevailing doctrine” is derivative from,
and subordinate to, its model of the Truth-seeking process: the re-
quirements of the Truth-seeking process, it argues, being such and
such, society must be organized thus and thus, this may be done and
that may not be done—the effect being, as I have indicated, to posit
the pursuit of Truth, new truths especially, as free society’s summum
bonum. And we are now asking, Are the Milton models related to one
another in this manner?

I find no passages in the Areopagitica that might support an affir-
mative answer to this question. Milton is indeed concerned about
Truth, both the preservation and the pursuit of it; he does indeed
show that the process by which Truth is preserved and expanded
thrives best in the absence of formal restraints upon intellectual lib-
erty; he does indeed argue that free society should not impose such
restraints. But (as 1 have implied frequently above) the sequence of
ideas in Milton is always the reverse of that in Mill; his thought about
the character of free society is clearly prior to and independent of
his thought about the preservation and pursuit of Truth; insofar as
either model is subordinated to the other (which for the most part
neither is, Milton’s problem being precisely that of how to accommo-
date the two models fo one another), it is the model of the Truth-
seeking process that is subordinated to that of free society. To put it
otherwise, Milton’s point is always precisely that his kind of intellec-
tual freedom will serve the purposes of society, especially the Refor-
mation; and it is not too much to say that he would have made no
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sense of Mill’s procedure at all. Concretely, he is not prepared
(though on Mill's procedure he would have to be) to move from his
arguments concerning intellectual freedom to a re-opening of either
of the two questions the essay answers most flatly, namely: What is
the status within our free society of the Reformation? (Milton’s an-
swer, in effect: It is a public truth, an orthodoxy, which free society
as a matter of course places beyond question, and conceives of itself
as serving.) And what is the status within free society of those who
deny or flout that orthodoxy? (Milton’s answer: They have no status
within free society; having been “extirpate,” they are not even
present, and so pose no problems.) That is, it does no good to argue:
Milton should have seen that, e.g., spokesmen for “popery and open
superstition” could play with respect to the “proving all things,” the
same role as bad books, or, e.g., that all arguments for treating all
questions as open questions, for proving all things, in the republic of
learning,®® are equally valid arguments for a society that treats all
questions as open questions. This, for Milton, is to reverse the proper
order of business, and misconceive the relation between the republic
of learning, which like all else in free society is subordinated to
certain public truths, and to free society itself.

{2) This brings us to our second remaining question, which we may
now put thus: Are we to understand Milton as teaching, then, that in
all societies everywhere the dominant group is entitled to proclaim
its truths as the public orthodoxy, to which all things, including the
republic of learning, may properly be subordinated; that just as we
here in England are entitled, before we begin “proving all things™
together, to eliminate all unbrotherly dissimilitudes, so, €.g., in Spain
the bearers of “popery and open superstition” are entitled to “extir-
pate” those who disagree with them on “important points™? Is Mil-
ton, like Mill, prepared—once we follow him to the deepest and most
prior levels of his political thought—to assert that which we find him
teaching (eliminate unbrotherly dissimilitudes, then eschew re-
straints on intellectual freedom) as a general prescription for orga-
nized society? The answer is, of course, in the negative (though we
might conceivably extract from him a generalized teaching concern-
ing the unprofitability of reasonable discourse among men whose
differences are “vastly disproportional”). That would be to mistake

95Which is not to concede that Milton goes so far, even with respect to the republic
of learning.
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his entire animus: For the reason why “we” are entitled to extirpate
Papists is that we are right and they are wrong, that God has revealed
Himself to us, not to them, and that we must be about Our Father’s
business.?® That is the context in which the problems of politics and
intellectual freedom arise for Milton; and he does not pursue those
problems in the Areopagitica beyond the point of asking what
“we”?7 should do about them.?® One feels confident, indeed, that had
Milton faced the question: What should societies toward which “the
love of Heaven. .. is [less] propitious and propending”®® than towards
us, do about politics and intellectual freedom?, he would have given
an answer analogous to Voltaire’s about how to found a religion: First
you get yourselves the Reformation. That is why all the attempts to
make of Milton (who on the crucial issues is the soul of intolerance)'®°
the remote source of modern doctrines of toleration and the open
society,'®! must proceed by ignoring not only certain crucial passages
but the very sequence of ideas in the essay, and must, like the “ex-
ploit of that gallant man who thought to pound up the crows by
shutting his park gate,”192 fail.

96 A, passim; in order to document the statement we should be obliged to cite half
the paragraphs in the essay.

9"Meaning (at most) those countries that possess the Reformation.

98Perhaps the nearest he comes to a generalized teaching about politics is in those
themes of the Areopagitica that have received the least attention from the critics; that
is, the teaching about the book-burning principle, and that concerning the “utmost
bound of freedom.” But we do not easily imagine Milton recommending that the works
of John Knox be burnt in Spain.

994, 70.

100%We are not concerned here, of course, with the merits of the issues hetween
Milton and those whom he would not tolerate.

o cf C, E. Vaughan, “Introduction,” in Ernest Rhys {ed.) Areopagitica (London,
1927): “It has sometimes been regretted that the only one of Milton’s prose works
[now] widely read . .. should be that which enforces a commonplace so universally
accepted as that of toleration.”

1024, 29.





