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* * * Section 1 * * *
Be assured, Lords and Commons, there can no greater testimony appear, than when your prudent
spirit acknowledges and obeys the voice of reason from what quarter soever it be heard speaking;
and renders ye as willing to repeal any Act of your own setting forth, as any set forth by your
predecessors.
If ye be thus resolved, as it were injury to think ye were not, I know not what should withhold me
from presenting ye with fit instance wherein to show both that love of truth which ye eminently
profess, and that uprightness of your judgment which is not wont to be partial to yourselves; by
judging over again that Order which ye have ordained to regulate Printing:-that no book, pamphlet,
or paper shall be henceforth printed, unless the same be first approved and licensed by such, or at
least one of such, as shall be thereto appointed. For that part which preserves justly every man's
copy to himself, or provides for the poor, I touch not, only wish they be not made pretences to abuse
and persecute honest and painful men, who offend not in either of these particulars. But that other
clause of Licensing Books, which we thought had died with his brother quadragesimal and
matrimonial when the prelates expired, I shall now attend with such a homily, as shall lay before ye,
first the inventors of it to be those whom ye will be loth to own; next what is to be thought in general
of reading, whatever sort the books be; and that this Order avails nothing to the suppressing of
scandalous, seditious, and libellous books, which were mainly intended to be suppressed. Last, that
it will be primely to the discouragement of all learning, and the stop of Truth, not only by
disexercising and blunting our abilities in what we know already, but by hindering and cropping the
discovery that might be yet further made both in religious and civil Wisdom.
I deny not, but that it is of greatest concernment in the Church and Commonwealth, to have a
vigilant eye how books demean themselves as well as men; and thereafter to confine, imprison, and
do sharpest justice on them as malefactors. For books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain
a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul was whose progeny they are; nay, they do
preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and extraction of that living intellect that bred them. I know
they as lively, and as vigorously productive, as those fabulous dragon's teeth; and being sown up and
down, may chance to spring up armed men. And yet, on the other hand, unless wariness be used,
as good almost kill a man as kill a good book. Who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God's
image; but he who destroys a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of God, as it were in the
eye. Many a man lives a burden to the earth; but a good book is the precious life-blood of a master
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spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life. 'Tis true, no age can restore a
life, whereof perhaps there is no great loss; and revolutions of ages do not oft recover the loss of a
rejected truth, for the want of which whole nations fare the worse.
We should be wary therefore what persecution we raise against the living labours of public men,
how we spill that seasoned life of man, preserved and stored up in books; since we see a kind of
homicide may be thus committed, sometimes a martyrdom, and if it extend to the whole impression,
a kind of massacre; whereof the execution ends not in the slaying of an elemental life, but strikes
at that ethereal and fifth essence, the breath of reason itself, slays an immortality rather than a life.
. . .
* * * Section 2 * * *
But some will say, What though the inventors were bad, the thing [censorship] for all that may be
good? It may be so; yet if that thing be no such deep invention, but obvious, and easy for any man
to light on, and yet best and wisest commonwealths through all ages and occasions have foreborne
to use it, and falsest seducers and oppressors of men were the first who took it up, and to no other
purpose but to obstruct and hinder the first approach of Reformation; I am of those who believe it
will be a harder alchymy than Lullius ever knew, to sublimate any good use out of such an
invention. Yet this only is what I request to gain from this reason, that it may be held a dangerous
and suspicious fruit, as certainly it deserves, for the tree that bore it, until I can dissect one by one
the properties it has. But I have first to finish, as was propounded, what is to be thought in general
of reading books, whatever sort they be, and whether be more the benefit or the harm that thence
proceeds?
* * * Section 3 * * *
But if it be agreed we shall be tried by visions, there is a vision recorded by Eusebius, far ancienter
than this tale of Jerome to the nun Eustochium, and, besides, has nothing of a fever in it. Dionysius
Alexandrinus was about the year 240 a person of great name in the Church for piety and learning,
who had wont to avail himself much against heretics by being conversant in their books; until a
certain presbyter laid it scrupulously to his conscience, how he durst venture himself among those
defiling volumes. The worthy man, loth to give offence, fell into a new debate with himself what
was to be thought; when suddenly a vision sent from God (it is his own epistle that so avers it)
confirmed him in these words: Read any books whatever come to thy hands, for thou art sufficient
both to judge aright, and to examine each matter. To this revelation he assented the sooner, as he
confesses, because it was answerable to that of the Apostle to the Thessalonians, Prove all things,
hold fast that which is good. And he might have added another remarkable saying of the same
author: To the pure, all things are pure; not only meats and drinks, but all kind of knowledge
whether of good or evil; the knowledge cannot defile, nor consequently the books, if the will and
conscience be not defiled.
For books are as meats and viands are; some of good, some of evil substance; and yet God, in that
unapocryphal vision, said without exception, Rise, Peter, kill and eat, leaving the choice to each
man's discretion.
Wholesome meats to a vitiated stomach differ little or nothing from
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unwholesome; and best books to a naughty mind are not unappliable to occasions of evil. Bad
meats will scarce breed good nourishment in the healthiest concoction; but herein the difference is
of bad books, that they to a discreet and judicious reader serve in many respects to discover, to
confute, to forewarn, and to illustrate. . . .
* * * Section 4 * * *
Good and evil we know in the field of this world grow up together almost inseparably; and the
knowledge of good is so involved and interwoven the knowledge of evil, and in so many cunning
resemblances hardly to be discerned, that those confused seeds which were imposed upon Psyche
as an incessant labour to cull out, and sort asunder, were not more intermixed. It was from out the
rind of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of good and evil, as two twins cleaving together, leaped
forth into the world. And perhaps this is that doom which Adam fill into of knowing good and evil,
that is to say of knowing good by evil. As therefore the state of man now is; what wisdom can there
be to choose, what continence to forbear without the knowledge of evil? He that can apprehend and
consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet
prefer that which is truly better, he is the true wayfaring Christian.
I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies out
and sees her adversary, but slinks out of the race, where that immortal garland is to be run for, not
without dust and heat. Assuredly we bring not innocence into the world, we bring impurity much
rather; that which purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary. That virtue therefore which is
but a youngling in the contemplation of evil, and knows not the utmost that vice promises to her
followers, and rejects it, is but a blank virtue, not a pure; her whiteness is but an excremental
whiteness. Which was the reason why our sage and serious poet Spenser, whom I dare be known
to think a better teacher than Scotus or Aquinas, describing true temperance under the person of
Guion, brings him in with his palmer through the cave of Mammon, and the bower of earthly bliss,
that he might see and know, and yet abstain. Since therefore the knowledge and survey of vice is
in this world so necessary to the constituting of human virtue, and the scanning of error to the
confirmation of truth, how can we more safely, and with less danger, scout into the regions of sin
and falsity than by reading all manner of tractates and hearing all manner of reason? And this is the
benefit which may be had of books promiscuously read.
But of the harm that may result hence three kinds are usually reckoned. First, is feared the infection
that may spread; but then all human learning and controversy in religious points must remove out
of the world, yea the Bible itself; for that ofttimes relates blasphemy not nicely, it describes the
carnal sense of wicked men not unelegantly, it brings in holiest men passionately murmuring against
Providence through all the arguments of Epicurus: in other great disputes it answers dubiously and
darkly to the common reader. . . .
* * * Section 5 * * *
Seeing, therefore, that those books, and those in great abundance, which are likeliest to taint both
life and doctrine, cannot be suppressed without the fall of learning and of all ability in disputation,
and that these books of either sort are most and soonest catching to the learned, from whom to the
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common people whatever is heretical or dissolute may quickly be conveyed, and that evil manners
are as perfectly learnt without books a thousand other ways which cannot be stopped, and evil
doctrine not with books can propagate, except a teacher guide, which he might also do without
writing, and so beyond prohibiting, I am not able to unfold, how this cautelous enterprise of
licensing can be exempted from the number of vain and impossible attempts. And he who were
pleasantly disposed could not well avoid to liken it to the exploit of that gallant man who thought
to pound up the crows by shutting his park gate.
Besides another inconvenience, if learned men be the first receivers out of books and dispreaders
both of vice and error, how shall the licensers themselves be confided in, unless we can confer upon
them, or they assume to themselves above all others in the land, the grace of infallibility and
uncorruptedness? And again, if it be true that a wise man, like a good refiner, can gather gold out
of the drossiest volume, and that a fool will be a fool with the best book, yea or without book; there
is no reason that we should deprive a wise man of any advantage to his wisdom, while we seek to
restrain from a fool, that which being restrained will be no hindrance to his folly. For if there should
be so much exactness always used to keep that from him which is unfit for his reading, we should
in the judgment of Aristotle not only, but of Solomon and of our Saviour, not vouchsafe him good
precepts, and by consequence not willingly admit him to good books; as being certain that a wise
man will make better use of an idle pamphlet, than a fool will do of sacred Scripture.
'Tis next alleged we must not expose ourselves to temptations without necessity, and next to that,
not employ our time in vain things. To both these objections one answer will serve, out of the
grounds already laid, that to all men such books are not temptations, nor vanities, but useful drugs
and materials wherewith to temper and compose effective and strong medicines, which man's life
cannot want. The rest, as children and childish men, who have not the art to qualify and prepare
these working minerals, well may be exhorted to forbear, but hindered forcibly they cannot be by
all the licensing that Sainted Inquisition could ever yet contrive. Which is what I promised to
deliver next: that this order of licensing conduces nothing to the end for which it was framed; and
hath almost prevented me by being clear already while thus much hath been explaining. See the
ingenuity of Truth, who, when she gets a free and willing hand, opens herself faster than the pace
of method and discourse can overtake her.
* * * Section 6 * * *
Plato, a man of high authority, indeed, but least of all for his Commonwealth, in the book of his
Laws, which no city ever yet received, fed his fancy by making many edicts to his airy
burgomasters, which they who otherwise admire him wish had been rather buried and excused in
the genial cups of an Academic night sitting. By which laws he seems to tolerate no kind of learning
but by unalterable decree, consisting most of practical traditions, to the attainment whereof a library
of smaller bulk than his own Dialogues would be abundant. And there also enacts, that no poet
should so much as read to any private man what he had written, until the judges and law-keepers had
seen it, and allowed it. But that Plato meant this law peculiarly to that commonwealth which he had
imagined, and to no other, is evident. Why was he not else a lawgiver to himself, but a transgressor,
and to be expelled by his own magistrates; both for the wanton epigrams and dialogues which he
made, and his perpetual reading of Sophron Mimus and Aristophanes, books of grossest infamy, and
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also for commending the latter of them, though he were the malicious libeller of his chief friends,
to be read by the tyrant Dionysius, who had little need of such trash to spend his time on? But that
he knew this licensing of poems had reference and dependence to many other provisos there set
down in his fancied republic, which in this world could have no place: and so neither he himself,
nor any magistrate or city, ever imitated that course, which, taken apart from those other collateral
injunctions, must needs be vain and fruitless. For if they fell upon one kind of strictness, unless their
care were equal to regulate all other things of like aptness to corrupt the mind, that single endeavour
they knew would be but a fond labour; to shut and fortify one gate against corruption, and be
necessitated to leave others round about wide open.
If we think to regulate printing, thereby to rectify manners, we must regulate all recreation and
pastimes, all that is delightful to man. No music must be heard, no song be set or sung, but what is
grave and Doric. There must be licensing dancers, that no gesture, motion, or deportment be taught
our youth but what by their allowance shall be thought honest; for such Plato was provided of. It
will ask more than the work of twenty licensers to examine all the lutes, the violins, and the guitars
in every house; they must not be suffered to prattle as they do, but must be licensed what they may
say. And who shall silence all the airs and madrigals that whisper softness in chambers? The
windows also, and the balconies must be thought on; there are shrewd books, with dangerous
frontispieces, set to sale; who shall prohibit them, shall twenty licensers? The villages also must
have their visitors to inquire what lectures the bagpipe and the rebeck reads, even to the ballatry and
the gamut of every municipal fiddler, for these are the countryman's Arcadias, and his Monte
Mayors.
Next, what more national corruption, for which England hears ill abroad, than household gluttony:
who shall be the rectors of our daily rioting? And what shall be done to inhibit the multitudes that
frequent those houses where drunkenness is sold and harboured? Our garments also should be
referred to the licensing of some more sober workmasters to see them cut into a less wanton garb.
Who shall regulate all the mixed conversation of our youth, male and female together, as is the
fashion of this country? Who shall still appoint what shall be discoursed, what presumed, and no
further? Lastly, who shall forbid and separate all idle resort, all evil company? These things will
be, and must be; but how they shall be least hurtful, how least enticing, herein consists the grave and
governing wisdom of a state.
To sequester out of the world into Atlantic and Utopian polities, which never can be drawn into use,
will not mend our condition; but to ordain wisely as in this world of evil, in the midst whereof God
hath placed us unavoidably. Nor is it Plato's licensing of books will do this, which necessarily pulls
along with it so many other kinds of licensing, as will make us all both ridiculous and weary, and
yet frustrate; but those unwritten, or at least unconstraining, laws of virtuous education, religious
and civil nurture, which Plato there mentions as the bonds and ligaments of the commonwealth, the
pillars and the sustainers of every written statute; these they be which will bear chief sway in such
matters as these, when all licensing will be easily eluded. Impunity and remissness, for certain, are
the bane of a commonwealth; but here the great art lies, to discern in what the law is to bid restraint
and punishment, and in what things persuasion only is to work.
If every action, which is good or evil in man at ripe years, were to be under pittance and prescription
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and compulsion, what were virtue but a name, what praise could be then due to well-doing, what
gramercy to be sober, just, or continent? . . . When God gave him [Adam] reason, he gave him
freedom to choose, for reason is but choosing; he had been else a mere artificial Adam, such an
Adam as he is in the motions. We ourselves esteem not of that obedience, or love, or gift, which is
of force: God therefore left him free, set before him a provoking object, ever almost in his eyes;
herein consisted his merit, herein the right of his reward, the praise of his abstinence. Wherefore
did he create passions within us, pleasures round about us, but that these rightly tempered are the
very ingredients of virtue?
They are not skilful considerers of human things, who imagine to remove sin by removing the matter
of sin; for, besides that it is a huge heap increasing under the very act of diminishing, though some
part of it may for a time be withdrawn from some persons, it cannot from all, in such a universal
thing as books are; and when this is done, yet the sin remains entire. Though ye take from a
covetous man all his treasure, he has yet one jewel left, ye cannot bereave him of his covetousness.
Banish all objects of lust, shut up all youth into the severest discipline that can be exercised in any
hermitage, ye cannot make them chaste, that came not hither so; such great care and wisdom is
required to the right managing of this point. Suppose we could expel sin by this means; look how
much we thus expel of sin, so much we expel of virtue: for the matter of them both is the same;
remove that, and ye remove them both alike.
* * * Section 7 * * *
Another reason, whereby to make it plain that this Order will miss the end it seeks, consider by the
quality which ought to be in every licenser. It cannot be denied but that he who is made judge to
sit upon the birth or death of books, whether they may be wafted into this world or not, had need to
be a man above the common measure, both studious, learned, and judicious; there may be else no
mean mistakes in the censure of what is passable or not; which is also no mean injury. If he be of
such worth as behooves him, there cannot be a more tedious and unpleasing journey-work, a greater
loss of time levied upon his head, than to be made the perpetual reader of unchosen books and
pamphlets, ofttimes huge volumes. There is no book that is acceptable unless at certain seasons; but
to be enjoined the reading of that at all times, and in a hand scarce legible, whereof three pages
would not down at any time in the fairest print, is an imposition which I cannot believe how he that
values time and his own studies, or is but of a sensible nostril, should be able to endure. . . .
I lastly proceed from the no good it can do, to the manifest hurt it causes, in being first the greatest
discouragement and affront that can be offered to learning, and to learned men.
* * * Section 8 * * *
What advantage is it to be a man, over it is to be a boy at school, if we have only escaped the ferula
[ruler used to rap knuckles] to come under the fescue [stick used by teacher as a pointer and
sometimes as a rod of correction] of an Imprimatur; if serious and elaborate writings, as if they were
no more than the theme of a grammar-lad under his pedagogue, must not be uttered without the
cursory eyes of a temporizing and extemporizing licenser? He who is not trusted with his own
actions, his drift not being known to be evil, and standing to the hazard of law and penalty, has no
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great argument to think himself reputed in the Commonwealth wherein he was born for other than
a fool or a foreigner. When a man writes to the world, he summons up all his reason and
deliberation to assist him; he searches, meditates, is industrious, and likely consults and confers with
his judicious friends; after all which done he takes himself to be informed in what he writes, as well
as any that writ before him. If, in this the most consummate act of his fidelity and ripeness, no years,
no industry, no former proof of his abilities can bring him to that state of maturity, as not to be still
mistrusted and suspected, unless he carry all his considerate diligence, all his midnight watchings
and expense of Palladian oil, to the hasty view of an unleisured licenser, perhaps much his younger,
perhaps his inferior in judgment, perhaps one who never knew the labour of bookwriting, and if he
be not repulsed or slighted, must appear in print like a puny with his guardian, and his censor's hand
on the back of his title to be his bail and surety that he is no idiot or seducer, it cannot be but a
dishonour and derogation to the author, to the book, to the privilege and dignity of Learning.
* * * Section 9 * * *
And how can a man teach with authority, which is the life of teaching; how can he be a doctor in his
book as he ought to be, or else had better be silent, whenas all he teaches, all he delivers, is but
under the tuition, under the correction of his patriarchal licenser to blot or alter what precisely
accords not with the hidebound humour which he calls his judgment? When every acute reader,
upon the first sight of a pedantic licence, will be ready with these like words to ding the book a
quoit's distance from him: I hate a pupil teacher, I endure not an instructor that comes to me under
the wardship of an overseeing fist. I know nothing of the licenser, but that I have his own hand here
for his arrogance; who shall warrant me his judgment? The State, sir, replies the stationer, but has
a quick return: The State shall be my governors, but not my critics; they may be mistaken in the
choice of a licenser, as easily as this licenser may be mistaken in an author; this is some common
stuff; and he might add from Sir Francis Bacon, That such authorized books are but the language
of the times. For though a licenser should happen to be judicious more than ordinary, which will be
a great jeopardy of the next succession, yet his very office and his commission enjoins him to let
pass nothing but what is vulgarly received already.
Nay, which is more lamentable, if the work of any deceased author, though never so famous in his
lifetime and even to this day, come to their hands for licence to be printed, or reprinted, if there be
found in his book one sentence of a venturous edge, uttered in the height of zeal (and who knows
whether it might not be the dictate of a divine spirit?) yet not suiting with every low decrepit humour
of their own, though it were Knox himself, the reformer of a kingdom, that spake it, they will not
pardon him their dash: the sense of that great man shall to all posterity be lost, for the fearfulness
or the presumptuous rashness of a perfunctory licenser. And to what an author this violence hath
been lately done, and in what book of greatest consequence to be faithfully published, I could now
instance, but shall forbear till a more convenient season.
Yet if these things be not resented seriously and timely by them who have the remedy in their power,
but that such iron-moulds as these shall have authority to gnaw out the choicest periods of
exquisitest books, and to commit such a treacherous fraud against the orphan remainders of
worthiest men after death, the more sorrow will belong to that hapless race of men, whose
misfortune it is to have understanding. Henceforth let no man care to learn, or care to be more than
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worldly-wise; for certainly in higher matters to be ignorant and slothful, to be a common steadfast
dunce, will be the only pleasant life, and only in request.
* * * Section 10 * * *
Nor is it to the common people less than a reproach; for if we be so jealous over them, as that we
dare not trust them with an English pamphlet, what do we but censure them for a giddy, vicious, and
ungrounded people; in such a sick and weak state of faith and discretion, as to be able to take
nothing down but through the pipe of a licenser? That this is care or love of them, we cannot
pretend, whenas, in those popish places where the laity are most hated and despised, the same
strictness is used over them. Wisdom we cannot call it, because it stops but one breach of licence,
nor that neither: whenas those corruptions, which it seeks to prevent, break in faster at other doors
which cannot be shut.
* * * Section 11 * * *
. . . .And though I knew that England then was groaning loudest under the prelatical yoke,
nevertheless I took it as a pledge of future happiness, that other nations were so persuaded of her
liberty. Yet was it beyond my hope that those worthies were then breathing in her air, who should
be her leaders to such a deliverance, as shall never be forgotten by any revolution of time that this
world hath to finish. When that was once begun, it was as little in my fear that what words of
complaint I heard among learned men of other parts uttered against the Inquisition, the same I should
hear by as learned men at home, uttered in time of Parliament against an order of licensing; . . .
And in their name I shall for neither friend nor foe conceal what the general murmur is; that if it
come to inquisitioning again and licensing, and that we are so timorous of ourselves, and so
suspicious of all men, as to fear each book and the shaking of every leaf, before we know what the
contents are; if some who but of late were little better than silenced from preaching shall come now
to silence us from reading, except what they please, it cannot be guessed what is intended by some
but a second tyranny over learning: and will soon put it out of controversy, that bishops and
presbyters are the same to us, both name and thing. That those evils of prelaty, which before from
five or six and twenty sees were distributively charged upon the whole people, will now light wholly
upon learning, is not obscure to us: whenas now the pastor of a small unlearned parish on the
sudden shall be exalted archbishop over a large diocese of books, and yet not remove, but keep his
other cure too, a mystical pluralist. He who but of late cried down the sole ordination of every
novice Bachelor of Art, and denied sole jurisdiction over the simplest parishioner, shall now at home
in his private chair assume both these over worthiest and excellentest books and ablest authors that
write them.
* * * Section 12 * * *
Well knows he who uses to consider, that our faith and knowledge thrives by exercise, as well as
our limbs and complexion. Truth is compared in Scripture to a streaming fountain; if her waters
flow not in a perpetual progression, they sicken into a muddy pool of conformity and tradition. A
man may be a heretic in the truth; and if he believe things only because his pastor says so, or the
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Assembly so determines, without knowing other reason, though his belief be true, yet the very truth
he holds becomes his heresy.
There is not any burden that some would gladlier post off to another than the charge and care of their
religion. There be--who knows not that there be?--of Protestants and professors who live and die
in as arrant an implicit faith as any lay Papist of Loretto. A wealthy man, addicted to his pleasure
and to his profits, finds religion to be a traffic so entangled, and of so many piddling accounts, that
of all mysteries he cannot skill to keep a stock going upon that trade. What should he do? fain he
would have the name to be religious, fain he would bear up with his neighbours in that. What does
he therefore, but resolves to give over toiling, and to find himself out some factor, to whose care and
credit he may commit the whole managing of his religious affairs; some divine of note and
estimation that must be. To him he adheres, resigns the whole warehouse of his religion, with all
the locks and keys, into his custody; and indeed makes the very person of that man his religion;
esteems his associating with him a sufficient evidence and commendatory of his own piety. . . .
* * * Section 13 * * *
For if we be sure we are in the right, and do not hold the truth guiltily, which becomes not, if we
ourselves condemn not our own weak and frivolous teaching, and the people for an untaught and
irreligious gadding rout, what can be more fair than when a man judicious, learned, and of a
conscience, for aught we know, as good as theirs that taught us what we know, shall not privily from
house to house, which is more dangerous, but openly by writing publish to the world what his
opinion is, what his reasons, and wherefore that which is now thought cannot be sound? Christ
urged it as wherewith to justify himself, that he preached in public; yet writing is more public than
preaching; and more easy to refutation, if need be, there being so many whose business and
profession merely it is to be the champions of truth; which if they neglect, what can be imputed but
their sloth, or unability?
Thus much we are hindered and disinured by this course of licensing, toward the true knowledge
of what we seem to know. For how much it hurts and hinders the licensers themselves in the calling
of their ministry, more than any secular employment, if they will discharge that office as they ought,
so that of necessity they must neglect either the one duty or the other, I insist not, because it is a
particular, but leave it to their own conscience, how they will decide it there.
***
Lords and Commons of England! consider what nation it is whereof ye are, and whereof ye are the
governors: a nation not slow and dull, but of a quick, ingenious and piercing spirit, acute to invent,
subtle and sinewy to discourse, not beneath the reach of any point the highest that human capacity
can soar to. Therefore the studies of learning in her deepest sciences have been so ancient and so
eminent among us, that writers of good antiquity and ablest judgment have been persuaded that even
the school of Pythagoras and the Persian wisdom took beginning from the old philosophy of this
island. And that wise and civil Roman, Julius Agricola, who governed once here for Caesar,
preferred the natural wits of Britain before the laboured studies of the French. . . .
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* * * Section 14 * **
. . . .Why else was this nation chosen before any other, that out of her, as out of Sion, should be
proclaimed and sounded forth the first tidings and trumpet of Reformation to all Europe? And had
it not been the obstinate perverseness of our prelates against the divine and admirable spirit of
Wickliff, to suppress him as a schismatic and innovator, perhaps neither the Bohemian Huns and
Jerome, no nor the name of Luther or of Calvin, had been ever known: the glory of reforming all
our neighbours had been completely ours. But now, as our obdurate clergy have with violence
demeaned the matter, we are become hitherto the latest and the backwardest scholars, of whom God
offered to have made us the teachers. . . .
Behold now this vast city [London]: a city of refuge, the mansion house of liberty, encompassed
and surrounded with his protection; the shop of war hath not there more anvils and hammers waking,
to fashion out the plates and instruments of armed justice in defence of beleaguered truth, than there
be pens and heads there, sitting by their studious lamps, musing, searching, revolving new notions
and ideas wherewith to present, as with their homage and their fealty, the approaching Reformation:
others as fast reading, trying all things, assenting to the force of reason and convincement. What
could a man require more from a nation so pliant and so prone to seek after knowledge? What wants
there to such a towardly and pregnant soil, but wise and faithful labourers, to make a knowing
people, a nation of prophets, of sages, and of worthies? We reckon more than five months yet to
harvest; there need not be five weeks; had we but eyes to lift up, the fields are white already.
Where there is much desire to learn, there of necessity will be much arguing, much writing, many
opinions; for opinion in good men is but knowledge in the making. Under these fantastic terrors of
sect and schism, we wrong the earnest and zealous thirst after knowledge and understanding which
God hath stirred up in this city. What some lament of, we rather should rejoice at, should rather
praise this pious forwardness among men, to reassume the ill- deputed care of their religion into their
own hands again. A little generous prudence, a little forbearance of one another, and some grain of
charity might win all these diligences to join, and unite in one general and brotherly search after
truth; could we but forgo this prelatical tradition of crowding free consciences and Christian liberties
into canons and precepts of men. . . .
* * * Section 15 * * *
Next, it is a lively and cheerful presage of our happy success and victory. For as in a body, when
the blood is fresh, the spirits pure and vigorous, not only to vital but to rational faculties, and those
in the acutest and the pertest operations of wit and subtlety, it argues in what good plight and
constitution the body is; so when the cheerfulness of the people is so sprightly up, as that it has not
only wherewith to guard well its own freedom and safety, but to spare, and to bestow upon the
solidest and sublimest points of controversy and new invention, it betokens us not degenerated, nor
drooping to a fatal decay, but casting off the old and wrinkled skin of corruption to outlive these
pangs and wax young again, entering the glorious ways of truth and prosperous virtue, destined to
become great and honourable in these latter ages. Methinks I see in my mind a noble and puissant
nation rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking her invincible locks: methinks I
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see her as an eagle mewing her mighty youth, and kindling her undazzled eyes at the full midday
beam; purging and unscaling her long-abused sight at the fountain itself of heavenly radiance; while
the whole noise of timorous and flocking birds, with those also that love the twilight, flutter about,
amazed at what she means, and in their envious gabble would prognosticate a year of sects and
schisms.
What would ye do then? should ye suppress all this flowery crop of knowledge and new light
sprung up and yet springing daily in this city? Should ye set an oligarchy of twenty engrossers over
it, to bring a famine upon our minds again, when we shall know nothing but what is measured to us
by their bushel? Believe it, Lords and Commons, they who counsel ye to such a suppressing do as
good as bid ye suppress yourselves; and I will soon show how. If it be desired to know the
immediate cause of all this free writing and free speaking, there cannot be assigned a truer than your
own mild and free and humane government. It is the liberty, Lords and Commons, which your own
valorous and happy counsels have purchased us, liberty which is the nurse of all great wits; this is
that which hath rarefied and enlightened our spirits like the influence of heaven; this is that which
hath enfranchised, enlarged and lifted up our apprehensions, degrees above themselves.
Ye cannot make us now less capable, less knowing, less eagerly pursuing of the truth, unless ye first
make yourselves, that made us so, less the lovers, less the founders of our true liberty. We can grow
ignorant again, brutish, formal and slavish, as ye found us; but you then must first become that
which ye cannot be, oppressive, arbitrary and tyrannous, as they were from whom ye have freed us.
That our hearts are now more capacious, our thoughts more erected to the search and expectation
of greatest and exactest things, is the issue of your own virtue propagated in us; ye cannot suppress
that, unless ye reinforce an abrogated and merciless law, that fathers may dispatch at will their own
children. And who shall then stick closest to ye, and excite others? not he who takes up arms for
coat and conduct, and his four nobles of Danegelt. Although I dispraise not the defence of just
immunities, yet love my peace better, if that were all. Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to
argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.
* * * Section 16 * * *
And now the time in special is, by privilege to write and speak what may help to the further
discussing of matters in agitation. The temple of Janus with his two controversial faces might now
not unsignificantly be set open. And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon
the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously, by licensing and prohibiting, to misdoubt her
strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open
encounter? Her confuting is the best and surest suppressing. . . . What a collusion is this, whenas
we are exhorted by the wise man to use diligence, to seek for wisdom as for hidden treasures early
and late, that another order shall enjoin us to know nothing but by statute? When a man hath been
labouring the hardest labour in the deep mines of knowledge, hath furnished out his findings in all
their equipage: drawn forth his reasons as it were a battle ranged: scattered and defeated all
objections in his way; calls out his adversary into the plain, offers him the advantage of wind and
sun, if he please, only that he may try the matter by dint of argument: for his opponents then to
skulk, to lay ambushments, to keep a narrow bridge of licensing where the challenger should pass,
though it be valour enough in soldiership, is but weakness and cowardice in the wars of Truth.
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For who knows not that Truth is strong, next to the Almighty? She needs no policies, nor
stratagems, nor licensings to make her victorious; those are the shifts and the defences that error uses
against her power. Give her but room, and do not bind her when she sleeps, for then she speaks not
true, as the old Proteus did, who spake oracles only when he was caught and bound, but then rather
she turns herself into all shapes, except her own, and perhaps tunes her voice according to the time,
as Micaiah did before Ahab, until she be adjured into her own likeness. Yet is it not impossible that
she may have more shapes than one. What else is all that rank of things indifferent, wherein Truth
may be on this side or on the other, without being unlike herself? What but a vain shadow else is
the abolition of those ordinances, that hand-writing nailed to the cross? What great purchase is this
Christian liberty which Paul so often boasts of? His doctrine is, that he who eats or eats not, regards
a day or regards it not, may do either to the Lord. How many other things might be tolerated in
peace, and left to conscience, had we but charity, and were it not the chief stronghold of our
hypocrisy to be ever judging one another?
I fear yet this iron yoke of outward conformity hath left a slavish print upon our necks; the ghost of
a linen decency yet haunts us. We stumble and are impatient at the least dividing of one visible
congregation from another, though it be not in fundamentals; and through our forwardness to
suppress, and our backwardness to recover any enthralled piece of truth out of the gripe of custom,
we care not to keep truth separated from truth, which is the fiercest rent and disunion of all. We do
not see that, while we still affect by all means a rigid external formality, we may as soon fall again
into a gross conforming stupidity, a stark and dead congealment of wood and hay and stubble, forced
and frozen together, which is more to the sudden degenerating of a Church than many
subdichotomies of petty schisms.
Not that I can think well of every light separation, or that all in a Church is to be expected gold and
silver and precious stones: it is not possible for man to sever the wheat from the tares, the good fish
from the other fry; that must be the Angels' ministry at the end of mortal things. Yet if all cannot
be of one mind--as who looks they should be?--this doubtless is more wholesome, more prudent, and
more Christian, that many be tolerated, rather than all compelled. . . .
In the meanwhile if any one would write, and bring his helpful hand to the slow-moving
Reformation which we labour under, if Truth have spoken to him before others, or but seemed at
least to speak, who hath so bejesuited us that we should trouble that man with asking license to do
so worthy a deed? and not consider this, that if it come to prohibiting, there is not aught more likely
to be prohibited than truth itself; whose first appearance to our eyes, bleared and dimmed with
prejudice and custom, is more unsightly and unplausible than many errors, even as the person is of
many a great man slight and contemptuous to see to. 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 of all others; and is the chief cause why sects and schisms do so much abound,
and true knowledge is kept at distance from us; besides yet a greater danger which is in it.
For when God shakes a kingdom with strong and healthful commotions to a general reforming, 'tis
not untrue that many sectaries and false teachers are then busiest in seducing; but yet more true it
is, that God then raises to his own work men of rare abilities, and more than common industry, not
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only to look back and revise what hath been taught heretofore, but to gain further and go on some
new enlightened steps in the discovery of truth. For such is the order of God's enlightening his
Church, to dispense and deal out by degrees his beam, so as our earthly eyes may best sustain it.
* * * Section 17 * * *
And if the men be erroneous who appear to be the leading schismatics, what withholds us but our
sloth, our self-will, and distrust in the right cause, that we do not give them gentle meetings and
gentle dismissions, that we debate not and examine the matter thoroughly with liberal and frequent
audience; if not for their sakes, yet for our own? seeing no man who hath tasted learning, but will
confess the many ways of profiting by those who, not contented with stale receipts, are able to
manage and set forth new positions to the world. And were they but as the dust and cinders of our
feet, so long as in that notion they may yet serve to polish and brighten the armoury of Truth, even
for that respect they were not utterly to be cast away. But if they be of those whom God hath fitted
for the special use of these times with eminent and ample gifts, and those perhaps neither among the
priests nor among the Pharisees, and we in the haste of a precipitant zeal shall make no distinction,
but resolve to stop their mouths, because we fear they come with new and dangerous opinions, as
we commonly forejudge them ere we understand them; no less than woe to us, while, thinking thus
to defend the Gospel, we are found the persecutors.
* * * Section 18 * * *
. . .This I know, that errors in a good government and in a bad are equally almost incident; for what
magistrate may not be misinformed, and much the sooner, if liberty of printing be reduced into the
power of a few? But to redress willingly and speedily what hath been erred, and in highest authority
to esteem a plain advertisement more than others have done a sumptuous bride, is a virtue (honoured
Lords and Commons) answerable to your highest actions, and whereof none can participate but
greatest and wisest men
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