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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, deserv's high praise, 

Who neither can nor will, may hold his peace; 

What can be juster in a State then this? 

Eurip. Hicetid. 

 

 
 

I deny not, but that it is of greatest concernment in the Church and Commonwealth, to have a vigilant 
eye how Bookes demeane 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 doe contain a 
potencie of life in them to be as active as that soule was whose progeny they are; nay they do 
preserve as in a violl the purest efficacie and extraction of that living intellect that bred them. I know 
they are as lively, and as vigorously productive, as those fabulous Dragons teeth; and being sown up 
and down, may chance to spring up armed men. And yet on the other hand, unlesse warinesse be 
us'd, as good almost kill a Man as kill a good Book; who kills a Man kills a reasonable creature, Gods 
Image; but hee who destroyes a good Booke, kills reason it selfe, kills the Image of God, as it were in 
the eye. Many a man lives a burden to the Earth; but a good Booke is the pretious life-blood of a 
master spirit, imbalm'd and treasur'd up on purpose to a life beyond life. 'Tis true, no age can restore 
a life, whereof perhaps there is no great losse; and revolutions of ages do not oft recover the losse 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 publick men, how we spill that season'd life of 
man preserv'd and stor'd up in Books; since we see a kinde of homicide may be thus committed, 
sometimes a martyrdome, and if it extend to the whole impression, a kinde of massacre, whereof the 
execution ends not in the slaying of an elementall life, but strikes at that ethereall and fift essence, the 
breath of reason it selfe, slaies an immortality rather then a life.  
 

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 offer'd to learning and to learned men. It was the complaint 
and lamentation of Prelats, upon every least breath of a motion to remove pluralities, and distribute 
more equally Church revennu's, that then all learning would be for ever dasht and discourag'd. But as 
for that opinion, I never found cause to think that the tenth part of learning stood or fell with the 
Clergy: nor could I ever but hold it for a sordid and unworthy speech of any Churchman who had a 
competency left him. If therefore ye be loath to dishearten utterly and discontent, not the mercenary 
crew of false pretenders to learning, but the free and ingenuous sort of such as evidently were born to 



study, and love lerning for it self, not for lucre, or any other end, but the service of God and of truth, 
and perhaps that lasting fame and perpetuity of praise which God and good men have consented 
shall be the reward of those whose publisht labours advance the good of mankind, then know, that so 
far to distrust the judgement & the honesty of one who hath but a common repute in learning, and 
never yet offended, as not to count him fit to print his mind without a tutor and examiner, lest he 
should drop a scism, or something of corruption, is the greatest displeasure and indignity to a free 
and knowing spirit that can be put upon him  

 
Lords and Commons of England, consider what Nation it is whereof ye are, and whereof ye are 

the governours: a Nation not slow and dull, but of a quick, ingenious, and piercing spirit, acute to 
invent, suttle and sinewy to discours, not beneath the reach of any point the highest that human 
capacity can soar to.  

 
What would ye doe then, should ye suppresse all this flowry crop of knowledge and new light 

sprung up and yet springing daily in this City, should ye set an Oligarchy of twenty ingrossers over it, 
to bring a famin upon our minds again, when we shall know nothing but what is measur'd to us by 
their bushel? Beleeve it, Lords and Commons, they who counsell ye to such a suppressing, doe as 
good as bid ye suppresse your selves; and I will soon shew how. If it be desir'd to know the immediat 
cause of all this free writing and free speaking, there cannot be assign'd a truer then your own mild, 
and free, and human government; it is the liberty, Lords and Commons, which your own valorous and 
happy counsels have purchast us, liberty which is the nurse of all great wits; this is that which hath 
rarify'd and enlighten'd our spirits like the influence of heav'n; this is that which hath enfranchis'd, 
enlarg'd and lifted up our apprehensions degrees above themselves. Ye cannot make us now lesse 
capable, lesse knowing, lesse eagarly pursuing of the truth, unlesse ye first make your selves, that 
made us so, lesse the lovers, lesse the founders of our true liberty. We can grow ignorant again, 
brutish, formall, 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 free'd 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 owne vertu propagated in us; ye cannot suppresse that unlesse 
ye reinforce an abrogated and mercilesse 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 armes for cote 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.  
 

The End.   


