DANIEL F. SULLIVAN

Milton’s Areopagitica

\{Freedom of Speech

on Campus
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Our freedomsto
speak and publish are
protected, but we

are not insulated from
theconsequences

of what we say

A FEW YEARSAGO, at aseminar meant to help college presidentsground their
thinking about the issuesthey face as campus|eadersin some of the best in-
sightsdf classictexts, | read for thefirst time John Milton's Areopagitica: A
speech for the liberty of unlicensed printingto the parliamentdf England (1985).
Originally publishedin 1644, Areopagitica makes a powerful—and preco-
cious—argument for freedom of speech and against censorship in publishing.
After twenty yearsas acollegepresident, having experienced and observed
many callsto censor, I've cometo believe that there is not much to know on
the topic beyond what Milton wrote over 350 years ago.
Areopagitica was published in response “to Parliament’s ordi-
nancefor licensing the press of June 14, 1643." Theeffect of theordinance
against which Milton wrote"wasto give Archbishop Laud, who was also
Chancellor o the University of Oxford, actual control over every pressin
England, with power to stop publication of any book 'contrary to. .. the
Doctrineand Disciplined the Church of England.™' This was degply disturbing
to Milton, whowrote, "asgood almost kill aman askill agood book: [he] who
killsa man killsa reasonablecreature, God's image; but he who destroysagood
book, killsreasonitsdlf, killsthe image of God, asit were, intheeye* (720).

Areopagiticabecomesmorelibertarian asit progresses. In the early pages,
Milton distinguishesscandal ous, seditious, libel ous, blasphemous, and athe-
istical writing—which hesayseveryone would, of course, be willing to sup-
press, even in advance of publication—fromeverything else, which should
be completely freefrom constraint. By the end, however, Milton suggests
that even these distinctions might not be tenable. There hesays, " Giveme
theliberty to know, to utter, and to arguefreely according to conscience,
above al liberties" (746).

Milton explainswhy censorship isso antithetical to afreeand democratic
society in afourfold argument. First, he says, where there has been censor-
ship there has also been extreme political repression. Censorship isassoci-
ated with the most despicableof societies. Surely Parliament would not want
people elsewherein theworld to see England in that light. If abook proves
to be bad, in theopinion of educated critics, it can be ignored. Or, in asociety
with freedomto publish, it can be attacked. Many responsesother than
censorship areavailable.
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literally anything has some basic, beneficial
effects, even the reading of error and untruth.
Exposureto error leadsto greater understand-
ing of how to locate the truth (727). (Milton
doesn't say, o course, how much error and un-
truth you have to read to gain the beneficia
effectshe describes.)

Third, Milton arguesthat prior restraint is
not a practical method for achieving the gods
of the censors. Banning a book is counterpro-
ductive becauseit will ensure that it isread.
Further, how will onefind good censorsin a
society that has censored itsliterature if know-
ing how to distinguishtruth from falsity is
learned only from having read both?How will
potential censors get any practice?ln addition,
what about all the booksthat have already been
published?And why just booksAWVhat about
theater, dance, and normal conversation?To
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Second, according to Milton, the reading of

censor all of these modesdf expressionwould
require amassive governmental or church ap-
paratus that would tie up huge resourcesthat
could be put to better uses. Here Milton hasa
scary vision of oned the most important fea-
turesof the modern totalitarian state; it is
one dof the best examplesdf the precocity of
Areopagitica.

Finaly, Milton arguesthat licensingthe
publisherswill have achillingeffect on truth-
seeking and knowledgecreation, much to the
detriment of England, particularly in itsattempt
to remain economically competitivewith the
rest of Europe. For knowledgeleadsto thede-
velopment of technology, and technology leeds
to thecreation o new productsand more ffi-
cient meansd producing old products. | was
stunned to read Milton on this point; he might
just as well have been writing in amodern
businessmagazineor the Wall Street Journal.



Because he believed England to be innately
superior to other countriesin these matters,
Milton thought censorshipwould hurt England
aboveall other countries:

Lordsand Commons of England, consider

what nation it iswhereof ye are, and

whereof ye arethe governors; anation not
dow an dull, but of aquick, ingeniousand
piercing spirit, acute to invent, subtleand
sinewy to discourse, not beneath the reach
of any point the highest that human capacity

can soar to. (742)

For Milton, the pursuit of knowledgeisin-
herently messy; there will of necessity be much
conflict of opinion; therefore, tolerance of the
viewsof othersiscritical. Intellectual conflict
within asociety isasign of health. Out of
differencecomesalarger coherence, a better
whole. Hesays it beautifully, | think: "Where
thereismuch desireto learn, there of neces-
sity will be much arguing, much writing,
many opinions; for opinion in good men is
but knowledgein the making" (743).

What todo

Our pursuit of knowledgein higher education
isfrequently messy, but the best collegesand
universitieshave about them akind of intel-
lectual scratchiness. I'm not sure exactly what
theright scratchiness coefficientisfor a uni-
versity, but | do know that it's greater than
zeroand that great universities, especialy, must
dlow very wide latitudefor their students,
faculty, and gtaff to expressthemselvesfredy.

But thefreedomto speak and thefreedomto
publish carry with them great responsibilities.
Sometimespeople misuse these freedomsand
offend deeply the spirit of a learning commu-
nity, or its membersindividualy. But Milton
convincesus, | believe, that in afreesociety,
absent aclear and present danger, the re-
sponseto such offense by church, state, col-
lege, or individual should not—indeed,
cannot —be prior restraint or the imposition
of ageneral program of censorship. Thecorro-
siveeffectsaf censorship, Milton argues, out-
weigh any conceivabl e positive benefits.

On theother hand, out of fear of being ac-
cused of intolerance, we must not let our spe-
cial sensitivity to the issue of free speech keep
usfrom challenging truly offensivespeech. In-
dividuals must use the freedom to speak and
publish to confront those who misuseit. Our
freedomsto speak and publish are protected,

but weare not insulatedfrom the conse- z
quencesd what wesay. Only by having the n
courage to speak out can we ensure that those <
who speak and write offensvely —as each of

us defines that —are not insulated from the ;

consequencesaof what they sy. Thisisnot al-
ways easy to do, but we must have the courage
todoit.

At thesametime, we must find waysto sy
what we need to say with civility. In response
tourging by acolleague, afaculty member
asked how we should definecivility. The col-
league proposed thissimplerule: " Civility is
challengingi deas asstrenuously as you wish,
while refrainingfrom attacking people (asin-
dividualsor groups).” Our students should
leave college moreskilled at civility than they
were when they came.

| do not believethat students comingto
collegetoday arelesscivil than they werea
generation ago, but there is much greater di-
versity on our campuses now, So our discourses
will challenge students, and be challenged by
them, in new ways There arevoicesat the
table today —a very good thing—that were
absent ageneration ago. They do not shareall
of the presuppositionsaf our historic mgjority
populations. When it is presuppositions that
differ, civil discourseis much tougher. We have
to pay more systematicattention to modeling
civil discourseoursalvesfor our students, teach-
inggood listening skills, and hel ping students
seethat theessenceof liberal educationis
opennessto the possibility of changing one's
mind based on the good argumentsor new
data one encounters. Though it happenstoo
rarely, | am dways heartened when | hear
someonesay, "' Gee, | never thought of it that
way before."

Good discoursedoes not, of course, pretend
that conflicting viewsdo not exist. Rather,
asMilton said so well, " opinion in good men
[and women] is but knowledgein the making"
(743). O

Torespond to this article, e-mail liberdled@aacu.org,
with the author'snane onthe subject line.
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