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    A History of Freedom of Thought charts the ceaseless contest between the claims of authority and the claims of reason. John Bagnell Bury’s study invites readers to consider how intellectual autonomy emerges, falters, and recovers as societies negotiate the boundaries of belief and inquiry. Rather than offering a narrow polemic, the book situates freedom of thought within concrete historical circumstances, showing how customs, institutions, and public attitudes shape what can be said and who may say it. The result is an exploration of the conditions that enable open discussion and the pressures—legal, social, and doctrinal—that have repeatedly sought to restrict it.

Written by the historian John Bagnell Bury, A History of Freedom of Thought is a work of intellectual history first published in the early twentieth century. It surveys the development of the idea across long stretches of the Western past, tracing how cultures, laws, and doctrines have alternately fostered and limited free inquiry. Though compact, the book is a serious synthesis aimed at the general reader, reflecting the period’s commitment to accessible scholarship. Its temporal vantage point allows Bury to assess earlier centuries with a critical distance, while also revealing the assumptions and hopes characteristic of his own time.

The premise is straightforward: to map how freedom of thought came to be valued, contested, defended, and institutionalized. Readers encounter a broad, chronological narrative that moves from formative philosophical traditions through eras of stricter orthodoxy and onward to more pluralist modern settlements. Bury’s voice is measured and lucid, favoring clarity over flourish and explanation over invective. The mood is reflective rather than sensational, with attention to causes and consequences instead of to personalities alone. As an experience, the book offers a guided tour of ideas and arguments, grounded in historical context and attentive to the cumulative weight of precedent.

Among its central themes are the tension between authority and dissent, the evolution of toleration, and the relationship between individual conscience and public order. Bury examines how religious, political, and educational institutions have framed the limits of permissible debate, and how those limits have shifted with changes in power and knowledge. He is interested in the slow construction of norms—civility, evidence, discussion—that make genuine disagreement possible. The book also considers how material conditions and channels of communication influence controversy, treating freedom of thought not as an abstraction but as a practice woven into social life.

Methodologically, the narrative highlights patterns: prohibitions that provoke reform, reforms that expand participation, and expansions that generate new kinds of conflict. Bury’s analysis shows that freedom of thought advances unevenly, depending on legal safeguards, habits of criticism, and the willingness of communities to accommodate dissent. He places debates about belief within wider developments in learning and governance, allowing readers to see how intellectual life depends on institutions as much as on courageous individuals. The emphasis falls on processes—argument, publication, education—through which ideas circulate, clash, and occasionally settle into a more tolerant equilibrium before pressure mounts again.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its careful framing of liberty as both a right and a responsibility. It raises questions about how societies can protect open inquiry while managing the risks of error, agitation, or intolerance. In an age of rapid communication and polarized debate, Bury’s attention to the preconditions of honest discussion remains instructive. The work encourages patience with complexity, skepticism toward dogma—whether official or popular—and confidence in reasoned exchange. Without prescribing easy answers, it offers a vocabulary and a history that help readers think critically about present disputes over speech and belief.

Ultimately, A History of Freedom of Thought extends an invitation to understand the lineage of our intellectual freedoms and the vigilance they require. It does not promise a triumphant arc, but it does show how sustained argument, institutional reform, and civic habits can enlarge the space for inquiry. Bury’s concise, judicious prose provides steady guidance through intricate terrain, balancing sympathy for past constraints with a firm commitment to open discussion. Readers can expect a thoughtful, accessible survey that illuminates how ideals become practices and how practices endure, preparing them to engage present challenges with perspective and care.
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    A History of Freedom of Thought surveys the emergence, suppression, and gradual enlargement of intellectual liberty from antiquity to the modern world. John Bagnell Bury defines freedom of thought as the right to form, hold, and communicate opinions without coercion, distinguishing it from absolute license in action. He explains that liberty depends on legal safeguards, social toleration, and a climate favorable to inquiry. The book traces how religious authority, state power, and public opinion have alternately restrained and enabled inquiry. Its guiding theme is historical: no doctrine secures freedom by itself; specific institutions and habits have made its extension possible.

Beginning with ancient Greece, Bury describes how early philosophers in Ionia challenged myth with rational explanations of nature. The Sophists broadened debate to ethics and politics, while Athens provided a forum for argument yet maintained laws against impiety. Episodes such as prosecutions for blasphemy, culminating in the trial of Socrates, reveal the limits of ancient tolerance. Hellenistic schools—Epicureans, Stoics, Skeptics—then cultivated inner liberty and critical method. Greek inquiry set enduring standards of argument and evidence, but religion and civic cohesion constrained expression. The chapter establishes a baseline: vibrant speculation coexisted with penalties for doctrines that seemed to threaten the polis.

In the Roman Empire, pragmatic governance generally permitted diverse cults and opinions, so long as public order was preserved. Intellectuals discussed philosophy freely, though divination and astrology could be restricted. The situation altered as Christianity grew and, after imperial conversion, became the dominant power. With councils and imperial edicts, orthodoxy was defined and enforced; heresy was criminalized; pagan worship and literature were discouraged or suppressed. Bury notes legislative measures under Theodosius and later acts culminating in the closure of pagan schools. The alliance of church and state established a model of coercive uniformity that shaped subsequent attitudes toward dissent.

During the Middle Ages, ecclesiastical authority regulated teaching and belief across Latin Christendom. Scholastic theology allowed reason to systematize doctrine but subordinated inquiry to dogma. Divergent movements—such as the Cathars and Waldensians—were repressed, and the Inquisition developed procedures to extirpate heresy. Universities advanced learning yet operated within defined boundaries, with censorship of suspect theses and books. Cases involving Averroist interpretations illustrated tensions around philosophy’s scope. Legal penalties, including exile and execution, reinforced caution. The period reveals a durable framework of control: freedom of thought persisted in limited, technical forms, while public advocacy of heterodox views invited prosecution.

Renaissance humanism revived classical literature and historical criticism, aided by printing, which multiplied readers and accelerated controversy. Yet admiration for antiquity did not guarantee toleration, and authorities tightened censorship through indexes and licensing. The Reformation shattered religious unity but did not secure unrestricted debate; both Protestant and Catholic regimes punished heresy. The execution of Servetus and the suppression of radical sects exemplified confessional severity. Nonetheless, arguments for toleration emerged from figures such as Castellio and from skeptical currents linked to Montaigne. In some polities, notably the Dutch Republic and parts of Poland, limited practical toleration took shape.

In the seventeenth century, the rise of experimental science and new philosophies strengthened claims for intellectual autonomy. Bacon and the Royal Society promoted empirical method, while Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza probed foundations of knowledge and authority. The Galileo affair displayed the hazards of doctrinal control over inquiry. Advocacy for free printing advanced, with Milton’s Areopagitica a notable plea against prior licensing. After the lapse of English press licensing in 1695, discussion widened, though blasphemy and sedition remained punishable. Locke’s Letter concerning toleration articulated a political basis for religious liberty, albeit with exclusions that showed prevailing limits.

Eighteenth-century Enlightenment writers expanded the case for freedom of thought into comprehensive programs of reform. Bayle argued for toleration on skeptical and moral grounds; Voltaire, Diderot, and the Encyclopedists popularized critical reason and attacked legal and clerical restraints. Philosophical deism and materialism pressed debate into theology and science, while salons and presses circulated new opinions across Europe. Revolutionary declarations in America and France inscribed rights of conscience and expression, although episodes of repression during upheavals illustrated continuing risks. By century’s end, the principle that error should be countered by argument, not force, had gained growing, if uneven, acceptance.

The nineteenth century brought legal reforms in many states, diminishing confessional disabilities, expanding education, and normalizing broader discussion. Scientific advances, especially in biology and geology, provoked controversy while reinforcing methodological independence. Thinkers such as John Stuart Mill supplied systematic defenses of liberty, defining limits based on harm and the necessity of dissent for truth-testing. Bury emphasizes the waning of ecclesiastical jurisdiction, the secularization of institutions, and the end of prior censorship in several countries. At the same time, he notes new constraints: the power of public opinion, prosecutions for blasphemy or sedition, and administrative controls over assembly and press.

In conclusion, the book presents freedom of thought as a historical achievement maintained by law, custom, and scientific habit rather than by any single doctrine. It distinguishes between internal belief, expression, and action, urging legal immunity for opinion and robust toleration for discussion, subject to narrow safeguards for order. The survey underscores how alliances of theology and state once enforced uniformity, and how pluralism, secular governance, and critical methods enlarged independence. Bury’s final assessment is pragmatic: progress stems from preserving open inquiry and resisting coercion, whether imposed by governments, churches, or majorities, since discovery depends on unfettered debate.
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    John Bagnell Bury composed A History of Freedom of Thought in the Edwardian era, first published in London in 1913, amid intense debates about church authority, secular education, and the permissible limits of dissent. Bury, an Irish-born historian and Cambridge professor, worked within a British academic milieu that prized classical scholarship and empirical science while contending with blasphemy prosecutions, sectarian polemics, and imperial politics. Europe stood on the brink of war; Ireland was convulsed by the Home Rule crisis (1912–1914), and suffrage agitation challenged established order. Cheap educational series expanded public access to learned argument. The book’s panoramic scope and rationalist stance reflect this climate of contested yet widening intellectual liberties.

The work traces the earliest contours of intellectual liberty to classical antiquity, centering on Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Bury reviews the political conditions of the Athenian polis, where public debate, sophistic pedagogy, and philosophical schools emerged, yet where Socrates was condemned in 399 BCE for impiety and corrupting youth. He situates the Hellenistic period, especially in Alexandria under the Ptolemies, as a crucible of scholarship and scientific inquiry, balanced against civic expectations and religious convention. By mapping these foundations, the book connects freedom of thought to specific institutions and crises, using the trial of Socrates as a paradigmatic episode of democratic society’s capacity for both inquiry and repression.

Late antiquity and the Christianization of the Roman Empire form a central strand. The Edict of Thessalonica in 380, by Theodosius I, established Nicene Christianity as imperial orthodoxy; subsequent decrees in 391–392 curtailed pagan worship. In 529, Justinian closed the philosophical Academy at Athens, signaling a new intellectual order. Medieval Christendom entrenched dogmatic controls: papal and episcopal courts prosecuted heresy; the papal Inquisition was systematized under Gregory IX in 1231; the Albigensian Crusade began in 1209. Condemnations such as those at Paris in 1277 by Bishop Étienne Tempier delimited permissible doctrine. Bury uses these milestones to demonstrate how religious polity and canon law shaped, policed, and at times stifled speculative thought.

The Reformation reconfigured authority and dissent across Europe. Martin Luther’s 95 Theses in Wittenberg (1517) and his stand at the Diet of Worms (1521) produced rival confessional states, codified in the Peace of Augsburg (1555). Civil strife, culminating in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), exposed the perils of coercive orthodoxy. The Edict of Nantes (1598) and its revocation by Louis XIV in 1685 illustrate oscillations between toleration and repression. Protestant polities could also persecute heterodoxy, as seen in Michael Servetus’s execution at Geneva in 1553. Bury links these events to the emergence of arguments for toleration, showing how confessional pluralism inadvertently broadened the case for freedom of conscience and inquiry.

Early modern Europe’s struggle over science and publication is treated by Bury as formative for modern liberty. After Copernicus’s De revolutionibus (1543), the Roman Index Librorum Prohibitorum was formalized in 1559 under Pope Paul IV, with the Congregation of the Index established in 1571. Giordano Bruno was burned in Rome in 1600; Galileo was tried by the Roman Inquisition and compelled to abjure heliocentrism in 1633. Yet the Dutch Republic, with relatively permissive presses, enabled the circulation of contentious works: Baruch Spinoza, excommunicated in Amsterdam in 1656, published the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus in 1670, which was promptly banned locally in 1674. In England, John Milton’s Areopagitica (1644) attacked prior licensing; the Licensing of the Press Act of 1662 lapsed in 1695, ending prepublication censorship. The Royal Society (chartered 1662) institutionalized empirical inquiry, while John Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) articulated a political theory separating civil power from spiritual enforcement. The Toleration Act (1689) extended limited worship rights to dissenting Protestants, and the absence of prepublication licensing after 1695 fostered a robust periodical press. Bury weaves these data into a narrative that emphasizes how legal and institutional changes—not merely rhetoric—secured space for thought: the shift from ecclesiastical tribunals and royal licensing to plural jurisdictions, open scientific societies, and marketplace print culture. By integrating the Galileo proceedings, Spinoza’s clandestine printing, and England’s licensing reforms, he demonstrates that durable freedom rested on concrete arrangements of law, commerce, and learned association as much as on principle.

The Enlightenment and the Atlantic revolutions turned theory into constitutional guarantees. Voltaire’s campaign in the Calas affair (Toulouse, 1762–1765) dramatized judicial persecution and won posthumous rehabilitation. Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (1751–1772) navigated royal and papal bans, yet disseminated secular knowledge infrastructures. In North America, the First Amendment (1791) prohibited Congress from abridging freedom of speech or press; in France, the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man asserted free communication of ideas. The Revolution’s reversals during the Terror (1793–1794) warned of majoritarian coercion. Bury treats these episodes as pivotal: they converted philosophical claims into laws, while revealing fragility when political passions override constitutional restraint.

Nineteenth-century conflicts further defined the scope of intellectual liberty. Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and the Oxford debate between Bishop Samuel Wilberforce and T. H. Huxley in 1860 exemplified scientific challenges to theological authority. John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty (1859) theorized limits on social tyranny. The Catholic Syllabus of Errors (1864) and Vatican I’s definition of papal infallibility (1870) expressed countervailing authority, while Bismarck’s Kulturkampf (1871–1878) tested church–state boundaries. In Britain, G. W. Foote’s blasphemy conviction in 1883 and Charles Bradlaugh’s oath controversy in the 1880s exposed legal constraints and reforms on freethought. France’s 1905 law of separation institutionalized laïcité. Bury anchors his analysis in these legal and public controversies, reading them as markers of uneven but cumulative progress.

As a social and political critique, the book indicts institutional monopolies—ecclesiastical or secular—that criminalize dissent, while advocating legal frameworks that separate conscience from coercion. By juxtaposing heresy trials, licensing regimes, and modern constitutional provisions, Bury exposes the era’s persistent vulnerabilities: residual blasphemy laws, clerical control of education, and the volatility of public opinion. He contends that scientific and historical methods require neutrality of the state and plurality of institutions. Written on the eve of war and amid British–Irish tensions, the study warns that liberty of thought is both a civic necessity and a barometer of justice, threatened alike by autocracy, sectarianism, and populist moral panics.
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CHAPTER I

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT AND THE FORCES AGAINST IT

(INTRODUCTORY)




It is a common saying that thought is free. A man can never be hindered from thinking whatever he chooses so long as he conceals what he thinks. The working of his mind is limited only by the bounds of his experience and the power of his imagination. But this natural liberty of private thinking is of little value. It is unsatisfactory and even painful to the thinker himself, if he is not permitted to communicate his thoughts to others, and it is obviously of no value to his neighbours. Moreover it is extremely difficult to hide thoughts that have any power over the mind. If a man's thinking leads him to call in question ideas and customs which regulate the behaviour of those about him, to reject beliefs which they hold, to see better ways of life than those they follow, it is almost ​impossible for him, if he is convinced of the truth of his own reasoning, not to betray by silence, chance words, or general attitude that he is different from them and does not share their opinions. Some have preferred, like Socrates[1], some would prefer to-day, to face death rather than conceal their thoughts. Thus freedom of thought, in any valuable sense, includes freedom of speech.[1q]

At present, in the most civilized countries, freedom of speech is taken as a matter of course and seems a perfectly simple thing. We are so accustomed to it that we look on it as a natural right. But this right has been acquired only in quite recent times, and the way to its attainment has lain through lakes of blood. It has taken centuries to persuade the most enlightened peoples that liberty to publish one's opinions and to discuss all questions is a good and not a bad thing. Human societies (there are some brilliant exceptions) have been generally opposed to freedom of thought, or, in other words, to new ideas, and it is easy to see why.

The average brain is naturally lazy and tends to take the line of least resistance. The mental world of the ordinary man consists of beliefs which he has accepted without questioning and to which he is firmly attached; he is instinctively hostile to anything which ​would upset the established order of this familiar world. A new idea, inconsistent with some of the beliefs which he holds, means the necessity of rearranging his mind; and this process is laborious, requiring a painful expenditure of brain-energy. To him and his fellows, who form the vast majority, new ideas, and opinions which cast doubt on established beliefs and institutions, seem evil because they are disagreeable.

The repugnance due to mere mental laziness is increased by a positive feeling of fear. The conservative instinct hardens into the conservative doctrine that the foundations of society are endangered by any alterations in the structure. It is only recently that men have been abandoning the belief that the welfare of a state depends on rigid stability and on the preservation of its traditions and institutions unchanged. Wherever that belief prevails, novel opinions are felt to be dangerous as well as annoying, and any one who asks inconvenient questions about the why and the wherefore of accepted principles is considered a pestilent person.

The conservative instinct, and the conservative doctrine which is its consequence, are strengthened by superstition. If the social structure, including the whole body of customs and opinions, is associated intimately ​with religious belief and is supposed to be under divine patronage, criticism of the social order savours of impiety, while criticism of the religious belief is a direct challenge to the wrath of supernatural powers.

The psychological motives which produce a conservative spirit hostile to new ideas are reinforced by the active opposition of certain powerful sections of the community, such as a class, a caste, or a priesthood, whose interests are bound up with the maintenance of the established order and the ideas on which it rests.

Let us suppose, for instance, that a people believes that solar eclipses are signs employed by their Deity for the special purpose of communicating useful information to them, and that a clever man discovers the true cause of eclipses. His compatriots in the first place dislike his discovery because they find it very difficult to reconcile with their other ideas; in the second place, it disturbs them, because it uspets an arrangement which they consider highly advantageous to their community; finally, it frightens them, as an offence to their Divinity. The priests, one of whose functions is to interpret the divine signs, are alarmed and enraged at a doctrine which menaces their power.

In prehistoric days, these motives,  ​operating strongly, must have made change slow in communities which progressed, and hindered some communities from progressing at all. But they have continued to operate more or less throughout history, obstructing knowledge and progress. We can observe them at work to-day even in the most advanced societies, where they have no longer the power to arrest development or repress the publication of revolutionary opinions. We still meet people who consider a new idea an annoyance and probably a danger. Of those to whom socialism is repugnant, how many are there who have never examined the arguments for and against it, but turn away in disgust simply because the notion disturbs their mental universe and implies a drastic criticism on the order of things to which they are accustomed? And how many are there who would refuse to consider any proposals for altering our imperfect matrimonial institutions, because such an idea offends a mass of prejudice associated with religious sanctions? They may be right or not, but if they are, it is not their fault. They are actuated by the same motives which were a bar to progress in primitive societies. The existence of people of this mentality, reared in an atmosphere of freedom, side by side with others who are always looking out for new ideas and ​regretting that there are not more about, enables us to realize how, when public opinion was formed by the views of such men, thought was fettered and the impediments to knowledge enormous.

Although the liberty to publish one's opinions on any subject without regard to authority[2] or the prejudices of one's neighbours is now a well-established principle, I imagine that only the minority of those who would be ready to fight to the death rather than surrender it could defend it on rational grounds. We are apt to take for granted that freedom of speech is a natural and inalienable birthright of man, and perhaps to think that this is a sufficient answer to all that can be said on the other side. But it is difficult to see how such a right can be established.

If a man has any "natural rights," the right to preserve his life and the right to reproduce his kind are certainly such. Yet human societies impose upon their members restrictions in the exercise of both these rights. A starving man is prohibited from taking food which belongs to somebody else. Promiscuous reproduction is restricted by various laws or customs. It is admitted that society is justified in restricting these elementary rights, because without such restrictions an ordered society could not exist. If then we ​concede that the expression of opinion is a right of the same kind, it is impossible to contend that on this ground it can claim immunity from interference or that society acts unjustly in regulating it. But the concession is too large. For whereas in the other cases the limitations affect the conduct of every one, restrictions on freedom of opinion affect only the comparatively small number who have any opinions, revolutionary or unconventional, to express. The truth is that no valid argument can be founded on the conception of natural rights, because it involves an untenable theory of the relations between society and its members.

On the other hand, those who have the responsibility of governing a society can argue that it is as incumbent on them to prohibit the circulation of pernicious opinions as to prohibit any anti-social actions. They can argue that a man may do far more harm by propagating anti-social doctrines than by stealing his neighbour's horse or making love to his neighbour's wife. They are responsible for the welfare of the State, and if they are convinced that an opinion is dangerous, by menacing the political, religious, or moral assumptions on which the society is based, it is their duty to protect society against it, as against any other danger.


 ​The true answer to this argument for limiting freedom of thought will appear in due course. It was far from obvious. A long time was needed to arrive at the conclusion that coercion of opinion is a mistake, and only a part of the world is yet convinced. That conclusion, so far as I can judge, is the most important ever reached by men. It was the issue of a continuous struggle between authority and reason—the subject of this volume. The word authority requires some comment.

If you ask somebody how he knows something, he may say, "I have it on good authority," or, "I read it in a book," or, "It is a matter of common knowledge," or, "I learned it at school." Any of these replies means that he has accepted information from others, trusting in their knowledge, without verifying their statements or thinking the matter out for himself. And the greater part of most men's knowledge and beliefs is of this kind, taken without verification from their parents, teachers, acquaintances, books, newspapers. When an English boy learns French, he takes the conjugations and the meanings of the words on the authority of his teacher or his grammar. The fact that in a certain place, marked on the map, there is a populous city called Calcutta, is for most ​people a fact accepted on authority. So is the existence of Napoleon or Julius Cæsar. Familiar astronomical facts are known only in the same way, except by those who have studied astronomy. It is obvious that every one's knowledge would be very limited indeed, if we were not justified in accepting facts on the authority of others.

But we are justified only under one condition. The facts which we can safely accept must be capable of demonstration or verification. The examples I have given belong to this class. The boy can verify when he goes to France or is able to read a French book that the facts which he took on authority are true. I am confronted every day with evidence which proves to me that, if I took the trouble, I could verify the existence of Calcutta for myself. I cannot convince myself in this way of the existence of Napoleon, but if I have doubts about it, a simple process of reasoning shows me that there are hosts of facts which are incompatible with his non-existence. I have no doubt that the earth is some 93 millions of miles distant from the sun, because all astronomers agree that it has been demonstrated, and their agreement is only explicable on the supposition that this has been demonstrated and that, if I took the trouble to work out the calculation, I should reach the same result.


 ​But all our mental furniture is not of this kind. The thoughts of the average man consist not only of facts open to verification, but also of many beliefs and opinions which he has accepted on authority and cannot verify or prove. Belief in the Trinity depends on the authority of the Church and is clearly of a different order from belief in the existence of Calcutta. We cannot go behind the authority and verify or prove it. If we accept it, we do so because we have such implicit faith in the authority that we credit its assertions though incapable of proof.

The distinction may seem so obvious as to be hardly worth making. But it is important to be quite clear about it. The primitive man who had learned from his elders that there were bears in the hills and likewise evil spirits, soon verified the former statement by seeing a bear, but if he did not happen to meet an evil spirit, it did not occur to him, unless he was a prodigy, that there was a distinction between the two statements; he would rather have argued, if he argued at all, that as his tribesmen were right about the bears they were sure to be right also about the spirits. In the Middle Ages a man who believed on authority that there is a city called Constantinople and that comets are portents signifying divine wrath, would not ​distinguish the nature of the evidence in the two cases. You may still sometimes hear arguments amounting to this: since I believe in Calcutta on authority, am I not entitled to believe in the Devil on authority?

Now people at all times have been commanded or expected or invited to accept on authority alone—the authority, for instance, of public opinion, or a Church, or a sacred book—doctrines which are not proved or are not capable of proof. Most beliefs about nature and man, which were not founded on scientific observation, have served directly or indirectly religious and social interests, and hence they have been protected by force against the criticisms of persons who have the inconvenient habit of using their reason. Nobody minds if his neighbour disbelieves a demonstrable fact. If a sceptic denies that Napoleon existed, or that water is composed of oxygen and hydrogen, he causes amusement or ridicule. But if he denies doctrines which cannot be demonstrated, such as the existence of a personal God or the immortality of the soul, he incurs serious disapprobation and at one time he might have been put to death. Our mediæval friend would have only been called a fool if he doubted the existence of Constantinople, but if he had questioned the significance of comets he ​might have got into trouble. It is possible that if he had been so mad as to deny the existence of Jerusalem he would not have escaped with ridicule, for Jerusalem is mentioned in the Bible.

In the Middle Ages a large field was covered by beliefs which authority claimed to impose as true, and reason was warned off the ground. But reason cannot recognize arbitrary prohibitions or barriers, without being untrue to herself. The universe of experience is her province, and as its parts are all linked together and interdependent, it is impossible for her to recognize any territory on which she may not tread, or to surrender any of her rights to an authority whose credentials she has not examined and approved.

The uncompromising assertion by reason of her absolute rights throughout the whole domain of thought is termed rationalism, and the slight stigma which is still attached to the word reflects the bitterness of the struggle between reason and the forces arrayed against her. The term is limited to the field of theology, because it was in that field that the self-assertion of reason was most violently and pertinaciously opposed. In the same way free thought, the refusal of thought to be controlled by any authority but its own, has a definitely theological reference. Throughout ​the conflict, authority has had great advantages. At any time the people who really care about reason have been a small minority, and probably will be so for a long time to come. Reason's only weapon has been argument. Authority has employed physical and moral violence, legal coercion and social displeasure. Sometimes she has attempted to use the sword of her adversary, thereby wounding herself. Indeed the weakest point in the strategical position of authority was that her champions, being human, could not help making use of reasoning processes and the result was that they were divided among themselves. This gave reason her chance. Operating, as it were, in the enemy's camp and professedly in the enemy's cause, she was preparing her own victory.

It may be objected that there is a legitimate domain for authority, consisting of doctrines which lie outside human experience and therefore cannot be proved or verified, but at the same time cannot be disproved. Of course, any number of propositions can be invented which cannot be disproved, and it is open to any one who possesses exuberant faith to believe them; but no one will maintain that they all deserve credence so long as their falsehood is not demonstrated. And if only some deserve credence, who, except reason, ​is to decide which? If the reply is, Authority, we are confronted by the difficulty that many beliefs backed by authority have been finally disproved and are universally abandoned. Yet some people speak as if we were not justified in rejecting a theological doctrine unless we can prove it false. But the burden of proof does not lie upon the rejecter. I remember a conversation in which, when some disrespectful remark was made about hell, a loyal friend of that establishment said triumphantly, "But, absurd as it may seem, you cannot disprove it." If you were told that in a certain planet revolving round Sirius there is a race of donkeys who talk the English language and spend their time in discussing eugenics, you could not disprove the statement, but would it, on that account, have any claim to be believed? Some minds would be prepared to accept it, if it were reiterated often enough, through the potent force of suggestion. This force, exercised largely by emphatic repetition (the theoretical basis, as has been observed, of the modern practice of advertising), has played a great part in establishing authoritative opinions and propagating religious creeds. Reason fortunately is able to avail herself of the same
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