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THE VALUE OF FREE THOUGHT

The expression "free thought" is often used as if it meant merely
opposition to the prevailing orthodoxy. But this is only a symptom of
free thought, frequent, but invariable. "Free thought" means thinking
freely-as freely, at least, as is possible for a human being. The person
who is free in any respect is free from something; what is the free
thinker free from? To be worthy of the name, he must be free of two
things: the force of tradition, and the tyranny of his own passions.
No one is completely free from either, but in the measure of a man's
emancipation he deserves to be- called a free thinker. A man is not to
be denied this title because he happens, on some point, to agree with
the theologians of his country. An Arab who, starting from the first
principles of human reason, is able to deduce that the Koran was not
created, but existed eternally in heaven, may be counted as a free
thinker, provided he is willing to listen to counter arguments and sub
ject his ratiocination to critical scrutiny. On the same conditions, a
European who, from a definition of benevolence, is able to show that
a benevolent Deity will subject infants to an eternity of torment if
they die before some one sprinkles them with water to the accom
paniment of certain magical words, wil have to be regarded as satis
fying our definition. What makes a free thinker is not his beliefs, but
the way in which he holds them. If he holds them because his elders
told him they were true when he was young, or if he holds them because
if he did not he would be unhappy, his thought is not free; but if he
holds them because, after 'careful thought, he finds a balance of evidence
in their favor, then his thought is free, however odd his conclusions may
seem.

Freedom from the tyranny of passion is as essential as freedom
from the influence of tradition. The lunatic who thinks he is God
or the governor of the Bank of England is not a free thinker, because
he has allowed the passion of megalomania to get the better of his
reason. The jealous husband, who suspects his wife of infidelity on in
adequate grounds, and the complacent optimist, who refuses to sus
pect her when the evidence is overwhelming, are alike permitting passion
to enslave their thought; in neither of them is thought free.

The freedom that the freethinker seeks is not the absolute freedom
of anarchy; it is freedom within the intellectual law. He will not bow
to the authority of others, and he will not bow to his own desires, but
he will submit to evidence. Prove to him that he is mistaken, and he will
change his opinion; supply him with a new fact, and he will if neces
sary abandon even his most cherished theories. This is not to him
a slavery, since his desire is to know, not to indulge in pretty fancies.
The desire for knowledge has an element of humility towards facts;
in opinion, it submits to the universe. But towards mankind it is not
humble; it will not accept as genuine knowledge the counterfeit coin
that is too often offered with all the apparatus of authority. The free
thinker knows that to control his environment he must understand
It, and that the illusion of power to be derived from myths is no better
that that of a boastful drunkard. He needs. towards his fellow men,
independence; towards his own prejudices, a difficult self-discipline;
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and towards the world that he wishes to understand a clear untroubled
outlook which endeavors to see without distortion.

Is the free thinker, as we have been describing him, a desirable
member of society, or is he a menace to all that we ought to hold
sacred? In almost all times and places, he has been held to be a men
ace, and he is still held to be so, in varying degrees, in almost every
country. In Germany hc is sent to a concentration camp, in Russia to
a Labor Colony in the Arctic; in Japan he is imprisoned for "danger
ous thoughts"; in the United States, though not subject to legal pen
alties, he is debarred from teaching in the great majority of schools
and universities, and has no chance of a political career. Throughout
a period of about 1,200 years, every Christian country in Europe con
demned free thinkers to be burnt at the stake. In Mohammedan coun
tries, though often protected by monarchs, they were subjects of ab
horrence to the mob even in the greatest periods of Arabic and Moor
ish culture. A hostility so widespread and so nearly universal must have
deep roots, partly in human nature, partly in the statecraft of gov
erning cliques; in either case, the soli in which they flourish is fear.

Let us consider some of the arguments against free thought that are
used by those who are not content with a mere appeal to prej udice.

There is first the appeal to modesty, which is used especially by the
old in dealing with rebellious youth. Wise men throughout the ages, it is
said, have all been agreed in upholding certain great truths, and who are

• you to set yourself up against their unanimous testimony? If you are
prepared to reject St. Paul and St. Augustine will you be equally con
temptuous of Plato and Aristotle? Or, if you despise all the ancients,
what about Descartes and Spinoza, Kant and Hegel? Were they not
great intelleets, who probed matters more deeply than you can hope
to do? And is not the pastor of your parents' church a virtuous and
learned man, who has a degree in theology, and even spent some months
in the study of Hebrew? Have you forgotten what Bacon, that good
and great man, said about a little knowledge inclining to atheism? Do
you pretend that there are no mysteries before which the human in
tellect is dumb? Pride of intelleet is a sin, and you commit it when
you set up your own judgment against that of all the wisest men of
many centuries.

This argument, expressed in Latin-which is held to make any non
sense respectable-has been erected by the Catholic Church into a first
principle: that we cannot err in believing what has been believed always,
everywhere, and by everybody. Those who use this argument con
veniently forget how many once universal beliefs are now discarded.
It was held that there could not be men at the antipodes, because they
would fall off, or at least grow dizzy from standing upside down.
Everybody believed that the sun goes round the earth, that there are
unicorns, and that toads are poisonous. Until the 16th Century, no one
questioned the efficiacy of witchcraft; of those who first doubted the
truth of this superstition, not a few were burnt at the stake. Who now
accepts the doctrine, once almost universal throughout Christendom,
that infants who die without being baptized will spend eternity in hell
because Adam ate an apple? Yet all these now obsolete doctrines could
formerly have been upheld by the appeal to the wisdom of the ages.

The appeal to authority is fallacious, but even so It is question
able whether, if admitted, it would work more in favor of Christianity
than against it. I have spent most of my life in the society of authors
and men of science; among them, free thought is taken for granted,
and the few exceptions are noted as freaks. It is true that most of them
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have too much worldly wisdom to allow their opinions to become known
to the orthodox, for even now a known freethinker suf fers various
disabilities, and has much more difficulty in making a living t han a man
who is reputed to accept the teachings of some Church. It is onl y by im
posing this somewhat flimsy hypocrisy that believers are st ill abl e to
deceive the young by appealing to authority.

The study of anthropology is useful in this respect. Sa vages at a
certain stage of development are found to have very sim ila r beliefs in
a ll parts of the world, and to the modern mind these beliefs are almost
a ll absurd . But if mankind continues to advance, we shall, 20.000
years hence, appear to our successors scarcely distinguishable from
the savages to whom we feel ourselves so superior. It is custo mar y
to date anthropological epochs by the materials employed-the stone
age , the bronze age, the iron age. But one might equally desc r ibe a
cu lture by its prevalent beliefs: the cannibal culture, the a nimal sacr i
fice culture, the transubstantiation culture, and so on into the future.
f a see our beliefs as one stage in this development is wholesome. It
shows that there is nothing which has been believed "always, every
where, and by everybody"; and that whatever has been be lieved by
everybody in a certain stage of culture has seemed nonsense to ever y
body in the next stage.

The common body of wisdom to which the conventional and ort ho
dox like to appeal is a myth: there is only the "wisdom" of one time and
place. In every age and in every place, if you wish to be tho ug h t well
of by influential citizens you must at least seem to share the ir preju
di ces, and you must close your mind to the fact that influent ia l citi
zens in other times and places have quite different prej udices. If,
on the other hand, you wish to acquire knowledge, you must ign ore the
in fluential citizens, and rely upon your judgment, even whe n you
acce pt t he authority of those whom your own judgment pr onounces
wort hy of respect. This degree of reliance upon yourself is the first
ste p towards freedom of thought. Not that you need thi n k yours elf in
fallible, but that you must learn to think everyone fa llible, and to con
te nt yourself with such greater or less probability as the evidence may
see m to you to warrant. This renunciation of absolute certainty is, to
some minds, the most difficult step towards intellectual free dom.

Of all the arguments designed to show that free thought is wicked,
the one most often used is that without religion people would not be
virtuous. Their virtue. we are told, will fail for two reasons, first, that
they will no longer fear personal punishment, and second, that they
will no longer know what is virtue and what is sin. In usin g this ar
gument, orthodox Catholics have in some ways a logical advantage over
Protesta nts . Let us see how the argument looks from a Catho lic point
of view.

The theology of sin has always been somewhat intricate, since
it has had to face the fundamental question: why did God permit sin ?
8t. Augustine held that. from the moment when Adam ate the a pple,
men ha ve not had free will: they could not. by their own efforts, absta in
from sin . Since sin deserves punishment, God would have been en
ti rely just if He had condemned the whole human race to hell. But
mercy is also a virtue, and in order to exercise this virtue He had to
send another portion of the human race to heaven. Nothing but pure
cap rice, St. Augustine maintained. determined His choice of the elect
an d the reprobate. But on the elect. when He had chosen the m, He
bestowed grace. so that they were able, within limits, to abstain from
sin. They were virtuous because they were saved, not saved because
they were virtuous. For some obscure reason. grace was never be
stowed on the unbaptized
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