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REDUCTION OR ABOLITION 

OF THE 

STAMP-DUTY ON NEWSPAPERS.* 

A MOTION for the reduction of the Newspaper Stamp- 
-*-*- duty to one penny was made by Mr. Bulwer on the 21st of 
August last. We regret that it was a proposition for the reduc¬ 
tion, and not for the abolition, of the duty. It is bad enough 
to be compelled to submit to half measures : the liberal mem¬ 
bers of the House of Commons should never be the first to 
propose them. On this subject we entertain a strong opinion. 
Wc value highly Mr. Bulwer's eminent talents, and respect 
him for the superior aim of his writings: it is greatly to his 
honour, that in nearly all his numerous works he has found a 
place to advocate the freedom of the press. But with all our 
friendly feelings towards him, we cannot think that, in this 
instance, he adopted a prudent course. We must express 
our disappointment that, at the eleventh hbur, he should have 
stepped forward to undo his own work, by proposing a measure 
calculated to give the semblance of relief, rather than the 
reality, and to rivet more firmly than before the chains by which 
the press would still remain bound. 

Wc have arrived at a conviction, that a mere reduction of the 
stamp-duty, although immediate, would be greatly more ob¬ 
jectionable than the continuance of the whole of this iniquitous 
impost for a short time longer. In this opinion we arc not 
singular j but as many persons hold a different sentiment, we 
will, after a brief review of the steps which have been taken 
within the present year for the attainment of the object, pro¬ 
ceed to set forth the reasons for resisting any measure which 
should effect it only partially. 

The same day on which the names of the present ministers 
were gazetted, a meeting was held to discuss the means of 
obtaining from the new government the removal of all shackles 
affecting the press. The circumstances in which the Whigs 
had again taken office appeared more than commonly favour- 

* The following are the names of the Committee for procuring the Repeal of the 
Newspaper Stamp-duty :— 
George Birkbeck, M.D., Finsbury-square. Samuel Harrison, Great Ormond-street. 
J. Roberts Black, M.D., Chelsea. William Hickson, Jun., Smithfitld. 
H- S. Chapman, Gray's Inn. Arch. Michie, Jun., Millb'ank-street. 
John Crawford, Wilton Crescent. Francis Place, Brompton. 
Thomas Falconer, Giay's Inn. Thomas Prout, Strand. 
Thomas Gibson, Stamford Hill. John Travers, St. Swithin's. 
To whom all Communications must he addressed, at the Office, 14, Tavistock-street, 

Covent Garden. 
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16 TAX ON NEWSPAPERS—REDUCTION OR ABOLITION 

the various relations of society, and that mass of miscellaneous 
information, Avhich a neAVspaper Avould communicate to the 
thousands, who are now almost as ignorant as the child unborn 
of all that is passing in the Avorld. 

We have heard the project of a penny stamp-duty defended, 
upon the principle that it Avould operate beneficially as a 
premium upon the circulation of London newspapers, Avhich 
Avould then continue to circulate free of postage. But the very 
superiority of London neAvspapers over the majority of country 
journals is a reason AA'hy the London papers should not be 
encouraged at the expense of those of humbler pretensions. It 
is not only useless, but mischievous, to force journals upon the 
people greatly in advance of their intelligence. As the his¬ 
tory of Jack the Giant Killer is a far better book for a child 
than NeAvton's Principia, so an account of the trial of a 
poacher is much better calculated to excite reflection in the 
mind of a peasant, and create the habit of reading, than a 
column and a half in the Morning Chronicle upon the politics 
of Russia and Turkey. 

We once read the leading article of a copy of the Times 
to a number of agricultural labourers. We had not proceeded 
twenty lines before avc found they had not understood ten 
syllables. Talk of the ballot, or the evils of hereditary legisla¬ 
tion, to an audience of this description, and their perplexity 
Avould hardly be exceeded if the discourse related to the mys¬ 
teries of algebra. 

The Avay to stimulate the minds of these men into some 
degree of activity is to interest them in the politics of their 
OAvn neighbourhood; and to effect this object, it is exceedingly 
important to encourage cheap local newspapers. Even among 
the better class of farmers, it is remarkable Iioav much the most 
indifferent local paper is preferred to a London journal. And 
not Avithout reason: an advertisement of the sale of farming- 
stock, or a short paragraph concerning a neAV road, or a bridge 
Avhich he Avill haA~e to cross, is of more importance to him—or at 
least he better understands its importance—than a report of 
the proceedings of the Court of Common Council, or of a grand 
dinner at the Freemasons' Tavern. 

Let us give up the attempt to force our own opinions, or 
habits of thinking, upon minds unprepared to receive them ;— 
let us be contented for a Avhile Avith pulling doAvn the barriers 
Avhich have been erected by the barbarous policy of our legisla¬ 
ture to prevent the diffusion of knoAvledge. Grown-up men 
andAvomcn are not to be disciplined into knoAvlcdge as children 
may be taught in schools. The people will not remain igno- 
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TAX ON NEWSPAPERS—REDUCTION OR ABOLITION? 17 

rant, if permitted to obtain access first, to the knoAA'lcdge they Avant most: their progress may not be so rapid as Ave might 
Avish, but it will be certain; and if they improve at all, it must 
be in their oavii Avay. 

The neAvspaper is the great instrument of civilization. We 
wish this assertion to be avcII Aveighed by those Avho wonder at 
the earnestness of the demand for the repeal of the taxes on 
knoAvledge. All the books ever Avrittcn are but as a feather in 
the scale, compared Avith newspapers, as a means of affecting 
the mass. What is the circulation even of a popular novel, 
to that of a paragraph Avhich runs the round of the press The one is read by thousands, the other by millions. It is 
almost entirely to the influence of newspapers that the superior 
intelligence of the middle classes is to be attributed, con¬ 
temptible as may be deemed the information derived from this 
source. Hoav feAV are the tradesmen, or even merchants, Avho 

\ have time or inclination to take up a philosophical treatise, 
and make themselves masters of its contents Inquire of the 
most enlightened of this class if they have read Mill's ' Essay 
on Government,' Bailey's ' Rationale of Representation,' Smith's ' Wealth of N ations,' Brown's ' Philosophy of the Human Mind ?' 
—if they have studied Bentham, or Ricardo, or even Locke 
How many shall Ave find who knoAV anything of these writers 
except their names Yet Ave know that there are in the middle 
classes many men of high rank in intellect. What has chiefly 
furnished them Avith food for reflection, and given them a 
general, although perhaps a superficial, knoAvledge of almost 
every subject?—The newspaper: that despised and seemingly- 
insignificant messenger, bringing every day some iicav fact, or 
some neAV idea, and thus adding, by little and little, to their 
mental stores, until they have accumulated to an extent for 
which the cause would have appeared at first quite inadequate. 
A quarto volume, containing the same quantity of information, 
would never have been opened. 

The utility of the press depends chiefly upon the price at 
which neAvspapers can be sold. The enemies of cheap news¬ 
papers are therefore the enemies of the press. Let this truth 
be reiterated in the ears of our opponents. These are not 
times in Avhich conformers, or bit-by-bit reformers, like to be 
pointed at for endeavouring to render the art of printing as 
nugatory as possible. But in Avhat, fater all, did the principle 
of that immortal invention consist It Avas not the discovery 
of a mode of communicating facts from one mind to another 
upon paper, for that Avas done, and Avell done too, through the 
agency of an innumerable host of copying clerks. It Avas 
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18 TAX ON NEWSPAPERS—REDUCTION OR ABOLITION 1 

simply the discovery of a cheaper mode of communicating in¬ 
formation. To destroy, therefore, the cheapness of the press, 
is to destroy the press itself. Carry out the principle of the 
stamp-duty, ye who love darkness better than light, and you 
throw us back upon Avritten manuscripts, and the ignorance of 
the middle ages. 

We hope we have said enough to prove that the reduction 
of the stamp-duty is not a measure AA'hich it will become the 
people to receive Avith gratitude. The time has gone by Avhen 
such a concession might have been considered a boon. There 
is no merit in yielding that AA'hich can no longer be Avithheld. 
The reduction, at least, of the stamp-duty is certain, even Avith 
the Tories again in office. Lord Melbourne must yield some¬ 
thing more than could noAV easily be Avrung from a Tory 
cabinet, if he Avould be thought sincerely anxious to promote 
the moral and intellectual improvement of the people. 
^ Let us conclude, by giving the outline of a measure Avorthy 
of a liberal ministry. We dismiss from our minds all consi¬ 
derations of financial difficulties. If the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer have no surplus, Avho, Avith common sense to guide 
him, can yet believe, that in a country Avhich but lately bore a 
burden of taxation greater by thirty-five millions than its pre¬ 
sent amount, it is impossible to raise one million (and much 
less Avould be required) by means less obnoxious, and ope¬ 
rating a thousand times less mischievously than taxes on know¬ 
ledge The measure Ave propose Avould embrace— 

1. The entire abolition of the neAvspaper stamp-duty. 
2. The abolition of the duty upon advertisements. This 

part of the subject has, by common consent, been kept out of 
sight, lest it should embarrass the more important question. 
The advertisement duty, therefore, not having been specifically 
demanded of ministers, leaves them yet the opportunity of 
being generous Avhile they are just. Not only is the duty 
upon advertisements bad in principle, operating as a tax 
upon authors and publishers, a tax upon industry seeking 
employment, a tax upon calamity, and a tax Avhich defeats its 
object by limiting the consumption of other taxed commo¬ 
dities—but there is an additional reason Avhy the abolition of 
the duty upon advertisements should not be postponed. The 
produce of this duty is noAV a mere bagatelle—about 100,000/. 
This may be spared. Ten years hence, if newspapers increase 
to the extent of our anticipations, it may produce 1,000,000/. 
To spare such a sum, or even half its amount, Avould be a more 
serious matter. 

3. The reduction of the paper-duty. The Commissioners of 
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20 "TAX ON NEWSPAPERS—'REDUCTION OR ABOLITION 

that a bloAv could no longer be given in the dark, would soon 
destroy the taste for personalities in which newspaper writers 
indulge; and we doubt exceedingly Avhether the editor of a 
morning journal Avould be quite as Avilling to write on both 
sides of a question, if his neighbours on both sides of the 
street in which he lives Avere cognizant of the fact. Thus the 
moral tone of the press would be greatly raised, Avhile the best 
^,nd most powerful Avriters Avould be stimulated to more suc¬ 
cessful exertion, and would rise more rapidly in reputation 
than under a system Avhich conceals merit, Avliile.it serves as a 
cloak to infamy. - " 

We propose, then, that a copy of every neAVspaper should 
be deposited by the proprietor, in a public office accessible to 
all, having affixed to each article the name and address of the 
writer or reporter. That a penalty should be enforced upon 
the proprietor for fictitious names or false addresses; or, for 
refusing, in a particular case, to give any name or address. And 
that the copy-right of each article, thus deposited and signed, 
should be protected for twelve hours, Avhich, Ave learn, is as 
long a period as would be required; the only object AA'ith 
regard to newspaper intelligence being to secure priority of 
appearance. 

The plan avc have described Avould, Ave think, be preferable 
to that Avhich Avould permit no article to appear in a newspaper 
Avithout the name and address of the Avriter printed at the 
foot, and inserted in every copy. Such a degree of publicity 
might be attended with some inconveniences to private indi¬ 
viduals, not compensated for by corresponding advantages to 
the public. It is sufficient if we know Avhere to find the names 
of authors Avhen required, and thus provide for their respon¬ 
sibility to public opinion in case of need. 
• This plan ought to haAre the support of CArery public Avritcr 
who opposes the ballot as un-English and coAvardfy. We feel 
certain, however, that such a measure Avould meet Avith their 
almost unanimous opposition. When a poor man may be in¬ 
timidated, or corrupted, he is not permitted to act in secret 
lest ho should vote conscientiously ; but Avhen a knave is to be 
screened from the obloquy he deserves, Ave are told that to 
compel him to act openly Avould be an unconstitutional in¬ 
fringement of the rights of individuals. 

London j Printed by AV. Cirnvm and Sons, Duko-strect, Lambeth. 
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