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LEVELLER DEMOCRACY - FACT OR MYTH?

by A L. Mrton

One of the inportant historical advances made in the last thirty
or forty years has been a new understandi ng of the part played by the
Levellers in the English Revolution. Earlier historians had rel egated
themto a very secondary position. Gardiner, in his Hstory of the Geat
Gvil War, while devoting considerable space to their activities, as was
inevitable in awork planned on such a generous scale, treats themas rather
a disturbing factor, cutting across the nain streamof devel opnent.
Trevel yan, in England Under the Stuarts, dismssed themin the nost cursory
manner .

Today, a nunber of detailed studies, and, nore useful still, of
volumes in which their nmost outstanding witings have been made easily
accessible, so that for the first time they can speak for thensel ves, nake
it possible to cone to a juster estinate. V& now see themas inportant
in tw ways. First, as having played a central part in the political
struggle at its noat critical stage, and second, as havi ng nade an
inportant contribution to English political thinking.

For sone time the generally accepted view had been that the Levellers
were the first English denocrats, forerunners of the advanced radicalism
of the age of the French Revolution and of the Chartists. It was
thought, in particular, that in principle they stood for a policy of
uni ver sal manhood suffrage. More recently this view has been chal | enged
by Professor C B. Macpherson in a renarkabl e book, The Political Theory
of Possessive Individualism (Oford, 1962). H s arguments have been accept ed
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by many seventeenth-century scholars, including Christopher HI1l, who
summari ses themas fol | ows:

"By reading the texts nore carefully, Professor Macpherson is
able to denonstrate that in all their programmatic statenents
the Levell ers excluded paupers and servants fromthe franchise;
and that even in their nore rhetorical flourishes they woul d
restrict the vote to 'freeborn Englishnmen", those who had not
Lost their birthright. 1In a very interesting appendi x

Prof essor Macpherson argues that whilst the Leveller franchise
proposal s woul d have doupl ed the nunber of voters in 1648,

the adoption of nanhood suffrage would have rmultiplied it by
5.5times. That is to say, the Levellers proposed to en-
franchi se rather nore than 10%of the unenfranchi sed adult

mal es. One could argue with the details of the cal cul ations
by whi ch Professor Macpherson reaches this conclusions but
the tendency is difficult to deny. Terrifying though they
seermed to their opponents in the seventeenth century, the
Levellers were not denocrats in the nodern sense. Their

el ectorate woul d have been conposed of heads of househol ds,
men econom cally independent." (1)

Thi s view now seens well on the way to becom ng a new ort hodoxy.

Let us first be clear as to what is at issue. It is a fact that
inall their later prcgrammatic statenents the Levellers did make
substantial exceptions About those to whomthe franchise could be
granted. This, | thinkp has never been seriously disputed and | am
certainly not disputing it here. Wat has to be considnred, then,
is the extent of these exceptions, the reasons for which they were nade and
their bearing upon the underlying political philosophy of the Levellers.
It iswith the greatest diffidence that one ventures to dissent fromthe views
of such authorities as Macpherson and HIl, to whomwe all owe a debt
which entitles their conclusions to the greatest respect. Al the sane,
I do not think that the last word has been said on this question. I
certainly nmake no claim to have said it here, but hope that it may be
possible to take the disoussion a few snall steps further.

1. THE DOCUMENTS IN THE CASE

Let us begin by considering the nain programme statements in which
the Leveller attitude to the franchise is set out. These are the four

(I') Past and Present, April 1963, pp., 87-8.
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versions of An Agreenent of the People. The Case of the Arny Truly Stated
and the Petition of January 1648. Al these are printed in full in Wlfe's
Level | er Mani f est oes.

The first of these statements, chronologically, is The Case of the Any,,
dated Cctober 15th, 1647. S gned by the Agents of five reginents, it has
all the marks of a policy statement drafted by the Level | er |eadership
collectively. A large part deals with special arny problens, but it ends
with a nunber of political points. Nunber 4 demands:

"that a | aw paramount be made, enacting it, to be unalterable by
Parliaments that the peopl e shall of course neet w thout any warrants
or wits once in every two years upon an appointed day in their
respective Countyes, for the election of their representors in
Parliament, and that all the freeborn at the age of 21 years

and upwards, be the el ectors, excepting those that have or shall
deprive thenselves of that their freedone, either for sone years, or
whol |y by del i nquency..." (2)

Afewlines later it declares that 'all power is originally and essentially
in the whol e body of the people of this Nation.'

dearly, there are phrases here whose nmeaning i s debatable. Wo
are 'the people', or 'the whole body of the people of this nation ?
Wiat is neant by "freeborn', W are those who 'have or shall deprive
thensel ves' of their freedon? No doubt this excludes delinquents, i.e.
Royal i sts, Professor Macpherson argues that it al so excludes those who
have deprived thensel ves of freedomby accepting wages or al ms, but |
can see little justification for this. It is on the face of it inprobable
that a docunent of this sort, having specified delinguency as a reason for
di sfranchi senent, woul d have included these other grounds in so unspecific
and anbi guous a way.

The first Agreenent appeared on Novenber 3rd, 1647. It is addressed
to 'all the free Commons of England' and the rel evant clause reads:

"That the People of England being at this day very unequal |y
distributed by Counties, Gties and Burroughs for the election
of their Deputies in Parliaments, ought to be nore indifferently

(2) Wlfe p. 212. Wodhouse p. 433, gives the concl udi ng words as
"deprived thensel ves of that their freedom either for sone years
or wholly, by delinquency.' |If this reading is accepted it
woul d clearly nean that delinquency, and not the other grounds,
is meant.
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proportioned, according to the nunber of the Inhabitants: the
ci rcunst ances whereof, for nunber, place, and rmanner, are to be
set down before the end of this present Parlianent." (3)

Here, again, different interpretations are possible, but it should be

noted that there are no references to any exceptions and the phrase
"according to the nunber of the Inhabitants' certainly suggests nanhood
suffrage, since if any such whol esal e exceptions as Prof essor Macpherson
suggests are inplicitly assumed, sone such phrase as 'according to the
nunber of the electors' would surely have been nore appropriate. Passages
later in the Agreement speak of 'an equall just Covernment' and 'equal
Governnent for a free people', both of which may reasonably be taken to

i mpl y manhood suf frage.

The first docunent in which specific exceptions other than delinguency
are made is the Petition of January 1648. This appeared, after the Putney
Debat es and ot her devel opnents of which it will be necessary to say nore
presently. The passage dealing with the franchi se runs:

"That therefore, that Birth-right of all Englishmen, be forthwth
restored to all which are not, or shall not be legally disfranchised
for some crimnal cause, or are not under 21 years of age, or
servants, or beggars," (4)

The exceptions here are nore specific, and are further enlarged in
the second and the third (or 'Cficers') Agreenment, appearing on Decenber
15th 1648 and January 15th 1649. Both these docunents represent a conpromn se,
fol l owi ng di scussi ons between the Level | ers, the Arny | eaders and
representatives of the I|Independents. They are in fact the Leveller and
the Grandes versions of what was agreed at these neetings and differ in
sone inportant respects. The Levellers repudiated the 'Cificers' version,
but the clauses dealing with the franchise are identical except that the latter
omts the phrase 'such as have subscribed this Agreement' and the |ines
from'and such as shall not subscribe' to the end of the passage quot ed.
This om ssion has a certain inportance in view of the Levellers' intention
that the Agreenent should be a national covenant tendered to the whol e
peopl e for approval, but it is not really relevant to our particul ar argurent.
The cl ause reads:

"That the Bl ectors in every Di vi si on, shall be Natives or Deni zens
of Engl and, such as have subscribed to this Agreenent: not persona

(3) Wwife, p. 226

(4) Wlfe, p. 267
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receiving Alnms, but such as are assessed ordinarily towards the

relief of the poor; not servants t o, or receiving wages from any

particular person. And in all Eections (except for the Universities)

they shall be men of one and twenty years ol d, or upwards, and

Housekeepers, dwelling within the Dvision, for which the Hection is:

Provided, That until the end of seven years next ensuing the tine

herein limted; for the end of this present Parliament, no person

shall be admtted to, or have any hand or voyce in such El ections,

who have adhered to, or assisted the King against the Parlianent

in any of these Wars or Insurrections; or who shall make or joyn in,
abet any forcible opposition against this Agreenent; and that

such as shall not subscribe it before the time [imted, for the end

of this Parlianent, shall not have Vote in the next E ection

neither, if they subscribe afterwards, shall they have any voice in

the H ections next succeeding their subscription unless their

subscription were six noneths before the sanme." (5)

The fourth}, and final, version of the Agreenent was issued by the
Levellers on May 1st 1649, after the G andees had gone back on the under -
standi ng reached at the discussions just nentioned, and while the Leveller
| eaders were inprisoned in the Tower. Here the exceptions to the franchise
reappear in a sonewhat nodified form

"That the Supreme Authority of England and the Territories therewith
incorporate, shall be and reside henceforward in a Representative

of the people consisting of four hundred persons, but no nore; in

the choi ce of whom (according to naturall right) all nmen of the age

of one and twenty yeers having served the late King in Arns or voluntary
Contributions shall have their voices; and be capable of being

elected to that Suprene Trust, those who served the King bei ng

disabled for ten years onely." (6)

It will be noted that here the stipulation that electors should be ratepayers
and househol ders has di sappeared. This nmay be taken as the final form

in which the Levellers enbodied their demands upon this question. |ndeed,
fromthis point the whol e novenent declined so rapidly that no further
programme docunents were issued.

Wiat is essential to renenber is that all these docunents were not nerely

abstract statements of political theory - they were party programes, weapons
in an active political canpaign and nodified fromtine to tinme in accordance

(5) Wlfe, p. 297. "Oficers' Agreenment, Wbl fe, p. 342

(6) Wlfe, p. 402,

or
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with the changing situation and the practical needs of the struggle. It
is therefore necessary to ook at themnot only fromthe standpoint

of political theory, as Professor Macpherson seens too inclined to do,
but inrelation to the actual events then taking place. This is what

| shall try to do in the next three sections. 1In passing | may renark
that HII's distinction between programmati c statenents and rhetori cal
flourishes does not seemto ne entirely justified. No doubt the fornmer
have a greater authority, but it is also true that men are nore likely
to reveal their real beliefs in the heat and passion of debate than in
nore formal statements where they are being statesmanlike and diplonatic
and where questions of tactics and expedi ency have to be careful ly
consi der ed.

1. THE PUTNEY DEBATES

The first version of the Agreement was less a fully considered political
programme than a draft drawn up as a basis for discussion. It was this
draft which was under consideration at the debates of the Arny Counci
whi ch opened at Putney church on Cctober 28th 1647* The Case of the Arny
was then al so under consideration

At this time the Arny Council included del egates or Agents el ected by
the rank and file of the reginents and of representatives of the junior
officers as well as the higher officers. This was the tinme when Leveller
influence in the Arny was at its height and when political denands for a
nore denocratic Engl and were occupying the mnds of the sol diers al nost
as nuch as their own mlitary grievances.

It was at Putney that the question of the franchise first cane into
promnence. U to this tine it was only anong nmany Leveller concerns -
Annual Parlianments, the subordination of the representatives to the
electors, religious toleration, civil liberties and a variety of social and
political issues had hitherto been equally or perhaps even nore prom nent
in their propaganda. Now the question of exactly who was entitled to el ect
the sovereign parlianent was seen to be of special inportance.

In the debate that took place Ireton was the nmain speaker for the
G andees, supported by Colonel R ch and others. Gomell in the chair
tried to preserve some appearance of inpartiality but was always ready to
cone to Ireton's help at difficult monents. O the other side were
two civilian Levellers, John Wldnman and Maximlian Petty. Anong the
sol di ers the outstandi ng spokesman was Col onel Thomas Rai nbor ough, wi th
Edward Sexby and ot her rank-and-file Agents.

After the clause quoted above had been read, I|reton opened the attack



"It is said,
of the inhabitants:

Seven

they are to be distributed according to the nunber

"The peopl e of England? &c. And this

doth make nme to think that the nmeaning i s, that every man that is an
i nhabitant is to be equally considered, and to have an equal voice
in the election of those representers, the persons that are for the
general Representative; and if that be the meaning, then | have
something to say against it:" (7

To this Petty replied:

"W judge that all
shoul d have an equal vote in elections."

i nhabi tants that have not lost their birthright

Qearly here is a note of anbiguity, alnost of weakness. Perhaps sensing

this,

Alittle later he says,
why any man that

Rai nbor ough springs in imredi ately:

"l desired that those that had engaged in it mght be included.

For really |
alifeto live,

it's clear,

i nsomuch t hat

think that the poorest he that is in England hath

as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, | think
that every man that is to live under a government ought
first by his own consent to put hinself under that governnent; and

I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in

a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice

to put hinself under; and I amconfident that, when | have heard

the reasons against it; sonething will be said to answer those reasons,
shoul d doubt whet her he was an Englishnan or no, that
shoul d doubt of these things*" (8)

"l do hear nothing at all that can convince ne,

is bomin England ought not to have his voice in election of

bur gesses. (9) And A arke puts the claimfirmy on the basis of natura
rights:
"The grand question of all is, whether or no it be the property

(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)

of every individua

person in the kingdomto have a voice in el ections;

and the ground on which it is clainmed is the Law of Nature, which, for
think to be the lawwhich is the ground of all constitutions?"

ny part, |

Wbodhouse,
Wbodhouse,
Wodhouse,

Wbodhouse,

p.

p.

p.

p.

52.

53.

75.

(10)
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Inviewof all this it seens to me that Professor Macpherson
goes sonewhat beyond the evi dence when he writes:

"But the only consistent construction of the debate as a whol e
suggests that the Levellers (and their opponents) assuned that
servants and al ns-takers, as well as crimnals and del i nquents,
had lost their birthright.” (I1)

On the contrary, it seens to suggest that on both sides the debate at
| east opens on the understanding that what they were tal ki ng about

was rmanhood suffrage. |If not, it is difficult to see what all the
heat and passion was about, especially in view of statements by Ireton
and R ch. Ireton is prepared to allow sone extension of the suffrage!

"The objection does not lie in that, the making of the
representation nmore equal, but in the introducing of men into an
equality of interest in this government, who have no property

in this kingdom or who have no |ocal pernmanent interest init.
For if | had said that | would not wish at all that we shoul d

any enl argerment of the bounds of those that are to be electors
then you m ght have excepted against it. But what | said was
that 1 would not go to enlarge it beyond all bounds, so that upon
the sanme ground you nmay adnit of so many nen fromforeign states
as woul d outvote you." (12)

If all that the Levellers were proposi ngwas a franchise that woul d
add another 10%to the 10%who were already electors, it seens strange
both that Ireton should have objected so strongly to their proposals,
and that, when he had declared hinself in favour of sone extension,

no one took himat his word and said, in effect, 'Very well, we are
agreed on some extension - now let us sit down to discuss just what
extension we can all accept.' Instead, the debate went on as if nothing

i nportant had been said, and alnost at once R ch renarked:

"If the master and servant shall be equal electors, then clearly
those that have no interest in the kingdomw || nake it their
interest to chose those that have no interest." (13)

A strange renark if everyone on both sides was tacitly agreed that
servants were excluded anyhow

Neverthel ess | think we can discern a certain difference between
soldier and civilian Levellers, and it is striking how constantly, when

(I'l') Possessive Individualism p. 122. (12) Wodhouse, p. 62.
(13) Wodhouse, p. 63.
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Petty or Wldnman intervene, the discussion loses its force and is
diverted into technicalities and side issues. It was perhaps unfortunate
that at these crucial debates the Leveller |eadership was represented
only by Petty, a quite mnor figure, and the politically dubious WI dman.
[f Lilbume, then in prison, had been able to be present, it is tenpting
to wonder if the debates m ght not have taken a different course.

At any rate it was Petty who, in response to a question fromCromel |,
first fornulated the definite exclusion of servants and takers of al ms.
For this he gave a quite definite reason which needs to be noted:

"I conceive why we should exclude apprentices, or servants,
or those that take al ns, is because they depend upon the wl|
of other men and should be afraid to displease them For
servants and apprentices, they are included in their masters,
and so for those that receive alms fromdoor to door." (14)

VWhat he seens to be saying is not that the franchise is not a right
to which all are entitled by Natural Law, but rather that in existing
circunstances there are some for whomthe exercise of this right is not
possi ble, a point to which we shall return. This was no doubt true
At a tine when voting was open and public it would be virtually inpossible
for servants to vote in a way displeasing to their masters, and to give them
the vote, however formally denmocratic, would have meant in practice to
pl ace |arge blocks of votes in the hands of the very rich, blocks by
which elections mght well be turned. In the particular circunstances of
the time, when Royalist nobles and gentry were disfranchised for
delinquency, it would have meant restoring a |arge measure of politica
power to the nost hostile elenents. Yet Petty's statenent seens to have
come remarkably pat for a spontaneous reply to a question, and it may be
permssible to wonder if there may not have been a measure of collusion

her e.

H s statement seens to have brought this part of the debate to an end
(which initself is surely an indication that the point had not previously
been understood) and the Council passed on to discuss other matters. Sone
days later a resolution on this basis was agreed. The mnutes of this
part of the debate have not survived, but the text of the resolution is
given in A Letter from Several Agitators to their Reginents:

"W sent some of themto debate in love the matters and nanner
of the Agreenent. And the first article thereof, being Iong
debated, it was concluded by vote in the affirmative: vi.,

(14) Woodhouse, p. 83
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That all soldiers and others if they be not servants or beggars,
ought to have voices in electing those which shall represent them
in Parlianent- although they have not forty shillings per annum
in freehold land. And there were but three voices against this
your native freedom" (15)

The text; once nore, is slightly anmbi guous, but in the context of what was
said during the debates it nust mean that all soldiers, regardless of social
status, and all others except servants and beggars, should be el ectors.

The di sfranchi sement of delinquents was not specifically mentioned because
it was never an issue at Putney.

V. CCRKBUSH FI ELD AND AFTER

This victory was followed up with a resol ution, proposed by Rai nborough,
for a general Rendezvous of the Arnmy. At this it was intended that the
Agreenent should be put before the Arny for endorsenent as a first step towards
its nation-wide inplenentation. Comell and Ireton, who, no
doubt, were anong the 'voices against', had other ideas and were soon abl e
to launch an effective counter-stroke. There followed a period in which the
situation was changing alnost fromday to day, and a short time-table of events
may therefore be hel pful.

1647. Novenber 4th The Arny Council passed the franchi se resol ution.
5th Resol ution for a general Rendezvous of the Arny.
9th The Agents ordered to return to their reginents.
It is revealed that three Rendezvous are to
be hel d.
Li | bume released from prison by order of
Par | i ament .

11th The Ki ng escaped from Hanpton Court.

15th First Rendezvous held at Corkbush Field. Ware.
Abortive nutiny crushed.

Decenber 15th Arny Council meets at Wndsor. Reconciliation
between Grandees and Arny Levellers.

30t h Put ney Projects published.

(15) Wbodhouse, p. 452
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1648. January 3rd O omel | noves vote of No Addresses to King
in House of Conmons.

May Second Gvil War.

This was, perhaps, the decisive period of the Leveller challenge.
Instead of a single Rendezvous, at which their programre shoul d be adopted
by a united Arny, the G andees now arranged to hold three sectional
nmeetings at which authority and discipline woul d be asserted. To the
first of these, at Corkbusr Field, two reginents, Harrison's horse and
Robert Lil bum s foot, (16)appeared, contrary to orders, w thout nost of their
officers and wearing copies of the Agreenent in their hats. Even nore
significant, perhaps, Rainborough came, w thout his regi ment, together
with Col onel Eyres, Major Scott and other officers. In his report to
the House of Lords Fairfax wote that,

"Col onel Rai nborough with some others, tendered this encl osed
Petition, together with the People's Agreenent annexed thereunto.
And (by what hands | yet know not fully) very nany copies of the
sanme Agreenent were dispersed anong the soldiers, thereby to
engage them" (17)

Li I burne, just out of prison, had come down to Ware and was waiting
upon events, and it seens clear that the Levellers were expecting a
decision and were hoping to carry the Arny against Fairfax and G onwel .

If any officer could have done this, that officer was Rai nborough.

But the circunstances coul d hardly have been nmore unfavourabl e.

The King's escape fromHanpton Court only four days earlier raised the
threat of renewed war, in which he mght find newallies even inside
Parliament itself. At such a nonent the prestige of Fairfax and O onmwel | ;
general s with an unbroken succession of victories behind them was

i mrensely strengthened. Watever the political differences, G onwell

had earned genui ne respect for his conduct in the field, while Fairfax,
though in truth just as hostile to Leveller aspirations, had al ways nanaged
to avoid political coomtnent and so represented a fund of unused good-

wi |l on which the G andees coul d draw.

(16) Robert Lilburne John's brother, had previously been a Leveller
supporter, but by now had noved over towards the G andees.

(17) Maseres, Select Tracts, |I. p. xlii. The Petition declared
that the Arny had fought for its native rights and
had waited long to secure them Therefore they nust remain
inarns to secure their freedom |t asked Fairfax to
continue to lead themto these ends.



inany case, the soldiers were pulled in tw ways. As citizens
their political synpathies were with the Levellers. But as nenbers
of a victorious and well disciplined arny their sense of mlitary
obligation was al ways powerful. In certain circunstances, off duty
or in discussion, their political convictions mght prevail: on the
parade ground, under command, they were likely to act rather as sol diers.
So it turned out at Ware, and the stirrings of nutiny were soon crushed.

Rai nbor ough was also a soldier with a nagnificent mlitary record
and no nore imune than the rest to such influences. As a hign-
ranking officer he could hardly initiate a nutiny, though he m ght
have taken command if one had developed. At Ware he certainly came to
the very verge of nutiny, but was unable to take the final step. As things
turned out he nust have seen that any hope of carrying the Arny for the
Agreenent against its |eaders had now vani shed - the nost that could now
be hoped for was to divide it. And as a soldier he woul d have seen
that to divide the Arny in the existing circunstances woul d have been
fatal. It would have led with certainty to a Royalist victory and the end
of all he had been fighting for. Therefore new tactics were unavoi dabl e.

He was not alone in this realisation. In spite of their victory
Oomel |l and Ireton nust al so have seen the danger of their position.
D spline had been restored, but the Arny had not changed its political
convictions overnight. |Its loyalty had still to be kept, especially as
the devel oping al li ance between Royalists and many Presbyterians, backed
by the Scots, nmade a renewal of war al nmost certain. They, too, could
see that they needed the support of the Levellers, inside and outside the
Arny, even if this involved distasteful political concessions.

The result was anot her neeting of the Arny Council at Wndsor from
Decenber 15th, the last which the Agents of the regiments attended, at
whi ch a reconciliation was reached. Rai nborough and ot hers apol ogi sed
for acts of indiscipline and prom sed that they woul d not be repeated.
There is nothing to suggest that they repudiated any of their political
aims. On the other side, officers and others under arrest were set
free and restored to their commands and a general ammesty given for
all past acts. On the political side the G andees undertook that there
should be no nore attenpts at agreement with the King - a Leveller denand
which Ireton had strongly resisted at Putney. This was snown to be a
genui ne change of policy when Gomell on January 3rd noved and carried
a notion in the House of Commons that no further Addresses should be nade
to Charles. The unity of the Arny was restored, but on the basis of an
inportant shift to the'left by the G andees.

THE FATE OF THE AGREEMENT

The publication of WIldman's Putney Projects on Decenber 30th, with
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its all-out attack on the G andees, suggests that the civilian | eaders
were slower to accept the new tactics than their colleagues in the Arny
After the defeat at Ware they concentrated their attention increasingly
on w nning mass support in and around London. Strong party organi sation
wi th branches and a dues-payi ng menbership was built up. A weekly paper
The Moderate, was published and a streamof petitions with thousands

of signatures were drawn up and presented In this position of strength,
as spring cane on, with the likelihood of war increasing, they seemto
have gradual |y accepted the new situation, By May, when the second G vi
War broke out, they were ranged al ongside the Arny | eaders, whatever
political differences still existed. On August 3rd Lilburne wote to
Cromel |, setting out to give battle to the Scottish Arny:

"... to denonstrate unto you that I amno staggerer from
ny first principles that | engaged ny life upon, nor fromyou,
if you are what you ought to be, and what you are strongly
reported to be; although, if | prosecuted or desired revenge
for an hard and al most sterving inprisonnent, | could have had
of late the choice of twenty opportunities to have payd you
to the purpose; but | scornit, especially when you are |ow,
and this assure your self, that if ever ny hand be upon you,
it shall be when you are in your full glory, if then you shall
decline fromthe righteous wayes of Truth and Justice: Wich, if
you will fixedly and inpartially prosecute | am

Yours, to the last drop of ny heart bl oud

(for all your late severe hand towards ne)

JOHN LI LBURNE! (13)

"Wiich letter &." he adds, "as | have been told by the Bearer (19)
was not a little wel come "

Wien the war was over, G omell's need of Leveller support was if
anyt hing greater, committed as he was to the trial and execution of
the King and the abolition of the nonarchy in the face of a hostile
majority in the House of Commons. Here a difference appears between the
Arny Levellers, who supported the prosecution, and the civilians,
Li | bume, while not opposed in principle to trying Charles, objected
to the formtaken by the specially appointed Court (on which he refused
an invitation to serve) and wi shed in any case for the trial to be
postponed till after a new constitution had been established on the basis

(18) Haller and Davies, p. 414

(19) Edward Sexby, a |eading Agent at Putney who was later towite
Killing No Murder.
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jf the Agreenment. O herwi se, he argued, nonarchy woul d only be repl aced
by a mlitary dictatorship still nmore odious. It was necessary for the
QG andees to secure at |east the tacit and tenporary support of the Levellers.

In Novenber; after sone acrinoni ous bargaining, a conmittee was set
up representing the Arny |eadership;, the Parliatnentary |ndependents, the
I ndependent churches and the Levellers, The result was the second and
third versions of the Agreenent, which, as has been said, represent riva
views of what was agreed. They were thus conpronise docunments, not
arrived at without considerable difficulty. Lilburne wote afterwards:

"... all parties chosen of all sides constantly neet at

Wiite-hall after the Arny cane to town, saving the Parlianent

men failed, only Master Martin was nost coomonly there, and a

long and tedious tug we had with Commi ssary Generall Ireton only,
yea sonetines whole nights together, Principally about Liberty of
Consci ence and the Parlianments puni shing where no |aw provi des,

and very angriy and Lordly in his debates nmany tinmes he was; but to
some kind of an expedient in the firsts for peace sake we
condescended in to please him and so cane anongst the maj or

part of the 16 Conm ssioners? according to our originall Agreenent,
to an absolute and finall conclusion; and thinking it had al

been done as to any nore debate upon it, and that it should without
any nore adoe be pronoted for subscriptions, first at the Gouncill

of Warre, and so in the Reginments, and so all over the Nation,;

but al as poor fools we were neerly cheated and cozened ... and that
whi ch we Commi ssioners feared at the first, viz that no tye, promses
nor ingagenents were strong enough for the grand Juglers and Leaders
of the Arny, was now nmade clearly manifest." (20)

Wien the discussions were ended, Lilbume wites:
"having an exact copy of what the greatest part of the foresaid
si xteen had agreed upon, | onely nended a clause in the first
Reserve about Religion, to the sense of us all but Ireton. and
put an Epistle to it, of the 15 of Decenber 1648, and printed
it of ny own accord, and the next day it came abroad," (21)

This was the second Agreenent, and the clause on the franchise enbodi es
the greatest concessions which both the Levellers and their opponents were

(20) Haller and DavieB, pp. 422-3,

(21) Hal | er and Davi es, p. 423.
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ever prepared to nake. The latter abandoned their insistence that it

be confined to freeholders in the counties and freemen of corporations

in the boroughs, The Levellers, in addition to the earlier exception

of servants and takes of al ms, 'were now prepared to restrict it alsoto
those who were ratepayers and hpusehol dera. This is in line with what

| have been ar gui ng, that, while in favour in principle of manhood
suffrage, they were ready to recogni se the practical problens invol ved

and were willing to nmake tactical conpromses if these would lead to

the acceptance of their programme as a whole. It must be renenbered

that while the suffrage question had been central in the Putney debates,

it was, inrelation to the whol e | ong-termLevel | er canpai gn, only one
of a nunber of issues and perhaps not the nost inportant. |If they could
secure agreenent for a broadly elected Parlianment, regularly neetings
subordinated to the electors, with firmy limted power to infringe
civil and religious grievances, the precise extent of the franchise

was of |esser inmediate inportance.

They qui ckly found, however, that the G andees had no intention of
honouring their undertaking to inplenent the Agreenent. Instead, the
rat her weakened "Of ficers' Agreenent was nerely laid forrmally before
the House of Commons, which did net even trouble to debate it. On
the sane day that the third Agreenent was published, January 20th 1649,
the trial of the King opened. By the tine it was clear that no steps
woul d be taken to make it effective he had been executed. Wth a purged
House of Commons the Council of State was firmly in control and the
G andees felt strong enough to do without Leveller support. On March
28t h, Lil burne, Wl wyn, Overton and Prince were arrested and taken to
the Tower. It was fromthe Tower, and over their joint signatures,
that the fourth and | ast version of the Agreenent wag issued,

This is in many respects the clearest and nost radical fornulation
of the Leveller programe, and, so far as the franchise is concerned, may
fairly be taken as the final expression of what they considered
practicabl e under existing circunstances. The stipulation that electors
shal | be ratepayers and househol ders has now di sappeared, Servants,
takers of alns and Royalists are excluded. The latter are barred from
being elected to Parlianent for ten years only, and it seens a
reasonabl e deduction that the same tinme limt applied to the electors
al so, though this is not specifically stated. The Agreenent is declared
as being "Tendered as a Peace Ofering to this distressed Nation',
and one may infer that the Levellers, who were always optimstic about
human nature, expected that the reason and justice of their proposals
woul d, in a conparatively short time, win the assent of the great majority
of the peopl e.

Their hopes were never put to the test. The publication of the Agreenent
was followed quickly by the Arny nutiny that ended at Burford on My
14th. The novenent steadily declined fromthis point and soon ceased
to be a serious factor in English political life,
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VI. FIGURES AND | NTERPRETATI ONS

Pr of essor Macpherson inc3ud.es in his book an el aborate statistical
appendi x. Briefly, it may be summari sed as estinating that of an adult
mal e popul ati on of 1,170,400, sone 212,100 al ready enjoyed the franchise
at this time. Under the w der franchise specifically denanded by the
Level | ers, excluding servants and al ns-takers, but including soldiers
who woul d ot herwi se have been di sfranchi sed, 204,600 new voters woul d
have been added. O these, he estimates, 22,100 woul d have been
soldiers. This seens an extrenmely low figure in view of the large nunbers
who served in the many Parlianmentary armes and garrisons at various
tines and in various theatres of the war. He appears to arrive at it
by assumng that only those serving at the tine of the debates were to
be reckoned - an assunption for which I can see no evidence at all.

This, however, is a mnor matter, since even if the figure were
doubled or trebled it would not really change the general pattern. It is this
whol e quantitative approach which is open to considerable criticism

In dealing with seventeenth century England we are not using statistics
in any nodern sense, we are talking about estimates - it would not be
unfair to say about guesses. Professor Macpherson bases his figures
on the analysis of English popul ation and class distribution made by
Qegory King in 1688, assum ng, reasonably enough, a rise in popul ation
of 10%over the intervening forty years. King' s figures have been widely
accepted by historians as intelligent guesses. They may possibly be
quite accurate, but they are based on nothing nore than suppositions.

Even granting, however, that they were accurate for 1688, it does not

foll ow, as Professor Macpherson assunes, that they were accurate for 1648,
O the contrary, this was a time of very rapid econonic change, when

i ndi vi dual petty-production was declining and wage-| abour increasing.

Oh King's figures as interpreted by Professor Macpherson two thirds of

the popul ation are to be classified as servants or paupers agai nst

only one third independent producers - including not only farmers and
artizans but all other classes - professional people gentry, traders and
others: It nay be questioned if such a picture is really true of England

in1688, let alone 1648. My guess, which nay no worse if no better than
anyone else's, is that it greatly over-estinates the nunber of wage-
earners at both dates.

Further, Professor Macpherson interprets King' s already rather
schematic figures in an extrenmely schenatic way, nore appropriate to
Engl and of the nineteenth century than of the seventeenth. At this tineg,
when the class of wage-earners is only evolving, it is surely nonsense
to draw a hard and fast |ine between wage-earners and i ndivi dua
producers. Al sorts of intermedi ate categories existed, into which
a very large proportion of the popul ati on undoubtedly fell. Under the putting-
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out system many shades and graduations existed between the servant proper
and the fully independent artizan. |In the extractive and ot her

industries it was common, and renained so well into the nineteenth century,
for groups of workers to enter into collective contracts. Perhaps nore
inportant still nunerically were the hosts of cottagers, with common rights,
patches of land or part-time crafts, who eked out a living with sporadic
wage earnings. In bad times such people mght also cone to the parish

for poor relief. Are all these to be regarded as 'servants' or 'paupers
and, nore to our purpose, would the Levellers have so regarded then? |

thi nk not .

Prof essor Macpherson hinself argues that the Levellers regarded
servants and paupers as self-excluded fromcitizen rights because they
had lost their property in their own persons, because they 'depend upon the
will of other men' as Petty put it. These large intermediate groups
cannot properly be looked upon in this way. No doubt many of themwere
poor, but the Levellers consistently argued that poverty could not be
a reason for disfranchisement, and historically these groups have generally
been noted for an independence of outlook and a readiness to defend their
rights- They could be far |ess dependent than nany farners and snall
tradesmen under the thunb of I|andl ords or custoners,

This leads us to a consideration of sonme of the terns used in the
argunment. Prof essor Macpherson treats the word 'servant' in the w dest
possi bl e way as synonynmous w th 'wage-earner':

"The term servant in seventeenth-century England meant anyone
who worked for an enpl oyer for wages, whether the wages were by
pi ece-rates or tine-rates, and whether hired by the day or week

or by the year," (22)

No doubt it could be and often was used in this sense, but it could have
a |l ess extended neaning, as is indeed suggested by the phrase used in the
second and third Agreenments, 'servants to a particular person'. This
suggests that what may have been intended was the personal servant, the
apprentice, or the man living in his nmaster's house, as many aid at this
date, and need not be taken as excluding all wage-earners. It can hardly,
on any interpretation, have included all the intermediate groups already

referred to,

There is evidence, too. to suggest that servants were not a pernmanently
separate section of the community, but that this was a condition through
which a large part of the popul ation passed at a certain stage of their I|ives;

(22) op. cit., p. 282
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The typical servant was a young unnarried person living in the househol d
of his master. On marriage he set up a household of his own and woul d
tnen be classed as alabourer, craftsman, cottager or husbandman. At
Ealing in 1599 60%of those between 15 and 19 years were servants. At
Cl ayworth, out of 67 persons who were servants in 1676, only one was
still in service there in 1688: at Cogenhoe, of 31 persons listed as
servants in | 61 8, only one was still in service in 1628. Wile the
evidence is insufficient to be conclusive, it certainly suggests that
nmost servants coul d expect to becorme househol ders and woul d then, on

the basis of the Leveller proposals, qualify for the franchi se unl ess
barred on other grounds. Evidence about the total nunber of servants

is also scanty, but M. Laslett estinmates it as between 10 and 15%of the
popul ati on and gi ves figures rangi ng between 25%in Ealing and 5. 7%in
Stoke-on-Trent. Even if this should prove an underestinate it certainly
presents a very different picture,from Professor Macpherson"s bl anket

di sfranchi sement of the majority of the population. And it nust be
remenbered that a very large proportion of servants were mnors who woul d
not be voting in any case. (23)

"Takers of alns" is hardly | ess anmbi guous, and this is underlined by.
the use at tines of the word 'beggars' for exanple in The Case of the Arny,
the Putney resolution and in John Harris's panphl et The G and Design of
Decenber 1647. A beggar is quite different fromthe artizan or cottager
who is forced in energency to seek parish relief, and they again fromthose
who are habitually dependent on such relief or on the charity of the rich.
It could fairly be argued, | suggest, that 'takers of alns' mght refer to
the first and third of these categories but not to the second.

Once mor e, we find an anbi guity of | anguage whi ch may even have been
intentional. The words used may have had different inplications for the
Levellers and for their opponents, and, if the tine had ever cone for the
nmatter to be put to the tests, could have becone a battlegrounds In such
a case their meaning would have been determned by the actual relations
of political forces, local and national, under which the electoral rolls
were drawn up. It is by no neans inpossible that the Levellers, who were
very shrewd tactici ans, were aware of these anbi guities and hoped to be abl e
to profit fromthem

There is a further sense in which all these quantitative estimates are
somewhat irrelevant. What we are concerned wi t h, after al< is not what the
actual results of the Levellers' proposals mght have been.) but with their

(23) The details of this paragraph are taken from Peter Laslett, The
VWrld we have Lost (1965) and Peter Laslett and John Harri son,
d ayworth and Cogenhoe, in H storical Essays Presented to David Cgg (1963)
Wil e many of Laslett's conclusions seem questionable, what he
has to say about the position of servants in seventeenth century
soci ety may be provisionally accepted.
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policy and intentiors. Ever granting, as | see no reason to do, that the
effect of their proposals would have been to |leave two thirds of the male
popul ati on still disfranchised, it does not follow that this is what they
i ntended. They seen to have thought of England as still a country of
smal | -scal e, independent producers in which wage-|abour was exceptiona
apart from personal service. As Al Lan Merson wites:

"The Levellers had no figures like King's. They are nore

likely to have been thinking in ternms of a social order that was
passi ng away than of one still inconpletely developed; in ternms of
1608 rat her than of 1688. They are likely, too, to have been
thinking in terns of town comunities, in which the struggle for
denocracy had a long history and in which the proportion of
proletarians may have been smaller then in the countryside at this tine,
except perhaps in London -a big exception in this context. Their
programre, finally, contained demands whi ch woul d have nai ntai ned
and perhaps increased the preponderance of petty production and
the opportunities for apprentices and servants to becone masters

"It still seenms easier to make sense of the Levellers' ideas on the
traditional assunption that they were thinking in terns of a largely
pre-capitalist society of small producers.” (24)

If this is so, they could have regarded the exclusion of servants
and al ns-takers as a minor as well as a tactical exception. And here, too,
the general perspective becomes relevant. They stated repeatedly and
wi th obvious sincerity that they were defenders of the rights of property.
But it is clear that primarily they were thinking of the small property of
the conmon man, which they saw, and rightly, as threatened by the rich
the nobility, the nonopolists and corporations, rather than by the unpropertied
masses. The small producer was for themthe norm and a society in which rich
men could have scores of servants while thousands depended upon al ns was
abnormal and even nonstrous

Their franchise proposals were not meant to be taken in isolation but
as part of a programe of denocratic reform which would transform Engl and.
In the society they envisaged the ordinary man woul d be secure in his small
property, pauperismwould di sappear or at |east begreatly dimnished and
the old process by which the apprentice, after a short period as a journeyman
m ght expect to become a nmaster, would be strengthened. In such a society
exceptions to the general principle that every nman who |ived under a governnent
ought to have a voice in choosing that government would |argely, though not,
of course, entirely, take on a tenporary and exceptional character, The

(24) Marxism Today OCctober 1963, p. 315.
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peopl e of Engl and woul d, by degrees, recover their lost birthright. This
may have been a Wopian dream but that is sonething they coul d not have
known.

VI1. THE BIRTHRI GHT

"l amresolved to give ny birthright to none", (25) declared Sexby
at Putney, echoing, perhaps, words Overton had witten a year earlier:

"I'le not sell ny birthright for a nesse of pottage, for Justice

is ny naturall right, ny heirdome, ny inheritance by lineall

descent fromthe loins of Adam and so to all the sons of nmen as

their proper right w thout respect of person not by favour of Lords &c.

"What is this but an utter disfranchisenent of the people, and a meer
vassel age of this Nation, as if the Nation coul d have nothi ng by

right, but all by favour, this cannot hold with the rule of Mne and Thi ne,
one to have all, and another nothing: one's a gentlenman, th' other

a beggar; so that the birthrights, freedons and properties of this
Nation are thereby nade these great Mens Alns ... as if we ought them

by Villein Service, and held all the rights and properties we have,

but by Tenure in Villeinage, and so were their slaves for ever." (26)

In this passage we touch the heart of Leveller political thinking,
particularly inrelation to the franchise. |In the passages whi ch we have been
considering, fromthe various versions of the Agreenent, and other programre
docunents, it is possible to find one or other of two sharply opposed
political ideas. One is that the right to a voice in governnent is a
privilege, attached to certain forns of property ownership, which it
nmay be proper to extend to sonme who do not yet enjoy it. The other is that
it isanatural right, and so proper to all, even though it may not be possible
for all to enjoy it under existing conditions.

In their inmmediate results these two views nay be simlar. In their
under | yi ng phil osophy they are totally opposed. The first represents the
Wii g political outlook, the second that of radical denmocracy. Al the
evi dence seens to ne to showthat it was the second and not the first view
that was held by the Levellers. This interpretation is in keeping with the
wor di ng of the franchise clause in the final version of the Agreenent. The
two precedi ng versions had been the outcome of discussion and conprom se,
and here the clause is purely descriptive. The electors 3hall be 'natives'

(25) Wbodhouse, p. 69.
(26) A Defiance against All Arbitrary Usurpation (Septenber 1646) pp. 6-7.
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qualified in a certain way. In this version the Levellers were able to

apeak in their own |anguage, and so it is declared that 'according to natura
right' the choice of a Representative should be in all nmen of the age of one

and twenty years and upwards. Only after this statenent of general principle are
the exceptions |isted.

Overton stated the principle in its nost general terns in An Arrow
against All Tyrants (Cctober 1646):

"For by naturall birth, all nen are equally and ali ke borne to

l'ike propriety, liberty and freedone, and as we are delivered

of God by the hand of nature into this world, every one with

a naturall, innate freedome and propriety (as it were wit in the

tabl e of every mans heart, never to be obliterated) even so are we to |ive,
every one equally and alike to enjoy his Birth-right and privil ege;

even all whereof God by nature hath nade himfree." (27)

Li | bume applies this general principle to the franchise in several of his
early panphlets. In The Charters of London (Decenber 1646) he wites:

"The only and sole legislative |awnaking power is originally
inherent in the people and derivatively in their comm ssions

chosen by thensel ves by common consent and no other. In which the
poorest that lives hath as true aright to give a vote, as well
as the richest and greatest." (28)

And five nonths |ater he expands this, in Rash Gaths Unwarrantabl e, and
gives it a theoretical justification. Parlianents should be elected regul arly,

"so that all the people (wthout confusion and tumult) may neet
together in their severall divisions and every free man of Engl and.
as well poore as rich, whose life estate &. is to be taken away

by law, may have a Vote in chusing those that are to make the | aw,
it being amaximin nature, that no man can justly be bound wi t hout
his own consent*" (29)

(27) Cdted fromFrank, The Levellers, p. 96 and Hall er, Liberty and
Reformation in the Puritan Revol ution, p. 281.

(28) Gted fromH N Brailsford, The Levellers in the English Revol ution.
P. 117.

(29) Cdted fromFrank, op. cit., p. 123 and Haller, op.cit., p. 303.
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Al these passages, admittedly, cone fromearly Leveller witings,
when the principles and programre of the party were still devel opi ng.
They are none the less relevant for that, since they show the roots from
which their later practice sprung. Later, as the struggl e devel oped and
they made a serious bid for political power, the tactics of the Levellers
underwent frequent changes in accordance with the circunstances. Yet
through all these changes a constant thread can be traced, and | can see
nothing to indicate that the basic principles which lay behind their political
activities were ever abandoned or seriously nodified.

Al the Level |l er programre docurments in which the right to the franchise
is restricted have been quoted above. It may be worth noting that the
only such recorded statenent by any individual is that of Maximlian Petty,
also quot ed. Petty may or nmay not be representative of Leveller thought;
we do not know enough about himto venture any guess about what might be in
his m nd. But about Rai nborough and Lil bume, Overton and Wl wn, we do
know a good deal more. | find it inpossible to believe, with the whole
evidence of their lives and witings before me, that when they spoke of the
rights of 'the people', or 'the free-bomcomons of England" or 'the
poorest that lives', "these nmen intended in principle the tacit exclusion
of any part of the English nation, whatever exceptions nmight in practice
be demanded by existing circunstances."

After this Essay was witten a criticism of
Macpherson's views by J.C Davis appeared in

Past and Present. July 1968, pp. 174-180.
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