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The levellers! View of History

Margaret Trowe
History 365
December 20, 1969



PREFACE

In quoting from Leveller tracts, except those edited tracts in

A.S5.F. Woodhouset's Furitanism and Liberty, I have preserved the original

spelling, punctuation, and capitalization.



The name "levellers” applies to a political organization which funo-
tioned as a potent force in the politics of England in the late 1640%s.
During this period a fierce struggle for power was being fought, partly
on an ideological level. The fighting of the firat civil war had ended
in 1646; the army of Parliament had defeated the royalist forces and had
captured the King. In the wake of military victory, the various factions
among the victors began to vie for power. In 1645 and 1646 tracts support-
ing the establishment of a representative democracy, the guarantse of civil
and religious freedoms, and the reform of the Jjudicial system were written
independently by John Lilburne, Richard Overton, and Williem Walwyn.l with
the circudation of the Petition of March, 1647, the organized efforts of
the Levellers began.z (The name "Levellers" was originally given to the
party by its enemies, who accused members of having ﬁhe commnistic goal
of leMelling men's estates.

From 1647 through 1649 a flood of pamphlets issued from the Leveller
authors, vho were often writing f?gn prison cells. They received thei;
support from the Army rank-and.file and the citizenry of London. Dozens
of petitions and protestations were published, often illegally, during
this time. In addition, Leveller ideas found expression in the radical
Agzreement of the Peonle issued by ths Army Agitators {olected regimental
representatives) in late 1647, and the more moderate Agreement of the Paople

produced by the Officers in January, 1649. Both documents were presented

to Commons as demands for a clear delineation of Parliament's rights and
linitations, and & guarantee of religious and clvil rights for every Englishe

mal.



In 1649 the Army purged Parliament, the king was executed, and ths
Leveller leaders were imprisoned in the Tower of London. Although thelr
imprisonment wos not of long duration, the political viability of the
leveller movement vanished in 1649; the Army leaders had taken firm cone

y A
trol of the country.” -

A sfudy of the Levellers! view of history is interesting because it
brings to light some of the intellectual trends of mid-seventeenth centgxy
England, and it reveals thé synthesis of these different philosophies wifhin
the minds of political philosophers, in this case the Levellers. It often
geems that the “synthesis of philosophies” is more like a jumble of half.
baked ideas, tied together by pragmatic minds; but 4t is obviqus after a
million or so years of lhumen activities that the courss of ovents never
depended on any mortal's understanding of the changes which were occurring.
A study of the Levellers'! view of history underscores the fect th~t a clear
sense'pf historical persvective is not one of the prerequisites for partici.
pation in matters-at.hand. This is not to say that the Levellers hsd no
gense of history, but rather to set the scene for the confuslons which do

arise in their writings.

The Levellers approached history from three basic viewpoints. The
first historical point of view was Constitutional, the examination of the
evolution of Englend's laws and institutionsi the second viewpoint was
religious, the interpretation of history in terms of good and evil, Godly
and wicked; the third point of view might be termed humanigtic, the sec-
ular study of worldwide history. The lest viewpoint had a much less impor-

tant place in Leveller thinking than the first two.
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ff' Leveller tracts frequently presented their casés in terms of English
oonstitutional history. Within the framework of English history the Levellers
frequently cited legal precedent to Justify their demands and complaints.

In soms ways this approach was a calculated tactic of fighting Parlisment

in its own language, but to many people, including Lilburne himself, the
"legal precedent” rationale was quite valid. These people saw English
coﬁstitutional history és a struggle of Englishmen to regain their funda.
mental righta and liberties,

The influence of Sir Bdvard Coke's Insbitutes, especially the second
which discusséd Magna Carta, was lmportant in this aspsct of the Levellers!
historicel consbiauanes#. Also 1nf1u§ntiai werg the intellectual i#tional.
izations produced by the long Parliament and its supporters in 1640.1642
to justify taking up arms against the King. The case for parliamentary
supremacy had been built on arguments which cited English legal precedent.
Coke had given great impetus to this tactlc in the 1620'5 ag a leader of
Parliasmentary opposition. Supporters of Parliament agalnst the king con-
tinued this argument in the esrly 1640's. Their idea was that s fundamental
guarantee of cortain liberties to Englishmen was expressed in English law,
especially in Megna Carta and its repeated confirmations. The king, argued
the Parliamentarians, could not be allﬁwed prerogatives or arblirary powers
which would violate these rights. Parliament at this point portrayed iteslf
a8 the body representing the English psople and defending thelr fundamental:
rights ageinst arbltrary roysl power.

Important to the idea of fundamental rights of Englishmen wes the idea
of the "Hormen yoke.” The prerogatives of the king was thought to be Norman
in origin, while the fundamental rights were considered to ﬁe Anglo~$axon.

The theory was that William the Conqueror and the Normen invaders thrust



8 dburdensome yoke of feudalism over the free men of England, nearly obliter.
ating the noble Anglo-Saxon institutions such as representative government
and trial by jJury; however, the people of England knew the fundamentel rights,
and at various points in post-conquest Inglish hiastory they rose and forced
the kings to acknowledge their rights and %o allow them representation.
Needless to say, the Norman Yoke theory was largely mythical., Good and evil,
solflessness and salfishress, are as Jurbled and intertwined in English
history as in any other history. 2But the myth was widely believed In the
seventeenth century. ‘

The levellers broke with Parliament soon after the Roysliet forces were
defeated in 1646 by carrying Parliament's arguments further than Parliament
itself wished to carry them. History showed that fundamentel rights and
liberties were gunranteed to the people of England, everyone agreed. Parlia-
ment had called upon men to fight ageinst a king who violated these rights.
Now Parliament, it seemed to the levellers, wes abusing these liberties they
had won. The Ievellers insisted that the freemen of England had every right
to demand that Parliament stey within ite bounds. Oiting the same laws and
charters that Parlisment had cited, they proclaimed the pe'opla's right to
maintain their fundamental freedoms.

In the early'libarcarian tract Ingls Birth.Bi Jugtified, probably
written by Lilburne in 1611-55 s the writex agle;

+ o ¢ Whethor 1t 1s not sgreeadle to Iew, Justice, Equity and

Conscience, sesing that by the 4. of Ed. 3.14. that there should

be a Parlisment once every yeere, and more often, if need re- '

quire, and in the 36. of E. 3.10. it is inacted, That for main.

tenance of the Laws, and the redresse of divers misckiefs end

grievances, which daily happen, a Parliament shall be holden every

yeere, &8s at another time was ordained by a Statute, that seeing

‘thig present Parlisment (by reason of the extroardinary necessities

‘of the Kingdom) hsve sate foure yeeres, and many of the members

betrayed their trust, and those that remaine, in grosse lLaw-
making, and also Iaw—executing into their own hands contrary
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both to reason, and to the true intent and meaning of the law,

which saith, delayes in judgment in other Courts shall be re-

drassed in Parliament, as also false judgements and difficult

Cages t!gat shall happen, shall be there decided: Read the 1lk.
. 305'

A noteworthy fact is that the lLevellers never rest their entire argument
on legal precedent; instesd they amass a jumble of jJustifications. In
the passage sbove, reforence is made not only to law, but to "Justice,
Equity and Conscience" and to resson. In the postscript of the same tract,
when Lilburne states that forced self.incrimination 1s contrary to eight:
precedents and principles, he admits fhat "God's most Smored b;ord" ig the
most profound abjection.7 Citation of Scriptures will be discussed below.

Most of the leveller pamphlets show the suthora! familiarity with
Sir Edward Coke's Institutes. In Overton's® The Gomﬁo&gg Complaint it
is seen that Coke's second Institute was in Overton's hand when he was
thrown into Newgate prison in 1646: ", . . in this . . . barbarous manner
they brought me into the lower room in. Howgaté. cé.lied the Lodge. and there
they threw me down upon the Bords, and having Sir Edward Cookes 2. pért
instit. upon Magna Charta the Mr. Briscoe offered to wrest it out of ny
hands « . . and thus by an assault they got the great Charter of Englanis
Libértieé and Freedoms from me . « M7 However, Overton did not always
ghow such high'ragard for Magna Carte or the many statutes praised dy Coke,
although he did generally accept the Norman Yoke theory:

Yee know, the laves of this Nation are unworthy of a Free-People,

end deserve from first to last, to be considered, and seriously

debated, and reduced to an agreement with common equity, and right

reagon, which ought to be the Forme and Life of every Goverament.

Magna Charta it self being but a beggarly thing, containing

many markes of intollerable bondage, & the Lawes that have been

made since by Parlisments,have in very many particulars made our

Government much more oppressive and intollersble.

The Norman way for ending of Controversies, was much mors abus.

ive then the English way, yet the Conguerour, contrary to his Oath
introduced the Norman Lawes, and his litigious and vexatious woy



amongst us} the like he did also for punishment of manlefactours,
Controversies of all natures, baving before & quick and finall
digpateh in every lmndred.
He erected a trade of Julges and Lawyers, to sell Justice
and injustice at his owne unconscionable rate, and in what time
hee plemsed; the corruption whereof is yst remaining upon us,
to our continual impoverishing and moi.estation; fronm which we
thought you should have delivered us. ‘
In this tract “the dommoner” complains that instead of regaining their
ancient rights, the people of England have allowed Parliament to estab-
lish a tyrann;y worse than the one they sought to destroy; he describes
”their barbarous unheard of inhumanities (such as never wera acted by
~ their Norman Progenitors. ‘since the Prerogative.-roundation of that Norman
house was ever laid. or ever since they bore the mme of an. Eouse of Poers)"n'
Overton's acceptance of the Norman Yoke theory is further revealed in
An Am:ea; (1647) in which a number of demands are presented to Parliament‘
most of the sugpgested :‘eforms are phrased as a return to the ancient way.
Overton consistently calls for rastoration. not 1movation.352 This is
not true of all Leveller trac‘aa, s will Ye discmesed at length below.

but in An Ap_,ngé.l the Norman Yoke theory ia accepted fully. In the section

of this pamphlet ealled "Articles concerning Courts of Judieature, officeg

and Officers of the Iaw," fhé/second article demands "That according to the
old Law end custome of the Land; long before, and sometime after the Con-

quest, There ma,y be ‘Géurts of Judicature :t’o.r the speedy tryall and deterw
mination of all csuses, whether Criminsll or Civill, erected and established
in every Hundred . . 3 Another article reveals a common grievance related
to the Norman Yoke theory; it demands "That all lawes of the Land (lockt

up from comnon capacities in the Latiné or French tongues,) may bee trans-
lated into the English tongue."ll" Great resentment resulted from the fact

that laws woere in the language of the "Norman.Prerogative men, 13



Of the leveller leaders, Lilburne was the most familiar with English
legal history; 4n his pomphlets he frequently cited statute after statute
to give validity to his grievances and proposals. In Englands Freedomeg,
Souldiers Rishts (1647) there is a typical Lilburne protest againet his
unfair treatment, and a call for restoration of the"old Law of the Land"j
various laws are cited to “baok his demands;

I am by birth a free Commoner of Englend, and am thereby intailed

or intituled ;ggtg an _equall priviledge with your sglfe, or the

ategt me land, unto the freedom and literty of the la
of Forland, as the Parliament declares in their Declaration of the
23, of October, 1642, I pert Book Decl. pag., 660. And the 29. Chap.

of m g,h_égta. expresly saith. ma taken or imori

TS (orequalls

end that by due course, orprocease ofthe I-aw of the Land,l [Lilburne's

superscript | which exprealy saith, that no man shall be taken or res.
trained of his liberty, by petition or supgestion (made unto whomsow
ever ia in anthority) W&W@

5 3 o Y x & 6 V: 3 d LLe 234! .

oiia e. o i tot odLavofthaLemd.ana hi :
" from h ot'bdo to the contra t 11 bhe v di 1oy, and

holden for® | Iilburne's superscript errox.

'OOQ"0bl...OOCIIO.U-DQQDOQ'OI'QOOQ

1. See Sip B cookswmmamwx
46,57,50, 51,

y & x 9

20 s@g thﬁ 5« mb 3& 9- & 25- m' 3- lh & 28- Ed. 30 BQ & 37; Ed.
3. 18. & 1&2. m. #. #. and_the Peti.tion of Richt in the third of the
King g tutes abolis] s Stor sy an pmon
‘made tg;g pggg gg Pa;liameg&. .

{l'his manner of presentation continues throughout the tract; six foatnotes

refer to Coke and four cite statutes.
Iilburne retained confidensce in arguments based on English legal hige.
tory throughout his political career. He continued to demand the ancient

laws of England. In 1653, during his triasl for returning from banishment,
he produced a work called The Just Defence of John L43burnl? in which he
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termed it 'impoasi'bla for any men, woman, or child in England, to be free
from the arbitrary and tyrannical wills of men, except those ancient laws

and ancient rights of England, for which I have contended even unto blood,

ulB

be preserved and maintained . . . Ha goes on to quote that paragraph

80 dear to his heart, Magné Carta, Chapter 29.
The Earnest Petition of January, 1648, contains twenty-nine footnotes,

most of which refer to statutes, Coke'!s works, and the Scriptures. The

Eornest Petition is similer to Aa Appesl in its denunciation of the use
of the French langusge for lavass

That considering its a Badg of our Slavery to a Normam Congueror,

to have our Laws in the French Tongue, and it 1s little lesse then
brutish vassalage to be bound to walk by Laws which the People . . .
cannot know, that therefore all the Laws and Customs of this Realn,
be immediately written in our Mothers Tongue . . . without any ab-
breviations of words, and the most vulgar hand, wis, Roman or Secre
tary, and that Writs, Processes, and Enroulments, be issued farth,
entéreg. or inrouled in English, and such manner of writing as afore-
sald,t

A later passage is noteworthy for its outline of the history of Parliamen~
tary representations

Whereas it hath been the Ancient Liberty of the Nation, that
all the Free-born people have freely elected their Representers in
Parliament, end their Sheriffs and (g) Justices of the Peace, &c.
and that they were abridged of that their native Liberty, by a Sta-
tute of the 8.H.6.7. That therefore, that Birth-right of all English-
men, b6 . » « forthwith restored to all which are not, or shall
not be legally disfranchised for some criminsl cause, or are not
under 21 years of age, or servants; or beggarsi and we lmmbly offer,
That every County may have its equal proportion of Representers:
and that every county may have its several diwisions, in which one
Reprasenter may be chogen, and that some chosen Representatives of
every Parish proportionably mey be the Electors of the Sheriffs,
Justicea of the Peace, Committee.men, Orand.jury men, and all ministers
of Justice whatgoever, in the respective Counties, and that no such
ninister of justice may con&i)xme in his Office sbove one whole year,
without & new (a) Election. | : R

The footnotes (indicated by the letters in parentheses) are worth exam-

ining:



2z 28 Edw. I, Chap. I, 8, and 13. See 2 part instit fo. 174, 175,
where Sir Ed. Cook positively declares that in ancient times by the
comon law of England, the Coroner, the high Sheriff, Justices of
the Peace, Verderors of Forests yea and in times of war, the leaders

of the Counties soldiers, were chosen in ful county by the freeholders.
a It hath been a maxime amongst the wisest leglslators, that whosow
ever means to settle good Laws, must proceed in them with a sinister,
or evil opinion of 21l mankind; and suppose that whosoever is not wicked,
it is for want of opportunity, & that no State can be wisely confldent
of any publick minister continuing good longer then the Rod is over him.

Hers is an interesting example of the eclectic means the Levellers employed

in Justifying thelr arguments. Footnote z is concerned wlth legal precedent,

vhereas footnote a contains a philosophy of government based on something

vaguely resembling historical comparison ("It hath been a maxime amongst

the wisest Legislators . . %) The second type of approach will be discussed

below.

21

A final ‘example of the presentation of English history in Leveller wrltings

‘occurs in A Menifestation which was written in the Tower of London in the
spring of 1649. This conciliatory tract is signed by Lilburne, Overton,
Walwyn, end Prince, but it is considered to be largely Walwyn's work. 22
If VWelwyn wrote the following passage, concerning the Norman yoke, it was
one of the few times he used thie rationsle:
« » » 1f we should consult only with our selves . . . Wee should
never enterprise as we have done, in behalfe of the Commonwenlth:
But when so much has been done for recovery of our Liberties, and
seeing God hath so0 blest that which has been done, as thereby to
cleer the way, and to afford an opportunity which these 600 years
hag been desired, but could never bﬁ attained, of making this a
truly happy and wholly Free Natlon. 3
* ¥ R X
:[L. The religious approach to history shares a place of importance with
the legal approach in Leveller thinking. In seventeenth.century England,
religion was & vital intellectual force. The political leaders of the

time frequently expressed themselves in religious terma’. ¥.K, Jordan
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says of the period,

It is difficult, 1f not impossible, to distinguish between religious

and political thought during the seventeenth century. In part this

is true becsuse the organic concept of the Christian society atill

filled the minds of meni 4&n part, because the seventeenth century

often argued in religious terms when it was actually concerned with

political ends.ll
¥hereas the English constitutional approach to hiastory viewed history as
English freemen's struggle for their deserved fundamental rights, the
religious approach viewed history as the perpetual universal effort of
good men to establish God's law on enrth. An endless supply of evil kings
had ignored the glorious freedoms of Englishmen; similerly, in the reli-
glous sphere en endless mumber of evil men persecuted those who spoke the
word of God.

- The levellers see significance in the historical davelopments described
in the Soriptures, as well as the historicel development in the Christian
world since the death of Jesus. In citing scriptural history the levellers
assure themselves and their fcl.lowera that there is a pattern in history:
God wants men to make the world = better place, to fight evil men and harm.
ful institutions. o a certaln extent God will actively help the good
men in their efforts, although the degree of aid yaries.

The Petition of Jamuary, 1648, in angrily denouncing Parliamentts
transgroseions, continually refers to Biblicel passages which express right-
sous anger &t oppression and promise God's vengeance!

Now O ye wbrthy Trusteea! Let not your eares be any longer deafe to

our importunate cries, let not our destruction be worse than that of

Sodome, who was overthrown in & vooment. Let us not pine away with fanmine

and bee worse then those who diq by thessword, Oh dissolve not 21l

Government into the prime lLawes of nature,and compell us to take the

naturall remedy to preserve our selves, which you have declared no

yeople c¢an be deprived of « + . Oh remember that the righteous God
standeth in the Congregation of the mighty, and Judgeth among the gods,

and saith, How « . « long will ye Judge unjustly, and accept the peraons
of the wicked, defend the poor and fatherless, do justice to the afflicted
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and needy, snd rid them out of the hands of the wicked. [refers to
Psalm 82 | 25

In Englands Birthright Justified ( 1645) John Iilburne quotes scriptural
passages to strengthen his attacks on hypocrites, lawyers, and wicked men,
categories which overlap consideradbly in Lilburne's scheme of things. In
culminating his tirade he quotes ton psalma.26
" The Levellers found coherence in history when they approached it from
a religious standpoint. In fact, they presented a much more cogent case‘
for themselves when they wrote in religious/historical terms. Their per-
spéctive wag broader, their logic grander in scale. The modern materialiat
may be unsble to accept the basic premises of the levellers! religlious
explanations of history, but the fact remnins that they produced & better
internal coherence in these explanations than in their use of Just;ﬁcation
by legal precedent. They were on more familiar grounf; religious orientation
wvas a naturai state to these men, especially Lilburne..
In describing his 1ife and tha'activities of the leveller movement
in Legall Fundamentall Libertieg, which was written in prison in 1649,
1lilburne speakes of his religious conversion experience:
e« + +» 1t 18 now above 13 years, since I knew God as my loving and
reconciled father, that had particularly washed and clensed my soul
with the precious bloud of Jesus Christ, and hed ceused the grace
of God to appear in my soul, to teach me { as & reciprocall duty spreed
abroad in my heart by the overflowings of the fountaine of love with-
in me) to abstaine from ell ungodlinesse and worldsy lusts and to
live goberly and righteously, in this present evill world, doing
good to all, but espscially to the houshold of Faith . . . “7
Lilburne and Walwyn in particular often saw religlous significance in post-
Biblical history. They frequently portrayed history as the struggle of
Christian martyrs against the wickedness of secular rulers and the errors
of Roman Catholicism. Foxe's Book of Martyrs, & sixteenth century account

of the Protestant martyrs since John Hug, hed deeply inﬁuenéed Iilburne.
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He mentions his resding in Legall Fundamentall Liberties, referring to his
apprentice days, 1630-1636:28 "I had spare time enough, yet I never misspent
1%, but continually spent it in reading the Bible, the Book of Martyrs,
Luthers, Calvina. Bezaes, Cartwrights, Perkins, Molins, Burtons, and Rogers
Works, with multitudes of other such like Books that I had bought with my
own money."29 These books are all religious works.

In The Just Defence of John Lilburn (1649) the Leveller leader outlines
post-Biblical history as the dbattles of Christians against both civil and
religiocus oppression:

And thus in every age ever since Biblical times hath it been,

as witnees 81l the volumes of the books of Martyrs, and the Chronicles

of almost every nationi - and thus sometimes on a religious, and some-

times upon & civil account, and very often upon both in one and the
same persons’. the most faithful servants of Christ in every country
where they lived, being ever the greatest snemies to tyranny and op-
pression, and the most zealous maintsiners of the kmown laws and lliber-
ties of their.Country, as was John Bus in Bohemia, Jerom of Prague,

John Wyckliff in England, the Martyrs in Queen Maryes dsyes, the Hugo-

nots:or Protestants in France, th?éues in the Low-Countreys; 2ll not

only esteemed . . . Hereticks by the Church, but rebels and traytors
to their geveral Statea and Princes.3°

Overton did not have the religious bent of Walwyn and Lilburne, but

he too hed been impressed by Foxe's presentation of the Christian martyrs'
struggles. In the gatire The Araisnement of Mr. Persecution (1645), the
character Christisn taétiﬁes *, « + godly King Edward moved by his bloody
Bishops, to the burning of & godly Woman called Joan Butcher (Fox Act. Mon.
Do 148.1&)-answored. will you have me send her quicke to the Divell in her

ATIOUrs « « 431

The reference is to Foxe's Actes and Mopumenteg, the real
title of what was commonly called the Book of Martyrs.

William Walwyn paints a picture of human history in which the Christian
struggle is predominent in The Power of Love (1643). This is not technically

a "Leveller tract," but it expresses the philosophy of one of the prominent
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Levellers-towbe:

» &« » if you be studius in this work of Love, nothing will be more
dears unto you then the glory of God (who hath so infinitely loved
you) so as you will be most zealously opposite to whatsoever is
opposite unto God, you will finde it nothing to hagzzard your lives
for God, in defence of his truth from errour; in defence of your
brother of neighbor from oppression or tyranny: love makes you no
longer your owne but Gods servants, and prompts you to doe his will
in the punishment of all kinde of exorbitances, whether it be breach
of oathes, breach of trust, or any kind of injustice in whomsoever,
and to be no respecter of persons; nor will any ones greatnesse
over-sway or dsunt your resolutions, aut you will be bold as Lions,.
not fearing the faces of ment you will when needs requires, that is,
when tyrants and oppressors endeavor by might and force to pervert
the truth of God into & lie, interpreting his sacred word ag patron
of their unjust power, as if any unjust power were of God, and were
not to be resisted: I say, such insolencies as these will inflame
your zeele, and sat you all on fire manfully to fight the Lords battell,
and to bring into Subjection those sbominable imnginations and ungodly
courses of men your judgemehts will be so well informed, as you will
know these things are by God referred unto you, and you will not re-
signe them up to him, dut willingly sacrifice your lives and fortunes,
and all that is neare and deare unto you, rather than suffer his neme

t40 be so blasphemed, or your innocent brethren, or your wives and child-

ren to become a proy to wicked and bloud-thirsty men. The politicians
of this world would have religious men to be fooles, not %o resist,
no by no mesnes, lest you receive dammation: urging Gods holy Word,

" whilst they proceed in their damnable courses; but (beloved) they

wil) finde thet true Christisns are of sll men the moet vallant defenders

of the jJustwliberties of their c§untray. and the most zealous pre-
ssarvers of birues Ealigion‘...‘.

This is esgsentinlly a sermon intended to convince the readers that Christians
have been and should bé fighters}foi ths cauéc of libverty. In this eary
tract, ¥Walwyn 1s quite articulate»@g calling for Christians to take an -
active part in fighting iniquity, both religlous and civil. Although 1
is not always sc expliclt, this motif compoaea part of the superstructure
of all Leveller thinking. All of the writers beliaved, at least some of
the time, thét they were acting in a way which God approvad. Two modern
historians see modified millenarienism in this philosophy. W. Schenk says

of Walwyni

¥alwyn was, in fect, like gso many of his coentemporaries, 2 believer
in the approach of the Millenium.  He did not, indeed, enticipate
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the Second Coming of Christ, but he did expect the rule of practical
Christianity on earth. Christian love in conjunction with human
reason, s0 his equable temperament and the eventg of thell6hOb made
him believe, would heal the world's corruptien.”

Ghri‘stopher Hill expresses a similar idea, but he applies it to the seven.
teenth century Puritans in generals

Not all Puritans expected the millennium in the immediate future.
But the esgence of Puritanism as & revolutionary creed ley in the
belief that God intended the betterment of man's life on earth,
that men could understand God's purposes and co-operate with Him to
bring them to fruition. Sc men's innermost wishes, if strongly
enough felt, could be believed to be God's will.3h

When the levellers looked for the ultimté meaning of human events,
past and present, it was‘ natural that they should see Ged"s hand in bhis.
tory. | KoK X%

ﬁ- The humenistic é»pproach to history is evident in some Leveller publi.
cétiéns, eapeciallyk Walwyn's writings, but it is of far less impoftance
th&n either tha legal or the religious approach, The leveller policy-
makers were 1ntelligent men, but they were not scholars. they dabbled

in history at»best. Li.l‘burne, for example, in the postscrint of Englands
Birth—Righgv Jugiifieg, quotes the I’ariiamentarian William Prynnes

In the Appendix of one of Mr. Primnes bokes, authorized by the Parlia-
ment, called The Soveraign power of Parliaments and Kingdoms, begin.
ning at pag. 1. 1t is manifested by sundry Histories and Authours,
that in the anclient Roman Kingdome and Empire, in the Greek and Ger-
man Empires, derived out of it, in the old Greciasn, Indian, Egyptian
Realmes, in the Kingdome of France, Spaine, Italy, Hungaria, Bohemia,
Denmark, Poland, Swethland, Scotlend, yea of Judahji Isrzel, and others
mentioned in the Scripture, the supreame Soveraignity and Power, resided
not in the Emperours and Kings themselves, but in their Kingdomes,
senates, Parliements, People, who had not onely power to restrain,

but censura2 and remove their Emperours & Princes, for their tyranny
and. nig~-government . + .

However, in the body of Englands Birth-Right Lilburne has cited Coke, the
Book of Declarations, and the Scriptures to ‘Justify his demands. This bit

of diatorted history 1s added as an afterthought.
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Overton, like Lilburne, occasionally inserts some strange historical
data into his pamphlets to embellish his argument. In The Araisnement of
Mr. Persecution "xr. Nation" presents "divers antient and moderne Examples"
of successful toleration throughbut the world: . ”

s+ « o« in the time of Christ, when Israel was captive to the Bomansg,
lived divers sects of Resligions, Herodians, Seribes, and Pharises,
Sadduces, and Libertines such as denyed the Resurrection, and Sa-
maritenes the common Religion of the Jewes, the Christian and Apos- -
tolick Religion, all which differed from the common Religion of the
State: which in all prebability was the worship of Diana, whome all v

- the world almost then worshipped, Act. 1%.20. yet all these lived under
the Government of Cassar, not any wayes injuriocus to his Crowne ond
Dignity, or disturbant to the peace of his Government: but when Per-
secution arose, then the State was troubled by tumults, uproares, &c.
And how doth Tolergtion injure the State of Holland, Poland, Trasil.
vonia (sic]| , &c.) A

‘ %vl@sly. Overton is on shaky gréund when he ventures into the realm of
factuai world history, ﬁﬁt ‘this does not detract a great deal from his
argumenﬁ because he Justifies his casé in other ways. Ohiéfi&. he relies
on the existence of a law of nature.

Of the Leveller leaders, Valwyn demonstrated the greates$ knowledge
of world history; more accurately, he dabbled more diligently, but he,
like most men 'of the time, was no morse thnn a dilettante in the study of
history. In Walwinsg Wiles, & pamphlet issued in 1649 by seven enemies of
Walwyn, the Leve.l-le}r philogopher is accused of:

+ » o Backing his discourse . . « either with some plausible stories
of the cunning and crafty behaviour of Foreign Princes, or men in
pover; pretending good for the Common-wealth, and doing many things
very promlsing thereunto, and at last exalting themselves in the
oppressions and vexations of the people, or else with observ®tions
of Domsstiyue Polititians, once very famous for their pretended zeal
for their Country, but when advanced and lifted up, as infamous for
their bagseness in Opperession and Tyranny: - and by this means he is
still fomenting new and fresh Jealousies against those that approve

. themselves most falthful in Authority and Trust, ever observing what
actions (if any such thing do fall out) have been done by such men
which may possibdly (by wringing and wresting, and maligh interpretation)
render them by his cunning art and skill (being very dexterocus that
way) to_be suspected for self-seekers, Juglers and Deceivers of the
People.
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He is held in utter contempt for trying to lead youn men astray with what
we might eall history courses:

Ho entertalns them with as much excellency and strength of dlscourse,
as his capacities have attained, in setting forth the famous Govern-
monts of such and such Common.wealths, the excellent readings of
Phylogophers, their moral ingenuity, parts, and learning, how farre
short the Government of this Kingdom comes of them? What kind of
breeding such States and Common.wealths give their Children in the
study of martiall discipline, feats of activity, geometry, &c. by
all which means he endea.vorg still to take off the minds of his Dis-
ciples from Religion R |

¥ithin this same scething plece, Walwyn is accused of emmining the Christian
gospel 1n & harsh secular light:

» » « he prepares his battery sgainst the credit, honour and authority
of the holy Scriptures . . . « he sets upon men querewlise: How can
you prove the Scriptures to be the Word of CGod?! What security have
you concerning the divine suthority of the Scriptures, and consequently
the articles of your belief, and the grounds of your faith, but from
the testimony of men? What better grounds have you to beleeve the
Scriptures came from God, then the Turks havse for their Alcharon, or
the Jewes for thoir Talmud?>?

If the accusation 1a true, then Walwyn waes capeble of taking a very rational,
analytical approach to the Bible. Still another passage of Wolwins Wileg
shows the man's ability to look at the Bible from & humanistic, historical
standpoint:

. walwyxﬂ feteht out that prophane scurrilous Iucians Dialogue,
come {said he) let us go reed thet which hath something in it, Here
is more wit in this (saith he) then in all the Bible.

And speaking of the book of Psalms, and the Proverbs, sald,
were pen'd by kings in order only to their own advantage, and the pro.-
notion of thelr own Interest, as they were kings.

And another, & presumed sure friend, (having some familimrity
with this worthy Champion for, and Asgertor of the Divine Authority
of the Scriptures Mr Walwyn) profest, that this wretched man,Walwyn,
spesking of the book of Ceanticles, said, That it was nothing slse
but one of Solomans Epiphonema's or Rhetoerical Songs upon one of
his whorea.

If!alwyn's t’rienﬁ Hnmnhmy Brooke d.afended him‘*l 111 ,WM

Men, a reply to ;@Mﬂ.ﬂl&ﬁf
For Books of Morality and History, though Mr Walwyn gives them theip
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due esteem, and Judges that the peoples reading them would very much
advance their knowledge, and enable them to preserve themselves in
freedom, by seeing through . . . the policies of bad men and their
many sleights by which they abuse and enslave the people which are
plentifully described in those Books: And thus far the Author speaks
truth of him. Yet hath Mr Walwyn nerer eleveted them beyond thelr
proper sphere, or desert, nor made comparisons between them, angd that
Book which he ever hath accounted , « . the Book of Books .+ « . 2

¥alwyn himself gives a parallel defense in a brochure appropriately called
Wal Jug fence:

. + +» we [Walwyn and Richard Price, an author of Walwins Wileg] went
on discoursing, from one thing to another, and amongst other things,
of the wisdom of the heathen, how wise and able they were in those
things, unto which their knowledge did extend; and what pains they
took to meke men-wise, vertuous, and good common-wealths men; ‘uaow

how pertinent they were in the things they undertook, to the shame

of such Christians, as took upon them to be teachers of others, when
they were to seeke in the main principle of their science, with which
kinde of discourse, he was very much affected, though it did not appear
he had been accustomed to the reading of bumane suthors; which for
twenty yoars before I bad been, but I used them alwayes in their due
place; being very studious all that time in the Scriptures, and other
divine authors « » «; hearing, and resding continually; using Senecs,

Plutarchs Lives, and Charon gm&%@g, as things of recreation,
wherein I was both pleased, and profited.“3 ‘ :
He insists thet his fundamental confidence is in the Scriptures and the
works of the divines; hs is not very convincing, however, because he re-
veals his mumanistic, historical interests with such enthusiasm. He men-
tions having read Thucydides! History, "yherewith I was mich dalighted.“m,*
There follbw sevéral long discussions of Montaigne. ﬁalwyn quotes ;;art of
one work of ﬁhe sixtesnth century French essayist whicf: compares Christian
Buropean civilization unfavorably with Turks, pagans, and cannibals.%
Another Montaigne essay, quoted in Just Defence, makes reference to Roman,
Greek, and Egyptian history.l% Ag final historical comparison to support
his halfw.serious call for & law against lying, Walwyn tells the reador:
Almanzay the first (or third) of the Sarazens Emperors, mede use of
such & law [against lying] , by which (above any other meanes) a

mighty people were kept in great quietnesse and prosperity, as you .
my read in a2 little Book, called the Life of Mahomet: and are we
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not in a low forme for Christisns, when we are not so wise as auch
schoole-masters? O miserable Reformation!®7
The evidenca of the Iaevellers' use of their scanty knowledge of his.
tor,y in its madem secular sense is often amusing and interesting to the
modern reader. anevar. thia typo of historical referance is seldom used
S.n the {important Leveller documents. Lil‘ourne. Overton, and Walwyn did
not fecl that a8 study of humen evants and the evolution of humsn insti.
tutions was vital to one's palitical 1ntelligence. They occasionally used
guasi-historical information to embellish a point which already neemed evi-
dent, dut thia wag the extent of their use of history. This 4s not sur-

prising, for politicians asre seldom noted for their sense of histo;ical

_ perspective, even in times when a vaast reservoir of historieal knowle‘dge

is readily avaeilable. For men in the thick of a battle for power, thg
present 13 an overvhelming reaiity. In most of their appeals to the people,
the Levellefs moke the assumpiion, explicit or not, that men kmow what is
good for them through common sense, natural reason, or divine inspiration.
In The Levellers Joseph Frank, commenting on Iilburne's way of judging
laws, says?
In short, any law to be just ( or "tme“') mast conform to four eriteria:
history, God, nature, and reagon. Since, howsver, ths Lsveller view
of history wes both flexible and enachronistic, God, nature, and reason
became thelr primary means of Jjudging the validity of law; history
could be adjusted to confirm whatever Cod, nature, and reason indicated.
The Levellers did not consclously adjust history, but they did have great
confidence that God, nature, and reason showed men right and wrong. This
leads to the next area of discussion. |
H* A K XK
ﬂ' In order to understand the levellers! view of history in s proper per.

spective, 1t is necessary to comprehend that most of the tims the Levellers

L8
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were quite comfortadble living wholly in the present. They frequently re-
lied on their own éanse of reason and common sense snd on divine inspirs-
tion to enabls them to see and speak the truth, and they were confident
thaf other men, being naturally rational, could comprehend their appeals.
The faculty of reason was sometimes explicitly attributed to God, ,\sometime's
regarded as merely existing in nature. ' |

The ideas of nature end reason were not slways expressed consistently
or coherently in Leveller writings, There are reasons for this lack of
clarity.‘ First, the Leirellera werse writing pamphlets designed to move men
to action. Sfimy already knew what they wanted; their tracts wers primarily
means of arcusing and mobilizing the soldiérs and the London populaée. not

sophisticated philosophical dissertations. The Levellers had & kuack for
picking up é. variety 61‘ arguments, sometimes contradictory, to justifﬁ their
demandsg. ’Another factor con’éributing to the lack of cogency in the expression
of ideas of natui;a and raasbn’is the element. of mysticism inherent in these
comeﬁts; faith in innate rationality is é somewﬁat irrational bellef.

In many cages the Levellers!? emphasis‘ 0B reagson was coupled with a‘
denial of the relevance of precedent. Rlchard Overton, in A Remopstrance
of Many Thousend Citizens (1646), after tracing the unsuccessful attempts
of Englishmen to 1ift their Norman yoke, concludes that constdtutional
higstory is irrelevant, reason is supreme. He tells Parliament:

. | . +» whatever our Fore-fathers were; or ;v:ha.t ever they did or suffered.

or were enforced to yeeld unto; we are the men of the present age,

and ought to be absolutely free from all kindes of exorbitancies,
molestations or«Arbitrary Power, and you wee choose to free us from
all vithout exception or limitation, elther in respect of Persons,

Officers, Degrees, or things; and we were full of confidence, that

that ye also would have dealt impatially [sigj on o&g bebalf, and

made us the most sbsolute free People in the world.

Parliament itself had used this argument before, as Overton points out in
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An Appeal from the Commons o the Free Peovle (1647):

It is confessed that our English histories and records. of the actions

and transactions of our predecessors, both of ancient and late times,

so far as I can understand, do not afford me any example or precedent

for any appeal from parliaments to people . . . To such I shall return
even the late words of our now degenerate Parliament: that reason

hath no precedent; for reason is the fountain of all just precedents . ...
therefore where that is, there is a sufficient and justifiable prucedant.f'c

The Fumble Petition of September 11, 1648, a Leveller tract of major im-

portance, chastised I’arliamgnp for misusing precedent to Justify a res-

toration of Charles I, to the detriment of the nation's freedom and safety:
v « ¢+ b0 our exceeding grief, we have obsarved that no sooner God
vouchsafeth your victory, and blessetk you with success, and thereby
enableth you to put us and the whole Hation, into an absolute con-
dition of freedom and safety: but according as ye have bin accustomed,
passing by the ruine of a Nation, and all the bloud that hath bin
spilt by the 'King and his Party, ye betake your selvs to & Treaty with
him, thereby puting him that is but one single person, and publike
Officer of the Commonwealth, in competition with the whole body of
the people, whom ye represent; not considering that it is imposeidble
for you to eresct any suthority equall to your selves} ani declared

to all the world that you will not alter the ancient Government, from
that of King,Lords, snd Commons . . .01

In danying the 1mportance of legal precedent, the Levellers were using
an ides that had been set foFth by Coke and by theorists of the‘ Long Barlis.
ment in 1640-1642 to counter the King's use qf precedent. The arguments
for and against pracgdent were used by roysliste, parliasmentariens, and
radical democrats al.ike. A-:étudy of the political thought of the 1640'g
is dizzﬂng expeﬂence.

Coke had declared in the fourth Institute that reason is, or should
be, the ﬁaaia of all lawe and government. Parliement itself had declared
the game thiné. The use of the terms “salus popui® (the safety of the
people), "equity,” and"vreaaon.“ had becoms frequent in 1642.52 The Levellers

often made use of Parliament's arguments. The charascter "Politicks Power®

in Overton's The Araiemement of Mr. Persecution declares that "Salwyg
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poouli? the safety of the people, is the Soveraiene lLew, or fundamentall
constitution of Clviil Government . . ,"99 Walwyn.% in The Bloody Project
(1642), tekes Parliament's 1642 attack on the king and turns it against
Parlioment and the Army leaders, telling the people!

The King, Parliament, great men in the City and Army, have made you
- but the stairs by which they have mounted to honor, Wealth and Power.
The only Quarrel that hath been, and at present is but this, namely,
- whose-glaves the people shall bet  41l~the power that any bath, -was
. but a trust conveyed form you to them, to bs employed by them For
your good; they have mis-imployed their power, and instesd of pre-
serving you, have destroyed you: all Power and Authority is per-
verted from the King to the Constable, and it is no other bdut the
policy of Statesmen to keep you divided by creating jealousies and
fears among you, to the end thet their Tyranny and Injustice may
pass undiscovered and unpunished; but the people's safety is the
gupream Iaw; and if a people must not be left without a means to
preserve themselves against the Parliament and Army too} . . 29

Lilburne had taken the same approach, although not so well expressed, in

Englands Birth-Right Justified. He beglns the tract by quoting the Book
of Dgg;aratiogg (March 2’4 1642) as saying: - |

sse o the Letter of the law shall be improved againet the gguitig
of it (that is, the publick good, whether of the body reall or rep-
resentative) then the Commander golng against its equity, gives
liberty to the Commanded to refute cbedisnce to the Letter: for
the Iaw taken abstract from its originall reamson and end, is made °
a shell without a kernell, a shedow without a substance, and a body
without a soul . + .

Nor need this gquity be expressed in the law, being so naturally
implyed and suppossd in zll lLaws that are not meerly Imperiall, from
that Analogle which 21l bodies Politick hold with ths Haturall; :
whence all Government and Governours borrow a proportionable respect;
And therefore when the Militia of an Army is committed to the Genersll,
it is not with any expresse condition, that ke shall not turn the

" mouthes of his Ceannons againet his own Sculdiers, for that is so
naturally and necessarily implyed, that its needlesse to be expressed,
ingomich a8 if he did attempt or command such a thing against the
nature of his trust and place, it did inpso facto estate the Army in
a right of Disobedienca, except we think that obedience génds men
to cut théir owne throats, or at least their compenions.

in @gg_; QMmegtall Libgrgies(ml@) Iilburne quotes Sir Edward Coke's
fourth Institute as saying that "where reason ceaseth, there the law ceaseth;

for seeing reason is the very life and epirit of the Law 1t self, the
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Lawgiver is not to be esteemed to respect that which hath no reason, although
the generallty of the words at first sight, or after the Letter seem other-
wise . . ."57 He then refers the reader to that part of the Book of Decw
larationsg he had cited in Englands Birth-Right.

In the course of the Putney Debates, a meeting in late 1647 of army
leaders and Agitators (representatives elected by the regiments) at which
policy was debated, the leading Leveller spokesman, Colonel Rainborough, .
volced ideas in the same vein as the preceding quotes from Overton, Walwyn,
and Lilburne (Woodhouse's editing is in brackets):

(@ think 4t well for us | to consider the equality and reasonsbleness

of the thing, not to siand upon constitution which we have broken

again and again. I do not find in all the reading that I have done

I do not know that ever the Commons made war with the King (i}ll now,

though | the Barons did. Yet, besides the oath he found, ] I would

add ] tHat one of the main articles ageinst Richard the Second [was]

thet he did not concur with, and agree upen, those wholesoms laws

[yhicgj vere offersed him by the Commons for the safety of the people.

If thet were so great a right as did depose him, ti it is in the 8

Idngdon [ s4111] , end therefore let us g0 to the justice of the thing.
In contradicting himself by citing a precedent to justify the breaking of
precedent;, Rainborough provides an example of the 1nconsiatenciesvcommon
to the Levellers and others involved in the struggle for power..

¥hile the Levellers did not always explicitly denounce precedent in
their writings, they incessantly referred to reason snd the léw of nature;
the‘aasumption wns made that a certain morality, e certain political intel-
ligence, was inborn. Overton's "Mr. Light-of-Nature" agsures tﬁn Jury that
decent‘behavior "comes within‘ﬁhe compasse of that which.ﬂatufé teaches the
most ignorant, thefefnre within the reach of publike rastfaint; according
to' the Lawes of common modesty and oivility, which Nature hath written in
the hearts of all men naturally.“59 This idea that 2ll men instinctively

know what is best for themselves and society, whether it 1s expressed as
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being given by God or mMe, is common throughout the Leveller tracta.

Azi important Levéller«inﬂﬁenco éppe.al‘,‘ 'The Acé.gel of the Armie (16%),
which, by the way, was & source 6f disputé at the Putney Debates, éccused
leaders of going against the lews of nature: the Agitators are incensed |
that

« o » 8ll promigses of the Armie to the people that Patitioned his
Excelenclie and the Army to stend for the National interest, freedomes
and rights, are hitherto wholly declined, and the law of nature and
nations now refused by many to be the rule by which their proceedings
should be regulated; they now strip themselves of the interest of
English men, which was so 111 resented when it was attempted ‘oy the
malice of the enemles.

One of the first radical appeals igsued by the Army (and heavily influenced
by Leveller ideas), A Declaration, or, Reprasentotion (1647), expresses

-the importance of the peopla's common mense. The army reminds Parlmment
that

+ + + we were not a meere mercinary Army, hired to serve an Arbitrary
powver of a State; bdut called forth and conjured, by the geverall
Declarations of Parliement, to the defence of our owne and the peoples
Just rights, and libverties; And so we took up Armes, in jJudgement

and conscience to those ends, and have so continued them, and are
resolved according to your first Just desires in your Declarations,

and such principles as we have received from your frequent informetions,
and our own common gance concerning those our fundamentall Rights

and Iiderties . ., .OL ' '

Overton's MM& presents an articulate case for reason as the
basis of all hwé; 1t is "most evident and cleare to the eye of Bationall
Man . . . that this fundamental prineiple . . . must be preserved.'63 To
Overton, history only confirms what is obvious $o human reas&n: in The
Hunting of the Foxes (1614‘9).61L Overton glves historical examples of remson
superseding laws:

+ « » upon these fundamentals of Nature and Remson the Natherlsnds

made their resistance against the king of Svailn. Thus rose the Scaots

up in arms, snd entered this Kingdon, immediately before this Parlise.
ment, without all formal countenance or allowance of King or Parliament,
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since owned and Justified by thie Parliament. Thus this Parliament
took up arms agalnst the King: and thus the Parliament of France now
taketh up armest yea thus this Army entsr'd upon their Solemn Fneage.

ment aganinst the opvressing party st Westminster. And thus may the

souldiery renue and revive the same, and even oppose, contradict, dis-
pute and overrule the commands of their officers themselvs to the con-
trary, g:;d be equally justifisble with the forsgoing presidents [prece..
dﬁntSJq ]

Overton was content to say that reasson was the source of laws.
Lilburne and Welwyn, however, often interpreted reason and understanding
of natursl law as being identical with the state of grace. BHatural law

end Christ's teachings overlep considerably in these men's minds. ILil~

burne, in A Copie of a Ietter (1645) wrotet

« » » Josus Christ being sppointed by God his Fether to be Mediatour,
hath & Kingdome given unto him . . . which he hath erected, and set
up in the world, amongst his Saints, vhere visibly and spiritually
he governeth, ruleth and dwelleth . . . and according to that trust
the Father hath reposed in him . . . he hath been faithfull to every
thing required of him . . . and unto this his visible Kingdome by
his last Will snd Testament he hath bequeathed perfect and compleate
lawes, which are unalterable and unchangeable, in a2ll times, ages
and places by any of the sonnes of men., . .

In the introductory passage of A Manifesto (1649) Walwyn states that "no
man is born for himself only, but obliged by the laws of Nature (which
reaches all) of Ohristienity (which ingages ﬁa as Christians) and of Pub-
1ick Socletie and Government, to employ our endeavors for the advancement

of & commnitive Happinesse . . . 67
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Overton's insistence that "whatever our Fore-Fathers vere . . . we
are the men of the present age . . . " expresses the sentiment underlying
Leveller philosorhy. There 1s a gense of exhilaration evident in the
writingé of Lilburne, Overton, and Walwyn, a c¢onfidence in the sdequacy
of thelr own native reason. In some respéets. this self-confidence is a
form of religious faith: 4n ¥Walwyn's and Lilburne's works; the idea of
reasonvélmoat élways carries religibus overtonea. Overton, on the other
hand, generally chose mot to trace the faculiy of reason to any supernatural
source, but he certainly believed in reason and natural law.

The self-confident tone of the lsveller tracts éppealed to the many

goldiers and Londoners who had willingly given their blood 4o the” revolus

‘ton, the people in whose name Perlisment had Justified its unprecedented

actions, These people in the late 1640's needed no elaborate intellectual
rationale, historical or atharwise. to convince them that they were the
source of governmental authority, that they qouid jﬁstlyﬂclaimythgir nat-
ural rights. Their expectations hed been arcused in the early péfi of the
decade; in the aftermath of the war, as their hopes were dampened by the
actions of the Parlisment and the Grandees, they esgerly signed the n&marous |
Leveller Petitions snd Remonstrances, and applsuded the ideas contained in
the tracts circulated by John Lilburne and his aseocintes. Hisgtory was
important to them Insofar és it alded their cause., The people were familiar
with Parlinment's grand speeches of 1640-1642, and could comprehend refer-
enses to the liberties guaranteed in certain English statutes of the past;
they faithfully reed the Bible and the Book of Martyrs, and readily accepted
suggestions that they were similar to the Christian mertyrs of former times;
they even accepted a touch of the Classics and Pite of exotic world history

in Leveller prasentations. However, the Levellers had no need to perform
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