Levellers
Summary

A political action movement which grew out of the breakdown of government and the conflicts of the English Civil War between 1640-1650. The name Levellers was probably coined by King Charles I as a derogatory term for their radical social democratic philosophy. Marchemont Nedham, the King's chronicler, remarked of the King when referring to the Levellers as "... that endeavor to cast down and level the enclosures of nobility, gentry, and property, to make us all even, ..." . 

An general underlying religious message of the movement was that all men are equal in the sight of God be they Prince or pauper. That true and perfect freedom was not attainable in this world. True government was only answerable to the People, not to the Parliament or the Crown. Religious toleration and a basic Christian concern for those at the lowest level of society were central elements. 

The Levellers were organized at a chapter level. Membership was based on a nominal fee. Chapter meetings were often held at a local taverns. Members were often taken from the "middling sort" of the population such as trades people, artisans and shop keepers. The chapters themselves were run on a democratic basis, a new concept at the time. Leveller chapters started in London and expanded from there. The Whalebone Tavern (London) functioned as the nominal headquarters for the Levellers and John Lilburne the nominal president. 

The first tier of the Leveller movement included the following:

John Lilburne (1615-1657)

The movement had its initial beginnings with a small group of pamphleteers. John Lilburne (ca. 1614-1657), or "Free born John" was the titular leader and spiritual heart of the Levellers.

Lilburne came from an old and prominent family from Thickley Puncherdon, Durham. Lilburne's older brother Robert (1613-1665) was a prominent member of the New Moble Army as a Major General, signer of the Regicide, Commander-in-Chief in Scotland from 1652-54, and a member of the Protectorate government.

John Lilburne was arrested during 1638 by Church officials for distributing banned literature. He was arrested and questioned by the Star Chamber, and was found guilty. He was whipped, pilloried, fined and throw into prison. He smuggled out his work: A Worke of the Beast , or a relation of a most unchristian censure, executed upon J. Lilburne (1638). He actively criticized the "popish" Church, the administration of Archbishop Laud and his methods in writings. He was released from prison in 1640 by order of the Long Parliament. He joined the New Model Army and rose to the rank of lieutenant-colonel, and resigned in 1645.

Sir John Wildman (1623-1693)

John Wildman was born in Berkshire. He may have attended Cambridge University, and the Inns of Court (London). He joined the New Model Army in 1647, and rose to the rank of major in 1653. He became an Agitators during 1647 and contributed to The Case of the Army (1647) against Charles I. He helped to draft The Agreement of the People promoting the Levellers first constitutional program. These radicals preached a new doctrine of social equality and democracy. Wildman was a prolific pamphleteer often anonymously, much of his work has been criticized by some for the quality of his writings. 

By 1660, Wildman had become a wealthy man, and became involved with the new government. During the late 1680's, he was accused of revolutionary leanings, and left for the Netherlands. By 1689 he was back in England after the Glorious Revolution (1688), and a newly elected MP from Great Bedwin (1689), Wootton Bassett (1690) and he was appointed Postmaster-General from 1689-1691. He was knighted in 1692 even with his political leanings.

Levellers preached a radical program of social change based on democratic rights for a new growing middle class. The Civil War had engendered a desire for a new society not based on the old societal norms of privilege and power. The publication, A Remonstrance of many Thousand Citizens (1646) by Richard Overton (fl. 1631-64) established the basic message of the Leveller movement.

The Leveller's program of liberal reforms included: the abolishment of the Monarchy and the House of Lords; the separation of Church and State; suffrage for "most" Englishmen; public elections for office; the House of Commons as the only constitutional elected law of the land; including various land, legal and tax reforms, etc. A government answerable to the People with guaranteed rights and liberties for the same. This was heavy stuff in 1646. 

The Levellers were also early supporters of Cromwell and the New Model Army against the pro-Royalist and pro-Presbyterian members of the Long Parliament. They came to real prominence with the support of the New Model Army's demands for its back pay in 1647.

The Levellers gained supported among the rank and file unit representatives of the New Model Army known as the "Agitators". The Case of the Army Truly Stated (1647) edited by Wildman outlined the Army concerns. The Agitators attempted in obtain some basic human rights or labour rights for the common soldier. 

The New Model Army was a large voluntary citizens army of the People, not professional career soldiers. They were in effect the military power of the People. They demanded some input into the military process of the senior officers, and the Army Council.

The New Model Army was the military and political power that both Parliament and London feared. Some have characterized their efforts as the first "workers rights" demands in England. Their efforts in this regard are often overlooked or forgotten.

The Levellers voiced their own concerns of injustice towards New Model Army soldiers along with its own social agenda. Injustices to average soldiers were routinely brought to the early attention of Parliament by the Levellers and its supporters. Levellers would appear as advocates for soldiers that were being charged by Parliament. Even the senior military staff known as the "Grandees" would give its own tacit support to the Levellers during 1647-49.

The Leveller's basic manifesto Agreement of the the People (1647), and its subsequent editions of 1648 and 1649 outlined their proposal for a new democratic constitution for a new English nation. Primary to this end was the need for suffrage for "free born" Englishmen. This was not Universal suffrage directed at all levels of society but it would change the balance of power within a new society based on political democratic values.

A draft constitution was drawn up by the Levellers for the consideration of the Army Council. An open debate was held at Putney Church before the General Army Council to discuss this and other issues. These were known as the Putney Debates.

The Putney Debates from 28 Oct.-8 Nov. 1647 pitted Lieutenant-General Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), and Commissary-General Henry Ireton (1611-1651), Cromwell's friend and latter son-in-law against each other, and everyone else on the other side including the Levellers. This was one of the major political and philosophical debates in English history. It produced no final decisions for the Leveller cause, but the debates themselves did raise many new ideas, questions and hopes.

