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PREFACE 

I T WAS in the English revolution that modern democratic ideas 
began their great career. Developed amidst fierce controversy, they 
inspired their exponents to make unprecedented demands upon 

social life. In the course of the argument and struggle around these 
demands, the bounds of social life itself were widened. That is why 
England's revolution is a decisive fact in Western history. 

In the following pages, we shall encounter the large range of political 
doctrines which played their part in the English revolution, particularly 
those which appeared between 1645, when the Levellers first seized upon 
the revolution's wider implications, and 1660, when Charles II was 
restored. These years form something of a unity, for it was approxi­
mately within their span that the magnificent ferment of ideas for which 
the age is memorable achieved definitive expression in a number of 
writings of permanent importance. For the first time since Richard 
Hooker, a body of political literature was produced which, as we can 
see in retrospect, at once placed its authors in the foremost rank of 
European political theorists. And yet, although the revolution is a 
period of the greatest accomplishment in political thought, this aspect 
of it has not been dealt with in all its fullness. Neither the special studies, 
nor even the more general works concerning some of the ideas of these 
years, have taken up all the important writers who were then active. A 
few of the latter remain all but unknown and are here discussed for the 
first time. Some of the principal conceptions and theorists, moreover, 
are not yet so well understood as they might be. This is true, for example, 
of the Leveller Agreement of the People, that earliest written constitu­
tion to be proposed in English history; it is certainly true of Hobbes. 
Indeed, concerning most of the major figures of the time, more remains 
to be learned if we are to gain a fuller comprehension of their work. It 
is this conviction, and the belief also in the desirability of having what 
has thus far been lacking, a general survey which would discuss ana­
lytically, and with reasonable completeness, the revolution's political 
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thought, especially in its most splendid years, that have led me to under­

take this hook. 
ln mentioning the titles of se\cntcenth-century writings, I have 

usually e:iH:n only the lir'>t part of the titk, not the full one. rcxts have 
heL:n reproduced in their ~)riginal spelling an~ pu~l~tuation: except wl~e~~ 
changes h_ad to he_ made I ~>r the sake of l!ltelllg•bll_•ty .. When the da~ ed 
month of a publication 1s stated, I ha\·e taken 1t either. from pnnt. 
evidence in the \vurk itself, or from the MS. in-.cription Ill the copy 10 

the Thomason Collection at the British !\luscum. The bookseller, 
George 'I homason, who formed his great collection between 1640 ~nd 
16()0, commonly inscribed on his hooks, pamphlets, and broad~•?cs 
their date of acquisition; and as he most frequently obtained a wntmg 
on the day of publication or soon after, his date enables us to place the 
time of appearance with suflicient accuracy. In all cases, howevcr •. I ha~e 
dated the year as beginning on January 1st, not, as was onhnanly 
reckoned in seventeenth-century England, on i\larch 25th. For most of 
the seventeenth-century works mentioned, London is to be und~rs~ood 
as the place of publication. Finally, the abbreviation, D.N.B., s1gmfies, 
of course, the Dictionary nf National Biography. . 

.It is a pleasure to acknowledge the obligations I have incurred dunng 
th1s study, though it will be understood, of course, that my errors are 
my own, none of the persons who ha\'e aided me being in any way 
responsible for them. President W. K. Jordan of Radcliffe College has 
inspired me by his scholarship, and his friendship has meant much to 
me. He has read my manuscript and suggested many improvements. f 
am grateful to the Corporation and to the Committee on General 
Schola~ship~ of Har~ard University which, by <nvarding me tl~e Shcld~n 
Travelling f·ellowsh1p, enabled me to dn the research for th1s book 111 

Engl.and. ~;or the knowledge which they have placed at my disposal o~ 
spec_1al po1nts, I must thank Professor Merritt Y. Hughes of the U~l­
vcrs•ty of Wisconsin, Professor A. S. P. Woodhouse of the University 
?f Toronto, Mr. A. F. Johnson, Assistant Keeper of the Printed Boo~s 
ln the British Museum, and Mr. H. N. Brailsford. Professor David 
Owen of th.e Department of History in Harvard University has sho\~n 
me many kmdnesses. T.he staffs of t.he Houghton and Widener Libranes 
at. Harvard, of .th.e U?1o~ Theol_og•cal Seminary Library in New York 
Cay, of Dr. Williams s L1brary 111 London, and of the British Museum, 
have been uniformly helpful. f am especially appreciative of the co­
operation of the librarians and attendants of the British Museum Read­
ing Room and North Library during the year in which I worked there. 
My greatest obligation is to my wife, Honore Desmond Sharrer, to 
whom this book is dedicated with love and respect. 

Vinalhaven, Maine, July 1952. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE revolutionary decades, 1640-60, are of the highest significance 
in the history both of English and of European political philo­
sophy. In England, no other period of comparable brevity has 

borne so splendid a harvest. There appeared then all the important 
writings of Hobbes and Harrington, of the Levellers and Winstanley. 
That the two former have a place in the general history of European, as 
well as English, political thought, no one will deny. That the Levellers 
and Winstanley have such a place also, and a high one, is, I think, now 
being increasingly recognized. Moreover, the occasion of great and 
unprecedented times, when the old order was being shaken to its founda­
tions, prompted small men, men who would have been mute in quieter 
days, to take pen in hand. Hobbes, no doubt, would have written a 
system whether he were a schoolman with Occam of a reformer with 
James Mill. But only in revolutionary years were men moved to rush 
into print who had previously brooded in silence over their Bibles and 
their grievances. So it is that in hundreds of pamphlets of social protest 
and proposals for reforms we hear the authentic voices of the small 
trader, the artisan, and the peasant of the mid-seventeenth century. 
And thus the political thought of the time comprises a double richness: 
there is the passionate and many-sided agitation of the little-known and 
unknown pamphleteers, and there is the more systematic ratiocination 
of the leading theorists. Together, these accomplished the preview or the 
consummation of ideas that had a superb role to play for a century and 
a half, and more, after 1660. Their achievements made English political 
thought the most advanced in Europe at that time. Indeed, most of the 
leading principles which inspired the eighteenth-century revolutions in 
Europe and America received their first commanding expression during 
the years when the Long Parliament defeated the king and Cromwell 
set up his power. 

The political ideas which we are to consider here are democratic, 
radical, and royalist. To suggest a criterion for the last of these offers no 
difficulty. Royalist ideas are those whose main intent it was to vindicate 
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INTRODUCTION 

the constitutional claims of the crown and to provide a theoretical justi­
fication for monarchy. The question of democratic and radical thought 
is more complicated, and also more important, for it is the theories in 
these categories with which we shall be largely concerned. What is 
meant by democratic and radical is determined by the view which is 
taken here concerning the nature of political philosophy. It has often 
been held that the problems of philosophy are eternal and unchanging, 
and that the history of any of its branches is merely the record of how 
the same problems have been dealt with down the ages. On such a view, 
political philosophy would have as one of its problems, for example, the 
relation between the state and the individual, and its history would con­
sist partly of the treatments which this has received at the hands of 
particular thinkers. But further reflection, I think, will disclose the 
illusory character of this notion. In the case of the problem just in­
stanced, the political theorist does not meditate on The State as such. 
His concern, rather, is with some historically-determined political order, 
which is the only state he can know. So the problems of political philo­
sophy are not the same but different problems, and the state of Plato's 
meditations is not the state of Aquinas or of Hobbes. This suggests one 
of the principal reasons why utopian writings differ. For though a 
thinker may intend his utopia to be the best of all possible communities 
eternal reason can devise, he is, in reality, prescribing a political order 
which we can neither comprehend nor assess except as we know its 
relevance to the historically-given and, therefore, transient problems of 
his own time. 

It is from this standpoint that the democratic and radical doctrines 
of the following essay are to be discriminated. I have in mind those 
doctrines, which, consciously or not, were in opposition either to the 
traditional order as it appeared before the revolution, or to traditional 
methods of thinking about that order. Ultimately, the results of the 
work done under each of these headings came to the same thing, or 
com~lemented one another: that is to say, they justified, or advocated 
acqmescence in, or demanded extension of the far-reaching changes 
which the great struggles of the 1640s brought about. Specifically, 
among the ideas to be looked at are those, for example, which upheld 
the franchise as every man's right or defended a republic as superior to 
monarchy; which vindicated the revolutionary governments that sup­
pla~te~ the rule of Charles I or founded a theory of politics on the 
subJective claims of the individual. In the context of seventeenth-century 
~~gl~nd, and ~f Europe, too, these were perturbing and essentially 
mmucal to the mherited order of things. 

SoJ?e of them were identified and denounced by seventeenth-century 
roy~hsts. The mos~ notable instance is the decree passed by the Uni­
versity of Oxford m July 1683 against 'certain pernicious books, and 
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damnable doctrines, destructive to the sacred persons of princes, their 
state, and government, and of all human society'. Twenty-seven opinions 
are singled out for condemnation, among which are many of the 
dramatis personae? of this study. 'Wicked kings and tyrants ought to be 
put to death; and if the judges and inferior magistrates will not do their 
oflke, the power of the sword devolves to the people.' 'King Charles I. 
was lawfully put to death, and his murderers were the blessed instru­
ments of God's glory in their generations.' 'Self-preservation is the 
fundamental law of nature, and supersedes the obligation of all others, 
whensoever they stand in competition with it.' 'Possession and strength 
give a right to govern, and success in a cause ... proclaims it to be lawful 
and just. To pursue it is to comply with the will of God, because it is to 
follow the conduct of his providence.' 'The powers of this world are 
usurpations upon the prerogative of Jesus Christ, and it is the duty of 
God's people to destroy them in order to the setting Christ upon his 
throne.'1 

Something now requires to be said concerning the affiliation of these 
and the other ideas examined in this study to the tradition out of which 
they emerge. That they are innovative, in the main, I have no doubt. 
Yet some of them still retain striking traces of the religious presupposi­
tions upon which political thinking was for so many centuries conduct­
eq. It would be quite misleading to ignore these traces, as has sometimes 
been done in an effort to exhibit the political thought of the revolution 
as essentially secularized.2 But it would be equally misleading to regard 
the revolution's thought, particularly the denunciations of contemporary 
social injustice, as a mere echo of the old Christian condemnation qfthe 
acquisitive society.3 We have to do with something more complex than 
either of these evaluations would allow for, a complexity which is 
determined by the special character of the seventeenth century itself. 
This century is, I think, the critical stage in the shift from the medieval 
to the distinctively modern way of comprehending the world. 4 In those 
hundred years, the declining theological-transcendental mode of thought 
was at last disintegrated, and the first phase of the naturalistic-imrnanen­
tal mode of thought consummated. It was the century of the 'new 
philosophy' created by Bacon, Descartes, and Hobbes, and of the new 
science created by Galileo and Newton. It was the age when the denun-

1 Concilia Mag1zae Britamziae et Hiberniae, ed. D. Wilkins, 4 vols., London, 1737, 
IV, 610-12. 

2 Cf., e.g., D. Petegorsky, Left-wing democracy in the English civil war, London, 
1940, and C. Hill and E. Dell, The good old cause, London, 1950. 

s Cf., e.g., W. Schenk, The concern for social justice in the Puritan revolution, 
London, 1948. 

4 Cf. H. Wolfson, The plzi/osoplzy of Spinoza, 2 vols., Cambridge, 1934, II, ~h. 
XXI; B. Willey, The se1•enteellflz cellfury background, London, 1934; and P. Hazard, 
La crise de Ia conscience europeenne, Paris, 1935. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ciation of scholasticism, inaugurated earlier, reached its climax; when 
political economy, one of the most profane of studies' experienced its 
first real development; and when religious passion was giving place to 
that Augustan calm which held enthusiasm on sacred subjects in con­
tempt. 

This shift, however, was not accomplished smoothly. And therefore 
we often find in seventeenth-century writers strange combinations of 
d~screpant beliefs, the essence of whose opposition lay in the wow~ng 
disharmony between the claims of religious thought and those Implied 
by science.1 These two departments had become 'divided and distin­
guish~d w_orlds'.2 If some minds sought for eclectic sol~tions to ?ridge 
the Widenmg chasm, others succumbed, in their perplexity, to a kind of 
disorientation which is exposed for us in John Donne's familiar lament 
that the 'new philosophy' had deprived the old religious outlook ~f 
c~herence and credibility.a Throughout the century we may s~e this 
disharmony at work, and we may see, as well, the conclusive tnun_1ph 
of _the mech~n.istic philosophy toward which the science of t_hc tune 
P~mted. Rehgwn, accordingly, was forced to accommodate Itself to 
this moJ?entous fact, and to give ground. . 

Now In English political thought, too, the seventeenth-century _di~­
har~ony was operative. Here it was exemplified by. the natur~l~stic 
not10ns covertly inhabiting doctrines which were inspired by religion, 
by the tendency of these latter to become secularized, and by the germ 
of traditional moral teaching which gave birth to claims that were really 
new and withou_t precedent. Confronted by these conflicting el~ments, 
we must not omit to give them due consideration. At the same time, we 
must be careful to distinguish plainly the main line of development. 
That this latter conforms to the movement of seventeenth-century 
thought as a whole, there can be no doubt. Political ideas were becoming 
detached from the religious associations in which they had been steeped, 
~nd we~e taking on a decided secular character. In this process, it is the 
devolution that marks the critical moment. The struggles of those two 
~des provided the opportunity to push doctrines to their conclusions, 

~~is ~he re~ult was a transformation in the tone of political thought. 
ffir 1s. obviOusly true of the work of Harrington and Hobbes, for their 

~ Ia~?n with the most advanced philosophic currents of their day was 
~md~guous. and undisguised. It is no less true of the writings most 
va . ~· Iately Influenced by that strong religion which, despite all its 

~Iet •~s, we may here generally call Puritan. Puritanism, it has been well 
pom e out, has affinities with science in its impatience of traditional 

1 Cf. D. Bush 'T . 
century • E r h' r wo roads to truth: science and religion m the early seventeenth 

z Th ' ng IS • zterary history, Vlll, 2. 
e Phrase IS of course s· Th 1· • d" · I · ) a An anatomi 'if he • rr omas Browne's (Re zgzo me zcz, , XXXIV • 

e 0 1 world. The fir.st anniversary, lines 205-14. 
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authority and in its stress on progress, utility, and reform.1 And the 
more radical the political beliefs were of those men whose ultimate 
inspiration was Puritanism, the more these affinities tended to show 
themselves. Of this fact, Gerrard Winstanley is a conspicuous illustra­
tion. The ultimate ideal consequence, though it does not, of course, hold 
empirically for all the radicals of the period, was the bursting and the 
sloughing off of the religious husk in which their thought had germin­
ated. 

Our study begins with the Levellers because only with them did the 
ideas present in germ at the revolution's outset receive a really wide and 
thoroughgoing application. Prior to the Levellers' appearance, how­
ever, there were several competent writers on Parliament's side who 
ought briefly to be noticed because of the new positions they were main­
taining. 

The most important was Henry Parker, perhaps the ablest of Parlia­
ment's publicists, but one whose views were more extreme than those 
entertained by the majority of his party. In his Obsen•ations upon some 
of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses (1642), Parker made out a 
case for the sovereignty of Parliament without the king,2 insisting that 
Parliament 'is neither one, nor few, it is indeed the State itself'.3 But for 
the development of democratic ideas, such affirmations as these were of 
small significance in comparison with his declaration that political 
power derives from the agreements of men, that the 'Charter of nature' 
entitles all men to safety, and that 'there bee ... tacite trusts and 
reservations in all publike commands, though of the most absolute 
nature, that can be supposed' :1 It was these which assisted the growth 
of democratic doctrines in his own day and were of some influence on 
the Levellers. 6 

Another writer who went beyond the general Parliamentarian stand­
point was Samuel Rutherford, a resplendent ornament among the 
Scottish Presbyterians. Rutherford's main ideas were not especially 
original, 6 but he held some notions whose effect was to redefine out of 
all possibility of recognition the traditional role of monarchy in Eng­
land. In his chief political work, Lex, Rex (1644), he asserted that the 
king is merely the people's creation, and altogether denied any principle 
of legitimacy, affirming that the crown passes not by descent but by 

1 D. Bush, op. cit., 89. 
2 Cf. W. K. Jordan, Men of substance, Chicago, 1942, Ch. V; M. Judson, The crisis 

of the constitution New Brunswick, 1949, 429-30; J. W. Allen, English political 
thought, 1603-1644, London, 1938, 426-35. Professor Allen has needlessly compli­
cated Parker's views. 

8 Observations, 34. 
'Ibid., 1, 4. 
15 Cf. M. Judson, op. cit., 416-17. 
o Cf. J. W. Allen, op. cit., 424. 
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bopular .choice from one generation to the next. No nation, he said, is 
b?~nd :Ither to. one royal line or to monarchy, nor can any generation 
~nth tJ'e dconscience of its posterity to any family or to kingship. I 

u euor declared too th t h I ' r . h takin r • ' a t e peop e s sa1ety IS t c supreme Jaw, 
said f P ecede~ce over all other laws.2 Resistance to an unjust king, he 
at th 5 no~ r~~Istance to a king at all, but to a tyrant. 3 He also glanced 
if C e poSS1bJ!Ity of pop~ Jar resistance to Parliament, and asserted that 

. ommon.s abuse their fiduciary power to the destruction of these 
Shlfts and ~·orporations, wlw put the trust on them ... the people 

JJJJ1f, , , remt them, annul their Commissions and rescind their acts, 
and denude them of fiduciary power ... '. 4 There is nothing, however, to 
show that Rutherford ever considered such a development capable of 
occurring, and, indeed, in 1644 he was unlikely to do so. Despite his 
pronounced aristocratic bias-he seems never to ha;e. meant by the 
'people' anything but the pars va/entior-Rutherford s Ideas could be 
made to serve purposes he himself abhorred, and a few years later, the 
Levellers occasionally culled supporting passages from Lex, Rex . 

. The Level.lers' coming introduces a new force. They arc the first lcft­
wm.g party. In English history. They had their press and propaganda, 
their theonsts and agitators, and an independent programme. In 1647, 
wh~n they first began to function as a separate movement, the conflict 
of I~terests present on the parliamentary side from the outset was at 
last Irreparably dividing it. The triumph over the king in the first civil 
war had ~emoved the danger of Parliament's defeat and opened the way 
for a split among the victors. The coalition made up of peers and 
landed gentlemen, rich merchants, middle and small traders, craftsmen, 
as we.H as some copyholders and other tenants •. w.as not a firm one at 
any time. To the differences based on economic mterests were added 
others, equally important, rising from the refusal of Presbyterians to 
tolerate religious opinions other than their own. In the ranks of the 
lndepend~nts and the sects, where sprang most of .tl~e. opposition to 
Presbyte~I~n pers~~ution, there had grown up. deep divisions als?, some 
~e!l desmng political and social changes which seemed menacmg and 
VIsionary to others. 

It was from the middle and small people, economically speaking, 
among the adhe.rents of Independency and the se~ts that the Leve~ler 
leaders won their supporters. To conservatives, victory over the kmg 
~eemed to conclude the revolution. To the Levellers, it seemed to begin 
It. Many of the former were reluctant revolutionaries from the outset 
and took more than one look back along the furrow they felt force~ to 
plough. The latter, in contrast, had shouted hymns and hallelujahs 
while they girded on their swords to defend Israel. To them, the real 

1 Lex, rex, 1-78. 
8 Ibid., 212-13. 
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meaning of the war lay stili unfulfiiied in 1647. On one aspect of this 
meaning, they ~ere. in agreement with the aristocratic Independents, 
Cromwcii and his fnends. Cromwell defined liberty of conscience with 
less latitude than the Levellers, but while its fate remained in doubt 
owing to the sway of Presbyterian gentlemen over Commons, neither he 
nor the Leveilers could rest. Yet to the latter the meaning of the war 
included not only liberty of conscience, but the redress of political and 
economic grievances. What they caiied grievances did not mostly seem 
so, however, to aristocratic Independents. Hence, by the end of 1647, 
despite their common advocacy of tolerat~on, the Leveiiers were separ­
ated from the Cromweiiians by a fundamental difference. And because 
the Levellers had succeeded in winning many supporters in the rank and 
file of the army, Cromwell's position was seriously endangered. 

The Leveller movement arose mainly to prosecute a political and 
economic programme. For this reason, its identity did not consist so 
much in its broad tolerationist views as in its left-wing political ideas. 
For brief periods during 1647 and 1648, it was in uneasy alliance with 
Cromwell and his followers. But the latter were unwilling partners. 
They joined with the Levellers when they could not avoid it because 
they required a counterbalance against the Presbyterians. They broke 
with the Leveilers as soon as they could and suppressed them in the army 
and out of it. Yet for a time, the Leveller movement was a considerable 
force. Its leaders, John Lilburne, Richard Overton, William Walwyn, 
and John Wildman, could number their adherents by the thousands. 
And in the days of their defeat, the Levellers' last Agreement of tlze 
People bore witness still to the wondrous hopes the English revolution 
had kindled in the minds and hearts of many men. 



II 

THE LEVELLER THEORISTS 

1. JOHN LILBURNE 

T HE greatest party leader of the Levellers w~s John Lilburne. It is 
no exaggeration to describe him as for a time the most popular 
man in England. He was certainly the only man of his day who 

seems continuously to have enjoyed the affe~tion of l~rge numbers of 
people. Cromwell's impact on contemporanes was .different: he was 
admired, feared, held in awe towards the end of his career, and, by 
some of his associates, liked. Lilburne, however, with all his conten­
tiousness, seems to have been loved. His whole adult life until his early 
death at the age of forty-three was given to ceaseless struggle for the 
principles on whose behalf he had engaged. Almost two-thirds of his 
~ature years were spent in the prisons to which the enmity first of the 
b~shops, then of the Long Parliament, finally of Cromwell, consigned 
hJJ?. He was absolutely incorruptible, and a gre~t-hea~t~d a~d fearless 
agitator. He was no professional theorist, for his political Ideas were 
evolved in the closest connection with his own experience of injustice, 
~nd we~e ne~e.r expressed in any formal treatise. !hey must be sought 
m all.his wntmgs, where they lie embedde? amidst. long yassages of 
autobiOgraphy, self-defence, and denunciatiOn of Ius pohtlcal oppo­
nents. Nevertheless, in their totality, they comprise a true political 
theory appropriate to the left-wing democrat Lilburne be.came. 1 • 

When he first began to write, it was before the revolutiOn as a pwus 
and enthusiastic separatist who held no considered political theory. He 

1 The fullest account of Lilburne's career is M. Gibb, John Lilburne, the Lcl•el/er, 
Lond~n, 1947. Lilburnc's bibliography is complicated. The most useful aids in its 
estabhs~ment arc: E. Peacock, 'John Lilburne: a bibliography,' Notes and queries, 
7th Senes, 1888, 122, 162,242,342,423, 502; w. Haller, The rise of Puritanism, New 
York, 1938, 432-40; D. Wolfe, Milton in the Puritan re1•olution, New York, 1941, 
469-81; D. Wolfe, Leveller manifestoes of the Puritan re\'0/ution, New York,' 1944, 
425~; W. Haller and G. Davies, The Leveller tracts, 1647-1653, New York, 1944, 
pass'"!· W · Haller, Tracts on liberty in the Puritan re1·olution, 3 vols., New~ ork, 1934; 
Wol.fe s Leveller manifestoes, and Haller and Davies's Le1•el/er tracts reprmt some of 
the Important writings which are referred to in this and the following chapter. 
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was then a London apprentice, and for disseminating seditious literature 
against the bishops had been barbarously sentenced by the Court of 
Star Chamber to whipping, the pillory, and prison. At that time, he 
spoke exclusively as a martyr to the prelates' unchristian rage, and his 
politjcal ideas were the commonplace ones of non-resistance such as 
were often found among Protestant communions a century before. The 
king's authority is from God, he said, and to disobey it is to disobey 
God. If the king should command anything against God's word, though 
he dare not obey, he will submit his body for punishment, 'for I doe 
hold it unlawfull for any of Gods people, in their greatest Oppression 
by the Majestrate, to rebell or take up any Temporall armes .. .' .1 

But his views on the church were pregnant with possibilities for the 
redefinition of the political order. The point is of some importance. In 
the manner of the sectarian, he emphasized the voluntary and contrac­
tual character of church government. A true church, he said, is created 
by the free consent of the believers 'to enter into that ... holy State, 
City, or Kingdome ... and by the power of Christ to become a consti­
tuted or Politique Body or Corporation ... and then by virtue of their 
... uniting & joyning themselves together each to other & so unto the 
Lord ... they become a true visible Church of Jesus Christ ... & so 
hath power from Christ ... to cast out offenders ... to chuse elect & 
ordaine her owne officers ... and to reprove ... her owne Officers .. .'. 2 

Lilburnc first applied these ideas on the polity of the sect to secular 
subjects when he forsook his belief in non-resistance and supported 
Parliament in the civil war.3 It was not, however, until 1645 that he 
began to seize on their wider implications. In that year, after having 
risen to the rank of lieutenant-colonel in the Parliamentary army, he 
resigned his commission rather than take the Presbyterian-inspired 
Covenant which was being imposed on the officers. 4 Retired into civilian 
life, he was soon stimulated by several personal encounters with oppres­
sion to give shape to his radical programme. First, there was his experi­
ence of Presbyterian efforts to suppress liberty of conscience ;6 next, he 
was prevented by the monopoly of the Merchant Adventurers Company 

1 Come out of her my people, 1639, 14. 
2 An answer to nine argumellfs, 1645, 28. Li1burne wrote this work about 1638, as 

its title-page and content make clear. 
8 Lilburne accused the king of breaking his contract with the people; see The legal 

fundamental liberties of the people of England, 2nd ed., 1649, 26-7. He was influenced 
to support Parliament by such writings as St. John's speech against ship money, 
Pym's speech against Strafford, and Henry Parker's Observations; see Innocency and 
truth justified, 1646, passim. 

4 He was the only officer recorded as resigning for this reason (S. R. Gardiner, 
History of the great eM/war, 4 vols., London, 1893, II, 195). 

5 A copie of a letter written by John Lilburne ... to Mr. William Primre, 1645, 
provides details. 
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popular choice from one generation to the next. No nation, he said_, is 
bound either to one royal line or to monarchy, nor can any generatiOn 
bind the conscience of its posterity to any family or to kingshi p.1 

Rutherford declared, too, that the people's safety is the supreme law, 
taking precedence over all other laws.2 Resistance to an unjust king, he 
said, is not resistance to a king at all, but to a tyrant. 3 He also glanced 
at the possibility of popular resistance to Parliament, and asserted that 
if Commons 'abuse their fiduciary power to the destruction of these 
Shires and Corporations, who put the trust on them ... the people 
may ... resist them, annul their Commissions and rescind their acts, 
and denude them of fiduciary power. .. '. 4 There is nothing, however, to 
show that Rutherford ever considered such a development capable of 
occurring, and, indeed, in 1644 he was unlikely to do so. Despite his 
pronounced aristocratic bias-he seems never to have meant by the 
'people' anything but the pars va/entior-Rutherford's ideas could be 
made to serve purposes he himself abhorred, and a few years later, the 
Levellers occasionally culled supporting passages from Lex, Rex. 

_The Levellers' coming introduces a new force. They arc the first left­
wm_g party in English history. They had their press and propaganda, 
theu theorists and agitators, and an independent programme. In 1647, 
wh~n they first began to function as a separate movement, the conflict 
of I~terests present on the parliamentary side from the outset was at 
last Irreparably dividing it. The triumph over the king in the first civil 
war had r~moved the danger of Parliament's defeat and opened the way 
for a spht among the victors. The coalition made up of peers and 
landed gentlemen, rich merchants, middle and small traders, craftsmen, 
as well as some copyholders and other tenants, was not a firm one at 
any time. To the differences based on economic interests were added 
others, equally important, rising from the refusal of Presbyterians to 
tolerate religious opinions other than their own. In the ranks of the 
Independents and the sects, where sprang most of the opposition to 
Presbyterian persecution, there had grown up_ deep divisions als?, some 
men desiring political and social changes whtch seemed menacmg and 
visionary to others. . 

It was from the middle and small people, cconomtcally speaking, 
among the adherents of Independency and. the se~ts that the Leveller 
leaders won their supporters. !o conservatives, VICt?ry over the king 
seemed to conclude the revolutiOn. To the Levellers, It seemed to begin 
it. Many of the former were reluctant revolutionaries from the outset 
and took more than one look back along the furrow they felt forced to 
plo_ugh. The latter, in contrast, had shouted hymns and hallelujahs 
whtle they girded on their swords to defend Israel. To them, the real 

1 Lex, rex, 1-78. 
8 Ibid., 212-13. 
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2 Ibid., 218-19. 
4 Ibid., 152. 



INTRODUCTION 

meaning of the war lay still unfulfilled in 1647. On one aspect of this 
meaning, they were in agreement with the aristocratic Independents, 
Cromwell and his friends. Cromwell defined liberty of conscience with 
less latitude than the Levellers, but while its fate remained in doubt 
owing to the sway of Presbyterian gentlemen over Commons, neither he 
nor the Levellers could rest. Yet to the latter the meaning of the war 
included not only liberty of conscience, but the redress of political and 
economic grievances. What they called grievances did not mostly seem 
so, however, to aristocratic Independents. Hence, by the end of 1647, 
despite their common advocacy of toleration, the Levellers were separ­
ated from the Cromwellians by a fundamental difference. And because 
the Levellers had succeeded in winning many supporters in the rank and 
file of the army, Cromwell's position was seriously endangered. 

The Leveller movement arose mainly to prosecute a political and 
economic programme. For this reason, its identity did not consist so 
much in its broad tolerationist views as in its left-wing political ideas. 
For brief periods during 1647 and 1648, it was in uneasy alliance with 
Cromwell and his followers. But the latter were unwilling partners. 
They joined with the Levellers when they could not avoid it because 
they required a counterbalance against the Presbyterians. They broke 
with the Levellers as soon as they could and suppressed them in the army 
and out of it. Yet for a time, the Leveller movement was a considerable 
force. Its leaders, John Lilburne, Rich~rd Overton, William Walwyn, 
and John Wildman, could number the1r adherents by the thousands. 
And in the days of their defeat, the Levellers' last Agreement of the 
People bore witness still to the wondrous hopes the English revolution 
had kindled in the minds and hearts of many men. 
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II 

THE LEVELLER THEORISTS 

1. JOHN LILBURNE 

THE greatest p~rty leader of the_ Levellers w~s John Lilburne. It is 
no exaggeratiOn to describe hun as for a time the most popular 
man in England. He was certainly the only man of his day who 

seems continuously to have enjoyed the affe~tion of I~rge numbers of 
peo~le. Cromwell's impact on contemporanes was _different: he was 
admired, feared, held in awe towards the end of his career, and, by 
s_ome of his associates, liked. Lilburnc, however, with all his conten­
tiousness, seems to have been loved. His whole adult life until his early 
d~t~ at the age of forty-three was given to ceaseless struggle for the 
pnnciples on whose behalf he had engaged. Almost two-thirds of his 
~ature years were spent in the prisons to which the enmity first of the 
b~shops, then of the Long Parliament, finally of Cromwell, consigned 
~-He was absolutely incorruptible, and a gre~t-hea~t~d a~d fearless 
agitator. He was no professional theorist, for his pohtlcal Ideas were 
evolved in the closest connection with his own experience of injustice, 
~nd we~e ne~e.r expressed in any formal treatise. !hey must be sought 
m all .h•s wntmgs, where they lie embedded amtdst long passages of 
autobiography, self-defence, and denunciation of ~is political oppo­
nents. Nevertheless, in their totality, they compnse a true political 
theory appropriate to the left-wing democrat Lilburne became. 1 

When he_ first began to write, it was before the revolution as a pious 
and enthusiastic separatist who held no considered political theory. He 

U: ~e fullest account of Lilburne's career is M. Gibb, John Lilburne, the Le1•eller 
es~bl<;>~ 1947. Lilbume's bibliography is complicated_. The most useful aids in it~ 
7th s:_s. ment arc: E. Peacock, 'John Lilbume: a bibhography,' Notes and queries, 
York r~es, 1888, 122, 162, 242, 342, 423, 502; W. Haller, The rise of Puritanism, New 
469_8 1 ; 9~8·~32-40; D. Wolfe, Milton in the Puri_tan rev.o/uri_on, New York., 1941, 
425-6. W · o1fe, Leveller manifestoes of the Purztan rew/ut10n, New York, 1944, 
passi~. W Haller and G. Davies, The Leveller tracts, 1_647-1653, New York, 1944, 
Wolfi , z.; H;ller, Tracts on liberty in the Puritan revolutiOn, 3 vols., New York, 1934; 
the i; s 0 ve fer '!'':mifestoes, and Haller and Davies's Leveller tracts reprint some of 

P rtant wntmgs which are referred to in this and the following chapter. 
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was then a London apprentice, and for disseminating seditious literature 
against the bishops had been barbarously sentenced by the Court of 
Star Chamber to whipping, the pillory, and prison. At that time, he 
spoke exclusively as a martyr to the prelates' unchristian rage, and his 
polit]cal ideas were the commonplace ones of non-resistance such as 
were often found among Protestant communions a century before. The 
king's authority is from God, he said, and to disobey it is to disobey 
God. If the king should command anything against God's word, though 
he dare not obey, he will submit his body for punishment, 'for I doe 
hold it unlawfull for any of Gods people, in their greatest Oppression 
by the Majestrate, to rebell or take up any Temporall armes .. .'.1 

But his views on the church were pregnant with possibilities for the 
redefinition of the political order. The point is of some importance. In 
the manner of the sectarian, he emphasized the voluntary and contrac­
tual character of church government. A true church, he said, is created 
by the free consent of the believers 'to enter into that ... holy State, 
City, or Kingdome ... and by the power of Christ to become a consti­
tuted or Politique Body or Corporation ... and then by virtue of their 
... uniting & joyning themselves together each to other & so unto the 
Lord ... they become a true visible Church of Jesus Christ ... & S<? 
hath power from Christ ... to cast out offenders ... to chuse elect & 
ordaine her owne officers ... and to reprove ... her owne Officers .. .'. 2 

Lilburne first applied these ideas on the polity of the sect to secular 
subjects when he forsook his belief in non-resistance and supported 
Parliament in the civil war.3 It was not, however, until 1645 that he 
began to seize on their wider implications. In that year, after having 
risen to the rank of lieutenant-colonel in the Parliamentary army, he 
resigned his commission rather than take the Presbyterian-inspired 
Covenant which was being imposed on the officers. 4 Retired into civilian 
life, he was soon stimulated by several personal encounters with oppres­
sion to give shape to his radical programme. First, there was his experi­
ence of Presbyterian efforts to suppress liberty of conscience ;5 next, he 
was prevented by the monopoly of the Merchant Adventurers Company 

1 Come out of her my people, 1639, 14. 
2 An answer to nine arguments, 1645, 28. Lilbume wrote this work about 1638, as 

its title-page and content make clear. 
8 Lilburne accused the king of breaking his contract with the people; see The legal 

fundamelllalliberties of the people of England, 2nd ed., 1649, 26-7. He was influenced 
to support Parliament by such writings as St. John's speech against ship money, 
Pym's speech against Strafford, and Henry Parker's Observations; see Innocency and 
truth justified, 1646, passim. 

4 He was the only officer recorded as resigning for this reason (S. R. Gardiner, 
History of the great eM/ war, 4 vols., London, 1893, II, 195). 

11 A copie of a letter written by John Lilbume .•. to Mr. William Prinne, 1645, 
provides details. 
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from pursuing the cloth trade in which he had been apprenticed ;I then, 
in the summer of 1645, Commons ordered him into custody on a charge 
of slandering its speaker, and when he refused to answer interrogatories 
against himself, his refusal was voted a breach of privilege and he was 
committed to Newgate.2 Treatment of this sort was exactly calculated 
to teach Lilburne that Parliament was spokesman for interests that could 
be as tyrannous as Charles I. It caused him to become a self-constituted 
tribune of the people and to launch the career of agitation out of which 
the Leveller movement grew. And it resulted in the first announcement 
of those perspectives of change and reform which so disquieted the 
Levellers' opponents. 

Immediately after his detention by Commons, he denounced the 
House's proceedings as a violation of rights guaranteed him by Magna 
Carta. Already, then, it is clear, he regarded Commons 'as the supream 
Power of England, who have residing in them that power that is in­
herent in the people .. .'. Yet its members, he insisted, 'are ... not to 
act according to their own wils and pleasure, but according to the funda­
rnentall constitutions and customes of the Land, which I conceive pro­
vides for the safety and preservation of the people .. .'. 3 

At last, after several failures to obtain his freedom, he published his 
pamphlet, Englands Birth-Right Justified (1645), perhaps the earliest 
statement of radical policy to appear in the revolution:1 Here, making 
himself spokesman for the 'poore, and men of middle quality', 6 he not 
only denounced such grievances as tithes, unjust laws, monopolies, and 
the excise tax, 6 but also demanded a Parliament which should be under 
popular control. No pretended privileges, he declared, can justify 
Parliament in acting against law. The people never gave it such power, 
and the unknown privileges it claims are as dangerous as an unlimited 
royal prerogative. 7 Moreover, while men are members of Parliament, 
they should exercise no other functions, he said, 'for to me it is one of 
the most unjust things in the world, that the Law-makers should be the 
Law executors ... '.a Let Parliament be dissolved and a new one sum­
moned, he proposed, and let the people elect new members annually so 

~ Innocencr and truth justified, 46-1. 
For details, seeM. Gibb, op. cit., Ch. V. 

8 The copy of a letter from .. . John Lilburne, to afreind, 1645, 14 (mispagcd). 
~"!"his was published anonymously. Haller (Tracts on liberty, III, 257), Hallcr and 

Davies (Leveller tracts, 41), and Gibb (op. cit., 134) accept it as Lilbume's. Wolfe 
(Leveller manifestoes, 5 n.) attributes most of it to Overton. I regard it as Lilbume's 
0!1 grounds of style and thought. He seems virtually to acknowledge its authorship in 
his Londons liberty in chains discovered, 1646, 31. 

: Englands birth-right justified, 45. 
7 Ibid., 13, 36-7, 8-11, 44-5. 

Ibid., 3-4. 
8 Ibid., 31. 
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that they can call unworthy representatives to account.1 Further, every 
freeman should contribute one year's service to the nation, and those 
elected for this purpose who lack means must have a competent allow­
ance provided them. 2 

These demands, innovative as they were, were still further expanded 
by Lilburne upon his release from prison in the autumn of 1645. Con­
tinuing his agitation, he now called for the trial of the king, who must 
be made, he said, to expiate with his own blood the blood shed in the 
war. 3 He also proposed the complete reform of law and legal procedure, 
asking why Englishmen should be subject to the iegal system intro­
duced by the tyrant, William the Conqueror. Even Magna Carta, which 
he had appealed to only a short time before, is but little, he now pointed 
out. Though it is commonly thought to be the Englishman's inheritance, 
it falls far short of the Saxon laws, and is merely the best that could be 
wrung from a despot by force:1 As for the House of Lords, Lilburne 
resolved its status in the summer of 1646, when, for refusing to testify 
against himself at its bar, he found himself once more in prison. 5 The 
peers, he straightway declared, have no right to the constitutional 
position which they enjoy, for they sit by the prerogative patents of 
kings, not by consent and election of the people. In attempting to 
exercise jurisdiction over him, a commoner, they have transgressed 
against the majesty of the House of Commons, 'the absolute supream 
derivative power of all the Commons of England .. .'. They may exer­
cise no negative voice, because if the king's coronation oath requires 
him to pass such laws as the people choose-and this, Lilburne points 
out, is what Parliament had asserted in its declarations-then he can 
grant no power to the peers '(his meer creatures made by his will & 
pleasure) for them to oppose or to give a Law unto the people'. 6 

With this, Lilburne's political position was essentially complete, and 
its outlines fixed in a clear and definite programme. By the end of 1646, 
he was urging that the monarchy should be dispensed with, and sup­
remacy recognized in a free and popularly elected Commons acknow­
ledging its subjection to law and effecting broad reforms. Step by step, 
he had been led to the realization that the justice he sought would have 
to be general, and would require extensive changes in the political order 
and in legal and economic practices. Basic in the evolution of his ideas 
was, as I have already emphasized, his own personal experience of 
oppression. But it is doubtful that he could have come to project re-

1 Ibid., 33. 
2 Ibid., Postscript. 
3 The iust mans iustification, 1st ed., 1646, 10. 
4 Ibid., 11, 13-15. 
11 For details, see M. Gibb, op. cit., Ch. VI. 
0 An anatomy of the lords tyranny, 1646, 3, 9, 22. 
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forms on so large a scale had he not by this time also acquired a far­
reaching theory of the nature of government. I~s immediate ~o.urce lay 
in the radical side of the Parliamentary declaratiOns and publicists and, 
beyond this, in the ideas of the sect on Church-government. But what 
had been in the Parliamentary writings a mere suggestion Lilburne 
expanded to the point where his position emerged as a distinct entity in 
its own right, standing, because of the extensiveness of its claims, in 
opposition to the very thought that had helped beget it. And what in the 
sects had applied to a select handful of believers, he now demanded on 
behalf of mankind at large. No longer would he appeal to precedent as 
his ultimate sanction. Henceforth, he would invoke Christian right rca­
son itself as the justification for his radical programme. At this tribunal 
only would he plead. 

A remarkable passage written in I 646 while he was in prison illus­
trates these considerations so well that it is worth printing at length. 
God, he said, created man in His own image, which consists principally 
of reason and understanding, and made him lord over the earth. 

'But made him not Lord ... over the individuals of Mankind, no 
further then by free consent, or agreement, by giving up their power 
each to other, for their better being; so that originally, he gives no Lord­
ship ... to any of Adams Posterity, by Will and Prerogative, to rule over 
his Brethren-Men; but ingraved by nature in the soule of Man, this 
goulden and everlasting principle, to doc to another, as he would have 
another do to him; but man by his transgression, falling from the per­
fection of reason ... became tyrannical, and beastly ... [then] God tak­
ing mercy of Mankind ... and not executing the fulnesse of his wrath 
... to revenge that beastlinesse ... that, by the fall, had now entred into 
the Spirits of all Mankinde, institutes a perpetuall, moral ... Law ... 
That whosoever ... would be so beastly ... as to [all upon his neigh­
bour, brother, or friend, and do unto him that, which he would not he 
should do to him, by taking away his life and blood from him; God 
ordaines and expresly saith he shall los~ his life without mercy for so 
doing .... And when the fulnesse of time was come, that Christ the 
Restorer and Repaire~ of mans lo~se ~n~ fall, should come and preach 
Righteousnesse & Justice ... He smth, It IS the Law & the Prophets, that 
whatsoever we would that men should do unto us, that wee should do to 
them .... So that by this, it is clearly evident, that ... Christianity ... 
doth not destroy morality, civility, justice, and right reason; but rather 
restores it to its first perfection, beauty, splendor, and glory ... ,'1 

1 Londons liberty in chains discovered, 17-18. Cf. the similar passage in The free­
mansfreedome vindicated, 1646, 11-12, where Lilburne says that all the descendants of 
Adam and Eve have eq~al ~igh~s and privileges, and that no one is to exercise power 
over another except by mshtutwn, donation, agreement, and consent. 
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These words make clear how long a journey Lilburne had come since 
his imprisonment as a young apprentice by the Star Chamber. Then his 
preoccupation had been with man as a believer. Now it was with man 
as a citizen. Then he haci denied a right of resistance. Now he was affirm­
ing the right of all men to consent to the government under which they 
live. Then he had stressed man's sinfulness from which the elect were to 
withdraw into separate congregations. Now he was stressing man's 
reasonableness. Optimism breathed in all his thoughts. Despite the fall, 
man had not lost his nati·;e freedom. Christ had restored the pristine 
law of right reason as a norm for judging all the powers of the world. 
Man, as a rational creature. could not be bound by commands emanat­
ing from a government to which he had not consented. When a govern­
ment attempts to take away the people's freedom, men are absolved 
from obedience, for they are not obliged 'to destroy ... their Funda­
mentall naturall Liberties ... the injoyment of which makes them to 
differ from bruit and savage Beasts which were never created with 
reason ... that glorious Image, that God made man in ... '.1 Because 
consent alone gives scope to reason, it must follow that 'the poorest 
that lives, hath as true a right to give a vote ... as the richest and 
greatest. . .'. 2 And it must follow, too, that an unrepresentative Parlia­
ment can have no standing,3 and that no enactment of the past can 
qualify as fundamental law unless it accords with reason. 4 

These ideas lead straight on to the great conception in 1647 of an 
agreement of the people as the basis for a settlement of the problems 
raised by the revolution. By proposing the complete reform of the exist­
ing system of representation, the first Leveller Agreement of the People 
exhibited a democratic vision beyond anything yet known in English 
history. But even more remarkable, we shall see, was the form in which 
this vision was embodied. The first Agreement appeared in the autumn 
of 1647, when the army, irritated by arrears of pay and other grievances, 
had ceased to be controllable by Parliament, and when many regiments, 
under Leveller influence, had elected representatives who were voicing 
radical demands. Published in the name of the elected agents of five 
cavalry regiments, its title reads: An Agreement Of The People For a 
firme and present Peace, upon grounds of common-right andfreedome . .. 
offered to the joynt concurrence of all the free Commons of England. As a 
platform of settlement, it was a statement of rights and of fundamental 
law declaring the powers of any future government, and a mutual 
covenanting of the people with one another to establish the principles 
thus set forth as the basis for the state's subsequent functioning. Most 

1 The charters of London, 1646, 36. 
2 Ibid., 4. 
8 Londons liberty in chains discovered, 53-4. 
'Ibid., 41. . 
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important of a!l, it was to obtain its validity by the subscription of 
individual Enghshmen, not by act of Parliament, for, as Lilburne wrote: 
'An Agreement of the People is not proper to come from Parliament, 
because it come~ from thence ... with a command ... it ought not so to 
do, but to be voluntary and free. Besides, that which is done by one 
parliament ... may be undone by the next ... but an Agreement of the 
people begun ~nd ended amongst the People, can never come justly 
within the Parliaments cognizance to destroy ... '. 1 

Though the conception in 1647 of such a form of settlement was, 
doubtless, a c~llective product of Leveller thinking, it would seem to 
owe more to LIIburne than to anyone else, and his ideas, in particular, 
throw light on its genesis. The Agrcemmt could never have been con­
ceived without his earlier practice in the polity of the sect and his belief 
in contract as the origin of government and in consent as its basis. It 
was these, l think, which united with his evaluation of the political 
situation in 1647 to be the chief factors in producing this unprecedented 
form of settlement. 

We have seen how Lilburne's experience as a sectary had familiarized 
him with the covenant made between believers as the basis of the church. 
In 1638, it will be recalled, he described a true church, in language 
reminiscent of the secular order, as 'a constituted or Politique Body or 
Corporation' established by common consent. It. was the transfer of this 
notion to society at large that was partly responsible for the Agreement's 
conception. 2 • 

But a church in these terms may be created at any time because it is 
merely a grouping within society and, from the secta~ian's P?int of view, 
can never be identical with society itself. How was It that m 1647, Lil­
burne and his friends, ignoring Parliament, pro~osed a .covenant or 
agreement among all Englishmen, thus p~esuppo~mg t~e Inauguration 
of a new political order? The answer to this questio~ will show that the 
Agreement goes far beyond the notion of ~emo~rati? co~sti.tutionalism 
and the formulation of fundamental law m which Its sigmficance has 
commonly been discerned. a The first Agreement was a democratic con-

1 The /ega/fundamental liberties of the people of England, 2nd ed., 41. 
2 The connection between the covenant-idea and democratic constitutionalism has 

been stressed by C. Borgeaud, The rise of modern democracy in old and New England 
trans. B. Hill, London, 1894, Ch. III; W. Rothschild, Der Gedanke der geschriebene~ 
Verfassung in der englischen Revolution, Ttibingen and Leipzig, 1903, 3-4; and A. D. 
Lindsay, The modern democratic state, Oxford, 1943, 117-21. A. S. P. Woodhouse 
puritanism and liberty, London, 1938, Introduction, 72-6, discusses the relation be~ 
tween the covenant-idea and the Agreemellf of the people. The best treatment of the 
covenant-idea in general is by Perry Miller, The New England mind, New York, 1939, 
Chs. XIII-XIV and Appendix A. 

a Cf., e.g., T. C. Pease ,The Leveller movement, Washington, 1916, 199 ff.; D. Wolfe, 
Leveller manifestoes, 49, 223; and F. D. Wormuth, The origins of modern collstitu­
tionalism, New York, 1949, Ch. IX. 
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stitution, and m_uch more. It was also the re-enactment of the great 
my~h of the socml contract, indeed, the very pact by which political 
society was to be created anew and Enoland removed from the state of 
nature into which Lilburne beiieved sh~ had now been dissolved . 

. This, it is essent_ial to realize, was literally the case in which he thought 
h1s countr_y to ?em the middle of 1647. The previous year, we recall, he 
~ad been 11~1pnsoned by the Lords. Neither his denial of their jurisdic­
tiOn over lum, a commoner, nor his calls for liberation to the House of 
Commo~s were of avail. In consequence, by January 1647, he was 
threatenmg an appeal from Parliament to the whole people.1 In Feb­
ruary, he and ~ichard Overton, who was also a prisoner by decree of 
the peers, demcd that an appeal to the people would make them 
enemies of all magistracy. Not themselves, they declared, but the 
Parliamentary tyrants 'dissolve the Iegall frame and constitution of the 
civill policy and government of the Kingdome, by suffering will and 
lust, but not lawe to rule and governe us, and so reduce us into the 
originall Law of nature, for every man to preserve and defend himselfe 
the best he can ... '.2 When those whom the people have trusted with 
power betray their trust, those who had trusted them may withdraw all 
subjection and look to their safety how they can.3 

This gives us the clue to a full understanding of the genesis of the 
Agreement. Lilburne maintained that his long failure to obtain justice, 
the oppressions to which he, a symbol of all commoners, was being 
subjected, and the government's refusal to redress grievances had dis­
solved the country into a state of nature. There was no longer a true 
magistracy. Beastly will held sway, not reason. Tyranny and no govern­
ment were the same. Hence, he concluded that the law of nature is 
warrantable against Parliament, and urged the people to take up arms.' 
He turned for support to the army, which in defiance of Parliament, 
had sworn its famous Solemn Engagement not to disband until its own 
and the nation's grievances were removed. 5 Holding that the country 
was in a state of nature and that Parliament no longer possessed any 
standing, Lilburne denied that the army was subject to Parliament or 
that it now existed in virtue of the powers Parliament had conferred on 
it. It had betaken itself to 'the prime Laws of Nature', 6 _he affirmed, and 
its actions were based on 'the principles of Saifety, flowmg from Nature, 
Reason, and Justice, agreed on by common consent' of the soldiers as 

1 The oppressed mans oppressions declared, 1647, 37-8. 
2 The out-cryes of oppressed commons, 1647, 14. This work was written jointly by 

Lilburne a:1d Overton. 
3Jbid., 17-18. 
4 Rash oathes umvarramable, 1647, 7, 38-9, 47-8. 
11 J. Rushworth, Historical collections, 7 vols., London, 1659-1701, VI, 510-12. 
0 An impeachmem of high treason, 1649, 2. 
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expressed in their Solemn Engagement. 1 The only visible authority 
remaining was the sword, '(for it is cleerly evident, there is now no 
power executed in England, but a power of force, a just and morall act 
done by a troop of Horse, being as good law as now I can see executed 
by any Iudge in England) .. .'.2 

Since Lilburne was convinced that the people had been reduced to a 
state of nature, the problem, as he now saw it, was greater than simJ?lY 
formulating a fundamental law which Parliament should enact. Parlia­
ment as an authoritative body no longer existed. The task was that. of 
reconstituting society. He made no distinction between a pact creatmg 
society and another creating government, evidently regarding them. as 
one and the same. What was required, then, was to make the socml­
political contract anew. 

There can be no greater evidence of the strength inherent in the 
contractual idea than the proposal of a settlement in the form of an 
agreement of the people. It showed that to Lilburne and the Levellers, 
the social contract was no mere hypothetical premiss of the political 
order, nor, if historical, an act sealed once for all in the distant past. It 
was a living and literal source of a common political existence. If this 
existence were destroyed by tyranny, the social contract alone could re­
establish it. 

The Agreement, therefore, goes beyond the analogy to a constitution 
and presents us with the very terms of the social contract which must be 
entered into if the political order is to be resurrected. Given this, it 
becomes fully clear why the Agreement needed to be ratified by every 
man, and not by Parliament. It was not merely that what one Parlia­
ment enacts, another can rescind. It was also because men in a state of 
nature retain their natural rights entire, and ca~ ~ive u~ a portion of 
them only by their own consent· no one can do 1t m the1r names. And 
so also, the future state which the Agreement envisages is to act exclu­
sively iD; virtue of the power the subscribers .h~ve t~ansferred to it. The 
reservatiOns-the matters over which jurisdictiOn IS reserved from the 
sta~e-are only explicable as that part of the subscribers' natural rights 
which they have withheld and will transfer to no earthly authority. In 
all these respects, .the Agreement is the social contract. At the same time 
it is also, of course, the fundamental law which we associate with th~ 
notion of constitutionalism. Lilburne had wrestled with the problem of 
fundamental Ia~. Though he went in search of it to the law books, he 
never regarded It as merely equivalent to the enactments of the past. 
Only that part of the law agreeable to reason and the word of God 
would he call fundamental.a Now, however, the problem was solved at 

1 lonahs cry out of the whales belly 1641 13 
3 Two letter~ writ ~y Lie~t.-Col. John Lilbur~e . .. to Col. Henry Marten, 1641, 6. 
a Londons liberty rn chams discovered, 41. 
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last. By laying down what the people would permit the government to 
do, and what not, the fundamental law was given visible and forever 
unmistakable definition. 

Thus the Levellers' form of settlement goes to the ultimate assump­
tions of democratic political thought in the seventeenth century, and is 
one of its classic expressions: its individualism, manifest in the require­
ment that only the consent of the subscribing individuals can make the 
Agreement valid; its belief in the social contract, which the Agreement 
was literally intended to be; its allegiance to the principle of natural 
rights, the transfer of which the Agreement was intended to effect; and 
finally, its assertion of a fundamental law, the exemplification of reason, 
which the historic past could never quite disclose, but to which the 
Agreement at last gave palpable shape. 

Lilburne had hoped that the army general council, on which the 
Cromwellians and the Levellers sat together in uneasy alliance, would 
sponsor the Agreemellf of tire People. This was not to be. Cromwell and 
Ireton, his son-in-law, opposed the Agreement's resort to the law of 
nature, and denounced its specific proposals for reform as a menace to 
property.1 Alarmed by the implications of the Leveller position, they 
immobilized the general council and silenced the Leveller soldiery by 
force. 2 Fearing that Cromwell was seeking to erect a military dictator­
ship, Lilburne again had recourse to Parliament at the beginning of 
1648 as the only alternative to rule by martial law.3 But to whatever 
strategies political developments forced them, the Levellers continued 
to uphold an agreement of the people as the only tenable settlement. 
Two later versions of their Agreement were far more detailed than the 
brief one of 1647,4 and the elaborate list of powers and reservations in 
the former gives prominence to the aspect of fundamental law. The idea 
of social contract continued conspicuous, however, in the insistence 
upon individual ratification. Such a method, the Levellers asserted, was 
the only way to fix 'the Common-wealth upon the fairest probabilities of 
a lasting Peace, and contentfull establishment'. 5 

Cromwell's purge of Parliament at the end of 1648 brought about his 
final breach with the Levellers. Thenceforth, Lilburne remained in 

1 A. S. P. Woodhouse, op. cit., 26, 57, 94, 97 et passim. The citation is from Pro­
fessor Woodhouse's edition of the famous Putney debates of the army's general coun­
cil in the late autumn of 1647, at which the Agreement was discussed. 

2 See the details inS. R. Gardiner, op. cit., IV, Chs. LVI-LVII. 
8 An impeachment of high treason, 14. Lilburne was promoting a petition to Parlia­

ment and, according to his account, had to justify this course to his followers because 
of his previous denial of Parliament's authority. Commons, he now said, though 
corrupted, is the best visible authority. It should be preserved in such a way that it 
will not vassalize the people. 

'See below, Ch. III. 
11 A manifestation, 1649, 8. This is signed by Lilburne, Overton, Walwyn, and a 

lesser figure, Thomas Prince. 
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opposition until his death in 1657. He condem!led the illegality of 
putting Parl~ament under military force, and demcd ~he !awfulness of 
the king's tnal on the ground that the power that earned It out had no 
authority whatever. 1 A rightly constituted republic is superior to 
monarchy, he told Cromwell, but ' ... to have the name of a Common­
wealth imposed upon us by the Sword, wherein we are and shall be 
more slaves than ever we were under kingship ... such a Common­
wealth as this I abhor ... and therefore I had rather be under a King 
reasonable bounded than under you, and your new Sword Tyranny 
called a Common-wealth'. 2 

While in banishment in 1652 by government decree, Lilburne made 
acquaintance for the first time with Machiavelli and some of the classical 
writers. 3 The Italian theorist, whose ideas were so often used in the 
seventeenth century to justify reason of state, he straightway adapted to 
his own philosophy. Once he had employed Machiavelli's name as a 
reproach. 4 Now he praised him as 'one of the most judicious & true 
lovers of his country of Italics liberties, and ... the good of ;ll man­
kind that ever I read of in my daies ... · .. who though he be commonly 
condemned ... by all great state pohtitians ... yet by me his books are 
esteemed for real usefulnesse in my streits to help me clearly to see 
through all the disguised deceits of my potent, politick ... adversaries 
••• '. 6 He was also deeply impressed. with the classical authors and 
compared England's military rulers 'with what I have read with a 'great 
deal of observation (in those most excellent and famous Roma d 
Greek Historians Titus Livius and Plutark) of the Triumvery of Rn an , 

1 • l'b · 6 ome who totally subdued the peop e s I erties. . 
As an incentive to the government to allow his return from b . h 

ment Lilburne promised to put forward proposals that he said ams1-
, 1 t' . . wou d increase his country's popu a IOn, wm commercial suprema 

H olland raise the price of land, and help the 'poor Husband cy over 
. ' , . -men' a d the 'middle sort of people· ~e se~ms to have had m mind th n 

ment of lands incapable of ahenat.IOn upon the soldiery and the settle­
comparable with 'the Law Agrana amongst the Romans' 7 He poor, 

. d h. h d th . ft . e very probably conceive t 1s sc erne un er e m uence of Plutar h' r 
of the Gracchi. Despite the fact that he never developed it it c s 1~es 

f h · · · f< th th t · d · ' was a sign 
ho. lS mmd'~ capach1ty 1or wowh ]dah ami St exile and other difficulties, 

1snewreadmgm t ec ass1css ou avesuggestedsuchschem t h' 
This was almost his last word. Upon his unauthorized ret~~no fr: 

1 The /ega/fundamental liberties of the people of England, 2nd ed., 43_7 
2 Strength out of weakness, 1649, 12. · 
a L. Colonel John Lilburne revived, 1653, 23. He read them in translaf n 
4 The legal fundamentallibe~ties of the people of England, 2nd ed., 3. 10 • 
6 The upright mans vindicatwn, 1653, 7. 
6 Ibid., 9. 
7 Ibid., 21-2. 
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exile, he was placed on trial for his life, and though his courageous 
defence won him acquittal, he was sent to the final imprisonment 
during which he died. His career spanned the rise and decline of the 
movement whose greatest leader he was. At his death in 1657, the royal 
restoration which doomed all hopes was near. Yet Lilburne's ideas had 
many a long day to live, and his objectives were espoused by a genera­
tion of radicals one hundred and fifty years later. His lode-star was the 
principle of popular rights and the subjection of government to reason. 
To the question, who shall judge of reason, he answered,' ... Reason is 
demonstrable by its innate glory ... and man being a reasonable 
creature, is Judge for himself ... '. But because a man may be partial in 
his own case, 'Reason tels him, Commissioners chosen out and tyed to 
such rational Instructions as the Chusers give them, are the most 
proper ... judges ... '. Yet, he concludes,' ... a Commission given unto 
them against the Rules of common Reason is Voyde In It Self ... '.1 

And on this last-the sovereign individual conscience judging the 
rationality of all commands, enfranchized to do so by the law of Christ, 
which is itself reason-he took his ultimate stand. 

2. RICHARD OVERTON 

Almost nothing is known of Richard Overton's life. From obscure 
antecedents, he comes before us for a few brief years during the 1640s 
to fade into the shadows after 1649, and into total darkness after the 
Restoration. 2 This is a pity, because Overton was an exceedingly able 
theorist about whom we should like to know more. He began his career 
by publishing inferior verse satires against the bishops, 3 but attracted 
attention only with the anonymous appearance in 1643 of his work, 
Mans Mortallitie, 4 which contended that the soul is mortal and perishes 
with the body to rise only at the resurrection. This book has provoked 
some discussion centring on whether or not Overton was a materialist 
whose assertion of a resurrection was merely an insincere concession to 
contemporary prejudice. 5 The point is of some importance, I think, as 

1 Strength out of weakness, 14. 
2 The few known details of Overton's life are recorded in C. H. Firth's article on 

him in the D.N.B. His bibliography is discussed by W. Haller, Tracts on liberty, I, 
Chs. XII, XVI, passim, and by D. Wolfe, Milton, 480-1, Leveller manifestoes, 426. 

8 See, e.g., New Lambethfayre, 1642. 
4 This had an enlarged edition in 1655 which appeared under the title, Man wholly 

mortal. For proof of Overton's authorship of this work, seeP. Zagorin, 'The author­
ship of Mans mortallitie', The library, fifth series, V, 3. 

11 D. Masson, The life of John Milton, 7 vols., London, 1859-94, III, 157; W. K. 
Jordan, The development o.f religious toleration in England, 4 vols., Cambridge, 1932-
40, IV, 191-2; D. Saurat, Milton man and thinker, 2nd ed., London, 1944, 278-9; and 
A. S. P. Woodhouse, op. cit., Introduction, 55, all call Overton a materialist W 
Schenk, op. cit., Appendix A, denies it. · · 
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indicating the extent to which a seventeenth-century democrat united a 
naturalistic philosophy to his left-wing politics. 

Overton's seems to have been a mind which harboured notions basic­
ally incompatible. I see no reason to doubt his belief in a resurrection. 
Yet he was also, it will be seen, materialistic. The coexistence of these 
positions, however, apparently created no serious problem for him, 
because from all evidences the non-materialistic elements lacked the 
vitality to evoke serious te~sion. 

The real significance of Mans Mortallitie lay less in its assertion that 
the s~ul perishes than in its conception of the nature of the souJ.I He 
co~ce1ved of it, it is quite clear, not as a distinct entity temporarily 
umte~ with body, but as the sum total of the operation of man's 
f~cultles ~esting indispensably on a basis entirely physical. 'Soul' for 
him was, I? effect, nothing but a metaphor for designating man's higher 
powers, Without any intention of regarding them as supernatural. 
. After defining the soul as 'the internall and externall Faculties ... 
JOynly considered', he goes on to urge that as 'All the Faculties of 
Man· · ·are all, and each of them mortall ... and if all those, with his 
corpulent matter compleating Man ... be mortall; Then the invention 
of the Soule upon that ground vanisheth .. .'. 2 As heat, he says, is the 
property of fire and 'cannot be if fire cease: nor fire be, if it cease ... as 
wellhmay we say the heat of th; fire continueth after the fire is dead out, 
as t ose Faculties when their Body is dead .. .'.3 The soul must be 
ma!ter because 'that which is not material, is nothing'. And as all 
~~ ter, he continues, is compounded of the four elements, 'whole man 
f eing mh atter created, is elemental finite, and mortal; and so ceaseth 
rom t f ' Wh e une. of the grave, till the time of the Resurrection'. 4 

in . 1(ihe believed t~e soul was raised t~en we ha~e no way _o~ kno~­
wi~outs cle~r that hts reasoning gave htm no basts for adnuttmg thts 
we a muacle. Nor can we tell on what grounds he thought there 
sue~: ~eav~n a_nd hell after the resurrecti?n, th?ugh he does say that 
of an em o~t?ne IS an aid to virtue. 6 But i_t .ts ob_v10us that Overton was 
phy . . Pineal turn of mind. He was famthar wtth the work of the great 
Inte~Ict~n, A~broise Pare 6 and had apparently studied chemistry. 7 

es s of this sort acco~nt for his materialistic arguments. He was, 
1 Greater men tha . . 

soul mortal n Overton-e.g. Milton and Str Thomas Browne-believed the 
logy, XXXJi See4 G. Williamson, 'Milton and the mortalist heresy', Studies in philo-

2M. ' . 
6 Ib~nslmortal/ifie, ed. 1644 11 
4 I ., 3, ' . 

Ibid., ed. 1655 21 
11 Ibid., ed. 1644' 2 - 2· 
11 lbid., ed. 1644' 1;• ed. 1655, Postscript. 
7 This is what 'an · 

Co/lone/ John Lilb anonymous critic charged in The recantation of Lieutenant 
urne, 1647, 6. 
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without doubt, a rationalist over whom dogma had all but lost its 
hold. 

From the first, Overton was an enemy of religious persecution. He 
had attacked the intolerance of the bishops, and in 1645, following his 
bold excursion into philosophy, he joined the fight against Presby­
terian bigotry. He held views remarkably broad for his time, and far 
beyond those of most men, for he would have extended liberty of con­
science to Jews and Roman Catholics, and lamented the latters' per­
secution by Protestants as much as the Protestants' persecution by 
them.1 But these affirmations were unaccompanied by any large formu­
lation of his political thought. And strange to say, his tone towards 
Parliament in his known pamphlets was, on the whole, mild, despite 
Commons' treatment of John Lilburne to a term of imprisonment in 
the summer and fall of 1645.2 

Only in the next year, when Lilburne was made a prisoner by com­
mand of the peers, did Overton turn to the expression of his political 
ideas. First he took up his pen in Lilburne's behalf, then in his own, 
because in August, he was himself imprisoned by the peers for refusing 
to acknowledge their jurisdiction over him.s Now he began to state his 
position in writings astonishingly bold. In plain terms, he denied the 
Lords any standing. They are, he wrote, 'but painted properties ... that 
our superstition and ignorance, their own craft and impudence, have 
erected: no naturall issues of Iawes, but the exuberance and mush­
rooms of Prerogative, the Wens of just government ... Sons of conquest 
they are and usurpation, not of choice and election, intruded upon us 
by power, not constituted by consent, not made by the people from 
whom all power, place, and office that is just in this kingdome ought 
only to arise.' 4 

He also laid down the essence of his political theory in a statement 
that presented nature as a norm and as the origin of right. Quite in 
accord with his rationalistic temper, he set aside all received arrange­
ments, acquiescing in nothing but what nature itself holds forth. Over­
ton's thought, as he here expressed it, was almost detached from the 
Christian context which was its ultimate source. Where Lilburne in a 

1 The araignement of Mr. !'ersecution, 1645, 23, 11-12, 28-9. This was publishe~ 
under the pseudonym, Martm Mar-Priest and was acknowledged with some of his 
other unsigned works in A defiance again;t all arbitrary usurpations, 1646, 24, 25~. 

2 The anonymous England's miserie, and remedie 1645 which denounced Parlia­
ment's handling of Lilbume, has been ascribed with~ut evidence partly to Overton by 
D. Wolfe, Milton, 480. I do not think it is Overton's. Its style is not his, nor is it his 
way to quote Livy and other classical writers. 

8 Lords journals, VIII, 457. 
4 The iust man in bonds, 1646, I. This anonymous pamphlet has been ascribed by 

Haller (Tracts on liberty, I, 122, 126) and by Wolfe (LC 1•eller manifestoes, 9 n.) to 
William Walwyn. I believe it is Overton's on grounds of style. Its satire is much 
harsher and less mellow than Walwyn's. 
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similar declaration had spoken of Adam, the fall, and Christ's law, 
Overton spoke of God and nature, and the latter as the _agent of the 
former. His words could almost have been those of a deist. 

By natural birth, he said, 'all men are equally born to like propriety, 
liberty and freedome, and as we are delivered of God by the hand of 
nature into this world, every one with a naturall, innate freedome ... 
even so are we to live, every one equally alike to enjoy his Birthright and 
priviledge; even all whereof God by nature hath made him free'. As 
men are born free, the only just origin of power is in a grant from every 
individual, ' ... and no more may be communicated then stands for 
[their] better being, weale, or safety ... and this is mans prerogative ... 
he that gives more, sins against his owne flesh; and he that takes more, 
is a Theife and Robber to his kind; Every man by nature being a King, 
Priest and Prophet in his own naturall circuitc ... whereof no second 
may partake, but by deputation, commission, and free consent from 
him, whose naturall right and freedome it is'.1 

These conceptions were linked with a definite programme in Overton's 
great pamphlet, A Remonstrance Of Many Thousand Citizens ... To 
their owne House of Commons (1646), one of the most brilliant of 
revolutionary manifestos.2 The imperious tones in which this work 
addressed the Commons had never been equalled by any monarch but 
they were only such as befitted the majesty of the people in whose ~arne 
Overton spoke. Ever since the Norman conquest, he said, the 
people have been kept bondsmen by force and craft. At last they would 
endure it no longer, 'and then yee,' he told the Commons, 'were chosen 
to work our deliverance ... for whatever our Fore-fathers were. or 
whatever they did or suffered, or were enforced to yeeld unto; we' are 
the men of the present age, and ought to ~e free ... '.3 But instead of 
fulfilling its proper task, the <;ommons still temporize with the royal 
tyrant and maintain his doctrmes. ~et the Hou_se abolish monarchial 
government, he demanded, along with the negative ~oice of the Lords 
for 'Yee only are chosen by Us : . · an~ 4therefore m you onely is th~ 
Power of binding the whole Nation. . . . . . . 
. ~he co.~mons have ~lso been actm~ de~~otically m claiming un­

!Imited pnvlleges for their members ~nd m atdmg the Pres~yterians, 'as 
~f also ye had discovered ... That WI~hout a ·: · compulsive Presbytry 
m the Church, a compulsive mastership, or Anstocraticall Government 

1 An arrow against all tyrants, 1646, 3-4. 
2 This was published anonymously. T. C. Pease (op. cit., 153 n.) ascribes it to 

Overton or Henry Marten. Wolfe (Milton, 480, Leveller manifestoes, Ill) thinks 
Walwyn and Overton wrote it. I agree with Haller (Tracts on liberty, I, Ill) that it is 
Overton's. 

3 A remonstrance, 4-5. 
4 Ibid., 6. 
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over the People in the State could never long be maintained'.1 They 
permit heavy grievances to continue, and unjust laws, including Magna 
Carta, which is itself 'but a beggarly thing, containing many markes 
of intollerable bondage ... '. 2 A change must be made, Overton declared. 
Let the House but trust the people, and do what is just, and 'Wee will 
therein assist you to the last drop of our bloods ... Forsake ... all 
craftie and subtill intentions; hide not your thoughts from Us, and 
give us encouragement to be open-breasted unto you'; and ' ... let the 
imprisoned Presse at liberty, that all mens understandings may be 
more conveniently informed, and convinced by the equity of your 
Proceedings'. 3 

Overton's pamphlet was a demand for a democratic republic. His 
rationalistic philosophy would have no truck with tradition. It would 
brook only what reason found justifiable, and claimed for the present 
generation what Englishmen's forefathers had been tyrannically denied. 
His fearless language made perfectly clear that he and those supporting 
him would not be satisfied with half a loaf. But certainly no House of 
Conunons like that he addressed would ever trust the people or carry 
out the programme he proposed. 

Overton soon realized this. Imprisoned in August 1646, all his efforts 
to have the Commons liberate him failed. Together with his fellow­
prisoner, Lilburne, he determined to appeal above the Commons to the 
sovereign people. Like Lilburne, he believed that their failure to obtain 
justice proved the country had relapsed into a state of nature. 4 Why 
then may they not tread in Parliament's steps by appealing to the 
people against the Houses as the latter did against the king?5 

Overton's appeal came forth in July 1647 in An Appea/e From the 
degenerate Representative Body The Commons ... To the Body Repre­
sented The free people in general . . . and in especial/ . . . to all the 
Officers and Souldiers. This is his last great pamphlet. It is nothing less 
than a call for a new revolution. Had its demands been carried out, the 
events which began in 1640 would have achieved ends which not even 
two hundred and fifty years of subsequent English development were 
able to gain fully. 

Overton admits that history gives no precedent for his appeal to the 
people. But he is warranted, he says, by right reason which, though all 
forms of law and government fall, endures forever, 'the fountain o~ all 
justice and mercy to the creature ... '. 6 Among the principles of nght 

1 Ibid., 11-12. 
2 Ibid., 15-16. 
3 Ibid., 18-19. 
4 The out-cryes of oppressed commons, 14. See above, 15 n 2. 
5 Ibid., 14. 
6 An appeale, 1-2. 
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reason are that men should preserve themselves, that necessity is the 
highest law, that equity is superior to the letter of law, and that all 
entrusted power, if forfeited, returns to those who had entrusted it. 
These justify him, he insists.1 Henceforth, he will bold invalid any 
order of Parliament. By their tyranny, the Houses have lost their capa­
city. ~heir acts should be fought to the death, and the promoters of 
them JUdged and condemned as traitors to the safety of the people. 2 

To ?reserve themselves, the people may exercise their inherent 
~overe1~ty and depute or create persons for the removal of tyrants. If 
Jt be Objected, Overton says, that by reason of the prevailing confusions 
such a deputation cannot be formally effected, 'I answer, that the Body 

natura/} rnur;t never be without a mean to save it selfe, and therefore by 
the foresaid permanent unalterable rule of Necessity and safety, any 

person or persons . .. may warrantably rise up in the ... behalf of the 
people to preserve them from imminent ruine .. .' .3 It is the army~ he 
declar~s, which now has this duty, for it is 'th~ only form.all and ~~~Jble 
Head that is left unto the people for protectiOn and deliverance. He 
summons the soldiers' elected agents 'to preserve that power and trust 
1:eposed in ... you by the body of the Arm~ intire and absolute and 
trust no man ... how religious soever appeanng, further then hee acts 
apparently for the good of the Army and Kingdome .. .'. 6 

The Appea!e closes with an appendix of proposals presented for the 
army's consideration. These include a free and popularly chosen Parlia­
ment with provision for the recall and punishment of unworthy mem­
bers; the reform of law and the abolition of imprisonment for debt; 
the banning of all compulsion in religion and the removal of tithes and 
trade monopolies; the establishment of free schools throughout the 
c~:mntry; organized care for the sick, poor, and aged; and the restora­
t10n of lands which lay in common for the poor's use and were wrong­
fully enclosed. 

Such was the revolutionary programme Overton sketched out. He 
had appealed to the masses; he had not merely justified the right of 
revo~ution abstractly, but had urged the people a~~ the soldiers to act 
outs1d_e all legal channels in defian~e of eve~y trad~t10nal authority. His 
appraisal of contemporary institutiOns had Issued m demands which he 

1 Ibid., 4-S 7 
2 • • 

Ibid., 11 17-19 
8 Ibid., 22: . 
'Ibid., 27. 
6 Ibid., 3_0. In another work, Overton. w~rned that the great officers were seeking 

to underm1?e the authority of the soldsers agents and abolish the system of army 
repr<:sentat10~. This attempt, if succes~ful, ~e said, ':Viii necessitate an~ reduce the 
~mle to ~ bh~de ignorant, and implicste faith, even m that work wherem their very 
hves and hberties doth consist. . .'. (Eighteene reasons propounded to the soldiers oft he 
body of the army, 1647, 3, ?). 
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believed were coined in the very mint of reason itself. And the concep­
tion of reason he employed was one almost secularized and dissociated 
from its roots and commitments in Christian tradition. Short of com­
munism, Overton's was as extreme a vision as English radicalism 
attained to during the revolution.1 

3. WILLIAM \VAL WYN 

William Walwyn was the son of a country gentleman and the grand­
son of a bishop. He was, in addition, a member of the Merchant 
Adventurers Company. It would not seem, therefore, that he was good 
material for the Levellers. But he was also a sceptical and questioning 
personality, ceaselessly seeking truth, and insisting that reason should 
try all things. Like his colleagues, he was first an advocate of liberty of 
conscience, and was drawn from the toleration controversy into the 
Leveller movement by his desire for social justice and for a government 
which would be no respecter of persons. 2 

Walwyn's outstanding contribution to the revolution was in his 
writings on liberty of conscience, several of which are among the best 
pamphlets of the seventeenth century. Very early, he entered the tolera­
tion struggle, and in his remarkable Tlze Power of Love ( 1643) called for 
the use of reason in the free examination of every religious opinion.3 

During the course of his argument, some characteristic tendencies in the 
religious development of the left-democratic movement are made clear. 
The dogmatic element is dissolved, and with it, the claim of any persons 
whatever to be specially qualified interpreters of the word of God. 
There is nothing essential to the religious enlightenment of men, Wal­
wyn said, which God has not made accessible to the meanest capacity. 
No special learning is needed, for with the Bible in English, any man 
may declare its true meaning. 4 As dogma disappears, the essence of 
true religion is located in conduct. Only love manifested in action is 

1 Overton's writings following his Appea/e add nothing to the formulation of his 
political theory. His best later work was The hunting of the foxes from New-Market 
and Trip/oe-Heaths to Whitehall, 1649, ascribed to him, correctly, I think, by Wolfe, 
Leveller manifestoes, 355-7. It contains a biting description of Cromwell, who 'will 
lay his hand on his breast, elevate his eyes, and call God to record, he will weep, 
bowie and repent, even while he doth smite you under the first rib' (The hunting of 
the foxes, 12). 

2 The details of Walwyn's life are most fully given by W. Schenk, op. cit., Ch. III. 
W. Haller has done most to bring Walwyn to modem attention, and to clarify his 
bibliography in Tracts on liberty, I, Appendix A. On his bibliography, see also 
D. Wolfe, Milton, 481-3. 

8 This appeared anonymously and is ascribed to Walwyn by Haller, Tracts on 
liberty, I, 123, and, with reservations, by W. K. Jordan, Development ofreligious 
toleration, IV, 186 n. It seems to me to be Walwyn's. 

' The power of love, 1--8, 44-9. 
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true religion, Walwyn says. God is love, and <?n.ly love can make men 
God-like.1 The obligation to scrutinize all rc!Jg~ous tenets is stressed. 
·come, fcare nothing,' he exhorts, 'you arc advrscd by the Apostle to 
try all ~hings ... 'tis your sclfc must doc it, you are not to trust to the 
au~h?nty of any man ... you will findc upon tryall that scarcely any 
op1mon hath been reported truly to you.' 2 Finally, there is antinomian­
ism and the belief in universal redemption. All men arc sinners, Walwyn 
declares, but God's love is boundless and will redeem them. Mankind is 
no longer under the law, but under grace. ' ... your fcares, nor sinnes, 
nor doubtings cannot alter that condition ... Christ hath purchased for 
you, for though the sting of death be sinnc, & the strength of sin be the 
law, yet thankes be unto God, for he hath given us the victory through 
our Lord Icsus Christ'.a Thus men arc all as privileged in God's eyes as 
they ought to be in the state's. 

In his great pamphlet, The Vanitie of the present Clzurc/zes (1649), 4 

Walwyn, ever anti-clerical, expressed a view which justified an anony­
mous enemy's charge that he maintained 'the largest Independency that 
ever was heard of; that every man and woman shall have no dependence 
upon any Church ... but be his own Minister, hearer, officer, all'. 6 

Despite the claims of Presbyterians and Independents, Walwyn said, 
no church has the mark of a true church. Though ministers profess to 
deliver God's word, their doubts and wranglings prove the uncertainty 
of ~heir opinions. e They make religion complicated so as to gain a 
mamtenance and live in wealth and honour. Instead of aiding the poor 
and oppressed, they deliver sermons full of dubious notions. 7 But the 
one necessary religious doctrine is that Jesus is the saviour whose blood 
tak~s away all sin and who died even for his enemies. Many things in 
Scnpture may exceed understanding, Walwyn declares, but this doctrine 
is plain and full of comfort. s The people ought therefore to break their 
bondage to churches. Let them study the Scriptures and perfect their 
knowledge in small meetings by mutual discus~ion, without sermons. As 
their knowledge grows, they will come to reahze that true religion con­
sists in doing good, and that the way to show. love for mankind is to 
free the commonwealth from tyrants and dece1vers. 9 

1 Ibid., 36, To every reader. 
2 Ibid., To every reader. 
3 Ibid., 20, 24-5. 
" Halle~ (Tracts on liberty, I, 122) ascribes this to Walwyn. Walwyn said it ex­

pressed h1s opinions (Walwyns just defence, 1649~ 23; The foumain of slaunder dis­
co~ered, 1649, 21 ), but he is silent on its authorship. I believe it is his. 

Church-levellers, 1649 1-2 
6 The v · · ' · 
7 Ib"d amt~e of the present churches, 4-11 · 

I ., 23-6. 
8 Ibid., 30-3. 
9 Ibid., 43-7. 
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Walwyn's temper was pragmatic. 'I abandon all niceties and uselesse 
things,' he said.' ... my manner is ... to enquire what is the use: and if 
I find it not very materiall, I abandon it. .. .'1 He was addicted to reading 
Plutarch, Seneca, Lucian, and especially Montaigne,2 and suggested 
that Christians should discard superfluities and realise, as even the 
the heathen do, that 'a life according to nature' is pleasantest.3 Accord­
ing to his friend, Dr. Brooke, Walwyn did not think communism evil, 
but held that it might only be instituted by the unanimous assent of the 
people. 4 

In 1645, leaving his hitherto exclusive concern with liberty of con­
science, Walwyn came to the defence of the imprisoned John Lilburne. 
Lilburne's claims, Walwyn said, are justified by reason itself, and do not 
require Magna Carta as a precedent. Besides, he told Lilburne, 'Magna 
Carta hath been more precious in your esteeme than it deserveth ... '. 
It is not the sum of English liberty, but the record of the little that has 
been wrung by force from tyrants who held the nation in bondage. Only 
mere ignorance will call the grants of conquerors the people's birth­
right and find in them the meaning of freedom. Rather than patch up 
an old charter, what is needed is to make a new and better one. 5 

This depreciation of Magna Carta, 6 and Walwyn's demand that a 
new charter should be drawn up, throw light on the attitude of the left­
wing thinkers to the problem of history. That problem was defined for 
them by the necessity to make the past justify a programme which seemed 
innovative, and failing this, to find other sanction than precedent. 
Simultaneously, two attitudes towards history were developed, each of 
which was put to use. First, the recent past with its tyrannous monarchy, 
its arrogant peerage, and its unjust laws was brushed aside, as innova­
tions imposed on a free people by the Norman conquest, and appeal 
was made to a past more ancient, and therefore more hallowed, when 
men lived in a freedom the Normans destroyed. 7 In this way, the 
Levellers tried to appropriate history for their own ends. Analogously to 
the fall of man and his restitution, they represented English history as the 
fall of liberty and its possible restoration in their own day. Second, be-

l A whisper in the eare of fl;fr Thomas Edwards, 1646, 10 (mispaged). 
2 Walwyns just defence, 9-12. 
a The power of love, 3-6. Haller, Tracts on liberty, I, 40, has pointed out that this 

passage suggests the influence of Montaigne's essay on cannibals, Essais, I, 30. 
4 The crafts-me!IS craft, 1649, 9. 
II Englands lamentable slal'erie, 1645, 3-5. Pease (op. cit., 116 n.) and Haller 

(Tracts on liberty, I, 125) ascribe this anonymous work to Walwyn. It bears every 
mark of his style. 

6 Lilbume and Overton similarly depreciated it in 1646; see above, 11, 23. 
7 The origins of this interpretation of the English past have never been adequately 

studied. They definitely antedate 1640, for something not unlike the Leveller view of 
the Norman conquest is to be found, e.g., in Samuel Daniel's The collection of the 
history of England, 1612-18, in the latter's account of the reign of William I. 
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cause tbev were · 
h .J aware that the past could not always oe used to sup-

port t e1r demand tb · · h t · · a.ffir . s, ey appealed to reason. Thts ts w a msptres the 
are tZ:::tJOn of Overton that' ... whatever our Fore-fathers were ... we 
refusal ~en of the present age, and ought to be free ... '1 and Lilburne's 
they 0 accept previous legal enactments as fundamental law unless 

are consona t . h I ultimate b . n_ Wit reason.z But their appea to reason as an 
h . asts of JUdgm t · · · 'd t · · · f Istory. For lacki en constituted, tt ts cv1 en , a rejectton o 
product and its n n~ ~ny conception of the present_, b~th a_s the past's 
Jrrational d egatJOn, they had necessarily to dJsmJss htstory as an 
higher prin~~~-ture from the norm of justice, and to desert it for a 

It may be re a d cratic and r d'g r ed as a general rule of the development of demo-
wards, that ~t •cal thought throughout this period and for long after­
mentary write tended to eschew history in favour of reason. A Parlia­
the L~~ellers ~~~~h as Henry Parker exhibite~ the sa~e. tendency as 
Popuh In defian f he took refuge in the ratiOnal prmctple of sa/us 
this much furt~e 0 all_traditional arrangements. The Levellers carried 
remarkable illus~r. '!heJr literal acceptance of the state of nature is a 
nature signify i/al!on of this. For what did the stress on the state of 
conditions under n~. a reading away of all the determinate historical 
~u:_tomary rights w ~ch men lived, with all their corporate privileges, 
c~~onai creature'aa~ traditional ties? All that remained was man as a 
~~~ore compe~· What he could claim in virtue of bci_ng a man-a 

sion e/nyocation 0 ;ng than any sanctioned by immcmonal custom. 
most 0 htst_?ry. Reck reason by the radicals left the royalists in posses­
takin:~?'':hst writers o~ed by precedents, history was on their side, and 
patriarch:Ir stand on th~u~tere_d the ~rgu_ments of th_eir oppone_nts by 
history t 1 theory wa .ptstonc constitutiOn. 3 Even Str Robert Ftlmer's 
aries. By 0 be sure, bust 1 anything, an exaltation of history, a mythical 
the first f: ~Pholding fat~eaJ ~nough to him and some of his contempor­
tradition ~ ~rs, to Ada er-nght, and tracing the right of kings back to 

The Lev nl the patria:" and to Noah, he was appealing to the ties of 
reason of t~ lers' appeal ~hal family organization that reinforced them. 4 

Owing to th~s Christian tr~ r~~son was still, on the whole, to the right 
range with en '. their social dtt_J~n_, synony~ous ":ith the law of Christ. 
If Leveller ratt_ue fr~edom cnttctsm, ~~spit_e all Its sharpness, did not 
only in the nionahs111 w;s and left rehg10n Itself exempt from scrutiny. 

1 
ame of a hi moved ~o. denou~ce_ the churches, it did so 

2 
See above, 22. gher rehgwus pnnc1ple. If it attacked the 
See above 16 8J w , . 

4 S: . Allen, op. cit 
Jr Robert Fil ., 485-sos 

1949, Introductionm;6., Patriarch~ 
' 33; and seeabcndl other political writings, cd. P. Laslett Oxford 

ow,Ch.XIV. ' • 
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beneficed clergy, it had not yet learned to treat the promise of heaven as 
a calculated clerical manoeuvre by which men's attention was diverted 
from their earthly oppressors. If it declared dogma irrelevant to salva­
tion, it had not yet diluted the Christian God into an impersonal but 
beneficent nature. Moreover, it did not yet question that salvation was 
achieved through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. All the same, the Leveller 
notion of reason was deeply tinged with secular clements, and looked 
forward to the Enlightenment when Eternal Reason, autonomous and 
untrammeled, would hail every aspect of life to judgment at its bar and 
reduce to rubble the sanctuaries which the past had regarded with awe. 
This development is fully plotted in the ideas of Overton and Walwyn, 
less so in those of Lilburne; for the two former, as we have seen, were 
of a more sceptical turn of mind than their great colleague. 

In common with the other Leveller leaders, Walwyn's aim was the 
supremacy of a democratic House of Commons. Under the present 
Commons, he pointed out, oppression is as great as it was under the 
king, and all the quarrel between Presbyterians and Independents 'is 
but this, namely, whose slaves the people shall be' .1 Unless the House 
sets a time for its dissolution, he warned, and enacts reforms, it will be 
repudiated by the people, for 'the just freedom and happiness of a 
Nation [is] above all Constitutions .. .'. 2 

Perhaps Walwyn's profoundest political belief was in the method of 
discussion as the indispensable basis for free government. There is 

· nothing, he declared, 'that maintains love unity and friendship in fami­
lies: Societies, Cittics, Countries, Authorities, Nations; so much as a 
condescension to the giving, and hearing, and debating of reason'. 3 It is 
a striking tribute to the breadth of the Leveller movement that it could 
attract this urbane and questioning mind. And it is a greater tribute to 
the man himself that, though he loved nothing so much as a good book 
and a discoursing friend, he could yet leave the quiet of his meditations 
to press for the freedom in which he believed amidst the alarums and 
strife of political life. 

1 The bloody proiect, 1648, 12, 14. This pamphlet is signed 'W P Gent', and was 
ascribed to Walwyn in John Canne's anonymously published pamphlet, The dis­
coverer, 1649, Part I, 17, Part II, 54. Haller first denied Walwyn's authorship (Tracts 
on liberty, I, 126), but apparently changed his mind in Haller and Davies, Leveller 
tracts, 135. I regard it as Walwyn's. 

2 Ibid., 14, 12-13. 
8 The fountain of slaunder discovered, 18-19. We know little of Walwyn's activities 

after 1649. In 1651, he put forth an unimportant tract, Juries justified, and eight years 
later his name was suggested by James Harrington (Works, London, 1771, 586) as 
one of a committee to discuss a scheme for a republic. 
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4. JOHN WILDMAN AND OTHER LEVELLER WRITERS 

Of the four Leveller leaders, John Wildman was least important as a 
theorist. He wrote less than Lilburne, Overton, and Walwyn, and added 
practically nothing on the theoretical level that we do not find in their 
works. But he did play an outstanding part in the movement, and was 
an effective pamphleteer. In the 1650s, however, he left the Leveller 
camp and enlisted among Cromwell's republican opponents, where we 
shall meet him again.1 

Wildman's most important Leveller writing was The Case Of The 
Armie Truly Stated (1647)2 which gave a burning voice to the ar~ny 
radicalism that the Levellers had brought into being, and from whtch 
some of the specific demands in the first Agreement were taken. 3 De­
nouncing the Commons' failure to redress the soldiers' and the nation's 
grievances, Wildman called for the purging of the Houses, and_ for the 
enactment of a law paramount that would secure biennial Parliaments 
elected by all men over twenty-one years of age. ' ... all obstructions,' 
he said, 'to the freedome and equallitie of the peoples choice of their 
Representors, either by Patents, Charters, or usurpations, by pretended 
customes [must] be removed ... .'4 

Shortly after The Case Of The Annie appeared, Wildman cautioned 
the soldiers to beware of the treachery of their officers. Do not be 
frightened 'by the word Anarchy', he warned, 'unto a love of Monarchy, 
which is but the gilded name for Tyranny'. Those who fight for freedom 
are always 'slap't in the mouthes with these most malignant reproaches, 
0, yee are for Anarchy, yee are against all Government. ... ' 5 He advised 
the soldiers to repudiate Cromwell and create new officers. 6 He assailed 
the Cromwellians' platform of settlement, The Heads Of The Proposals, 
which had appeared in July 1647, as a restoration of the power of the 
king and his creatures, the peers, with no effective safeguards for the 
people's freedom. The only way to achieve a solid peace, he said, is by 
granting that all power comes from the people, that no power can exist 
except by the people's consent, and that the Commons alone are the 

1 Wildman's life is fully told by M. Ashley, John Wildman plotter and postmaster, 
London, 1947. 

z This was signed by the representatives of five regiments, but may be ascribed to 
Wildman because of Ireton's uncontradicted implication at the Putney debates 
(A. S. P. Woodhouse, op. cit., 92, 80) that he wrote it. C. H. Firth, The Clarke papers, 
4 vols., London, 1891-1901, I, xlvii, 354 n., and Ashley, op. cit., 15, accept it as his. 

a See the first Agreement, Postscript. 
4 The case of the armie truly stated, 1-2, 6, 14-16. 
15 A cal to all the souldiers qf the armie, 1647, 6. C. H. Firth ('John Wildman', 

D.N.B.), Haller and Davies (Leveller tracts, 64), and Ashley (op. cit., 39) are correct, 
I believe, in accepting this as Wildman's. 

o Ibid., Part II, 6-7. 
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people's representative, not to be overtopped by any other authority.1 

Like the other Leveller leaders, Wildman's principal requirement was 
the recognition of the right of all, including the poorest, to have a voice. 
Like them, too, he desired the redress of grievances, the effect of which 
would have been to cut seriously into the interests of many powerful 
groups: the common lawyers, members of the great trading companies, 
and the beneficed clergy, besides the crowd of jobbers and committee­
men who were making profits out of government business. But in the 
writings of none of the Leveller chiefs was there an outspoken hatred 
for the rich as such, nor a distinct and considered concern with the 
problems of the agricultural population. 

These themes, neglected in the works of the leaders, are to be found 
in the writings of some of the minor Leveller figures. A brilliant instance 
is Laurence Clarkson's A General Charge Or Impeachment of High­
Treason (1647). 2 Clarkson was a sectarian preacher who ran the whole 
gamut of religious experience possible in his time, beginning with 
Anglicanism and ending as a ranter, an antinomian, and a materialist 
who asserted that the world was uncreated and eternal. 3 His pamphlet 
was a denunciation of the rich and their domination of Parliament, and 
takes the form of a discourse delivered by Experienced Reas~n in 
behalf of Justice-Equity. How could you expect a Parliament of rich 
men to free you, Experienced Reason asks the people: 

'for who are the oppressors, but the Nobility and Gentry; and who are 
oppressed, is not the Yeoman, the Farmer, the Tradesman, and the 
Labourer? then consider, have you not chosen oppressors to redeeme 
you from oppression? ... it is naturally imbred in the major part of the 
Nobility and Gentry ... to judge the poore but fooles, and themselves 
wise, and therefore when you the Communalty calleth a Parliament, 
they are confident such must be chosen, that are the noblest and 
richest . . . but . . . reason affi.rmeth . . . these are not your equals, 
neither are these sensible of the burthen that lyeth upon you; for in-
deed ... your slavery is their liberty, your poverty is their prosperity .... ' 

Nor do the rich desire peace, Clarkson says, for 'peace is their ruine .. . 
by warre they are inriched ... peace is their war, peace is their poverty 
•• .'. 4 

These remarkable statements come much closer to the ideas of the 
1 Putney proiects, 1641, passim. This is signed with the obvious pseudonym, John 

Lawmind. 
:a, This is signed L.C. and is acknowledged by Clarkson in his The lost sheep found, 

1660,24. 
8 Clarkson is briefly noticed in the D.N.B. as Laurence Claxton. His autobiographi­

cal tract, The lost sheep found, ought to be reprinted. It is one of the most illuminating 
documents extant for understanding the sectarian's religious ques,. 

' A general charge, 11, 14. 
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communist, Gerrard Winstanley, than to those of John Lilburne.1 But 
Clarkson's solution to the poor's oppression was not communism, but 
the familiar one of a popularly elected Parliament. 2 

Other writings sounded a note similar to Clarkson's. One aut~or 
pointed to a 'confederacy amongst the rich and mighty to impovensh 
and so to enslave all the plaine and meane people ... '. By force and 
fraud, the rich have gained 'most of the land of this distressed a~d 
enslaved nation into [their] dawes ... yea, and inclosed our commons ~n 
most counties'. They have raised the rent of lands and of shops 111 

London, and have beggared many. Thus they have perverted 't~e end 
of Gods Creation, who in all Nations, hath most wisely ... provided a 
sufficiency of necessaries ... unto every ... individuall person .. · and 
which if withheld, is in his sight no Jesse then robbery and injustice·· .'.s 

Some pamphleteers demanded the abolition of all manorial tenures. 
John Jubbes, an army officer under Leveller influence, 4 proposed the 
destruction of' ... all inslaving tenures upon Record by Oaths of Fealty, 
Villanage, Homage, Fines at will of the Lords', though with compensa­
tion to landlords. 5 Another writer asked whether 'the oppressive preroga­
tive of Lords of Manors ... and a Free-state can consist together'· 6 . 

But the most remarkable protest against agrarian exploitatio~ ~hi~h 
the Leveller movement produced was the anonymous Light slmmzg 111 

Buckingham-shire( I 648),and its sequel, More light shining in Bucki!zgham­
shire ~1649). 7 These expressed the peasant's demand to own ~Is land, 
and his hatred of enclosures. Like Overton and Lilburne, their author 
declared that God created man with reason so that none was to be lord 
over his fellows, all being born free and 'with an equal share in t~e 
creation. Then man fell, and a few mercenary ones enslaved theJr 
brethren and enclosed the earth.s In England, kingship has been the 
source ~fall injustice, beginning with the Norman conquest. Allland­
~enure Is by _the king's authority, and rich men, lawyers, and nobl~me_n 
cry for a Kmg, because the poor should not claim his right that IS hiS 
by Gods gift'. 9 

1 Clarkson knew Winstanley, but said he disapproved of his ideas The lost sheep 
found,21. ' 

:A general charge, 12. 
, Englands troublers troubled, 1648, 2, 5, 10. 
11 See Schenk, op. cit., Appendix B. 

13_;!~ apology unto the honorable ... officers ... by Lieut. Col. John Jubbes, 1649, 

~ J. W., A mite to the treasury, 1653, 14. 
187,~~~-EG~och, E_nglish democratic ideas in the seventeemh century, London, 1927, 
132 att "b ·t ~mstem, Cromwell and communism, trans. E. Stenning London, 1930, 
that hen u e the~ to Gerrard Winstanley. I agree with Petegorsky: op. cit., 138 n., 

. was not the1r author 
8 Light shining, 2. · 
9 Ibid., 3-5. 
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' ... is it not fit for all to eat alike, have alike, and enjoy alike privileges 
and freedoms? ... weep and howl, ye Rich men ... God will visit you 
for all your oppressions; You live on other mens labours ... extorting 
extreme rents and taxes .... But now what will you do: For the people 
will no longer be enslaved by you, for the knowledge of the Lord shall 
enlighten them.'1 

'For a man to inclose all Lands ... from his kind,' the author said, 'is 
utterly unnatural, wicked and treacherous; for if man shall eat bread 
by his sweat, then, he must needs have ground to sow corn; therefore to 
inclose all grounds from him, is to starve him ... .' 2 Though the king has 
been expelled, unless manor lords and other unjust privileges are 
removed, the nation remains enslaved.3 

As we might expect, the Leveller movement had its anti-imperialist 
side, and gave rise to attacks against the English attempt to subjugate 
Ireland. One anonymous author asked why the English should fight to 
impose tyranny upon another people. ' ... is it your ambition to reduce 
the Irish to the happiness of Tythes upon trebble damages, to Excise, 
Customs and Monopolies in Trades? or to fill their prisons with poor 
disabled prisoners, to fill their Land with swarms of beggars ; to enrich 
their Parliament-men and impover~sh their people?' 4• A newspaper 
reported that such dangerous quest.wns as the followmg were being 
disseminated in the army to undermme the Irish expedition: 6 

'Whether it be not the duty of every honest man to divert what he can 
the intended expedition .... Whether those who pretend for freedome 
(as the English now) shall not make themselves altogether inexcusable, 
in intrenching upon others freedoms~ and whether it be not a character 
of a true Patriot to endeavour the JUSt freedome of all as well as his 
owne. Whether ... the Irish are not to be justified in all that they have 
done ... to preserve and deliver th~mselves from the cruelty and usurpa­
tion of the English .... ~hether tt be n~t Engl~nds duty ~o repent the 
Oppressions and usurpations over the lnsh nation, by theu Kings and 
Fore-fathers.' 6 

Such attacks as these on the rich, on manorial lords, and on the Irish 
war were significant elements in Leveller thinking. They show how 

1 lbid., 7. 
9 More light shining, 10. 
8 Ibid., 13-14. 
'The English souldiers standard to repaire to, 1649, 9-10. 
11 It is just possible that Walwyn was behind these. The queries have his touch. His 

enemies accused him of justifying the Irish rebellion, Walwins wiles, 1649, 25. 
6 The moderate intelligencer, 2nd-9th May, 10th-17th May 1649. I owe these refer­

ences to the kindness of Mr. H. N. Brailsford. 
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many-sided the movement was, and how extensive was the protest which 
it stimulated. They were of Jess importance, however, than the demand 
for political reform. This was the Lev~Ilers' al_pha and omega, bulking 
!argest .not only in the writings of thetr theonsts, but also, as we shall 
tmmedtately see, in their party programme. 
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III 

THE LEVELLER PARTY PROGRAMME 

IN THE separate writings of the Leveller leaders, there had been formu­
lated a conception of the social order which insisted that institutions 
justify themselves before the bar of reason. Whatever the past had 

been, the present must be shaped so as to allow every man's rational 
nature scope for expression. Only thus could the law of Christ and true 
religion be fulfilled. By the middle of 1647 there existed a movement of 
men who accepted this theory as the expression of their deepest, but 
hitherto inchoate, feelings. By means of it, local suffering elevated itself 
to a height from which it could gain a view of its relationship to the 
social order that had produced it. For the first time, a mass-movement 
gathered from the victims of miscellaneous oppressions did not stop 
with demands for partial and isolated changes, but went on to call for a 
programme of comprehensive reform. A sufferer from monopolies 
could find in the writings of the Leveller leaders the basis for perceiving 
the connection between his own problems and those of many other 
separate men. He could find, too, that his adversaries were not only in 
the great trading companies, but in Parliament. And he would discover 
that his demand for a free trade had better foundation then precedent, 
being grounded in his right as a man. Thus the theory of the Leveller 
leaders became a force rallying soldiers and civilians to the banner Lil­
burne and his fellows had raised. Hob-nailed boots and clouted shoes 
demanded a reckoning. ' ... suffer us,' they cried, 'to free ourselves, and 
the whole commonalty of the Kingdome from ... an intolerable burden 
and slavery; to shake and tumble downe that mountain of dishonour and 
oppression, that this Kingdome for so long time hath groaned under ... .' 1 

From 1647 onward, these demands for a general justice were being 
given a local habitation and a name in official party statements. Begin­
ning with a petition in the spring of 1647 which the Commons com­
manded to be burnt as insolent and seditious,2 the Leveller programme 

1 An alarum to the headquarters, 1641, 4. 
1 To the right honourable and supreme authority of this nation, the Commons .•• 

the humble petition of many thousands; Commons journals, V, 179. This petition is re­
printed in Lilburne's Rash oaths unwarrantable, 29-35. Thomason's copy is dated 
19th September 1648. 
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evolved through two versions of The Agreement of the People and oth~r 
petitions, 1 to culminate in a third and final version of the Agreement m 
1649.2 This last Agreement, issued by Lilburne, Overton, Walwyn, and 
a lesser Leveller figure, Thomas Prince, from captivity in the Tower, was 
the Levellers' finest legacy, and their conclusive word on the proble_ms 
of their distracted country. It summed up the experience gained dunng 
intense political struggles, crystallized the chief aspirations of those parts 
of the community for which they spoke, and presented their maturest 
conception of what was necessary for the achievement of a peace based 
on the people's freedom. A study of it will illuminate the Leve_ller pl~n 
of se~tlement in detail at its highest point, and make clear what 1ts social 
beanngs were. 

The third Agreement begins with a preamble in which the people 
decla~e their intention of ascertaining their government. Then follow a 
a senes of_ articles laying down the powers and duties of the ~uture 
representative. Supreme authority is to reside in a Representative of 
400 persons, to which all men twenty-one years and over, not servants 
or in rec~ipt of alms, may ele~t and be elected. Those who have aided 
the royalist c~use are disabled from this privilege for ten years. Membe!s 
are to ~e paid a salary, and each constituency is to be represented In 

proportion to its population. While men are officers in the armed 
forces or tre~urers of public moneys, they may not be mem~ers of !he 
ReJ?resentative; nor may lawyers who are members practise dunng 
t?eir term ~f office. No man may be elected a member twice in _succe~­
ston. Elections are to be held annually, and no Representative IS to Sit 
for m?re than a year or less than four months. In adjournments, a 
~ommtt~ee of_ members elected by the Representative, and acting under 
Its pu~hs~ed Instructions, is to manage affairs. The power of the Repre­
sentative IS to extend, without the concurrence of any persons, to the 
conservation of peace, the regulation of commerce the preservation of 
the people's liberties and estates as declared in the 'Petition of Right of 
1628• the raising of money and to all other things conducive to free­
dom, the removal of grieva~ces, and the commonwealth's prosper~ty .. 

Now comes a long list of subjects on which the Representative 18 

1 An agreement ofthepeople 3rd November 1647· Foundations o~'fireedom: or an agreement of th l • • '.1 • • 
of 1648 was e peop e, 15th December 1648. The most important Leveller pet1t1on 

1 .R: To the right honourable the Commons ... the humble petition of thousands 
wea-a.LJected persons, 15th September 1648. 
d An agreement ofthefreepeople of England, 1st May 1649. There were a number of 

ocuments known as agreements of the people published between 1647-9. Only three 
are Leve~er. A discussion of the relation between all of these may be found in J. W. 
Gough, The agreements of the people, 1647-1649', History, N. S., XV, 60. Mr. 
G<;:mgh was unaw~re that what he lists as the third agreement was composed by a 
pnvate person, L1e~t.-Col. John Jubbes, and should be supplemented here by 
Wolfe, Leveller manifestoes, 311-12, w. Schenk, op. cit., Appendix B. 

36 



THE LEVELLER PARTY PROGRAMME 

denied power. It may not compel or restrain any person in matters of 
religion, nor impress men for military service, 'every mans Conscience 
being to be satisfied in the justness of that cause wherein he hazards his 
own life, or may destroy others'. In order to abolish the enmities created 
by the war, it may not, except in execution of the judgements of the last 
Parliament sitting before the Agreement takes effect, 1 question any 
person for his part in the wars. It may not exempt any person from the 
operation of the laws on the pretext of tenure, grant, charter, patent, 
degree, birth, residence, or parliamentary privilege. It may not have 
anything to do with the execution of laws, nor permit legal proceedings 
and the laws to be in any language but English. It may not continue 
laws abridging the freedom of foreign trade, and may not raise money 
by excise taxes or except by an equal rate levied upon real and personal 
estate. It may not make or continue laws imprisoning men for debt, nor 
may it continue the death penalty for any crime but murder. It may not 
continue tithes, though impropriators are to be compensated. It may 
not take away the liberty of each parish to elect its own ministers. It 
may not alter judgments in trials from being given by twelve jurors, 
dwelling in the neighbourhood, and freely elected by the people. It may 
prevent no one from holding office for religion except upholders of the 
papal or any other foreign supremacy. It may not impose officials on 
counties, hundreds, cities, or towns, the people of which are freely to 
elect their own officers annually. 

There follows, finally, a list of miscellaneous provisions. Future 
representatives are to pay all just public debts. In order to assure the 
subordination of the armed forces to the civil power, each constituency 
shall raise its own military forces and elect its officers, reserving to the 
Representative, however, the naming of the general officers. Any mem­
ber of the Representative, or any other person, endeavouring to des­
troy the Agreement, or to establis~ communis~1, shall incur the penalty 
of high treason a~d less~r penalttes shall be mcurred by persons dis­
turbing the people s elections. 

In this multiplicity of powers and reservations, the general scheme of 
reconstruction can be clearly seen. The popular franchise, most impor­
tant of all, was clearly provided for, though it excluded servants and 
those living on charity, as well as women. The former classes were denied 
a vote because, a Leveller spokesman pointed out, they 'depend upon 
the will of other men and should be afraid to displease [them]',2 and it 
may be imagined that in the prevailing family organization, the exclu­
sion of women would be similarly justified by the Levellers. Supporters 

1 The Agreement provided that the sitting Parliament should dissolve in Au 
1649. 8Ust 

1 This is Petty's ~xplanation in the debates of the army council at Putney, A. S. p 
Woodhouse, op. c1t., 83. · 
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of the royal cause were deprived of politic~! r~ghts for ten yea~s, but ~y 
preventing the Representative from qucstiOnmg men for thetr par_t m 
t'ne wars, it was hoped that the country would grow once m_ore mto 
unity, especially since the benefits of the Agreement were beh~ved ~y 
the Levellers to affect all interests favourably. At the same ume,_m 
permitting the Parliament sitting before the Agreement became effectiVe 
to give judgment on the chief instigators of the war, it was expected that 
the king and certain royalists would be punished. . . . d 

The peers and the monarchy were stripped of all thetr pnvilcges an 
powers, but neither was abolished If we arc to accept Wildman's state­
ment in 1647, 1 the Levellers did not object to a peerage as such. So fa1~ 
as monarchy was coocerned, there is no doubt that had not Cromwe 
established a military rule by the time the third Agreement was drawn 
up, it would have been done away with. Both Lilburne and Overton ha~ 
expressed a desire for this, 2 and in February 1649 the former_ ~a 
attacked the plan of settlement of the Cromwellian group for onuttmg 
a reservation against the restoration of monarchy. 3 But Lilburne later 
declared, 'I had rather ... live under a regulated and wei-bounded 
King · · · then under any Government with Tyrannic', 4 and the final 
Agreement did not ban monarchy because the Levellers wished to be 
prep~red for the possibility that Cromwell might be overt~r~wn a:d 
the kmg restored on condition of his acceptance of their pnnctples. 

With the proposals for a popularly elected annual Parliament free 
from any _negative voice and subject to definite rules, the Levellers g~ve 
a conclu~tve answer to the constitutional and political question? whtch 
they_ b~heved t~ ~e at the centre of the issues that the revolutiOn ha~ 
pr~c~pttate~. Stmtlarly, by removing all compulsion in ~atters 0 

re~tgwus fatth, t~ey_dealt definitively with the religious questiOn. '!'hey 
latd down the J?nnctple that toleration was to extend to all professt_ons. 
And_, whereas m their first and second Agreements they had permttte? 
Parhament at its discretion to establish a national church, provided tt 
wa~ ~oluntary, they gave the Representative no such power now. The 
:ei~gwn of the country was to be as varied as the faiths that flourished 
mIt~ and even Catholics could practise their beliefs without disturbance. 

Fma!ly, the various grievances against which the Levellers had been 
protestmg were to be redressed by depriving the Representative of 

1 At the Putney debates, Ibid., 109. 
2 See above, Ch. 11. 
3 En~lands new chains disco1•ered, First part, 1649 [3]. Lilbume referred to the 

officers Agreement of the people, submitted by the army to the purged parliament on 
20th January 1649. 

4 A discourse betwixt Lieutenant Colonel John Lilburne ... and Mr. Hugh Peter, 
1649, 8. 

11 In 1652, while exiled in Holland, Lilburnc was in touch with various royalists on 
this basis: see Gibb, op. cit., 307-8. 
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power to continue the laws which sanctioned them. It is.interesting, 
however, that certain demands which had been put forward earlier did 
not now appear. Reservations in the second Leveller Agreement pro­
hibiting the rate of interest from being set higher than 6 per cent and 
exempting estates of less than £30 from all national taxation were 
omitted. So was a requirement in the second Agreement that a record 
office be erected in every county for the registration of all bills, bonds, 
and conveyances. These were probably oversights. Most important of 
all, the abolition of base tenures, which Lilburne had called for in a list 
of articles at the end of the second Agreement, was overlooked.1 

We can best understand the Leveller programme in this, its greatest 
formulation, if we characterize it as a lower-middle-class utopia. Utopia 
it was-and no dishonour on this account to its framers-because the 
prevailing relationships of economic and political power offered no 
basis for its realization. Lower middle class we may call it because its 
every line expressed the aspirations of the small and middle sort of 
people who formed the backbone of the Leveller movement. 

The Agreement portrayed an equalitarian order which aimed at dis­
sociating wealth from privilege by granting the same political rights to 
all. Under its electoral programme, it was expected that small mer­
chants, craftsmen, and yeomen would possess sufficient weight to 
balance the economic advantages of great merchants and wealthy land­
lords. The pronounced emphasis on decentralization and local elections 
was to have the result of curbing both the oligarchies of the towns and 
rural areas, and London's power over the rest of the country. No 
longer would the central government appoint the justices of the peace 
and the sheriffs. No longer would these and other posts be habitually 
occupied by the gentry and the men of substance who packed the town 
corporations. T~us, it v:a~ ho_ped? the c.o.mmonalty of town and country 
would establish Its participation m pohtlcal power. 

Economically, the Agreement secured the interests primarily of 
people of lesser means. The removal of excise would ease those upon 
whom a tax on food fell heaviest. Though foreign trade monopolies 
were to be taken .away •. noth~n.g was said o~ the .whole complex of 
regulations govermng gmld pnvdeges, apprenticeships, and local trade 
and industry. These the Levellers had never assailed, for they were the 
barriers behind which small masters and craftsmen were often en­
trenched. Lilburne had always borne in mind the economic grievances 
of such men, and had pointed out, for example, how clothiers, cloth­
workers, and spinners were victimized by the Merchant Adventurers 
Company.2 1t was on behalf of these, it would seem, that the Levellers 

1 The Leveller petition of September 1648 had asked that enclosures of fens and 
commons be laid open or enclosed solely for the benefit of the poor. 

2 Innocency and truth justified, 50. 
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wished the system of regulation to function, and hence they confined 
their attack to foreign trade monopolies alone. 
. In _all these respects, therefore, the Leveller programme carries the 
Impnnt of the interests of those of intermediate status in economic life. 
Moreover, its outlook was predominantly urban. The Agreement's 
demands, of course, called for the removal of grievances that were 
general, and not limited only to urban groups. But its silence on the 
probl_em of copyholds anr~ manorial lords was more than an oversight. 
Despite the occasional mention of the abolition of base tenures, 1 the 
land question was never a critical issue in the leveller programme, and, 
anrong agrarian elements, it reflected more the aims of the small free­
holder and yeomanry than those of the poor peasantry. This was a 
fundamental defect. It was on the latter that much of the power of the 
~nded gentry depended and to leave the basis of this power unaffected ? reform was to contradict the equalitarian commonwealth for which 
!h: ~evel~ers stood. Because their programme dealt so summari!Y with 

. gra_na~ problem, the great majority of the rural populatiOn re­
md_amed Indifferent to it, despite the considerable rural discontent and 

tsturbance wh" h . . Th Ic occurred durmg the revolutwn. 2 • • 

h e .Le~eller movement was distinguished in general by Its high 
umamtanan· db d · · throu h e IS~ an y the essential hope that it woul wm tts way 

th g P rsuadmg the minds of men It expressed care for the poor, e aged th · · 
What th~ e Sick, the imprisoned, the oppressed, the unemployed. 
law f ch ~ould do for these the levellers believed was only what the 
wou~ h nst and of reason' evidently required. The Leveller leaders 
look of ave shunned the notion that their position expressed the out­
reason an~l cla~s. They believed their demands were inferences from 
man ' ~s I uminated by Christ's law and reason was the same in one 

as In a thou d ' · I interest th san · Their programme corresponded to a umversa 
blind th ey held, and only men who have become beastly or who are 
was ~hye~ would have argued, could fail to see this fact. Perhaps this 

tn none of th · A · · d &"or amending th Cir greements was any provisiOn rna e 1, 

As the l lei rules upon which the new political order was to operate. 
eve er comm I "t t remain ~0 onwealth was created so apparent y, was 1 o 
rever More h ' ' h . . of the call of Liib over, t ere can be no doubt whatever t ~t m spt~e 

spite of the . ~rne and Overton in 1647 for the people to nse, and m 
not regard ~muttmes of leveller soldiers in the army, the Levellers did 

orce as a normal or a desirable method of effecting political 
1 See above 39 Lilb , 

rnent of 1653 'Tlz · fi d ume s position was repeated in the London Levellers' state.. 
peaceable per;on/ un amentallawes and liberties of England claimed ... by several 

2 See instances ·i~. com'!lonly called Levellers, 1653, 4. 
IJ, 406-7 and M J E. Lipson .• The economic history of England, 3 vols., 1929-31, 
/640-1660, Lond~n, al~;6, ~~~~[rob/ems and policy during the Puritan revolution 
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change. They relied, they said, 'solely upon that inbred and perswasive 
power that is in all good and just things, to make their own way in the 
hearts of men, and so to procure their own Establishment' .1 When Lil­
burne called for a rising, it was because he believed the country was in a 
state of nature. If he had really subscribed to violence as a tactic, his 
movement would have been far more dangerous to the Cromwellian 
government than it was. 

The Leveller programme was the glorious hope of men who lacked 
all possibility of gaining power. While Lilburne led a revolution that 
failed, Cromwell led one that succeeded. While Lilburne strove un­
successfully for a democratic republic, Cromwell created an oligarchic 
one. If Lilb1.1rne's tragedy lay in the powerlessness of his movement to 
achieve its ends, Cromwell's consisted in the doom of a Stuart restora­
tion that fatally overhung him because of the narrow basis on which his 
power was erected. Yet with all their differences, the Levellers and 
Cromwell had important principles in common. Both desired liberty of 
conscience, though not in the same degree. They were alike also in 
fearing a strong central government as the source from which despotism 
would always arise. Many actions to which Cromwell resorted to retain 
power would have been left undone if his rule had been a stable one.2 

Like the men for whom the Levellers spoke, Cromwell wished to be 
finished forever with the tyranny he saw exemplified in the interfering 
government of Charles I and his ministers, Laud and Strafford. But 
however one limits the state's role, it will still retain positive functions 
which can affect either favourably or not the various interests in the 
community. And so while the circumscribed state of the Levellers would 
have enforced the equalitarian order outlined in their Agreement, Crom­
well's discharged the task of securing the property and position of the 
gentry and great merchants who inherited power in revolutionary and 
restoration England. 

The Levellers at the very birth of political democracy stated its full 
theoretical implications. They would tolerate no groups or orders in 
society with special political privileges. They required that Parliament 
be truly representative. And they extended the right of consent to every 
individual. They admitted no sovereignty anywhere, unless it was in 
every man's conscience. They seriously accepted the possibility of any 
man refusing obedience to commands incompatible with his idea of 
reason or justice. This may appear anarchic, but to them it was the 
ultimate guarantee of liberty. But they clearly believed that a repre­
sentative non-sovereign Parliament, itself subject to the laws it enacted 
for the people, and restrained by the safeguards of the Agreement, would 

1 A manifestation, 1. 
2 Cf. E. Barker, O/i1•er Cromwell and tlze English people, Cambridge, 1937, 47-62. 
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erect that which every individual conscience unbiased by an irrational 
selfishness would be likely to accept. 

Their great objective was political reform, and in the occasion~} 
Leveller pamphlets that continued to appear through the 1650s this 
aspiration was still being given utterance. The declaration of Lond~n 
Levellers in 1653 insisted that 'The people cannot be ... Free ... w?Ile 
the Supream power ... is wrested out of their hands ... and the pnme 
Badge and principle of their Freedom is, Their own Election'. 1 The 
anonymous author of Eng/ands Remembrancers (1656) advised Crom­
well's millenarian opponents not to boycott the elections to Parliament 
announced in June 1656, because despite Cromwell's tyranny, '(unlesse 
there could be a personall agreement of the people) an assemblie of the 
peoples Deputies, is the only visible means to settle justice ... '. 

'Dear Christians, it is by the choice of your Deputies only, that the 
whole body politick of this nation can consult together for their preser­
vation ... there is no other way consistent with the laws of God, or the 
nature of mankind, whereby our breaches can be healed, lawfull powers 
and authorities created, righteousnesse and justice exercised amongst 
us.' 2 

The unknown Leveller who wrote The Parliaments Plea in October 
1659 when the breakdown of all effective government seemed near, told 
the soldiers in the army that a durable settlement could be made only 
by consent .of the people in Parliament, and counselled them to choose 
repr~sentatives. and ~ffect the army's submission to a freely elected 
Pa~ham~nt ruhng Without any king or peerage, under powers pre­
~cnbe~ ln an agreement of the people. a And in November 1659, some 
mhabttants .o~ Hampshire were still demanding an agreement of ~he 
peopl~ pr~vidmg for a supreme representative body and the separation 
of legislatiVe and administrative functions. 4 

h The programme the Levellers announced for their own day took more 
t an t~o hundred and fifty years to achieve. Like Moses, they never 
~:elt 1n C~naan. Yet the beliefs they voiced did not die, and rose from 

e ashes Into which the hopes of revolutionary England were con­
sume~. Long afterwards, they were taken up by new forces, by the 
Chartists and the trade unions, to become the battle-cry of new struggles. 

1 The fundamental/awes and liberties of England claimed .•. by several peaceable 
pe~sEons ; .nds. commonly called Levellers, 6. 

8 ng,a . remembrancers, 4, 1-2. 
, The parliaments plea, 13, 15_17, 21_2. 

The weekly post, 22nd.:..29th November 1659. 
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IV 

UTOPIAN COMMUNISM 

I. GERRARD WINSTANLEY THE development of the thought of Gerrard Winstanley is a 
strange phenomenon in the history of English political theory. 
For almost eight years after the Long Parliament met, this genius, 

~hose voice a distant posterity has listened for above the roar of his 
t~e, remained absolutely silent. Nothing of his is to be found in the 
discussion of the early 1640s on liberty of conscience. He contributed 
no writing to the Leveller agitation for reform. When at last he took his 
pen in hand in 1648, he put forth an unpolitical book about religion. 
Yet within a few months after this, Winstanley was a communist. And 
not four years later, after having written some works of much depth and 
beauty, he concluded his brief literary career with the account of a 
remarkable communist utopia that is impregnated with the spirit of 
rationalism. 

The known details of Winstanley's life help little to explain his 
thought. In 1640, he was thirty-one years old, and carrying on a small 
business in London as a cloth-merchant. Three years later he became 
a bankrupt, ruined by the depression which the civil war occasioned, 
and was forced to go to live with friends in the country. 1 Sometime 
during these early years he was for a period a Baptist.2 This is almost all 
we know of his life before he began to write. 

He was, it seems clear, a man of sensitive mind and of great gifts, who 
yet might have remained silent had it not been his destiny to live in a 
revolution. The collapse of control that accompanied the end of Stuart 
rule permitted a marvellous proliferation of religious life and a pressing 
to their conclusion of tendencies at work in the various sects. The 
0Pp~rtunity thus presented for the extremely rapid acquisition of 
rehgtous experience, which in some ardent souls evoked only confusion 

:D. Pctegorsky, op. cit., 121-4. 
G dTrutlz lifting up its head abo1·e scandals, 1649, 141. Except for The mysterie of 
~ ! The breaking of the day of God, and The saillls paradise, all of Winstanley's 

wntmgs arc cited from his Works, ed. G. Sabine, Ithaca, 1941. 
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and uncertainty, was for Winstanley the occasion of growth. In heeding 
the Apostle's admonition to try all things, his powers were released. And 
so this communist prophet began to write, first of religion, then of 
politics. It is in his religious evolution, therefore, that we must seek for 
the source of his political theory. 

Winstanley's earliest works held forth an antinomian religion of love, 
universal redemption, and chiliastic hope. God, he affirmed, will sa:e 
all men, even the worst sinners. He will kill all evil, that is, self-love m 
man, and 'will dwell in the whole creation ... and so deliver whole 
mankind out of ... bondage'. 1 Men are no longer under the old law 
because it is 'cast out of God's hand by Jesus Christ, the Law of grace 
and love; and the Serpent is cast out of the whole creation in part, and 
shall be cast out of the whole when the Mystery of God is finished by 
the power of the same anointing, Jesus Christ'.2 He was confident, too, 
that Christ will soon come himself. ' ... the Winter is near past,' he 
exulted, 'the Summer is come, the flowers appear in the earth .... The 
time of the singing of birds is come ... for the Lord God omnipotent .. · 
begins to reign in the world ... .' 3 In the characteristic way of the sec­
tarian, he emphasized a religion of personal experience. 'To hear that 
Christ was raised from death ... is joy. But to see and feel Christ the 
Anointing, raised upon me; and to feel him who is the spring of life, to 
be opened in me, and to send forth sweet manifestations of God to my 
soul, this is much more joyous and full of abundance of inward refresh­
ments.'4 And he condemned all compulsion in religion. 'Jesus Christ,' 
he said, 'calls his Church out of the world, & makes them to beleeve in 
God by his own almighty power; but the Beast will have a whole 
Parish, a whole kingdome, and so the world to be his Church ... or 
else she will suffer him to have no church at all.'6 God, he was sure, 
would remove all usurped ecclesiastical power, and expel injustice, so 
that magistrates will delight in executing justice for the commonwealth's 
good and safety. 6 

Such ideas as these were not uncommon in his time. 7 But immediately 
after their expression, Winstanley entered a new phase of development. 
He now emerged as a pantheist, seeing God not transcendentally, but 
immanently within the creation, identifying God with reason and 

1 The mysterie of G?d concerning the whole creation, 2nd ed., 1649, 9. The 1st ed. 
was 1648, and accordmg to the Address to his countrymen of Lancaster, was Win­
stanley's first work. 

2 Ibid., 27. 
8 The breaking of the day of God, 2nd ed., 1649, 67-8. The 1st ed. was 1648. 
'Ibid., 71. 
IS Ibid., 91. 
6 Ibid., 128, 131. 
~ Cf. R. M. Jones, Mysticism and democracy in the English commonwealth, Cam­

bndge, 1932. 
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expecting the world's restoration through the spreading of the spirit of 
reason in every man. 1 He has come to realize, Winstanley said, that 
God is not in a place of glory beyond the skies, but in the whole crea­
tion.2 Not even Satan's power is distinct from God. It is a part of God, 
and is the ·power of the spirit, which is pure reason ... that shews thee 
thy wickednesse ... and fills thee with shame and torment'.3 Reason, he 
affirms, is the father of all things, and governs the whole creation. It is 
the 'spirit that knits all creatures together in peace and sweet commu­
nion of love and meekness [and] must needs be King'.4 Jesus 'is not a 
single person at a distance from you ; but ... the wisdome and power of 
the father, who spirits the whole creation, dwelling and ruling King of 
righteousnesse in your very flesh' .5 Do not, therefore, seek for God 
outside the world, he admonishes, but •know him to be the spirit and 
power that dwells in every man and woman ; yea in every creature, 
according to his orbe, within the globe of the creation'.6 

Withinashort time, Winstanley enlarged on theseconceptions. Neither 
the Father nor Jesus, he said, are confined to any particular place. They 
are everywhere, and in every creature. 7 God is the spirit, reason, which 
preserves not a part, but the whole creation.8 Reason dwells above all 
in man, and enjoins him to live peaceably with his fellows. Thus, envy, 
covetousness, and pride are nothing but unreasonableness. 9 The origin 
of evil was man's revolt, when he chose to live upon the creation, and so 
broke the law of reason. The transgression of Adam, the first man, was 
an historical act, yet Adam at the same time can be seen in all who live 
against the spirit. There is a second man who leads mankind back to the 
spirit. This is Christ. Till now, the first Adam has ruled the earth. But 
now is the time of Christ, the second Adam, who 'will change times and 
customs, & fill the earth with a new Jaw, wherein dwells righteousness 
and peace ... And he shal fill the earth with himself ... so all that live 
in the light and strength of pure Reason are but the sons and daughters 
of the second man ... '.10 

These first pantheistic writings mark a critical point in the complicated 
evolution of Winstanley's thought. By reason, he clearly meant the law 

1 The saints paradise. This work is undated, but I concur in the reasoning of 
Petegorsky (op. cit., Appendix I) and Sabine (op. cit., 91) that it was written in the 
summer of 1648, after The breaking of the day ofGod. 

9 Ibid., 2nd ed., Address. 
8 Ibid., 105. 
4 Ibid., 106, 122. 
II Ibid., 116. 
0 Ibid., 85. 
7 Truth lifting up its head above scandals, 1649, 114. 
a Ibid., 101, 104-S. 
o Ibid., 109. 

10 Ibid., 120-2. 
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of righteousness teaching men to do as they would be done to. 1 Man­
kind's history consists in the absolute restoration of this law. But 
reason is not a force without the world. It is the immanent principle in 
the development of an created things. It is the spirit which inhabits all, 
and which Christ exemplified. It is God. Thus the created order of 
things and God are equated. God, as reason, can be discerned separate 
from the created order so far as it remains unrighteous. But righteous­
ness is ~estined to triumph, and in its progress God, or rea~o~, takes 
possessiOn of the created order in which he has always been mt1mated. 
At the end, with the restoration of righteousness in the world, God and 
mankind are one. 

Y:'lrio~s suggestions have been made to account for Winstanley's 
spmtualistic pantheism. It has been said that he shows the direct in­
fluence of the great early-seventeenth-century German mystic, Jacob 
Boehme,2 and that his concep_tions have something in common with 
those of the Familists and of the mystical preachers, William Dell and 
J~hn ~altmarsh.3 All of these influences are, of course, possible, though 
t ere Is no evidence for any of them. But it is a mistake, I think, to 
~tr~ss too much whatever similarities there may be, because Winstan-
ey s greatness lies in just those ideas for which there was no con­
t~mporary parallel. Like may Protestant mystics he held to a religion 
0 ~ersonal experience, to a belief in liberty of conscience, and to a 
~r;~unDd distrust of clerical interpretation of Scripture. But just as 
Wei lder . ell nor Saltmarsh became communists convinced that reason 

ou reign in thi l"fi B · th 1 f . s I e, so oehme put no very radical interpretation on 
al~h:w 0 bChnst; and his work, darkened by the esoteric symbolism of 
G my, ears the stamp of the restricted airless atmosphere of the ermany of hi · . . ' d 
spiritual r . s lime, In whiCh the grip of the state churches presse 

Wh t re Ig~on to an inwardness that nourished itself on the occult. 4 
a ever Its r bl · "d w· stanley' h"J esem ances to certam contemporary 1 eas, m-

it is tru~ p 1 osophy~ as he elaborated it, was a different one. He began, 
him B t as a.n:tYstic, and the sense of inward illumination never left 
its ~~fl ~S~ICism, a ~reat scholar has pointed out, has, in certain of 
arise no~ ~ons, decidedly close affinities with rationalism. 5 These 
sively as t ou t, 'Yhen the mystic values his own experience so exclu-

0 set aside all merely received teachings and interpretations, 
~ Cf. The saints paradise 124 

R. M. Jones Stud" ·' · 
and Jakob Bo h' Nles m mystical religion, London, 1909, 495; M. Bailey, Milton 
English after~~: ew York, 1914, 113-14. Boehme's works were being put into 

: G. Sabine, op. cit., 21_35_ 
There are many stud· f . . 'h 

m~stic will, New York, ~~~~-o Boehme. A useful treatment IS H. H. Brmton, T. e 

vols:'I!~~:.c~93~~~:o;~~~ teachings of the Christian churches, trans. 0. Wyon, 2 
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and when he holds his own discoveries to be the sign of his possession 
of an inner light which emanates directly from the divine intelligence 
that rules all things. With Winstanley, these affinities are obvious in his 
identification of God with the immanent principle of reason pervading 
the world. The question is, how far will they be carried. If too far, it is 
doubtful that the religious-spiritualistic matrix in which they were 
formed can continue to survive. As a mystic, Winstanley denied the 
value of every external help, and conceded positive significance only to 
the spirit of God in man. But because he identified this spirit with 
reason, and located it in the world and nowhere else, he was moving to 
the point where to know the world would be held synonomous with 
knowing God. Christianity must acknowledge the presence of God in 
the world; but it dare not acquiesce in the belief that in the world God's 
presence is exhausted. Just this, I think, is what Winstanley was event­
ually led to. His philosophy, therefore, reproduced, even if on a far less 
sophisticated plane and in other terms, one of the great movements of 
thought that culminated in Spinoza, in which God and nature were 
made one. 

Winstanley's rationalism, moreover, was bound up with an uncom­
promising affirmation that mankind's redemption would be effected in 
this world, not in a heaven to come, and not through Christ's vicarious 
sacrifice, but by the restoration of the absolute law of reason. It was 
this that gave his radicalism its far-reaching implications. More than 
any man of his time he refused to admit the permanent and unalterable 
fact of a fallen world, and looked to the reintroduction of the pristine 
good. When this unyielding quest for an absolute justice was united to 
a philosophy whose ultimate bearings must, I think, be regarded as 
naturalistic, we have a synthesis unlike anything in its day, a synthesi 
which essentially lo?~s forward to the Enlightenment and beyond. s 

But this is to ant1c1pate, for we have still to note Winstanley's eme 
~ence as a _co~munist. This all-important stage was announced by ~ 
m the begmmng of 1649. A few months later, he led the Diggers 
group that had grown up around his ideas, out to cultivate the comrn' a 
lands on St. George's H~ll~ Surrey. He accompanied this enterprise w~ 
a series of writings explammg the significance of communism. Follow! 
the collapse of the D~gger venture because of the enmity of localla~g 
lords, he published his final work, in which he described the operatj -
of a communist social order. on 

Winstanley's adoption of communism was most intimately related t 
all his earlier ideas on the origin of evil and the redemption of rn ° 
From the beginning, the dogmatic element had had no place in a~. 
thought. Ethics was what he had stressed exclusively, and he was lo ~s 
ing to the imminent spread of righteousness in the world. Superfici~ -
it may seem as if the questions to which his communist ideas proVid y, 
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an answer were those which any Christian must ask : What is the origin 
of evil? What is the role of Christ? How is the world redeemed? But in 
the very putting of these questions, he meant by evil, by Christ, by re­
demption something quite different from what they signified to orthodox 
Christianity in any of its great historic forms. Everything centred on 
conduct, and the essence of evil lay in man's unrighteousness towar~s 
his fellow creatures. It was this from which all sin grew, and it was this 
which any redemption must remove. Winstanley had already identified 
reason with justice between men, and evil with covetousness. But he had 
not given any substantive meaning to these ideas, nor had he shown in 
thelargehowtheywereexemplified. Yet his emphasis on a religion ofcon­
ductimpelledhimto a precisestatementofthecircumstancesin which they 
were manifest. Now communism as a creation of the spirit of charity and 
in a wholly unpolitical form was to be seen in the New Testament in the 
example of the Apostles. It had also been proclaimed by some of the 
radical sects of the Reformation. Whether he found it here or elsewhere, 1 

commu~sm provided the solution to his problem, a communism, how­
ever, which h~ was to develop in a new way. He now concluded that 
reason and nghteousness were concretely manifest in the common 
ownership of the earth, and that evil and covetousness had their being in 
privat~ P,roperty: It was private property, therefore, which caused all 
mankind s suffenngs, and man's redemption would be effected only by 
making the eart~ a common treasury. 

These conceptions were not intended as a political programme. When 
he. ~st announced them, he tells us they came to him in a trance, 2 and 
this IS not the w~y political programmes are usually formulated. At the 
start they were Simply a new substantive content of all that he had talked 
about before. He now showed that the origin of evil and of private 
property were the same. At their first entrance into the creation, men had 
a~ equal freedom from God to till the earth. Covetousness, or the 
!~uml?f3°f the fir~t Adam, took the form of the private appropriation of 

~I ~I· Accordingly, only by the abolition of private property could 
evi e removed.' ... so long as such are Rulers,' he says, 'as cals the 

th; ~~~~~ky ;uttge~d that Winstanley was led to his radical political ideas under 
shining in Buc%· he v~ller, William Everard, and the Leveller pamphlet, Light 
Everard in wh~:;. am_-sh~r~, 1648 (op. cit., 134-5, 138-42). But it is likely that the 
not the Leveller bJUtstlficatlon he wrote Truth lifting up its head above scandals, was 

• u another Eve d kn · ( s b" "t 103 ) Moreover I see no .d rar , own as a mystic see a me, op. c1 ., n .• 
communi;t if he r ev1 .ence that Winstanley read Light shining before he became a 
Light shini~g that ~~d ~at all. The important argument, repeatedly mentioned in 
taken up by Winstant . o~an conquest brought tyranny into England, was not 
He first ado ted it ey 10 hiS first communist writing, The new law of righteousness. 
standard ad!'anced.' and thereafter employed it very frequently, in The true levellers 

s The new law of righteousness 1649 190 
Bfbid., 182, 158. ' ' • 
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Land theirs, upholding this particular propriety of Mine and Thine, 
the common-people shall never have their liberty, nor the Land ever 
freed from troubles, oppressions, and complainings.' 1 It is communism, 
he now realized, that embodies reason and righteousness. 'Did the light 
of Reason,' he asks, 'make the earth for some men to engrosse up into 
bags and barns, that others might be opprest with poverty? Did the light of 
Reason make this law, that if one man have not such abundance of earth 
as to give to others he borrowed of; that he that did lend should imprison 
the other, and starve his body in a close room?' 2 The rich tell the poor 
that to take from the rich is to offend reason's law. But the truth is the 
reverse. It is a breach of reason's law for the rich to have plenty and the 
poor to starve, because 'Reason requires that every man should live 
upon the increase of the earth comfortably ... '.3 ' ••• the spiritual man, 
which is Christ,' Winstanley says, 'doth judge according to the light of 
... reason, that a! man-kinde ought to have a ... freedome, to live upon 
earth ; and that there shal be no bond-man nor beggar in all his holy 
mountaine.'4 

Led by his pantheistic doctrines, Winstanley completely negates the 
historical element in Christianity. Original sin is not due to Adam's fall, 
he says, and when a man sins, let him blame himself, not someone who 
lived six thousand years ago. 5 He doubts, too, the existence of hell. 'If 
there be a local place of hell as the Preachers say there is ... time will 
make it manifest, but as yet none ever came from the dead to tell men 
on earth, and till then, men ought to speak no more then what they 
know .... •a Most important of all, he couples his extreme interpretation 
of the law of reason with an insistence that mankind is to look for its 
felicity in this world only. Ministers preach for gain, he declares, and 
make themselves serviceable to the governing power by spreading ignor­
ance and confusion among the people. 7 It is for this reason that they 
tell men not to expect righteousness in earthly life. But they speak false. 
'0 ye hear-say Preachers,' he exhorts the clergy, 'deceive not the people 
any longer, by telling them that this glory shall not be known and seen, 
til the body is laid in the dust. I tel you ... it must be seen by the material 
eyes of the flesh: And those five senses that is in man, shall partake of 
this glory.'a 

The righteous society, however, Winstanley emphasizes, is not to be 
instituted by force, for the spirit of Christ will spread itself in all men 
and cause them to consent to the law of reason. 9 Yet there must as­
suredly be action, because it is in action alone that love is manifest, and 
he that professes religion and fails to 'act this universall power of 
Righteousnesse in labouring the earth for a common treasury, is a meer 

B 

1 Ibid., 159. 
' Ibid., 179. 
7 Ibid., 238, ll7. 

I Ibid., 177. 
II Ibid., 177. 
8 Ibid., 170. 

49 

a Ibid., 181. 
6 Ibid., 219. 
o Ibid., 181-2. 



UTOPIAN COMMUNISM 

se~f-lover · · ·, and. a complementing enemy to Reason the King of 
~ghteousness ·1 It 1s the poor who must take the first step for it is in 
~ e~.tha: th~ law of reason will realize itself first. 2 They 'must cease 
y:~ ~~t ~~ r~h men and begin to work the conunon lands. 'Therefore 
makes b th t ~ earth, that are trod under foot, you poor people, that 
take not~ce sc ~liars and rich men your oppressours by your labours, 
at ease and·~· 11 you labour the earth, and work for others that lives 
this, th~t the~ ows the waies of the flesh by your labours ... Know 
labourer and and of the Lord shall break out upon every such hireling 
the Cre~tion ~0~ shal perish with the covetous rich men, that ... hold 
stanley remark n er the bondage of the curse.' 3 As for himself, Win­
ner in which th s, as soon as the Lord shows him the place and the man­
forth and decl:p~o:ple~re to work the common lands, he will himself go 
pro~ise, he ledr~~t I~ his action." And in the spring of 1649, true to his 
mumst experim Is httle group of followers, the Diggers, in their com-

The o· ent. 
wh Igger mov 

ose purpose ement was not a political tactic. It was an action 
world, and Whie~as to symbolize the redemption coming within the 
[ 0fjades.& Workj had manifested itself already in Winstanley and his 
e~t freedome to t~g the common lands, Winstanley said, is a 'declaring 
mo anglements of l e Creation, and that the earth must be set free from 
pro~c~~asury to al~rds, and Landlords, and that it shall b.ecome a com­
of co tng restorar · · ·6 Because their venture was a stgn of the ap­
monsn~cating the Ion of mankind, the Diggers disclaimed any intention 
cast~ t ey assenectP~ssessions of the ric~. They v:a.nt~d only the com-

But\?tur lands 'a and would wait, 'tdl the Spmt m you make you 
no~etheinstaniey's nd Goods'.s . . . . 
pohtics. "Ibs, fuu olarnphlets written in JUStification of the Diggers are, 
stead the e lUling acute and highly critical comments on contemporary 
by courJ ~ad intr~dowers, he said had promised to free England, but in­
prerogati~ JUstices of ;ced a greate; bondage. The people were oppressed 
from Leve~I~0Wer.a ~ e Peace, and committees. They were still under a 
people und r ParnPhle also adopted the argument, very likely borrowed 

1 l . eratYrann ets, .that the Norman conquest had brought the 
2 lbb~d., 193--4 YWhich weighed on them still. England, he declared, 

ld., 186 . 
3 /bid., 194. 
'Ibid., I9s· 

IS Cf. W.}i~d 
of modern histo,.;on, ·~ 

6 A watch-w0 ,.J )(VIii ~0rnic and social thought of Gerrard Winstanley', Jou,.nal 
7 An appeal to t~0 11re ~it' 8-9, and W Schenk, op. cit., 102. 
R A declarationjje lfo,s/ of London ~nd the armie, 1649, 315-16. 

' '"o~n th of Conz 1649 301 
o The true tevel!e,.s sr e Po0 ,. mons, ' , .r England 1649 212 

Q"ciQ,.d 0PP1"essed peopre OJ • • • 
Qc/vQnced, 1649, 255-6. 
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had been enslaved many times, and the last yoke imposed on her was that 
of William the Conqueror. The best laws since that time, even Magna 
Carta, were but manacles, 'tying one sort of people to be slaves to another; 
Clergy and gentry have got their freedom, but the common people stil 
are ... servants to work for them ... '. 1 William gave his Norman 
soldiers power over the land as manor-lords, and manor-lords in Eng­
land from that time had had only the justification of the king's will to 
tyrannize over the people. William also caused the laws to be written 
in French, and heard cases at Westminster instead of in the neighbour­
hood of their origin. He gave tithes to the clergy for their good services 
on his behalf. 2 But the people had not laid out their money and blood 
in the war 'that their Landlords, the Norman power, should still have 
its liberty ... to rule in tyranny in his Lords, landlords, Judges, Justices, 
Bayliffs, and State Servants'.3 Now that the kingly office had been 
abolished, manor-lords must be abolished too, because they hold their 
lands by the prerogative customs of monarchy." England was supposed 
to have been made a free commonwealth; but 'if I have not freedom to 
live in peace, and enjoy food and rayment by my Labors freely, it is no 
Commonwealth at all'. 5 

In the months that followed his proclamation of communism, Win­
stanley's political thought became markedly deepened, and what had 
hitherto been isolated insights were brought together and rounded out in a 
theory of much penetration. Now he began to make use of the notion of 
property as a general principle with which to disclose the character of 
the contemporary order. Somewhat like James Harrington, though 
from a different point of view, he treated the possession of land as the 
critical factor in social life. 8 It is the desire to own the earth, he pointed 
out, which lies beneath all the great struggles and strivings of man­
kind. 7 This is the motive which inspires the actions of the gentry and 
the sermons of the clergy. The basis of all laws is the disposal of the 
earth. 8 Above all, the meaning of freedom lies in the unrestricted right to 
use the earth. 9 Though the gentry summoned the people to fight for 
them against the king, they did not establish a universal freedom. While 

1 An appeal to the House of Commons, 303. 
II /bid., 311-12. 
a The true lel•el/ers standard ad1•anced, 260. 
' A watch-word to the city of London, 324-5. 
11 An humble request to the ministers, 1650,431. 
6 It has been suggested by H. F. Russell Smith (Harrington and his Oceana, Cam­

bridge, 1914, 27-9) that Harrington was indebted to Winstanley, but there is no 
evidence of this. 

7 Fire in the bush, 1650,493: cf. A new-years gift/or the Parliament andarmie, 1650, 
373-4. 

8 An humble request to the ministers . .. and to all lawyers •. . , 1650,429. 
0 A letter to the Lord Fairfax, 1649, 287-8. 
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they freed themselves from paying fines to the king and from the Court 
of Wards, they left the people under the slavery of manoriallords. 1 And 
from the beginning, wars have merely removed property from a weaker 
to a stronger hand, and have not abolished 'the curse of Bondage'. 2 The 
law pretends justice, but its purpose 'is to uphold the conquerin.g 
Sword,.and to preserve his son Propriety; therefore if anyone steal, th1s 
Law Will hang them, and this they say is of God'. The law makes the 
poor. work for landlords at low wages and when they refuse, they are 
!mpnsoned. If they have no dwelling and go begging, they are whipped. 
And truly most Lawes are but to enslave the Poor to the Rich and are 
Lawes o! the great red Dragon.'3 And then, should the poor man 
mourn hts bondage, and ask why they who work have least and they 
who work n?t at ~II enjoy all, contrary to the Scriptural saying that tl~e 
poor sh~U mhent the earth, 'Presently the tithing Priest s!ops .his 
~out? With a slam and tels him that is meant of the inward satisfactiOn 
~ll mt~d4 which the poor shall have, though they enjoy nothing at .... 

F~ohm these doctrines it was but a step to the description of a common­
;ea: ~hat would truly incorporate the righteousness which England's 
bevlol ~hon had failed to achieve Sore I·n heart at the antagonism and u ymg wh· h h . . . 
was tc t e Diggers encountered Winstanley concluded that 1t 

not enough fo th ' · d b h r while the ric r e. common lands to be appropnate y t e poo 
Notb1· h h were left In control of their lands and of the government. 

ng s ort of · d h freedom fo h' a co~plete overhauling of society would provi e t e 
Freedom (l~~2)Ic: he thusted. And thus, in his final writing, The La1~ 0/ 
plan for a c ' e presented his unheeding countrymen with a detailed 
time. It wil~~urust ord~r. This work is one of the great boo~s of the 
previous cent r companson with Sir Thomas More's classi~ of the 
the genial urb~~t No ~oubt, Winstanley lacked the wide learmn~ an.d 
understandin f Y Whtch make More's Utopia so attractive. But m h1s 
devise a solu~0° ihe contemporary order, in his constructive e~ort to 
ethical note wh·n h or the p~obl~ms besetting his age, and in the mtense 
ing. We now s: ~.ound.s In hts thought, Winstanley is quite outstan.d­
inner logic had · ts 1fh11?sophy complete the circuit along which Its 
conduct, he pass:~pe ed It. Inspired still by a deeply felt religi~n .of 
position. Nature h~ n;~ertheless, to a substantially rationalist-matenahst 
knowledge. The ema ~ pr~sented as the boundary and end of human 

nctpatiOn of man from oppression he now saw 

1 An a 1 
2 A rppea to the House o'" Commons 304 306 308 new-y · 'J • • • • 
3 Ibid., 38~~rs gift for the Parliament and armie, 355. 

"' Ibid., 388-9. 
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could be effected only if reason were adequately embodied in all the 
institutions of sociallife. 1 

Winstanley's commonwealth has its foundation in the free enjoyment 
of the earth by all, for this, he emphasizes, is the basis of every other 
freedom, and it alone enables men to live peacefully together. Even the 
inward bondages of the mind-covetousness, pride, hypocrisy, envy, 
sorrow, fears, desperation, madness-all arise from the outward bond­
age under which men lie when the freedom of the earth is removed. 2 

Hence, private property in the land and its products is to be abolished, 
as is wage-labour also. 3 Money, too, as the accompaniment of private 
property, will be banned, and gold and silver henceforth used exclu­
sively for dishes and ornaments. 4 To replace the system of private 
property in the goods oflife, conununal storehouses are to be established 
where all products will be brought, and which will be free for the use of 
everyone. Here consumption goods will be stored and distributed and 
artisans provided with the raw materials of their crafts. 6 But every 
family is to live apart, and houses, furniture, and articles fetched from 
the storehouses are to be considered as personal property which no one 
may take away. 6 

The commonwealth's administration is to be carried on by organs of 
officials elected annually to govern towns, cities, and parishes, the 
counties, and, by means of a Parliament, the entire country. All men 
forty years of age and over are to be eligible for election, unless dis­
qualified by uncivil living, support of monarchical power, too-great 
previous activity in buying and selling the commonwealth's land, or 
fear of speaking the truth. 7 Provisions are also made for a variety of 
officers to supervise trade, agriculture, and the conunon storehouses, to 
reconcile quarrels, to reform and punish offenders, and to educate, in­
form, and enlighten the people. 8 Parliament is to have among its duties 

1 I see not the slightest evidence for Professor Hudson's assertion (op. cit., 17-20) 
that Winstanley's intention was to portray an interim commonwealth which would 
last until Christ's second coming. This is to mutilate Winstanley's whole philosophy. 
Communism within the world was the only redemption he expected or desired. Pro­
fessor Hudson's statement (ibid., 2) that except for the 'peculiarity of "digging",' 
Winstanley differed little from other religious radicals of the time, is very far from the 
mark. 

2 Tlze law of freedom, 519-20. 
a Ibid., 580-1. 
' Ibid., 595. Mr. H. N. Brailsford has suggested to me that Winstanley may have 

derived this idea from Sir Thomas More's statement (Utopia, ed. J. Lumby, Cam­
bridge, 1935, 98) that the Utopians use gold for chamber-pots and similar purposes. 
Petegorsky says that Winstanley had read Utopia, but there is no evidence of this, 
unless it be in such a similarity as that just mentioned. 

li Ibid., 581-4. 
6 Ibid., 512. 
7 Ibid., 540-3. 
a Ibid., 544-56. 
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the task of converting to common use all the church and crown lands, 
lands once owned by monastic establishments, and common and waste 
lands appropriated by manorial lords. In addition, it is to reform the 
laws and remove all grievances. 1 

No arrangements are made for religious observances. Instead, on 
Sundays, their day of rest, the people of each parish are to meet toge_ther, 
and the minister elected for that year is to read to them, first of natiOnal 
affairs, and then of the commonwealth's law. After this, they are to de­
liver discourses setting forth the history of the past with its oppressions, 
an~ the benefits of freedom. Speeches are to be made 'of all A_rts ~nd 
Sciences ... Physick, Chyrurgy, Astrology, Astronomy, Navigation, 
Husb~ndry .... ' In this way, men will learn 'the secrets of Nature ~nd 
~reation, within which·an true knowledge is wrapped up .. .'. Nothi_ng 
IS to be spoken 'by imagination', but only what is 'found out by . · · ~n­
dustry and observation in tryal'.2 To know the secrets of nature, Wm­
stanley affirms, 'is to know the works of God· and to know the works of 
God within the Creation, is to know God hi~self ... to reach God be-
yond the Creation ... is a knowledge beyond ... the capacity of 
man ... •.a 

Besides these Sunday discourses schools are to be established to in-
struct all hildr · ' · 
b . c en m trades arts sciences and languages. No one IS to 

e rais d · h b ' ' ' · e Wit ook-Iearning alone and the emphasis is to be on expen-
mfenth. For 'he that onely contempl~tes' Winstanley remarks, 'and talks 
o w at h d ' d"I r e rea s · .. and doth not employ his Talent in some bo I Y 
ac Ionfi, for the encrease of fruitfulnesse freedom and peace ... is an 
unpro tabl • ' ' 
th . e so?· Knowledge of husbandry, minerals, lumber, and all 

eir products Is to be imparted. Scientific investigation is to be en­
courhagd~· ~11 who invent new things given honours and no 'young wit' crus e m Its des· t , 

If rre o master the secrets of every art. '1 

lih ~e~v:ere but granted the freedom of the earth and an assured Iive­
ou~o·K.· ;nstanley pro_rnised, many secrets of nature would be found 
decia ~n~; Bondage IS the cause of the spreading of ignorance,' he 
will k~ · 1 ~t when Commonwealths Freedom is established ... then 
becaus~~h: g~ cover th~ Earth ... .' 5 The clergy oppose enlightenment, 
The d . Y ~ not Wish men to understand the nature of freedom. 
dy~ VIse ~ga~nst trusting reason, and promise a happiness after death, 

an mnat~on In hell to those who disagree with them. And so, 'while 
men are gazmg up to H · · · · fi · eaven, Imagmmg after a happmess, or earmg a 

1 Ibid., 556-60. 
2 Ibid., 562-4. The Baconia · · r h · d p t k • r ( . n spmt o t ese Ideas may have prornpte e egors y s 

sbeugges 10z:tdop. clf.f, 1h~2) that Winstanley had read Bacon. But there docs not seem to any ev1 ence o t 1s. 
s Ibid., 565. 
' Ibid., 577-80. 
5 Ibid., 564. 
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Hell ... their eyes are put out, that they see not what is their birth­
rights, and what is to be done by them on Earth while they are living'. 1 

When he first envisaged a communist order, Winstanley saw no need 
for coercion and magistrates. Common ownership of the land would 
make them superfluous. Whipping, imprisonment, hanging, all of them 
fruits of private property, would pass away. 2 But his experience with 
the Diggers, who were driven forcibly from the land, instead of being 
acclaimed, must have caused him to realize the need to curb those whose 
behaviour menaced the welfare of their fellows. His community, there­
fore, had severe penalties for offences against the conm1on freedom. 
Some men are wise, laborious, and loving, he pointed out, while others 
are foolish and envious, and care not if their brethren perish for want. 
It is for these that the law exists. 3 But the purpose of law, he insisted, is 
the preservation of all, 4 and his penal provisions were aimed primarily 
at effecting reformation, except in cases punishable by death. Under the 
latter are included buying and selling the earth and its fruits, administer­
ing law for money, and rebellion aimed at re-establishing private pro­
perty.5 Hiring labour or accepting hire, and refusal to work or learn a 
trade, are to be punishable by loss of freedom. 6 Those so punished are 
to be set at work under a Taskmaster, and to be freed after twelve 
months, having promised to observe the laws. 7 

After the age of forty, because they have laboured all their lives, and 
arc now eligible for office, men are free to take their ease and not work 
if they wish. 8 Marriage is to be a civil ceremony. And 'every man and 
woman shall have the free liberty to marry whom they love, if they ob­
tain the love and liking of that party whom they would marry, and 
neither birth nor portion shall hinder the match, for we are all of one 
blood, Mankind: and for portion, the Common Storehouses are every 
man and maids portion, as free to one as to another'. 9 

Such, in brief, are the chief features of Winstanley's communist com­
monwealth. It needs no great acuteness to discern their utopian charac­
ter. No provision other than the spreading of the spirit of reason and 
the fiat of Cromwell, to whom The Law of Freedom was dedicated, is 
made for effecting the transition to the desired order. 10 The complexity 
of the economic conditions under which it would have to function is 
ignored. Winstanley pays no heed to the rapid growth in the seventeenth 
century of large-scale trade and manufacture, and evidently intends that 
production should be carried on in individual households and small 

1 Ibid., 569. 2 A letter to the Lord Fairfax, 282-3. s Ibid., 535--6. 
4 Ibid., 535--6. 15 Ibid., 594-5, 591. o Ibid., 595, 593. 
7 Ibid., 597-98. 8 Ibid., 577. 9 Ibid., 599. 

10 Winstanley seems seriously to have hoped Cromwell would put his ideas into 
effect; cf. The law of freedom, 510. 
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shops.1 He imagines, also, that it is possible to dispense with money, 
and that a professional class of lawyers will become unnecessar~ whe_n 
buying and selling disappear. 2 But these are slight defects alongside his 
momentous realization that freedom requires more than a formal 
political equality if it is to have its full substance. In achieving this un­
derstanding, he passed beyond the categories of thought presupposed_ by 
even the most radical doctrines of his day. And it is precisely his utopian 
outlook which enabled him to do this. For, in a certain sense, utopian­
ism is an essential ingredient in every standpoint that succeeds in 
transcending the reigning ideologies which a determinate social order 
begets. It is by means of this element that thought, in taking account of 
the problems of the moment, is made capable of so detaching itself 
from existing circumstances as not only to depict them in a profoun?er 
manner, but also to consider alternatives to them. This is why utopian 
writings _occupy no small place in the history of political theory. For in 
~hem, mmgled with the various illusions to which their authors are sub­
~ect, there resides a power of penetration that discloses realities wholly 
Jn~ccessible to mere 'common sense'. And as a result of this, these 
wntings, in their examination of the contemporary situation, often un­
cover the very possibilities whose realization will be the task of subse-
quent social development over generations and even centuries. . 

It seems to me beyond denial therefore that by his final work, Wm-
sta I · ' ' · n ey IS demonstrated to be one of the pre-eminent political thmkcrs of h" · · 

Is time. His analysis of seventeenth-century England showed a 
~ealth of understanding of the prevailing social and economic ~elations. 

e was one of the few theorists who attempted to explain the contem­
p_o~ary order on a high level of generality by invoking a unitary prin­
c~p be-t~e ownership of the earth. And he was the first to give a reasoned 
ear ~ratto~ to the doctrine which upholds the eternal inseparability of 
boi~t}cal hberty and economic equality. In this, his most cherished 
~ I~' he reyealed that prescience which is one of the special attributes 

~ t e utopi_an mind. For, in its various permutations and combina­
I~nsd, thhere Is no idea which, from the nineteenth century onward, has 

setze t ·n· 
1 k h" e mi Ions the world over with greater force. Nor must we over-
0~. 1Is. astonishing views on education and enlightenment. They were 

en Ire h In tune with the tempo and outlook of the great scientific move­
mentkt en proceeding. His emphasis on knowledge of nature as the only 
true. now ledge, his belief in the importance of experiment and new in­
~entwns, and the overwhelmingly pragmatic stress he put on alllearn­
m~~all these show him to have been deeply touched by the rationalistic 
spmt of the age. 

In noting these characteristic doctrines of Winstanley, we cannot but 

1 Ibid., 593. 2 Ibid., 512. 
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realize how singularly instructive a phenomenon his development is. 
From few other thinkers do we learn so well what strange and mighty 
potencies certain forms of spiritual and mystical religion contain. There 
were medieval mystics who, passing beyond orthodoxy, arrived at here­
tical pantheist views. 1 But in Winstanley, the process proceeds to its 
untrammelled furthest extreme. Mystic, pantheist, materialistic ration­
alist-this is his path. Before our eyes, moreover, he consummates the 
transition between two classic types of utopian outlook : from the 
blazing chiliastic expectancy of the religious radical who daily looks for 
Jesus' second coming to inaugurate a reign of righteousness, to the 
rationalistic communism, abounding in plans and projects, which ap­
pears as an aspect of the thought of the Enlightenment. The first is the 
world of the Taborites, Thomas MUnzer, and the Anabaptists of 
Munster, the second the world of Morelly, Meslier, and Robert Owen; 
and Winstanley's development encompasses the course which lies be­
tween the two. This is not to say, however, that his inspiration ceased to 
be religious, or that he ceased subjectively to believe himself a Christian. 
Quite the contrary. But the religion expressed in The Law of Freedom 
was no longer Christian, despite its terminology. He had eliminated a 
transcendent God, an historic Christ, creed, dogma, and church, and 
retained naught but the ethical inspiration of the gospel. And even this 
he did not allow to operate, in the traditional way, as the spirit of charity 
and love that was to be shown despite the existence of slavery and coer­
cion which man's fall had made inevitable. Instead, the gospel ethic was 
for him the imperative compelling the remodelling of institutions in the 
image of reason. While the early church acquiesced in the contemporary 
social order as incapable of reformation, and the medieval church 
accepted it as the first term of the harmonious duality, nature and grace, 2 

Winstanley rejected it in favour of one which reason was to shape. 
Further, his ideal had practically nothing in common with the ascetic 
communism of apostolic Christianity or of the heretical medieval and 
Reformation sects. On the contrary, it proclaimed a rational social order 
of abundance, humane learning, and ease. It rested not on a sharing in 
the consumption of goods, but on the co-operative organization of 
production. 

The burden of Winstanley's ideas could not have been an easy one for 
him, for he knew how much he had set himself in opposition to his time. 
In the poem which he placed at the conclusion of The Law of Freedom, 
he writes: 

1 Such, for example, were the Beghards and Beguins: cf. E. Underhill, 'Mediaeval 
mysticism,' Tlze Cambridge mediaevallzistory, 8 vols., Cambridge, 1924-36, VII, 789-
90. 

2 E. Troeltsch, op. cit., I, 303. 
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'Truth appears in Light, Falshood rules in Power, 
To see these things to be, is cause of grief each hour. 
K.nowledg, why didst thou come, to wound, and not to cure? 
I sent not for thee, thou didst me inJure. 
Where knowledge does increase, there sorrows m~ltiply, 
To see the great deceit which in the World doth he. 

While the Levellers could number their followers by the thousands, 
Winstanley influenced only a handful. Nor could he have found much 
comfort in the struggles which the Levellers waged, for he doubtle~s 
regarded their programme as an ineffectual palliative. An~ they, _m 
turn, to absolve themselves of the communist label which their enem1es 
had fixed upon them, made the endeavour to establish communism a 
penal offence in their final Agreement of the People. Thus Winstanl~y 
lived a stranger to his fellows, noticed for a moment as the eccentnc 
publicist of an odd sect of Diggers, and then forgotten. Enveloped by 
silence, he nevertheless spoke the truth that was in him. The just epi­
tome of his work is in the lines which he once wrote in vindication of the 
Digger movement: 

'When these clay bodies are in grave, and children stand in place, 
This shows we stood for truth and peace and freedom in our days.' 1 

2. Tyranipocrit (1649) 

~uch ~ommunist ideas as have been proclaimed under the pre­
emm_ent mfl.uence ~f the Ciu:istian spirit of charity have usually bee_n 
dom1nated by the stmple notton of a sharing of goods in the_ apostolic 
manner. They have expressed a fierce indignation against the nch and an 
exaltation of the ~oor, but have lacked the elements of a genuine social 
theory_ such as Wmst~nl.ey acquired. Their principal note is et~ical ex­
hortatiOn and a co_nvtct10n of the superiority of having goods m com­
roo~, u~ac~ompamed, how~ver, by any reasoned scheme setting forth 
the mst1tut10ns through whtch the oppression of private property can 
be removed. 

An important instance of this kind of literature is the pamphlet, 
Tyranipocrit, Discove:ed, 2 which, apart from Winstanley's works, has 
the distinction of bemg the only communist writing produced in the 

1 This is from the poem on the title-page of A watch-word to the city of London. 
Sabine's edition does not reprint the poem, but it may be found in L. Berens, The 
Digger movement in the dlfys of the commonwealth, London, 1906, 112. 

2 Tyranipocrit was published at Rotterdam in 1649. Excerpts from it are reprinted 
in British pamphleteers, ed. George Orwell and Reginald Reynolds, London, 1948. 
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English revolution. Its author is, regrettably, unknown, 1 and this seems 
to be the only thing he wrote. What the specific influences were which 
worked on him we can only guess. Some of his religious beliefs are 
similar to those expressed in William Walwyn's Tlze Power of Love, and 
like Walwyn in that work, he, too, condemns the want of simplicity 
which causes men to seck after superfluities. 2 It was a form of religious 
radicalism that led him to communism, and he broached his ideas in the 
vocabulary of the left-democratic movement, with references to reason, 
nature, and the law of God. But his thought never passed the boundaries 
which Winstanley left so far behind. 

The author of Tyranipocrit regarded the doctrine of predestination as 
wicked, and believed that all men had the grace to be saved if they 
would.3 He denounced the clergy as contentious sophisters puffed up by 
their learning and alien to the humility requisite in all who preach the 
gospel." It is not faith that is important in religion, he wrote in a beauti­
ful passage, but love. 
' ... faith ... cannot help our neighbours, for what can it helpe mee that 
another man hath faith? ... but if I bee poore ... if my rich neighbour 
do love mee, although hee doe not beleeve as I doe, yet love will cause 
him to helpe mee .... Through love all things are created, and through 
love all mankinde are redeemed, and through love all things are, and 
shall be preserved, and God is love, and when a man goeth to God with 
a loving heart, then Promise, Law, Prophets, Gospell, Christ, and all 
Doctors have done all that, for which they were ordained ... .' 5 

The author's anger is directed chiefly against the exploitation of the 
poor. They are, he said, victims of Tyranipocrit, that offspring of the 
union between the clergy's hypocrisy and the rich men's tyranny. 6 The 
rich feign holiness while they rob the poor. They affirm that wealth and 
godliness are the same thing, and prattle of reformation, though the 
only reformation for which they hope is one which will make them 
richer. 7 They steal thousands of pounds themselves, take other men's 
possessions by force and fraud, but decree laws which sentence a poor 
man to hanging if he steals thirteen-pence-ha'penny. They compel poor 
labourers to till the land at low wages, and value them less than their 
horses and dogs8• When the rich fall out, it is their slaves, the poor, who 

1 I have been unable to determine who he was. The late Professor Laski's sugges­
tion that he was William Walwyn (The new statesman and nation, 25th January 1948) 
is unacceptable. The style docs not seem to me to be Walwyn's. In 1649, Walwyn was 
disavowing communism (see, e.g., A manifestation, 4-5). Unlike Walwyn, the author 
was not very close to English political developments, and though he knew of the 
king's execution, was unaware that the House of Lords had been abolished (Tyrani-
pocrit, 48, 54). 2 Ibid., 23. 

n Ibid., 43-7, II. 'Ibid., 28-9. 11 Ibid., 20-1. 
o Ibid., 31. 7 Ibid., 16, 19. 8 Ibid., 23, 50. 
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are sent to kill one another. 1 Even now, the author says, referring to the 
peace congress assembled to conclude the Thirty Years W~r •. the agents 
of Christian princes who are convened at Munster are stnvmg only .to 
advance despotism. Instead of aiming at a universal freedom, they deSire 
to secure the profit of a few, and subject reason to tyranny.~ 

God, however, he affirms, created men free and rational beings, all 
with an equal right to preservation. It is only by securing to everyone an 
equal share of earthly goods, therefore, that the Jaw of God. and natu~e 
can be complied with. This is what the early Christians did, and this 
alone is true religion. 3 ' ••• if you should make and maintaine an equall­
ity of goods and lands, as God and nature would have, as justice and 
reason doth crave ... then man kinde might live in love and concord . : · 
then tyranny and oppression would cease, and the Kingdome of Chnst 
would flourish ... .'' 

But his ideas as to the arrangements for effecting commun!sm are 
nebulous. He seems to have had in mind something like an agranan Jaw, 
and says that the magistrate must follow the example of Moses and 
Paul, Agis and Cleomenes, and the brothers Gracchi, and if he cannot 
make the poor richer, let him make the rich poorer. ' ... first limit the 
goods of the rich at ten, twenty, thirty, fourty or a hundred pounds a 
year,' the author proposed, 'and then share their overplus amongst 
them that have lesser meanes ... make an new division againe and 
againe ... once in a yeere, or oftener ... examine every mans estate, to 
see if they have not made their goods uneven, and if they have ... make 
it eve? againe.' 5 A ~ompetent means for every man, he insisted, and an 
equahty of expenditure ar~ the foundations of all justice. 6 'Take. away 
the nai?e and power of thme and mine,' he pleaded, and establish an 
'equalhty of all such _of Gods creatures, as God hath given for the use 
and benefit of mankinde .. .'. 7 Yet his suggestion of an agrarian l~w 
would scarcely have removed the name of thine and mine. Unlike Wm­
stanley, he gave n? thought to the co-operative organization of the 
sources of production from which the rich men's wealth derived, and 
though he well understood that a man was not free if he lacked a 
means of livelihood, his position amounted to no more than a demand 
that private property be equally distributed. 

Tyranipocrit' s indignation at the treatment of the poor has undoubted 
power to move the r~ader. There can be little question that large num­
bers of_people expen~nced ~reat economic distress during the revolu­
tion, w1th httle effective actiOn taken to relieve them. 8 A writer who 
supported the Cromwellian government, but who was deeply concerned 

1 Ibid., 23-4. 2 Ibid., 19-20. s Ibid., 19. 4 Ibid., 32-3. 
ts Ibid., 52, 38. 6 Ibid., 50.. 7 Ibid., 52-3. 
s Cf. E. M .. Leonard, The early hzstory of English poor relief, Cambridge, 1900, 

Ch. XIII, passzm. 
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over the grievances of the time, gives us a revealing glimpse of what the 
lot of some of the agrarian labourers was. In the North, he says, 'I have 
seen multitudes of poor people go bare-footed and bare-legged, and 
scarce a ragge of clothes to cover their nakcdnesse, or having any bread, 
or any kind of food to put into their bellies, to keep them from starving. 
And ask the poor people, whose land they lived in? or who was their 
Landlord? they would tell us, that it was either the Earl of Northumber­
land or the Lord Grey ... '. 1 

The existence of such conditions gave justification to Tyranipocrit's 
denunciations. But the author's plea for communism was no more than 
a powerful expression of his compassion. It contained no real analysis 
nor any thoroughgoing suggestions. And, of course, even if it had, it 
would have been as much at odds with its time as were the ideas of Win­
stanley. 

1 Francis Freeman, Light vanquishing darknesse, 1650, 55-6. It is worth noting that 
both Northumberland and Grey supported Parliament and, a little reluctantly, the 
Cromwellian government. 
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D ESPITE the tide of hatred against the royal si?c which the civil 
war set flowing, the institution of monarchy Itself ~a~ too pro­
tected by hallowed sentiment and established opimon t~ be 

easily. swept aw~y. The supporters of Parliament h~d been bred m ~ 
tradition so .entuely and unquestioningly monarch1cal. that mos~ 0 

the~ were simply incapable of imagining England w1tho~t a kmg. 
Parliament, the city of London, for a long time Cromwell htmself, al­
m~st all b'!t the ~evellers, in fact, were royalists, not as a .matter of doc­
tnne, but m feehng, and this defended Charles I when his followers n~ 
longer possessed the strength to aid him. Thus it was that Cromwell s 
eventual determination to break with monarchy, resolved on after many 
b~ck-steppings, was a decision of great daring. It went against the doc­
tt?-nes of generations of English lawyers, political theorists, and theolo­
gians. It defied the loyalties that ages had built up, that Tudor greatness 
and the glory of the defeat of the Armada had sanctified, that Stuart 
rule had not dissolved. 

The. acts by which the revolutionary government established itself 
were, I,!lde~~· unparalleled. There was no counterpart for them in the 
dyna~tlc Civil wars of earlier English history. When, previously, had 
Englishmen seen a military force purge the House of Commons of two­
thirds of its members? When had they seen the House of Lords abolished 
and the country left with a handful of members of the Commons as its 
Parliament? Above all, when had they seen their legitimate prince 
brought to a public trial by his own subjects and executed i~ f~ll view 
of the populace? It is this last deed whtch was most astorushmg. An 
age such as ours, which has forgotten the divinity of ki~gship, may fail 
to realize the drama of King Charles's trial and execution. The seven­
teenth century did not. An anointed sovereign, ruler by the grace of 
God, blood-heir of many princes before him, had been made to stand 
as defendant on the charge of betraying his trust; found guilty, his 
crown had been blasted by the executioner's axe. The French monarchy 
shuddered at the shock. The Dutch government protested, and refused 
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its recognition to the new English republic. 1 And circulating in edition 
after edition, the Eikon Basi/ike evoked tears and pity for the dead king 
and created the legend of the royal martyr whose piety and virtue were 
greatest when his condition was at its most tragic ebb. 

It was this audacity in the face of the monarchical past, these revolu­
tionary actions by which the new government sealed its power, that the 
political theorists of the commonwealth had above all else to reckon 
with. They were required to vindicate obedience to a political order that 
was without any precedent in the historic constitution. They had to 
counter a widespread conviction that the deeds of Cromwell and his 
followers bore the stain not only of illegality, but of sin. 

The doctrines of the theorists who undertook this task fall generally 
into two categories. The first, which forms the subject of this chapter, 
was devoid of all revolutionary enthusiasm. Deducing nothing from a 
right of revolution, it asserted simply that any de facto power is en­
titled to obedience. This was not the view, obviously, which Cromwell 
and those thinkers close to him entertained, and I call it, therefore, the 
unofficial theory of the commonwealth. The second category, to be con­
sidered in the following chapter, alone employed the repertoire of con­
ceptions clustering round the belief in the people's right to call rulers to 
account, which the Cromwellians themselves invoked to validate their 
course. This may therefore be described as the official theory. 

The existence of an influential body of ideas advocating obedience 
to the commonwealth merely because it was the power de facto has been 
all but overlooked. The position has been attributed exclusively to 
Hobbes. 2 Yet none of the theorists who expressed it in 1649 and 1650 
were Hobbesians, though one or two had read, admired, and adopted 
some of the philosopher's ideas. The most important, Anthony Ascham, 
was clearly under Hobbes's influence and seems, like him, to have been 
a personality incapable of a religious 0 a/titudo. But there is no evidence 
that two of the other writers, Francis Rous and John Dury, who ex­
pressed views resembling Ascham's, were at all familiar with Hobbes, and 
both men were of religion and piety. All three, and several others to be 
noticed, throw into relief an aspect of the thought of the time as different 
as can be from the ardent proclamations of John Good,vin or John 
Milton. 

1 The reaction of European opinion to Charles's trial and execution has never been 
adequately studied. Some indications may be found in G. Davies, The early Stuarts 
1603-1660, corrected ed., Oxford, 1945, 217-18, and G. Ascoli, La Grande-Bretagne 
devant /'opinion Fran;aise auXVIJe siecle, 2 vols., Paris, 1930, I, 7-87. 

a See Leviathan, 'A review and conclusion'. 
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1. ANTHONY ASCHAM 

Anthony Ascham's is a forgotten name in the history of English 
political theory, 1 and is obscurely commemorated only as the common­
wealth's resident in Madrid who, in 1650, fell beneath the daggers of 
royalist assassins: 2 Yet he was a writer of decided talent whose ideas are 
well worth examination. In his own time he was accounted a theorist of 
importance, and by Sir Robert Filmer he is mentioned in company with 
Grotius, Selden, and Hobbes.a There can be no doubt that he was the 
most influential of the group of publicists whom we are about ~o con­
sider. Little is known of his life. He was of an established family and 
went from Eton to Cambridge in 1634 at the age of sixteen. He pro­
ceeded M.A. in 1642, and from 1637 until his death was a fellow of 
King's College. How he came to support Parliament in the civil war or 
to be appointed to office by the revolutionary government is not re­
corded.4 

Ascham wrote little and published but one work of importance, Of 
The Confusions and Revolutions of Governments (1649). 6 Here the ques­
tion ~n which the Cromwellian government had impaled many men's 
consciences was fearlessly faced: may allegiance be willingly rendered 
af~er a civil war to the victors despite the doubts which may be ~nter­
tamed as to the lawfulness of their cause?B The answer is given m the 
affirmative, but the reasoning was such as could scarcely have pleased 
England's rulers on any grounds but those of expediency. 
. In the state of nature in which men first lived, Ascham says, discuss­
I~g. the origin of government, all goods were held in common. This ccn­
dition. was not very pleasant, as some have fondly supposed, 7 for those 
who hved in the woods were more beasts than men. Brutishness pre­
vailed, and natural liberty produced a state of war in which law was un­
known. But the weakness of some bred subjection, and the power of 
others dominion. Thus civil magistracy appeared, and out of fear, men 

1 The D.N.B. gives his first name as 'Antony', Alumni Cantabrigienses, ed. J. and 
J. A. Venn, Cambridge, 1922-37, as 'Anthony'. 

2 S. R. Gardiner, History of the commonwealth and protectorate, 3 vols., London 
1894-1901, I, 342. ' 

3 Directions for obedience to government in dangerous or doubtful times, in Patriarcha 
and o~her pol~tical wri!ings, 231; Observations upon A_ristotles f!~litiques in ibid., 188. 

4 Biographical details from the D.N.B. and Alumm Cantabng~enses, s.v. 
15 This is the 2nd enlarged edition of a book of 1648, A discourse wherein is ex­

amined what is particularly lawful/ during the confusions and revolutions of govern­
ment, which was, for obvious reasons, reprinted in 1689. 

6 Of the confusions ... of government, 1-2. 
7 He appears to have had Winstanley and the Diggers in mind, ibid., 18-19. 
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obeyed. And as individuals began to appropriate the land their own in­
dustry had cultivated, possession became the title to property. 1 

In government, also, possession is the strongest title princes can have, 
for the other reasons usually advanced to validate the right of rulers, 
Ascham insists, are all dubious. Prescription of long time, for example, 
is not convincing because if an act was immoral in the beginning, lapse 
of time does not change its character. Points of fact, too, are scarcely 
determinable. How can it be known who plotted and who advised, or 
who gave just grounds for another party's acts? Both questions of fact 
and of right can be disputed forever without being resolved. Since this 
is the case, he concludes, 'his [right] is the best who hath possession .. .'. 
Men may ease themselves of their perplexity about whether or not an 
invading party has just cause or title by recognizing that 'for a justifiable 
obedience it is best, and enough for us to consider, Whether the invading 
party have us and the meanes of our subsistence in his possession .. .'. 2 

But why should such a consideration override all notions of lawful. 
powers men may entertain? Because, Ascham answers, the most 'trans­
cendent right' is that 'which wee naturally have in the preservation of 
our selves, and of the things without which we cannot be preserved .. .'. 
Extreme necessity supersedes all else, 'nature itself being more intent to 
the preservation of particular, then of publike bodyes, which are made 
out of particulars, and as much as may be for the particular ends and 
preservation of each singular .. .'. 3 

Forms of government are, in any case, of little significance, he re­
marks, and are certainly not worth quarrelling over. When a prince is 
just, monarchy is best. But as no prince has prudence equal to his power, 
monarchy frequently does great evils. Aristocracy, the mean between 
the excesses of royal and popular power, often brings with it. bloody 
commotions. Democracy lodges supremacy in the heady and inconstant 
multitude. And this, Ascham says, 

'is the circle which we so painfully move in without satisfying our de­
sires: And no wonder, seeing Nature is in every part sick and distem­
per'd, and therefore can finde rest in no posture. Humane laws grow 
out of vices, which makes all governments carry with them the causes 
of their Corruption ... .'' 

Rather than dispute forms of government, men should consider that 
'we are now infaece mundi, that wee can turne to no sort of government 
which hath not the power to wrong us in all the parts of Distributive 

1 Ibid., 8-10, 18-19, 25, 107. This is a somewhat Hobbesian account of the state 
of nature. But Ascham criticized Hobbes for asserting that men give up all their 
rights irrevocably to the sovereign. Certain original rights, he said, are not swallowed 
up by government, ibid., 120-3. But Hobbes did not deny this; see below, Ch. XIII. 

D Ibid., 32-4. 8 Ibid., 44. ' Ibid., 73-4. 
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Justice, Reward, and Punishment' .1 Moreover, such justice as is dis­
pensed is not affected by forms of government, since no state can do 
more than enact or repeal laws, make war an~ peace, and j.ud~e of life 
and death. Men will not be wrong, therefore, If they accept JUStiCe from 
any state, despite the doubts they may feel as to its legal ti~le. 2 

The only condition of allegiance, then, Ascham affirms, IS that those 
demanding obedience should have plenary possession of power. Before 
this supreme fact, all antecedent oaths and obligations to previous rulers 
cease to be binding.3 Amidst the vicissitudes of life,' ... we of the ~eopl.e 
must be contented with those governours into whose full possessiOns It 
is our destiny to fall .. .'. 4 When new powers come into being, it should 
be realized that the event occurs not by chance, but by the providence 
of God, and the fact accepted that 'the King of Kings hath chang'd our 
Vice-Roys .. .'. 5 As arguments from title are weak and may err, 'surely 
we may be excus'd if ... we determine by the rule of Equity, that his is 
the best of all who is in possession'. 6 

Was Ascham denying that there existed any difference between lawful 
and unlawful powers? It does not seem so, since he says, for example, 
that obedience to those in plenary possession is an acknowledgement of 
the irresistibility of their power, not of its lawfulness. 7 He never tells us 
in what the distinction consists, but the unmistakable impression is that 
he regarded a lawful power as one which acts in keeping with the his­
toric constitution and whose title is valid within that constitution's 
definition. His main point seems to be, however, that a lawful power 
and a right to power are not the same thing. Those who have plenary 
possession may be no lawful power, he was asserting, but may be con­
ced~d the right to rule because they control the means of human preser­
vatiOn. And, he added, the right of self-preservation which inheres in all 
men justifies them in obeying such a power. 

This argument, of course, inextricably confuses right and power, and 
by doing so, renders the notion of a right to rule useless altogether. What 
point is there in speaking of a right to rul~, if any government, by the 
mere fact of its holding power, has such a nght? Moreover, it is obvious 
that there is a profound difference between an obedience which we give 
because those above us can compel us, an~ one which arises from our 
conviction that tho?e above us have a ngh~ to command us. And 
clearly, that convicuon can never be created m us by the bare fact of 
plenary possession. 

In Ascham's oook we do not encounter the hopeful sentiments of the 
revolutionary, but th~ mala~se of the sceptic. One has a ~limpse of a feeling 
that was probably fairly widespread after 1649: weanness of civil strife, 

1 Ibid., 75-6. 2 Ibid., 131-2, 134, 144-6. 3Jbid., 93. 
4 Ibid., 115. 6 Ibid., 98-9. 6 Ibid., 116-17. 

7 Ibid., 137-8. 
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and a sense of mutability and the world's woe which led to a tired ac­
quiescence in changes of govemment as unavoidable. We are struck by 
the atmosphere of disenchantment, and before Ascham's pyrrhonistic 
doubting, we sec truth become dim and rights indeterminable. The pre­
occupation of the theorist \Vith politics has issued only in an advocacy 
of indifference to politics, since obedience may be given to any power 
and justice docs not essentially depend on forms of government. Such 
were the thoughts expressed on the commonwealth's behalf when the 
revolutionary day had scarcely passed high noon! 

2. FRANCIS ROUS AND JOHN DURY 

A position somewhat similar to Ascham's was taken up by Francis 
Rous and John Dury. Rous was a true Puritan and the author of many 
moral and devotional works. An old man in 1640, for he was born when 
Queen Elizabeth had almost twenty-five years still to reign, he sat in the 
Long Parliament for a Cornish borough, and held high offices in the 
interregnum governments until his death in 1659. Dury was a minister, 
and with unyielding optimism dedicated sixty years of his life to the 
fruitless task of bringing about a union between the Protestant churches 
of Europe. The political pamphlets which these two men wrote on the 
commonwealth's behalf are but minor episodes in their literary activity 
and have no great merit, but they deserve notice, nevertheless, for the 
line of argument employed. 1 

Though Rous and Dury both show a clear sense of the doubtfulness 
of the revolutionary government's title, they were not unwilling to justify 
its superiority to the previous government and the acts by which it came 
to power. Thus Rous remarks that the old mixed constitution of king, 
lords, and commons was more unstable than the rule of commons 
alone, 2 and Dury that a case can be made for the opinion that the purged 
members were malignants and the rump parliament of the common­
wealth the people's true representatives.3 But their position does not 

1 On Rous's life, see the D.N.B., s.v. On Dury, see the pedestrian biography by 
J. M. Batten, John Dury, Chicago, 1944. Rous's tracts vindicating the common­
wealth appear to have escaped attention, while Batten scarcely notices Dury's on the 
subject. A work in which we might expect Dury's political pamphlets to be men­
tioned (J. Lindeboom, 'Johannes Duraeus en zijne werkzaamheid in dienst van 
Cromwell's politick', Nederlandsch archie/ roor kerkgeschiedenis, New series, XVI, 
1921) overlooks them altogether. 

2 The bounds & bonds of pub/ique obedience, 1649, 16. This work was published 
anonymously, but I take it to be Rous's because of its style and ideas, and because it 
was a defence of his earlier pamphlet, The lawfu/nes of obeying the present govern­
melll, 1649. 

s Objections against the taking of the engagement answered, 1650, 15-16; cf. Con­
siderations concerning the present engagement, 3rd enlarged ed., 1650, 2-3, where 
Dury affirms that the king by his actions put himself out of his capacity to rule. 
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depend on such considerations, and th~y d_o not urge_ them very muc~. 
Their chief point is that obedience may JUStifiably b~ gtv~n to a p~wer ~~ 
plenary possession, whatever the doubtfulness of 1ts title, prov1ded 1t 
issues lawful commands. 

Referring to Romans 13, the locus classicus of New Test~men~ utte!-
ances on subjection, Rous points out that Paul wrote tl~ts eptstle m 
the reign either of Claudius or of Nero, both of whom obtamed suprem­
acy by military force against the will of the consuls and Senate: Th_us, l~e 
concludes, 'we see Rulers put by Souldiers into that power whtch 1s satd 
by the Scripture to be ordained of God; and even to these Rulers men 
must be subject for conscience' .1 Scripture, he insists with Dury, re­
quires that men be subject to whatever powers are in fact pla~ed o~er 
them.2 English history provides many instances, he declares, m wh1.ch 
power was forcibly taken without the justification of title through In­

heritance or proximity of blood. William the Conqueror and He_nry VII 
were such rulers, yet to the very present the nation abides by thetr laws.3 

A new government has conquered, Dury says, nor is it a dispara~ement 
to call the new rulers conquerors, since it was manifestly God's wtll that 
they should conquer. Men's duty is to give them obedience whatever 
may be the titles or claims to right of their competitors for supremacy. 
These are of no account, because God alone determines changes m 
s~tes, and all men need do is observe who by God's hand has ~een 
gtven su.pr~me ~o~er, and to them render subjection:' Neither subJects 
nor !=hnstlan m1msters, Dury affirms, may scrutinize the rights an.d pre­
tensiOns to rule of the great ones of the world ;6 and all titles are, many 
case,.so ~oub~ful, Rous remarks, that it is folly to incur death and des­
truct~o~ m vam struggles over them. The only title of which man can be 
certam 1s God's. a 

The fundamental fact, both men contend, is that a government is in 
plenary poss~ssion with no visible force to oppose it. It matters not 
"='hat form th1~ _government takes, for the necessity of states can~ot ~e 
~ted to formahtles. 7 Moreover, the supreme power is dispensing JUStlce 
m the courts, protecting all who will give it allegiance, and commanding 

1 The lawfulnes of obeying the present government, 2nd ed., 1650,2-4. This anony­
mous work reads like Rous's. It is listed among his writings by Anthony Wood 
(Athenae Oxonienses, ed. P. Bliss, 4 vols., London, 1813-20, III, 468). On his copy of 
A second part ofthe religious demurrer, 1649, which was a reply to The lawfulnes of 
obeying the present government, Thomason wrote that the answer was directed 
against Rous. 

2Jbid., 10; J. Dury, Objections against the taking of the engagement answered, 22. 
a The /awfulnes of obeying the present government, 4-6. 
'A case of conscience concerning ministers meddling with state matters, 1649, 162-5. 
11 Considerations concerning the present engagement, 10-12. 
e The bounds & bonds of publique obedience, 34. 
7 Ibid., 5. 
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nothing unlawful. 1 Sense, reason, and conscience, therefore, will show 
a subject what he must do. 
'Sense will shew him who is actually in possession of all power ... over 
him .... Reason will shew him what he who is over him pretends unto; 
whether yea or no, his pretences are backed with power to maintain his 
right against all adversaries therein ... and Conscience will shew, that he 
to whom God hath committed the plenary administration of publique 
affairs with unconfrontable power, is Gods Vicegerent over the society 
of those to whom his administration doth extend it selfe.' 2 

It will be seen that there is much resemblance in these remarks to the 
arguments employed by Ascham.3 But Rous and Dury stressed one 
further condition for subjection that had scarcely figured in Ascham's 
discussion. Only in lawful commands, they said, is a de facto power to be 
obeyed. 'New or old powers,' Rous declared, 'can never signifie good or 
bad powers,' and 'we may & ought to submit ... to those who plenarily 
possesse, protect and command us lawfull things.'·1 Unless ordered to act 
unlawfully, Dury similarly affirmed, subjects must obey those in plenary 
possession. 5 They made no attempt, however, to state the criteria of 
lawful commands or to suggest who is to judge of the matter. But it is 
clear that they did not for a moment question the legality of the com­
monwealth's commands, whatever possible doubt they might feel con­
cerning its right. They seem to have believed that in granting justice 
according to the known law, in preserving property, and in protecting 
those who submitted to it, the government was acting in a traditional, a 
normal, and, therefore, in a legal manner; and they warned that to deny 
its right to be obeyed was simply to opt for anarchy and confusion. 6 

Rous and Dury, conscientious and religious men both, were certainly 
sincere in laying down the condition that to merit obedience, the com­
mands of those in plenary possession must be lawful. But from the 
standpoint of the government's opposition, the qualification had no im­
portance at all, and the position of the two, practically speaking, was 
indistinguishable from Ascham's. Their critics believed the doctrines of 
Rous and Dury to amount to nothing more than an advocacy of blind 
obedience and non-resistance. If those doctrines had been accepted at 
the outset of the civil war, some Presbyterians pointed out, Charles I 

1 F. Rous, The lawfulnes of obeying the present gorernment, 15. 
2 J. Dury, Considerations concerning the present engagement, 13. 
a I do not know whether Dury had read Ascham, but Rous praises him for his 

judgement and learning (The lawfulnes of obeying the preselll government, 15), and 
sometimes repeats his arguments almost rerbatim. 

' The bounds & bonds of publique obedience, 28, 30-1. 
11 Objections against the taking of the engagemellf answered, 20-1. 
6 Ibid., 20-1; J. Dury, Considerations concerning the present engagement, 8-9; 

F. Rous, The /awfu/nes of obeying the present goremment, 15, The bounds & bonds of 
publique obedience, 26-7, 33. 
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would still occupy his throne.1 One opponent of Rous admitted_ th~t 
between obedience to an unlawful power and anarchy, the chOice IS 
hard. But will not compliance with a usurper, he asked, only serve to 
fasten bonds upon the people? If usurpers may and must be obeyed in 
acts which are good, then one whose proper right has been injured can 
never have justice done him. 2 

What Rous and Dury took for granted was precisely what the enemies 
of the government did not admit: that a distinction existed between a 
power without authority and the legality of the commands it might 
Iss~e. ~ power without authority, the commonwealth's opponents 
~amtamed, could not issue a legal command. There was obviously a 
differe?ce here as to the meaning of legality. On the view of Rous and 
Dury, It ~as only the content of a command that determined its legality; 
on the VIew of their critics, a command, even if its content were good, 
would not_ be legal unless issued by persons who had a right to do so. 
If the officials_ of th~ commonwealth, a group of Presbyterians declared, 
v:ouldyroclaim their rule as arising from conquest 'which is a kinde of 
title, JUre gentium, we would observe their commands in licitibus 
& honestis, for fear sake .... But to a bicipitous and amphidoxous 
Government: · . we cannot see how it may be done: especially in such 
acts 0~ obedience as do necessarily ratifie and establish an unlawfull 
or dubitable Authority.'a 

The ~roblem really at stake here was whether obligation could be 
c:eated m the s_ubject by the mere fact of power, and wholly apart from 
nght or_a~thonty to rule. The government's opponents thought it could 
not. C!PJnJOns m1ght, of course, vary as to the ultimate norm, adherence 
to wh1~h ~onvcys authority to those in plenary possession. The ~evellers 
woul~ JnSJst that only election by the whole people gives authonty. :r_es­
bytenans and royalists, despite all their differences, would ?e unwilling 
to concede authority to a power whic~ had ~nc~remomously over~ 
thrown the forms and usages of the histone constitutiOn. All the gov~rn 
ment's enemies, however, were unanimous in the conviction tha~ WI_th­
out authority, a power in plenary possession could not evoke obhgatwn 
on the part of its subjects, could not issue a legal command, and could 
rely only on the threat of force to secure obedience. 

3. OTHER WRITERS 

It is impossible to determine how widely the unofficial theory of the 
commonwealth was maintained or believed to be an adequate justifica-

1 A pack of old puritans, 1650, 34. This work is anonymous. 
2 A second part of the religious demurrer, 1649, 6. This work is anonymous. 
3 A religious demurrer, 1649, 6. This pamphlet is signed only A. B. C. D. One of its 

authors was the Presbyterian, Nathaniel Ward; sec his Discollominium, 1650, I, 6. 
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tion for the existing government. The compositions of Ascham, Rous, 
and Dury, many of which had more than one edition, show that it was 
not rare, and there were expressions of it in other writings also, and in 
the sermons of preachers. 

One able author who based his argument on it was Lewis du Moulin, 
Camden Professor of Ancient History in the University of Oxford. 
Though du Moulin's The Poll'er Of The Christian Magistrate in Sacred 
Things ( 1650) touched but incidentally on the problem of subjection to 
the existing government, it was distinguished by its unequivocal employ­
ment of the Hobbesian doctrine of sovereignty to justify its position.1 

In du Moulin's mind, there was no confusion as to the nature of law. 
Law, he was clear, is defined not by its content, but by the fact that it is a 
command of the sovereign power. ' ... any precept, though morall,' he 
wrote, ' ... although it bindes the conscience, yet 'tis no Law binding to 
obedience in foro /wmano, till it be reduced into a Law by the Legislative 
Power of the Soveraigne Magistrate ... .' 2 When he takes up the ques­
tion of subjection to the commonwealth, he insists that St. Paul in 
Romans 13 required obedience to any power, usurped or not.3 To inter­
pret the A postlc's admonition as pertaining only to lawful powers would 
produce absurdities, he points out, 'for first, who shall judge what 
power is lawfull? shall alljoyntly, or every particular man ... which is to 
seat The Superior Power no where, and to erect a Tribunall within every 
particular Dominion, distinct from that of the Supreme Magistrate .. .'. 4 

' ... possession is the great condition required for the duty of Allegiance,' 
du Moulin aflirms, and sugg("sts that this has always been recognized in 
England, most of whose kings after the Conquest lacked a proper title, 
but whose laws were and still arc taken as valid. The crown in England 
means whoever is in possession. Even if the Turks were to conquer the 
country, both Scripture and reason would require obedience to them, 
because God ordai11S all powers to their supremacy, and men must be 
faithful to the power thus ordained. 'I should much doubt,' he says, 
'whether Subjects may call any Supremacy of Power unlawfull, or 
whether a Supreame Governour is not a lawfull Governour ... .'5 

Another publicist, while urging that the commonwealth was, in fact, 
based on popular consent, went on to contend that any power in plenary 
possession is the ordinance of God and is, therefore, entitled to obedi­
ence. 'God himselfe expressly both ownes the giving of power to those 
who have no Title in point of Right,' he said, 'and ... commands obedi-

1 du Moulin's discussion of the power of the magistrate in ecclesiastical affairs 
leaves no doubt that Hobbes was one of his masters. 

2 The power of the Christian magistrate, 124. 
3 Ibid., 21. 
'Ibid., 25-6. 
6 Ibid., 27-32. 
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ence and forbids disobedience to those who (though God hath alwaies a 
designe above them) possesse themselves of power by force and Usurpa­
tion.'1 Refusal to grant this position, he warned, entailed 'irrevocably 
\:a\\\:no into :\narch') and con\u~ion u-pon e\'e!') concu~~ion o\ State .. .' .'! 

The s~me standpoint was taken by still another writer, who pointed out 
that all governments rise and fall by the will of God, and that 'the pre­
vailing, not the worsted ... party may lay claim to the signature of 
Divine approbation, or at least to the concurrence of Gods absolute 
Will .. .'.3 

In a sermon delivered before the justices at Exeter, the preacher, one 
Richard Saunders, expressed the familiar opinion that Romans 13 re­
ferred to any power. The only power to be obeyed, he said, is that actu­
ally in being and in a position to govern, protect, and back its under­
takings with force. The consent of the people is not the sole means of 
determining that a power is from God, Saunders declared, because any 
power in plenary possession bears the divine stamp. Christians, he con­
ceded in what amounts to a sop to those who believed in a right of 
resistance, may and must resist a usurper while in the act of usurpation; 
but once plenary possession has been obtained, all opposition should 
cease. 4 A similar doctrine was proclaimed by a Sussex minister, Thomas 
Carre, who affirmed that whether powers be good or bad, or use or 
abuse their place, the fact that they have supremacy is enough to entitle 
them to obedience. 5 

Confronted by such ideas, we inevitably ask whether the defenders of 
?bedience t~ any power in plenary possession were not, by a supreme 
1ro~y, pre~smg mto. the com.1~10nwealth's service the very arguments 
agamst a nght of reSIStance which the theorists of the English revolution 
had all along opposed. They seem, indeed to have done so for the 
an~logies between their conceptions and those of the antag~nists of 
res_Is~ance from the Reformation right up through the civil war are 
stnkmg.s 

The _refor?Jer,. <;alv~n, for e~ample, declared that private men have 
no busmess mqumng mto the nghts of rulers. All power is of God, and 

1 The exercitation answered, 1650, 29-31. This work is anonymous. 
2 Ibid., 17-18. 
3 N. W., A discourse concerning the engagemelll, 1650, 5, 7. 
4 Richard Saunders, Plenary ~os~ession makes? lawful/ power, 1651, 5-6, 10, 14. 

But Saunders says also, with a cJtatwn ~ro~ Calvm! that resistance, though sinful in 
private persons, is not so in the case of m~er.JOr magistrates who have been created to 
curb the exorbitancy of supreme power, 1b1d., 20. 

5 A treatise ofsubiection, 1651, 6, 14. 
6 It seems scarcely necessary to point out that .none of the writers about to be cited 

denied that commands against the law of God might be disobeyed. But they held that 
all other commands had to be obeyed and that under no circumstances was forcible 
resistance permissible, at least by private persons. 
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the fact that God has given power to anyone is sufficient to warrant sub­
jection.1 There is no tyranny, he remarked, which does not in some 
respects help to consolidate human society. 2 The Jacobean clergy took 
a similar view when they laid it down in the convocation of 1606 that 
after ambitious kings or disloyal subjects succeed in their ungodly de­
sign of bringing a country into subjection, 

'the authority either so unjustly gotten or wrung by force, from the 
true and lawful possessor, being always God's authority (and therefore 
receiving no impeachment by the wickedness of those that have it), is 
ever, when any such alterations are thoroughly settled, to be reverenced 
and obeyed ... not only for fear, but likewise for conscience sake.'s 

The great ecclesiastic, Lancelot Andrewes, preaching on Matthew 22: 
21, declared that the Caesar whom Christ ordered to be given his due 
was Tiberius, a heathen, an idolater, and an enemy to truth. 'Yet even 
this Caesar and ... any Caesar,' Andrewes said, 'will stand with God, 
and God with them, for all that.' 4 After the outbreak of the civil war , 
one of the chief royalist writers, Henry Ferne, archdeacon of Leicester 
and chaplain to Charles I, affirmed that conquest is a justifiable means 
of translating kingdoms and disposing of peoples. It is 'an uncon­
trouleable truth', he asserted, tl~at when 'the inv~ding ~rince has per­
fectly subdued a People ... providence doth sufficiently discover it selfe 
and such a people ought to submit, and consent, and take their Prine~ 
as set over them by Providence ... '. 5 

These resemblances are important, and they cast a lurid light on the 
sort of ideas made use of by some of the defenders of obedience to the 
revolutionary government. But there is, I think, something in the un­
official theory of the commonwealth which sets it clearly off from the 

1 Commentarius in episto/am Pauli ad Romanos, XIII, 1; lnstitlllio Christianae reli­
gionis, IV, xx, 28. 

z Commentarius in epistolam Pauli ~d Ro~nanos, ~II~, 3. On Calvin's justification 
of all who hold power, and on Luther s , whtch was stmtlar, see the emphatic remarks 
of G. de Lagarde, L'Esprit politique de Ia reforme, Paris, 1926, 224-48. These state­
ments of Calvin's are quite consistent with his assertion (lnstitutio Christianae reli­
gionis, IV, xx, 31) that if a state's constitution provides for the curbing of kings by 
estates or magistrates, they may do so. What he opposed was all forcible resistance 
by private persons. 

a Bishop Ow!rall's convocation book, I, Ch. XXVIII .. T~is was not publish~d until 
1690, though the cano?s were drawn up in 1606. I ctte tt fr~m ,the edition in The 
library of Anglo-Catholic theology, Oxford, 1844. The convocatiOns canons never be­
came official, one of the ~easons for this being that James I took offence at the doctrine 
quoted; sec his letter pnnted in ibid., Preface, 7-8. 

'XCVI sermons, 4th cd., 1641, 91. 
G A reply unto several/ treatises, 1643, 20. 
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earlier contentions that all the higher powers are ordained by God and 
are to be obeyed for this reason. . . . . 

The difference lies in the unofficial theory's blurrmg or ehmm~tiOn of 
the fundamental distinction between the fact of plenary possessiOn and 
the right to it, that is to say, between power and authority. This is some­
thing that none of the earlier writers who opposed resistance would have 
acquiesced in for a moment. Throughout his discussion of civil govern­
ment in the Institutes, it is evident that Calvin never equated power 
with authority. Nor did the convocation of 1606, as we may see from its 
seventeenth canon, where it is unequivocally affirmed that at the death 
of a king, his heir is successor by right, notwithstanding such efforts as 
may be made to prevent that right from being realized. Henry F~r~e 
added to his statement quoted above the crucial qualification that It IS 
only when there is no heir apparent to whom the people are bound that 
they are free to obey a prince whom Providence has permitted to con­
qu~r-1 The remarks both of Ferne and of another important royalist 
wnte~, Dudley Digges, on Romans 13, make clear their assumption that 
the higher po~ers to whom the Apostle commanded obedience were such 
only as were mvested with authority.2 The royalist, Robert Sanderson, 
on~ ?f the greatest casuists of the Church of England, was of the sam.e 
opm10n. In lectures delivered at Oxford in 1646 he affirmed that obcdi-. , 
ence.nught be given to those in plenary possession for the sake of the 
publ.Ic w~Ifar~ ;3 but he hedged this concession about with numerou~ 
qualifications m favour of the rightful ruler who had been dispossessed. 
Later, aft~r the appearance of Anthony Ascham's book, Sanderson de­
nounced .It as tending to atheism, and said that the subjection tendere~ 
to those m plenary possession must be limited by a recognition of their 
lack of a.uth?rity and by a willingness to assist the dispossessed party to 
recover Its nght, should the occasion offer. 5 

. Neither Calvin, nor the Jacobean bishops, nor the royalist writers, it 
IS clear, ever identified power with authority. Moreover, we shall not 
understand their condemnation of resistance unless we realize how en­
tirely and literally they discerned the hand of God upholding all earthly 
rulers. It w~s not the bare fact of plenary possession that caused them to 
oppose a nght of resistance; rather, it was their unquestioning con vic-

1 A reply unto several/treatises, 20. 
2 H. Ferne, The resolving of conscience, 1642, 10; D. Digges, The unlawfulnesse of 

subjects taking up annes, 1644, 133. 
s Lectures on conscience and Jmman law, trans. C. Wordsworth, London, 1877, 

141-2. Sanderson became Bishop of Lincoln at the Restoration. His life was written 
by Isaac Walton. 

' Ibid., The fifth prelection, passim. 
11 A resolution of conscience, 1649, 2-6. This work is anonymous, but Ascham's 

answer, A reply to a paper of Dr Sandersons, 1650, shows its authorship. 
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tion that in every earthly power there is really something divine. 1 These 
religious thinkers regarded power as the creation of God; it was simply 
inexplicable to them that some men should have sway over others unless 
God permitted it. Such being the case, there was, indeed, a kind of 
authority in every power, even a usurped one, an authority deriving 
from God, by whose will all powers exist. Now this is a genuinely reli­
gious attitude towards power, and it is just this that we sense dimmed or 
non-existent in the unofficial theory of the commonwealth. Despite all 
their assertions of the presence of Providence in the rise and fall of 
governments, neither Ascham, nor even the pious Rous and Dury, seem 
to have felt that in the powers of this world there was present some aura 
of deity. On the contrary, one has a strong impression that they viewed 
earthly power disenchantedly, indifferently, and that this is why they 
evinced such scepticism as to rights and titles and such lack of concern 
about forms of government. The mystique of supremacy had ceased to 
fascinate them. To Calvin, a supreme power was entitled to obedience 
because the hand of God was evident in it. To Ascham, a supreme power 
was just a fact that wisdom suggested could best be reckoned with by 
yielding subjection. 

It was inevitable that the unofficial theory of the commonwealth 
should evoke criticis~s from those who opposed the Cromwellia 
government but yet claimed to be loyal still to the popular principles pu~ 
forth by Parliament in the early I 640s. This was precisely the situatio 
of the Presbyterians, and it was, therefore, one of their number, Edwa ~ 
Gee, who dealt most _effect_i~ely with the issues ~aise~ ?Y Ascham a~d 
the others who held his positiOn. Gee, a Lancashire numster,2 is now au 
bu~ forgotten,~ but undeservedly, _for ~1~ ~vas one _of the ablest political 
wnters of the mterregnum, and his cnticism of S1r Robert Filmer is 
acute as Locke's. 4 Far more clearly than anyone else, he went to t~s 
centre of the arguments employed in the unofficial theory of the c e 
monwealth by contending that power is one thing, and right or aut~m­
ity another, and that only the two conjoined can make a lawful gove~~: 
ment. 

In his most important work, The Dil>ine Right and Original Of The 

1 This may not be strictly true of Digges, whose writings show traces of II bbe 
influence; cf. J. W. Allen, op. cit., 500, and J. N. Figgis, The divine right ofkin~s 2 s's 
cd., Cambridge, 1914, 239. ' nd 

2 Sec his life in the D.N.B., s.v. 
a There is however, an appreciative mention of him by Mr. Laslett in hi . 

duction to the writings of Sir Robert Filmer, op. cit., 38: and cf. also J. W s tntro. 
'Sir Robert Filmer', Social and political ideas of some English thinkers of the A· Allen, 
age, ed. F. J. C. Hearnshaw, London, 1928, 45. llgustan 

4 In his The divine right and original of the eMil magistrate, 1658 l44-
passim. ' 59 et 
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Civil/ Magistrate (1658), 1 Gee began by pointing out that force can 
never be the sole basis of the relationship between ruler and ruled, and 
that without the willing obedience of its subjects, no government can 
long endure.2 He went on then to argue that in the epistle to the 
Romans, St. Paul was enjoining obedience to just and lawful powers, 
not to those installed simply by forcible possession.3 It can scarcely be 
doubted, he said, that there is a distinction between power and right ;4 

and for ~ government to have right, he insisted, it must be properly in­
vest~d wlth its power. 5 

~tIs, moreover, quite mistaken, he declared, to hold that because all 
ruhng powers come to their ascendancy by Providence, they are, _there­
fore,_ to be obeyed as originating in the will of God. God's providence 
mamfests itself in various ways, and docs not always indicate what men 
should do. 

'W~ cannot say Providence cals this or that man to that .. · estate, 
which the word of God forbids or w~rrants not unto him. Providence 
must not be used ... to lead us there where the will of God in Scripture 
:~~~ale~ opens us not a way. This were by consequent to destroy the 

f onty of the word, and to make the most pure and perfect wayes 
0 God the occasions and patronizers of every obliquity.' 6 

~he fact th_at a man takes possession of supreme power without right, 
S e: says, IS not 'ordinative' but mere 'eventual Providence', and no 

cnptural · · · h 
1 InjunctiOn to obey the higher powers can apply to sue a 

rut etr on the grounds that Providence established him. 7 The Apostle's 
s a ement that th h. I b i t e 1gher powers are ordained of God must on Y e 
:e~;r;eted to signify 'an institutive or legislative, not ... a mccr provi-

Tha way of ordination' s 
ou h h . 

a · t g . e meant no more by the 'people' than the prosperous and 
mns ocratic classes in the community Gee held that ' ... the ordinary 

eans [God] h · ' · If d ave th uset for the deputatiOn of persons under lumse , an 
ele rt. e people in the office of the Supreme Civil Power, is the vote, 

c IVe act o . 1 b l d o C . ' . r consent of the body polytique, or peop e to e rue '. 
onquhest In Itself can give no right to rule. If the conquest was in a just 

~ar~ t en the right to rule was antecedent to the conquest and in the 
JUStice of the cause. If the conquest was unjust, only a subsequent con-

1 G~ had previously written two anonymously published works, An exercitation 
c~;ce~~mg :su~ped powers, 1650, and A vindication of the oath of allegiance, 1650, 
~hac ~~~hth~ VI;ws of Rous and Ascham. They can be identified as his by comparing 
~m WI . _Is SI~ned work of 1658. 

The d~vzn: nght ... of the civi/l magistrate, Preface, sec. 6. 3 Ibid., 7-8. 
7 Ibzd., 15-23. 5 Ibid., 37-9. 6 Ibid., 37-9. 

Ibid., 84. e Ibid., 115. 0 Ibid., 138. 
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sent of the conquered can convey to the supreme power a right to rule. 1 

It is certainly an error, he says, to distinguish between the power itself 
and the means used to achieve it. A power wrongfully obtained is not a 
power at all in St. Paul's sense, and 'a man cannot be a possessor of 
authority ... but by lawfull means .... Authority consisteth in a right 
... to rule'; without this right, there can be no authority. 2 

To maintain that any possessor is the power spoken of by St. Paul is 
absurd, Gee declares. it would necessitate that the pope's power is of 
God. It would frustrate all titles and means of granting authority which 
the people have constituted. It would make the state a prey to ambitious 
spirits and call God the author of their unlawful acts. ft repudiates the 
arguments Parliament used against the king, and contradicts the prin­
ciple of popular sovereignty which 'hath gone oflate for a chief Maxime 
in Politicks'.3 

Nothing could be clearer than Gee's attack. His arguments were not 
really answerable by any who supported the commonwealth on grounds 
of principle. As a Presbyterian, he was attached to the party that op­
posed religious toleration and whose temporizings and concessions to 
the king might have thrown away much that the English revolution 
gained. But this docs not detract from the fact that as a theorist, his 
ideas were far more democratic than the class of doctrines on the revolu­
tion's behalf which he assailed. 

I Ibid., 160-2. 2 Ibid., 202. 3 Ibid., 221, 291-5. 

77 



THEORISTS OF THE COMMONWEALTH 

the consent or concurrence of king or peers. 1 Later, the act abolishing 
monarchy asserted that 

'the office of a King ... is unnecessary, burdensome, and dangerous to 
the liberty, safety, and public interest of the people, and that f~r the 
most part, use hath been made of the regal power and prerogative to 
oppress and impoverish and enslave the subject; and that usually and 
naturally any person in such power makes it his interest to incroach 
upon the just freedom and liberty of the people ... .' 2 

Numerous pamphlets written in justification of the commonwealth 
express these same ideas. Among their writers, there is none who can be 
regarded in any sense as a great political thinker, not even John Milton, 
whose thought will be treated in another place.3 Moreover, the argu­
ments which were resorted to were substantially alike. There was little 
attempt to defend the government on the doctrinaire ground that are­
public is superior to a monarchy. The idea does, of course, occur;4 but 
it is inconspicuous, and the theory of the commonwealth is distinct 
from that of the republican movement, which developed separately. 5 

T.hc ch.ief theme was that the purge of Parliament and .the removal.of 
k1ngsh1p and the House of Lords arose from an unavoidable necess1ty 
which f<:>rccd the army, acting as the sovereign people's representative, 
to ~xerc1se its right of calling a bad ruler and his accomplices to account. 
Th1s assertion of the people's supremacy conflicted, however, with the 
fact that the government was a narrow oligarchy, and with a general 
awareness that the majority of the people had consented neither to the 
army's c:cts nor to the government's rule and perhaps opposed both. In 
the t.ens10n which this conflict created lay the principal problem of the 
officml theory of the commonwealth. 

'!"he development of the position might be illustrated from various 
wnters. The theorist who will best serve the purpose, however, is the 
Independent minister, John Goodwin, who was, with Milton, the ablest 
and most zealous defender the government possessed. 

1 Commons journals, VI, 111. 
2 This was passed in March 1649. The text is printed in The constitutional docu­

ments of the Puritan revolution /625-/660, ed. S. R. Gardiner, 3rd rev. ed., Oxford 
1906, 384-7. ' 

3 Sec below, Ch. IX. 
4 Sec, e.g., Henry Robinson, A short discourse be tweet~ monarchical and aristo­

cratica/ government, 1649. This appeared anonymously, but IS accepted as Robinsons' 
by W. K. Jordan, Men of substance, 180. See also John Canne, The improvement of 
mercy, 1649, 16-18. 

~ Sec below. Ch. XII. 
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1. JOHN GOODWIN 

John Goodwin was recognized as wielding one of the most effective 
pens on the commonwealth's behalf, and at the Restoration, the Act of 
Indemnity expressly named him among eighteen persons who were to be 
forever disqualified from holding any public trust, civil or religious. 1 

He was born in 1594, educated at Cambridge, and became a popular 
preacher in London. He held Independent principles, and, expelled from 
his living on this account in 1645, he succeeded thereafter in establishing 
one of the best attended congregations in the city. 2 A tireless controver­
sialist, he gave his allegiance above all to the principle of liberty of con­
science. In its defence, he made, perhaps, the greatest contribution of 
any writer of his day.3 It was, primarily, his attachment to this principle 
which caused him t~ be conce~ned with P?liti~l theory by confronting 
him with the necess1ty of defimng the relatlonslup between the state and 
religious groups. His examination of this question issued in a denial of 
all jurisdiction to t~e .civil po~e~ over religious life, and in the absolute 
segregation of the c1v11 and rehg10us spheres, so that the integrity of the 
latter might be secured. 4 • 

Goodwin was well fitted to champiOn the commonwealth, for his 
political position was as free from the extremism of the Levellers as it 
was fearless in d~fending the cour~e p_urs~ed b~ ~romwell and his sup­
porters. He was, m fact, Crom~elhan m his political outlook, and faith­
fully vindicated every alteratiOn of state, from the commonwealth 
through the protectorate, which the aristocratic Independents held 
themselves bound to make. He never fully carried into the secular 
domain his deep conviction that, in religion, all believers are equal 
and all privileged to be heard, since. t~uth .mi&ht e~erge from any 
quarter, even the humblest. H~ was obhv~ous m his wntmgs to the poli­
tical and social grievances which wer~ be~ng so heatedly attacked in his 
day. Though he wholehea~te.dly mamtamed the. doctr~ne of popular 
sovereignty, he formulated It m a manner compatible with the position 
of men whose power had been. won as much by crushing the Levellers 
as the Presbyterians and royalists. At the beginning of the civil war in 
his passionate pamphlets justifying resistance to the king, he identified 
the whole nation with Parliament. 6 Later, he strove to identify the whole 
nation with Cromwell's party, but unsuccessfully, and was compelled 

1 12 Car. II c, 11. 
1 Biographical details chiefly from the D.N.B., s.v. A full, up-to-date study of 

Goodwin's life is badly needed. The old wo~k .bY Thomas Jackson, The life of John 
Goodwin 2nd improved ed., London, 1872, 1s madequate. 

a W. K. Jordan, Development of religious toleration, ill, 376. 
'Ibid., III, 381. 
II Anti-cavalierisme, 1642, 28; Os ossorianum, 1643, 61-2. 
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to take refuge in ideas at bottom inconsistent with what he most be­

lieved. · d r d d h t 
Shortly after the army's purge of Parliament, ~oodwm e1en e t a 

action in his Right And Might well met ( 1649). Ht~ argun~en_t was an at­
tempt to overcome the difficulty of reconciling hts ~onvtctwn that th_e 
Cromwellian government represented the people wtth the fact that tt 
enjoyed but little popular support. T~ose membe_rs _of the Commons 
who were forcibly excluded were mahgnants, he mststs, and the _case 
against them as warrantable as was Parliament's against tl~e _kmg. 1 

True, the army was raised by Parliament and had no comnusston to 
proceed against it. But when the highest magistrates menace the peace 
and welfare of the people, they forfeit their place and may be removed 
by inferior magistrates. 2 

Goodwin admits that the army had no formal call from the people. 
Nevertheless, the army represented the people, whose necessity spoke 
for them, though they themselves were still.3 Besides, he declares-and 
here was the fatal flaw in the position-even if the people judged the 
army's course to be wrong, it is no matter, because physicians need not 
have their patients' consent to rid them of distempers. Moreover, ' ... if 
a people be depraved and corrupt, so as to conferre places of power and 
trust upon wicked and undeserving men, they forfeit their power ... 
unto those that are good, though but a few. So that nothing pretended 
from a non-concurrence of the people with the Army, will hold water.' 4 

The army's purge of Parliament, he says, was warranted by the law 
of nature and necessity, and this law is superior to the established laws of 
the land. 5 Nor is it difficult to judge of necessity. Just as peril of life is an 
extr~me necessity, so was the condition of the people, imperilled by the 
Par~tamentary malignants. This necessity afforded an unquestionable 
basts for the army's course despite any temporary disobedience to 
laws. 6 

I~ will be s~en that Goodwin's position was fundamentally untenable. 
A smcere be~tever in the people's right to remove unfaithful magistrates, 
~e wa~ c~rtam that the army had acted as the people's representative and 
m t~etr mterest. Yet what if the people did not consent? No matter, he 
replied, extreme necessity justifies what has been done. His final appeal, 
theref~re, was to necessity, which he accorded precedence even over the 
sovereign people. It is just at this point that the limitation of the official 
theo:y of the commonwealth is disclosed. Whether it was necessity that 
was mvoked, or the people identified, as Milton did 7 with their virtuous 
part, however few in number, the consequence was'to evade a thorough 

1 Right and might, 4-5. 
4 Ibid., 14-15. 

2 Ibid., 6-7. 
5 Ibid., 15-16. 

7 See below, Ch. IX. 
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application of the very principle which Goodwin upheld-that all 
power must exist by the people's consent. 

This evasion was but the reflection in thought of the commonwealth's 
position in life. The Cromwellian government could claim with some 
justification that its elimination of the Presbyterians' influence had re­
moved the danger that the latter might effect a restoration of royal 
authority without guarantees for the people's religious and political free­
doms. But in suppressing the Levellers, it had signalized its refusal to 
recognize the full implications of those freedoms and had deprived itself 
of the one means by which it might have won a popular base and there­
by, perhaps, stability. Its circumstances made it, consequently, a govern­
ment of the centre, and to th~ realities of its situation the doctrine of 
popular sovereignty had to be adapted. This explains Goodwin's tortu­
ous reasoning. And because of this, too, the official theory of the com­
monwealth inevitably tended to formulate the doctrine of popular 
sovereignty in aristocratic terms, emphasizing less the initiative of the 
people than of their representatives, and praising the government as a 
balance between regal tyranny and levelling confusion.1 

In pleading necessity, Goodwin not only avoided drawing the full 
inferences from his radical theory, but resorted to an expedient which 
could be used to justify anything. This was recognized by one of the 
government's supporters, who pointed out that 'if Necessity be not 
Rightly stated & well limited, I know not how it may prevayl against our 
greatest Rights and justest Laws .. .'. 2 The government's opponents, of 
course, would have no truck with the idea. John Geree, a critic of Good­
win, put a question which it is difficult to see how the latter could have 
satisfactorily answered. ' ... what if the Levelling Part of the Army', 
Geree asked, 'should have further designs then the Modecater Part, and 
the heads of the Moderate Party stand in their way, may not they take 
up this plea, and without Law, or legal processe ... take them out of 
their way?'3 And the Presbyterian ministers who opposed the army de­
clared that any necessity must be 'Absolute, Present, and Clear; not 
Doubtful, Uncertain, and Conjectural, as that which is alledged in your 

1 See, e.g., Henry Robinson, A short discourse between monarchical and aristocrati­
ca/ government, 14, 18, 20; John Canne, The impro1•ement of mercy, 16-18, The golden 
rule, 1649, 11-12 ,32; Eutactius Philodemius, r EV€0'L) KaL TEAO) €govalas, The original 
& end of civil power, 1649, 7-8 28 34. On the strength of the entry in the Cambridge 
University Library catalogue: Halkett and Laing (Dictionary of anonymous and 
pseudonymous English literature, new enlarged ed., ed. J. Kennedy, W. A. Smith, and 
A. F. Johnson, London and Edinburgh, 1926) ascribe this last work to Anthony 
Ascham. No contemporary evidence in the Cambridge University copy warrants the 
ascription, however, and it is obviously not Ascham's. 

3 John Sadler, Rights of the kingdom, 1649, [4]. This work is anonymous, but 
Thomson's manuscript inscription gives the authorship. 

3 KaTaSvvacrrfis. Might overcoming right, 1649, 33. 
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case must needs be, it being discerned onely by your selves and your 
own party.' 1 . . . 

Despite Goodwin's inconsistent apphcatton of t~e doctrme of popul~r 
sovereignty, we must be careful n~t to underestm~ate the demo~rat1c 
character of his position. Just as h1s advocacy of liberty of consc1en~e 
was one of the great contributions to the democratic movement ?f h~s 
time, so was his vindication of regicide. This task he undertook m h1s 
v{3ptCJTo3lKat. The Obstructours Of Justice (1649), which was ?rdcred 
seized and burned at the Restoration. 2 The importance of tillS v.:~rk 
arises not from the originality of its ideas, for they were mostly fam1har 
ones, but from the great cause in which they were uttered and from tl~e 
uncompromising vigour with which they were laid down. Good\~111 
knew how audacious and unparalleled it was to bring a king to tnal 
before a court of his own subjects. No wonder the people are troubled by 
the deed, he told the Commons in his dedication, 

'considering ... 1. how long the judgements ... of the generalitie of 
men in the world have been overshadowed with Prerogative Divinitie; 
2. how unaccustomed the present Age is to bear the weight of such 
Heroique transactions; 3. that neither were their Fathers able to report 
unto them any such thing done in their days ... .' 3 

Both Scripture and the law of the land, Goodwin says, require that 
murderers should be put to death. Kings are no more excepted from this 
law than shoemakers or tailors, and by it, Charles I was justly punished 
for the blood he was instrumental in shedding.4 Moreover, kings are not 
the equals of the people or the people's representatives. They are but 
servants, and may be removed. 'The people (I mean collectively taken),' 
he remarks, 'have no Law of nature, or of God ... which prohibiteth 
them from laying aside ... Kingly Government ... when they have 
r~sonable cause for it.' And reasonable cause exists if the people find 
kmgs to be dangerous to their freedom, or if the cost of maintaining 
royal government is too great, or if another form of government will 
serve better. 

'· · · in all these cases ... and many like unto these, a people ... for­
merly Governed by Kings, may very lawfully turn these servants of 
theirs out of their doors ; as the Romans of old, and the Hollanders of 
late ... have done ... .'6 

1 A serious and faithful/ representation of the judgements of ministers of the gospel/ 
within the province of London, 1649, 15. This was signed by forty-seven Presbyterian 
clergymen. 

2 D. Masson, op. cit., VI, 181-2, 193. 
a The obstructours of justice, Dedicatory Epistle. 
4 Ibid., 3-4, 7. 
II Ibid .• 12. 
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Even if it were granted that the king is the equal of the people's repre­
sentatives, nevertheless, if he uses his power to oppress the people, he 
may be resisted. And on the remote supposition that the king is superior, 
he is, nevertheless, party to a sacred covenant for the breach of which 
he may be punished. 1 Furthermore, kings are to be distinguished from 
tyrants. Whatever the people owe a king, they owe him nothing if he 
becomes a tyrant. No law of God ordains that a 'Tyrant should be the 
politick head of a body of people (collectively taken) or that such a 
body ... shall acknowledge him for their Superiour'. 2 It is not difficult, 
he points out, to know when a king becomes a tyrant. The Jaws of the 
land will generally show it, and if they do not expressly do so, then the 
people's representatives, who make the law, may decide.3 

The Parliament which established the High Court of Justice was a 
true Parliament, Goodwin insists. The members who remained after 
the military purge were loyal and true, and the absence of the purged 
members could not invalidate the Parliamentary capacity of those who 
continued to sit. 4 The Commons violated no fundamental law when they 
alone, without the peers, erected the tribunal which tried the king. Only 
that is fundamental law which the people's representatives regard as 
absolutely necessary to the nation's well-being. Neither the House of 
Lords nor even trial by jury, in the case of extraordinary delinquents, is 
fundamental in this sense. 5 

' ... though the Erection of a Court of Justice by ... Commons without 
the Lords be contrarie to the Jetter and outside the Law; yet a requisite­
ness of it supposed in order to the people's good, it is of perfect com­
pliance with the spirit and soul of the Law.'G 

If tne Commons, as inferior magistrates, had neglected to execute jus­
tice on the king, the duty would have devolved upon any who had the 
opportunity and means to perform it. But it chiefly concerns inferior 
magistrates to act when superiors are remiss, and this they must do even 
if they need to resort to extraordinary courses. 7 

As has been remarked, there is little in Goodwin's stirring pamphlet 
that is new. Its chief ideas could be found in earlier Parliamentarian 
writings such as Rutherford's Lex, Rex, and further back than this, in 
sixteenth-century justifications of resistance by the Monarchomachs and 
others. 8 Its main point of departure was the principle that rulers are 
the people's servants and may be deposed and punished for misconduct, 

1 Ibid., 30-1. 2 Ibid., 31-2. 3 Ibid., 33-4. 4 Ibid., 35-8. 
5 Ibid., 38-9. G Ibid., 39-40. 7 Ibid., 40, 43. 
8 See, e.g., the remarks and references in G. de Lagarde, op. cit., 249-68, and in 

R. W. and A. J. Carlyle, A history of mediaeval political theory in the West, 6 vols., 
Edinburgh and London, 1903-37, VI, Part IV, Ch. II. 
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the emphasis being placed on the people as a coll~ctive b~dy acting 
through its constituted representatives. This doctrme d?mmates the 
work. At the same time a mixture of ad hoc elements was mtroduced to 
make the argument fit' the circumstances of monarchy's abolition in 
England. These elements, however, constituted a danger to the cen~r~l 
principle and reveal once more the limitations within which Goodwu~ s 
democratic outlook was confined. Was he not conceding too much m 
allowing a Parliament from which a majority of members had been ex­
cluded and whose representative character could be doubted, t_o take 
any extraordinary measures it deemed fit, even to the extent of dispens­
ing with jury trials? Might not such a concession imperil the very free-
dom Parliament was ordained to uphold? . , 

There was, it is clear, an insoluble conflict at the core of Goodwm s 
poli_ti_cal thought. The reason for it, as we have seen, lay in the unpol?ular 
posttlon of the Cromwellian government. This conflict manifeste~ Itself 
for the l~st time in his pamphlets supporting the protectorate, whiCh we 
must bnefl.y note in concluding this account of his ideas. Though Good­
win_ wa~ somewhat critical of the protectorate's ecclesiastical policy, 1 he 
mamtamed, nevertheless, that its constitution, The Instrument of 
Government, well secured the people's rights. He admitted that the pro­
tectorate had been set up by acts which transgressed the letter o~ the l~w, 
b~t held t?at these had been performed for the people's good. Havmg 
said all this, h: yet did not scruple to oppose a right of resistance to the 
~overnment_ wtth ~he very conceptions made use of by Rou~ an? Dury 
10 l6~9. It 1s a ptty to see him reduced to the need to mamtam such 
d?ctnn~s. Chapter thirteen of the epistle to the Romans, we now find 
?1m sayi?g, means that obedience must be shown to all higher powers, 
lr:espectiVe o~ the way in which they attained supremacy. Was not the 
h~gher power In St. Paul's time that monster among men, Nero? Yet to 
~~m the Apostle required submission, and as long as the higher powers 

mmand lawful things, they must be obeyed.3 

Here we may leave John Goodwin and the official theory of the 
co?"J:monw~alth. Assertor of the right of revolution and of the account­
~bthty ~f ki~gs ~o human justice, Goodwin was yet incapable of accept­
t~g ~he 1mphcat10ns of his democratic position. Prisoner to the contra­
diCtiOn that also held fast the government he defended, in his thought 
we cannot but see the :revolution's illusion of a general freedom fade 
away, to reveal the narrower freedom which was the Cromwellian 
power's ultimate achievement for the English people. 

1 f3 , 
aaaVLO"TaL. Or the triers ... tried and cast, 1657. 

: P~ace p:o!ec~ed, 16~4, 28; EvyKpYJnap.oc;. Or dis-satisfaction satisfied, 1653, 5-6. 
Dis~satisfactwn s~t1sjied, 3; Peace protected, 44-5. In Right and might well met, 

Goodwm rejected this very interpretation of Romans 13. 
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BY the time of the protectorate's establishment in 1654, political 
thought was ceasing to be preoccupied with the problem of vindi­
cating the existing government. Almost everything that could be 

said on this problem had been spoken in the discussion over the status 
of the commonwealth. Moreover, the revolutionary government of 
1649, by its drastic illustration of the principle of the accountability of 
rulers, evoked from political theorists a passion and concern which the 
protectorate in its turn was quite unable to command. Henceforth, in­
terest was to shift increasingly to the theory of republicanism, and it 
was this which dominated most of the important writings of the late 
1650s. 

Yet the constitution laid down in The Instrument" of Government re­
quired defending, and there were writers to discharge the task. Their 
works may be dealt with briefly, however, for they were scarcely more than 
a reproduction of the various ideas that had been expressed earlier on the 
commonwealth's behalf. There were the same contentions that plenary 
possession of powerinitselfwarrants obedience, and the same affirmations 
that the government exists by the people's consent. But while the former 
were asserted even more unashamedly than before, the latter now lacked 
the ardency with which the great deeds of 1649 had been defended, and 
were pervaded, instead, by a pedestrian flatness. The heart seems to have 
gone out of the writings which sought to justify the Cromwellian rule 
with democratic arguments, and for reasons that are clear enough. The 
~overnment's unpopularity was greater than ever, the military basis of 
tts power more conspicuous, and the fiction of legality and consent, in 
consequence, more threadbare. Cromwell's road to the protectorate was 
littered with lost supporters. By forcibly dissolving the Long Parliament 
in 1653, he had alienated Sir Henry Vane; when he shortly thereafter 
dismissed the Nominated Parliament, which he had himself convened, 
and gave the quietus to the great reforms that body was preparing, he 
estranged many religious men in the sects who had been among his most 
devoted followers; his assumption, finally, of the semi-regal office of 
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Lord Protector-an office Parliament was denied the right to abolish1-

gave stimulus to the growth of a republican oppositio!l. How coul~ a 
sincere doctrine of popular sovereignty accommodate ttself to all thts? 
It is no wonder that John Goodwin's writings on the protectorate~s be­
half were the least effective of his political pamphlets. Even Mtlton, 
Cromwell's devout admirer was unable to conceal his doubts about the 

' government's position. 2 

The official theory, of course, insisted on the protectorate's de~~­
cratic character and its compatibility with the aims for which the ctvxl 
war had been fought and won. Cromwell declared that the people h~d 
called him to be Lord Protector,a and that all just rights and liberttes 
were provided for in The Instrument of Government. 4 Such also was 
the contention of the official pamphlet, A True State of the Case Of. The 
Common-Wealth (1654), a workmanlike effort, unrelieved by any fhghts 
of enthusiasm, to justify the new constitution. 6 Considering Cromwell's 
now almost royal pomp and position, it is understandable enough that 
the _anonymous author should emphasize that the war was not fought 
agamst any particular form of government but solely to secure the 
people's safety and freedom. s These are ~ell preserved under The 
Instrument of Government, he said; 7 and if Parliament is forbidden to 
al~er. the system by which it must share its power with a single person, 
thts ts _because there exists no other way 'to keep us from wandring any 
more tn the Maze of our own Contentions .. .'. 8 

Other writers, none of any consequence, sounded a similar note. It 
was declared by one author that no government had ever been so fully 
and clearly acknowledged by the people. ' ... this forme of Government.. 
we now ar~ under,' he said, ' ... by a single person and a Parliament was 
sent down Into every Shire ... that none (except enemies and people not 
~ortf 2~0 1.) might ... be denied his opinion and vote ... .' 9 He evi-

ent Y dtd not pause to reflect how weak was the case for popular con­
sent _when not only royalists, for whose exclusion there was some justi­
ficatiOn, but also those without estates of £200 were denied a franchise 

1 The instrument of government Art XII 
2 See below, Ch. IX. ' · · 
: Tlz_e writings and speeches of Oli~·er Cromwell, III, 452. 

Ibzd., III, 587. 
6 The official character of this work is shown by Cromwell's reference to it in his 

speech of 22nd January 1655 (ibid., III, 587) dissolving the first Parliament of the 
protectorate. It was published anonymously but is attributed to Marchamont Ned­
ham by'?· ~· ~irth, '!he last years of the pr;tectorate, 2 vols., london, 1909, I, 156. 
The ascnptlon IS not Improbable, but must remain uncertain. Ncdham's work is dis­
cussed below, Ch. X. 

6 A true state of the case of the commonwealth, 5. 
7 Ibid., 28. 
s Ibid., 34. 
9 A letter from a person in the country, 1656, 17. This work is anonymous. 
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in county elections. 1 Another anonymous pamphleteer expatiated on 
the validity of Cromwell's title as Lord Protector. 

' ... if the People of England, Scotland and Ireland have given his High­
ness their actual consent and submission; if the Parliament of the three 
Nations have disannulled the old Title and Line; if they have owned his 
Highness by the name of Lord Protector ... I may safely conclude ... 
That whoever hath so much to shew for the Supremacie, hath a good 
Title to it. .. .' 2 

Apart from Goodwin and Milton, the only person of any importance 
who defended the protectorate with arguments that would have been 
acceptable to Cromwell was the Baptist, Samuel Richardson. Richard­
son was a man of somewhat advanced religious views. In the next cen­
tury, his attack on the doctrine of eternal punishment in hell was trans­
lated and reprinted by the materialist, Baron d'Holbach.3 But he is with­
out significance as a political theorist. Chiefly interested in religious 
toleration, it was as an advocate of this principle that he made his slight 
contribution to the thought of the revolution.4 In 1654, he supported 
Cromwell primarily because of the latter's tolerant religious policy, and 
by giving his backing to the government, it is likely that he influenced 
other Baptists to do the same.6 

. The war, Richardson says, was waged principally for liberty in reli­
gwn, and this men can enjoy under the protectorate in unprecedented 
abundance.6 He himself 'was never against Kingly government, but 
against their coersive power in matters meerly religious'.7 There are, he 
admits, three oppressions which still continue: tithes, corruption in the 
law, and slowness in the payment of the public debt. But these are 
legacies transmitted from the past, and will be remedied in time.8 More­
over, he asserts, the majority of the people support the government, as 
their payment of taxes and willingness to elect members of Parliament 
proves.9 But he was aware how weak this contention was, and contra­
dicted himself when remarking on the opposition to the protectorate's 

1 See The instrument of govermnent, Art. XVIII. 
2 Killing is murder, 1651, 12. 
3 ~discourse of the torments of hell, 1660, published in 1769 at Paris as L'Enfer 

det~wt. There were other English editions in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
tunes. 

4 W. K. Jordan, Development of religious toleration, III, 515-23, summarizes 
Richardson's ideas. 

5 Ibid., III, 516. In 1649, in his An answer to the London ministers letter, Richardson 
defended the commonwealth against Presbyterian criticisms. 

6 An apology for the present go1•emment, 1654, 4-5. 
7 Plain dealing, 1656, 14. 
8 Ibid., 20. 
9 An apology for the present go1•ernment, 10-11. 
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policy of religious toleration. 'There is no ground,' he poin_ted out, 't~ 
beleeve That the people of this Nation would ever have g1ven u_s this 
freedome, or that any Parliament chosen by them would ever g1ve us 
this freedome ... ,'1 

Writings such as Richardson's, with their saddening awareness of the 
govern~ent's lack of popularity, were the last faint flickeri~gs of the 
revolutionary fire in the camp of Cromwell's supporters. Their atte~pt 
to justify the protectorate in terms of the great ideas which had insJ:>Ired 
the struggle against the king was really an impossible task. Devoid of 
!heoretical substance, dispirited and mediocre, they were proof that the 
Idealism which had earlier sustained the Cromwellian cause no longer 
possessed much vitality. More interesting, therefore, were the works 
which continued the argument used in 1649 by Anthony Ascham and 
u.rge.d obedience to the government as the power de facto. These .were 
Sigmficant as showing how well established the doctrine of sovereign~y 
had by now become. Pervading them all was the conviction tha~ law IS 

only what !he sovereign power commands, and that against this com­
mand no nght can stand. 

The most moderate of these writings was The Grounds Of Obedi~nce 
And ~overm~1en1 (1655) by Thomas White, a Catholic priest of ancient 
Enghsh fam1ly: A good friend of Hobbes, and a philosoph!!r of some 
~on temporary Importance, 2 White was one of those scholars, common 
m th<: seventeenth century, whose thought, encompassing wide areas of 
learmng, was replete with unorthodoxies. Because of this, his books 
could please neither his co-religionists, nor Protestants, and were de­
noun~e~ by the latter and censured by the Inquisition.3 

This Is understandable when it is pointed out that his political ideas 
s~mewhat resembled those of Hobbes. Imbued with a pessimistic view 
~ 1~uman nature, he emphasized man's desire to have his own way, and 

e Ieved fear and pleasure to be the forces which impelled human beings 
to ~eate government. 4 The origin of sovereignty he traced to the sur­
ren er by ~en of their wills to one or more persons who were thence­
f~r~h to dectd~ all controversies.5 Like Hobbes, he had only disdain for 
di~me.s speakmg from Scriptural authority alone, and thought lawyers 
qmte ~n.competent to adjudicate in questions pertaining to the science 
of politics. 6 Be affirmed unambiguously that the magistrate is not under 

I Plain dealing, 5. 
2 White is discussed by C. de Remusat Histoire de Ia phi/osophie en Angleterre 

depuis Baconjusqu:dl..ocke, 2 vols., Paris, 1S75, I, 308-13, and is briefly mentioned by 
W. R. Sorley, A lustory of English philosophy, Cambridge, 1920, 101. A study of him 
would be well worth doing. 

3 Biographical details from the D.N.B., s.v. 
4 The grounds of obedience, 2nd. corrected ed., 1655, 2, 40-4. 
6 Ibid., 45, 47. 
6 Ibid., 158-19. 
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law, 1 but admitted, nevertheless, that it might be a rational act to over­
throw an existing government if the evils resulting from its rule are 
greater than those likely to arise from a civil war. He was careful to 
point out, however, that no right of resistance can be traced to any con­
tract. Rebellion, he said in effect, derives not from any right, but is a 
fact, and originates in the force of nature, that same force which led men 
to create government in the first place. 2 

White did not descend to particulars in discussing the question of 
obedience, but it was perfectly evident that the drift of his position 
favoured the Cromwellian government. Whether a magistrate has been 
dispossessed for good reasons or not, he said, subjects ought not to 
hazard everything to restore him, for this would endanger the common 
good. Indeed, a dispossessed magistrate, however badly treated, should 
renounce all his claims, and is worse than an infidel if he does not.3 To 
act on the principle, fiat justitia et ruat coelum, is certainly incorrect, be­
cause wise men all agree that the rigour of justice must ever be moder­
ated by charity and prudence. ·1 Moreover, a promise to obey a magis­
trate is binding only while he is an instrument of the common good. 
Deposed from his magistracy, a man ceases to be such an instrument, 
and promises made to him, therefore, lose their force. 6 Thus, White 
concludes, 'a Magistrate actually dispossessed hath no right to be 
restored, nor the Subject any obligation to seek to restore, but oppose 
him'. 'Wee know it is naturall', he said, 'that the part should venture for 
the whole; but that the whole should venture the losse of it selfe to save 
the part, I cannot understand.' 6 

In advocating submission to the protectorate, White asssumed the 
role of a disinterested philosopher. Not so John Hall, who in The True 
Cavalier Examined by his Principles (1656), urged that by the very tenets 
of royalism, the supporters of Charles II were obliged to give obedience 
to Cromwell. Nothing seems to be known of Hall, 7 and his name does 
not occur in modern accounts of seventeenth-century political thought. 
He was, however, an able writer, holding a position somewhat resem­
~ling Filmer's, which he expounded in one of the largest books on poli­
tical theory published during the interregnum. In that book, Of Govern-

1 Ibid., 146-7. 
B Ibid., 114, 121-2. 
3 Ibid., 133-6. 
' Ibid., 138-9. 
6 Ibid., 140. 
8 Ibid., 142, 143. 
7 His n~me is given on the title-page of his Of go1•ernment and obedience as John 

Hall of Richmond. He is not to be confused with John Hall, the poet and Crom­
wellian pamphleteer (for whom sec the D. N.B., s. v.), who was admired by Hobbes and 
died in 1656 at the age of twenty-eight, leaving a great reputation as a prodigy. 
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ment And Obedience (1654), though he showed many traces of Hobbes's 
influence, he levelled a very able criticism at the contract theory, 1 and 
defended monarchy not.only as the best, but as the only form of go~ern­
rnent, other forms being characterized merely as anarchy. That a thinker 
with such views should come expressly to the protectorate's defence at a 
time when democratic expressions on its behalf were so ineffectual was 
symptomatic of the direction events had taken. 

Hall dedicated his True Cavalier to Cromwell whom he unblushingly 
sp~k_s of as king. No party as much as the royalists, he said, 'by ~heir 
Pnnc1ples stand more inclined ... to the present Government, that IS, to 
Monarchy ... For they fought for their then Monarch, even for Mon­
archy sake; not for him as he was Charls Stuart ... '. 2 ' ••• as I had 
from Scripture anc~ Reason,' he added, 'found Monarchy to be the 
best and only right form of government, so ... it was not for any one 
Monar~hs sake I did it; but out of a desire to maintain perpetual peace 
and umty amongst us, I asserted ... obedience to be continually due 
to that Per_son which God ... should set over us. ' 3 

It 'Yas With these arguments that Hall went on first to urge his fellow 
ro~a!Ists tha~ they were obligated to acquiesce in the protectorate's 
~hgious pohcy, despite its opposition to episcopacy. Quotin_g from 

_ooker at length, he pointed out that in Anglican and royahst doc­
~~Ine! non-conformity in the church has always been considered rebel-
tlhon m the state.4 He does not understand he says how the lawfulness of 

e act e f, · ' ' · 
ta" d . n orcmg the use of the Anglican Prayer Book could be mam-
l ~n~ In ~ormer days 'if we stick not to our main principle in acknow­
~h gm~. \ e present _supream Christian Magistrate to be head of the 
·us~~c th For ~oyahsts to depart from this principle, he warns, woul~ 
J : Y ~ e~rher recusants and non-conformists. It is true that previ­
~t;~ ~ ~c_c esiastical supremacy was admitted to be in a chief magistrate 
Su e mg 0~ queen. Yet an impartial consideration of the Act of 

pr~mt achy Will show that the government of the church is united for-ever o t e Imp · 1 · h 
thereof 1 ena Crown of this Realm, that 1s, to the Monarc 
denou ' ?-thou~~ no king .. .'.&There is no justification, he says, for 

af n~mg 1~el_Igious opponents as schismatics. Those only are schis­
m Ics. In re 1g1on who do not conform to the rule laid down by the 
s~~~r:~gnlowe~, just as 'in State differences, all parties that hold not 
w e overe1gn Power, are to be called ... Faction'. 7 

~ Ofgovermnent and obedience, Ch. 10. 
3 lT.b11.ed true cavalier examined by his principles, Dedication. 

I •• Preface [I] 
4 Ibid., 18 and Ch. II · 
6 Ibid., 57: . , passim. 
6 Ibid., 59. 
7 Ibid., 59. 
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Hall then proceeded to defend the government's position by contend­
ing that Cromwell was no usurper. The possession of power by a new 
ruler is not a usurpation, he declares, otherwise no Christian prince 
could lawfully begin a royal line, which must necessarily originate in the 
deposition of the old family. The names, usurper and tyrant, he remarks 
in words reminiscent of Hobbes, are 'but the remonstrance of discon­
tent ... as the dispossessed Prince is called Tyrant by one party, so the 
new one is by the other called Usurper .. .'. 1 Obedience is to be given to 
rulers irrespective of their titles, else peace would be impossible. 2 While 
anyone is attempting to seize power, he should certainly be opposed; 
once successful in his design, however, obedience should be tendered 
him.3 Though possession may be unlawful with respect to the deposed 
ruler, it cannot be so with respect to subjects, who are to regard it 'as 
an evidence of Right in it sclfe .. .' .·1 Refusal of subjection shows a con­
tempt for God's ordinance by which men arc raised to power. 'So then,' 
Hall concluded, ' ... the way to be a constant Royalist, is to be a con­
stant Loyalist; not to respect the power or the place for the persons sake, 
but the person for the place and power sake ... :s 

This was iron reasoning, indeed. But it is doubtful whether royalists 
would have been much influenced by it. Perhaps if Cromwell had accep­
ted the kingship which his supporters proffered to him early in 1657, he 
might have been in a better position to benefit from such opinions as 
Hall's than while he remained uncrowned and unsceptred. There were, 
according to Clarendon, some whose allegiance to Charles II 'was more 
directed to the monarchy then to the person', and who might have 
acquiesced in Cromwell's rule if he were king. o Yet the creed of royalism 
contained sentiments and ideas against which no utilitarian argument 
could have prevailed. In the royalists, loyalty to the church and the 
dynastic monarchy was deeply rooted, and Charles II, as the son of the 
king who was the hero of the Cavalier poets and the martyr of the Eikon 
Basi/ike, had a claim on their feelings that a position as cool as Hall's 
was not likely to dissolve. 

A last writer whose views may be noticed was Michael Hawke. 
Nothing appears to be known of him, 7 and his importance as a theorist 
is slight. But his works drew on Machiavelli in a manner which, uttered 

1 Ibid., 90; cf. Hobbes, De cive, VII, 3. 
I Ibid., 101. 
3 Ibid., 102-3, 115-16. 
'Ibid., 116. 
& Ibid., 108-9. 
8 The history of the rebellion and civil wars in England, 6 vols., ed. W. D. Macray, 

Oxford, 1888, VI, 22. 
7 Hawke describes himself on the title-page of his The right of dominion as a Master 

of Arts and a member of the Middle Temple. I am unable, however, to find his naine 
in the alumni registers of Oxford or Cambridge or in the Middle Temple records. 
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. f h government of Oliver Cromwell, ought not to be 
m defence o t e t 

"thout commen . 
passed o~er ;t R"ght of Dominion (1655), in which Cromwell \~as fawn-
. Hawkes 1~ ~ Pater Patriae and Semper Augustus, 1 and his Killing 
mgly adddre(sls6e57)a were both devoted to a justification of the protector-
Is Mur er • . · 1 t K"/1" 1 th " Th 1 tt was wntten m rep Y o 1 mg No Munter, e tamous 
ate. bre a. e~·ctment of Cromwell's rule. 2 In it Hawke denied that 
rcepu Icalln m Ia tyrant for the Lord Protector, he said, has supreme romwe was • . 

b th gi.ft of God, the nght of arms, and the consent of the 
power y e h . d · d 
people.3 He laid most stress,k ohwe;er, on ~he ~1ght of arms, ad~ . Cite f 
approvingly Ascham's remar t at possession 1s the great. con 1t10n o 
our obedience and allegiance'. 4 .Government originated 1':1 force, not 
consent, he asserted, and from this he co~cludcd that 'Electlo~ ... hath 
no priviledge in a Commonwealth wh1ch was first constituted by 
force .. .'. 6 

Throughout, Hawke treated Cro,?lwell as king in all but name. He 
addressed him as prince,~ a?d pr~1sed monarchy as. the ?est form of 
government evidently behevmg this to be an appropnate lme to use on 
the protect~rate's behalf. 7 But it was in his response to the charge of 
Machiavellianism against Cromwell that his views were most striking. 
If Machiavelli be read with a 'Chymical Judgement' and refined by reli­
gious policy, he said, much that is useful can be learned from him. 8 He 
went on to urge that a prince should possess cunning and the ability to 
dissimulate, and may justifiably make use of spies and forged letters to 
determine the identity of disaffected subjects. u Such methods, he de­
clared, do not make a prince a tyrant. Nor is it tyranny to divert the 
people from domestic discontent by making a foreign war. The avoid­
~nce of civil strife by entering a quarrel with an ambitious rival abroad 
IS but good foresight and preventive policy, he urged, which any wise 
ruler will make use of as circumstances require. 1o 

Were these arguments uttered in defence of a Richelieu or a Mazarin, 
there would be nothing in them to evoke surprise. But expressed on be­
half of the protectorate, they were a sure sign something had gone 
w~ong. The Puritan, Oliver Cromwell, had become the beneficiary of doc­
tnnes drawn from Machiavelli's Prince. He had gone the way of other 
rulers, and had learned as well as they to mingle the lion and the fox.n 

1 The right of dominion, Preface. 2 See below, Ch. XII. 
3 Killing is murder, 10-15. 4 Ibid., 4. 
6 Ibid., 8-9. 0 Ibid., Dedication. 
7 Ibid., 19. 8 Ibid., 19-20. 
8 Ibid., 21-2. 10 Ibid., 23. 

11 Cf. Professor Abbott's remarks, The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell 11 
656., Profess~r Abbott also notes the interesting fact (ibid., I, 759) that many of Cr~m~ 
well s portraits are adorned with masks of the lion and the fox. 
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Carnal, now, was the power of the godly, as the revolutionary govern­
ment entered the final period of its insecure existence. 

Cromwell's primacy had commenced with a great action-the trial 
and execution of the king-which symbolized the insurgent forces that 
were to effect the transformation of western Europe and America in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But how sad was the fate of the 
revolutionary government which, invoking the name of the sovereign 
people, had done the epic deed. It had become more and more despotic, 
less and less capable of inspiring the libertarian ideas that gave it birth, 
more and more the enemy of men still prompted by democratic prin­
ciples. While democratic theory could produce nothing vital to say on 
its behalf, it was receiving the support of men whose doctrines Cromwell 
himself would have rejected with horror. 1 By the time of the protector­
ate's establishment, the contradictions in which the government was 
ensnared were sharper than ever, and the revolutionary sky had turned 
black as night. The power which had begun its eminency with a bang, 
was nearing its end with a whimper. 

1 This may not be strictly true, however. The republican, Edmund Ludlow, quotes 
Cromwell as saying to him that even 'if Nero were in power, it would be my duty to 
submit' (Tize memoirs of Edmund Ludlow, 2 vols., ed. C. H. Firth, Oxford, 1894, I, 
434.) 



VIII 

THE FIFTH-MONARCHY MEN 

IN ~he marvellous v~ctories of Cromwell's army of sa~nts, an~ !n th~ 
nuraculous crumbhng of a once-mighty monarchy, m~ny rad1cal sec 
tarians joyfully discerned the signs of Christ's immment return to 

rule ~he earth as king. Taught by their fervid brooding ove~ the books of 
Dam~! and Revelation to expect Jesus' thousand-year r.e1gn, the c~ta­
clysnuc ev~nts through which they were living made the1r hopes white­
hot. The time of the end was near, they rejoiced, and the fulfi~ment o; 
the prophecies was about to occur. Crumbled were Babylons walls. 
The lake of fire lay seething to receive the old serpent, and near a~ hand 
towered the beautiful city with its gates of pearl and its ~alls o~ J~sp~r. 
Was ~ot Charl.es I the little horn of the beast spoken of m Damel. Did 
not his e~ecut10n proclaim the fifth monarchy's near commencement, 
w~en C~nst would rule in glory with his saints? The year 1648, wrote a nullenanan preacher, 

'do I affirm with much assurance was the time when the Thrones were 
se~, and the ancie~t of days did sit. ... Here began the Lord God Al­
~ghty to call J:<.mgs and Kingdomes to account, to cast down the 
might~ from the1r seats ... and this work goes forward still, and shall 
prevail and pr~~per, to the utter breaking and destroying of the fourth monarchy .... 

Thus millenarian Utopianism often an element in sectarian religion, 
developed after 1649 into the ~ovement of Fifth-monarchy men. This 
mo~e~ent stood for more than just the hope, held by all Ch:istian~, of 
Chnst s return, for more, too than the anticipation of his glonous 
earthly rule, an~ounced during' the 1640s by learned exegetical ~itings 
on the .Prophetic books of Scripture. 2 It signified, rather, a passiOnate 
deterrmnatwn to pull down all carnal powers in order to prepare the way 

1 John Canne, A voice from the temple, 1653, 13. 
2 Cf., e.g., John Archer, The personal/ reign of Christ upon earth, 1641, Johann 

Alsted, The beloved city, 1642, Which was a translation of this author's De mille annis, 
1627, and Robert Maton, lsraels redemption. 1642. 
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for the New Jerusalem. As such, it was a fresh outburst of the chiliasm, 
recurrent in Christian history, which expressed awareness of earthly in­
justice in apocalyptic visions of Christ's reign of righteousness. Fruitful 
of heresy, these visions had inspired bitter denunciations of the secu­
larized Church during the Middle Ages. 1 In the sixteenth century, they 
agitated the Anabaptists of Munster to dream of establishing a com­
munist order. 2 Always when men attempted to act under their impulse, 
existing institutions were momentarily endangered. 

In the Fifth-monarchy men, we see the last wave of burning social 
protest which the revolution set in motion. The evils they would sweep 
away-tithes, the oppressions of the rich, corrupt lawyers-were those 
denounced by the left wing as a whole. But unlike the thinking of the 
latter, that of the Fifth-monarchy men remained, at bottom, unsecu­
larized. They carried the Puritan emphasis on the believer's inward 
grace to its furthest point, and required that none but the saints should 
rule. For them, the endowments of nature were as nothing in compari­
son with the possession of the spirit of holiness. The latter alone, they 
held, could qualify men for government in the shadow of the approach­
ing millenium and issue in the social justice for which the world thirsted. 
Hence, they abstained, essentially, from any secular solutions to the 
problems of their age. The Levellers had looked to the political remedy 
of free Parliaments and general manhood suffrage. Winstanley, who had 
also a~aited Christ's return in power, came finally to interpret that 
event m terms akin to the rationalistic communism of the eighteenth 
century. The Fifth-monarchy movement, in contrast, desired a theo­
cracy of saints, not a general suffrage, Christ's literal coming in a pomp 
?f glory, not communism. These might have the consequence of rectify­
mg some of the grievances which the Levellers condemned. But the 
fundamental hope, with all the significance it may have possessed for 
earthly life, was an other-worldly one. 

Owmg to this fact, it was impossible for the millenarians to have de­
veloped anything distinctive or rich in the way of political theory. This 
was pre_cluded by the nature of the expectations which they entertained. 
~o basxs for systematic political analysis could exist when the real solu­
~xon to hu.man problems was thought to lie in the momentarily awaited 
mauguratxon of Christ's kingdom. Hence, their writings, though very 
numerous, _were generally confused, repetitive, and unoriginal. For 
most .of thexr political ideas they were indebted to left-wing democracy, 
drawxng freely on its programme and assimilating the borrowings to the 
tenets of their apocalyptic faith. 

L"~ c;r. Ernesto Buonaiuti, Gioacchino da fiore, Rome, 1931, Part ill, and Karl 
0t•th, Meaning in history, Chicago, 1949, Ch. VTII. 
. Cf. Walter Nigg, Das ewige Reich, ZUrich, 1944, 231-67, and references there 

Cited. 
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As the millenarians' hope necessarily nourished itself on. extra­
ordinary portents and providences, it could not be of long durauo~. Its 
first collective expression seems to have_occurred shortly after t~1e km~'s 
execution in a petition of Fifth-monarchy men from Norfolk, m whtch 
the signers declared that 'we expect new Heavens and a new Earth', and 
warned against patching up the old government or having ~ny other l~w 
but the Bible. 1 Until Cromwell's dissolution of the Nonunated Parlia­
ment at the end of 1653, and his establishment of the protectorate, the 
Fifth-monarchy men built their hopes on him. They regarded him as 
the first of the saints and compared him to Moses, holding his office as 
the gift of God. 2 His work, they told him, was to execute God's final 
w~ath and vengeance upon 'the two persecuting powers of the world ... 
Kmgl y and Antichristian .. .'.a 

But. their dreams inevitably came into conflict with Cr?mwell's con­
servatism. Cromwell might for a time tolerate the millenana~s; he cou_ld 
nev~r be an agent in fulfilling the measure of their expectattons. In dts­
solvmg the Nominated Parliament he dealt them a sore blow. That 
body, pa~tially recruited from amo~g the sects and congregation~, and 
some of Its members animated by millenarian enthusiasm, _medttated 
~eat reforms such as the Fifth-monarchy men believed fittmg to the 
time when Christ's return was breathlessly awaited. 4 When Cromwell 
sent home the Nominated Parliament and went on to become Protector, 
he incurred the millenarians' bitter enmity. The blessed cause of Christ 
had been betrayed for the glory of one man, they said, 6 and charged 
that the government was but a concealed monarchy in which Cromwell 
made his will and pleasure the only law. a '0 our bowels, our bowels,' 
they lamented, 

'o~r hearts even ake, and are pained within us, to hear the ~oleful and 
daii;Y groans of Gods people, crying out, 0 where are our Deliverers and 
Saviours! The Reeds that we leaned upon, have pierced our hands, and 
w~ bleed! And after our eyes fail with looking for Freedom, Peace, and 
Ltght, behold Darkness, Oppression and Distraction!' 7 

1
. f!~rtain quaeres presented by way of petition 1649 s· cf. L. F. Brown, The political 

ac~l~tl~ t~he Baptists and Fifth-monarchy m~n, W~shington, 1912, 17-18. 
3 J~hn Plttlehousc! A warning-piece discharged, 1653, 10-11. 
4 <::anne, :4 vo1ce fro~n the temple, Epistle dedicatory [3-4]. . 

The rrullenanan hopes m the Nominated Parliament may be seen, e.g., m The 
~:;::r. of truth displayed, 1656, 2, which was published by 'a Certain Number of 

6 bans, wh_o are waiting for the Visible appearance of Christs Kingdome' . 
. r A ~eclaratlon of several of the churches qf Christ ... conceming the kingly interest 

0! Chr~~t •. 1654, 13. This was signed by one hundred and fifty members of congrega­
tions m1rustered to by millenarian preachers. 

: The protec~or (so called) in part unvailed, 1655, 7, 42. This work is anonymous. 
A 1eclaratron of several of the churches of Christ ... concerning the kingly interest 

of Chr1st, 3. 
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Thenceforth the government was menaced by the threat of a Fifth­
monarchist insurrection. The work of the present generation, the mil­
lenarians proclaimed, 'is a smiting work ... wherein the Saints im­
ployed shall visibly appeare in a millitary posture for Christ .. .'. 'To 
your tents, 0 Israel,' was their exhortation, 'with us arise, for the lot of 
our inheritance, prepare therefore your victuals, your purse ... but 
especially your sword ... .' 1 But there was no great difficulty in keeping 
the danger at bay. The chief Fifth-monarchy preachers were imprisoned 
and their followers held under close surveillance. Thus suppressed, mil­
lenarianism lingered on to hope again for something from the govern­
ment after Cromwell's death, 2 and to make a last appearance in 1661 in 
a pitiful rising which was, with a little difficulty, bloodily crushed.3 

The Fifth-monarchy men held that in Christ's kingdom, Scripture 
would be the only law,4 and that the godly magistrate could therefore 
do nothing more holy or more beneficial to the people than to acknow­
ledge Christ's legislative power by making Scripture the law of the land. 
Would it not be better, a millenarian writer asked, 

'for Parliaments to accept of the Legislative Power of Jesus Christ, and 
of the Law, Statutes, and Judgements ready offered them from God ... 
and practicable within one Moneth, and easy to be established: then 
still to be overturn'd, overturn'd, overturn'd, and trouble and hazard 
themselves and the Nation, to find out another Legislative Power and 
other Laws, which last no longer then the Men that make them: nor 
that but during the Power of the Sword?' 5 

Such a demand carried Puritan bibliolatry to a fanatical extreme, and 
explains Cromwell's accusation that the millenarians were attempting to 
foist the Judaic law upon their country. 6 The positiqn certainly had 
dangerous implications. Thus, William Aspinwall, in calling for the 
acceptance of the Old Testament legal code, seems humane enough 
when he denounced the English law's imposition of the death penalty 
for theft, and pointed out that for theft, the Bible demands only double 
restitution. But he went on to justify from the Bible the proposal that 
the death sentence be meted out for denying the being or attributes of 
God or profaning the Sabbath. 7 This would have involved a far more 

1 The banner of truth displayed, 28, 14-15. 
B cr., e.g., John Canne, A seasonable word to the Parliament-men, 1659. 
8 The millenarian plots are recounted by C. H. Firth, The last years of the pro­

tectorate, I, 207-19. 
4 cr., e.g., William Aspinwall, A brief description ofthefifth-monarchy, 1653,9. 
1 Peter Chamberlen, Legislative power in problemes, 1659, 2. Chamberlen was an 

interesting figure who drew up a remarkable scheme of poor relief and economic 
reform, Tlze poore mans advocate, 1649. 

1 The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell, III, 438. 
7 William Aspinwall, Tlze legislative power is Christs peculiar prerogative, 1656, 

30-33. 
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intolerable infringement upon the consciences of men than was ever 
committed by Cromwell, whom the millenarians yet denounced during 
the protectorate as oppressing the people with a national ministry. 1 

Nevertheless, it is important to realize that the invocation of Biblical 
law was primarily intended by the Fifth-monarchy men as a standard 
by which to condemn the oppressions of their time. They ?light .be 
fanatical in desiring to make Scripture the legal code, but thetr mottve 
was the hope of securing a greater social justice. While ' ... the Laws of 
God sayes, Open thy mouth wide for the dumb ... and plead the cause 
of the poor and needy,' two millenarians wrote, 'the beastly Laws of the 
World, opens the mouth wide, for those that have a large purse to 
ple_ad their Cause, whilst the poor are sent empty aw~y'. 2 A~other 
wnter emphasized the rationality and love to be found m Gods law. 
No law, he said, is more ancient or more in accord with reason. 

'Since then the Law of God is the Law of Nature, the Law of Nations, 
the Law of Reason, the Law of Precedent, the Law of Antiquity· · · 
Why will some go on to ... Contrive Lawes and Judgements contrary 
to the Law of God ... ? is not the summ of Gods Lawes, Love & the 
Execution Do as you would be done by? doth it not end all sutes in a 
day, & payes all Debts without arrests or Imprisonments .. · ?'3 

:ut accept God's law, and oppression will cease, he promised, taxes be 
0 more, trade abound, prisons be opened, and 'Peace and safety, 

plenty an? prosperity ... overflow the Land'. 4 • • 

. .To thetr proposal to put Biblical law into effect, the mtllenanans 
JOined the demand that government be exercised by the saints. Not only 
w~uld the saints rule as Christ's assistants when the thousand-year 
~eign ?egan, but even before this, a godly magistracy was held to be one 
I':l Which power is wielded by none but those who are sanctified. 'What 
nght or claim', asked the millenarians, '[can] meer natural and worldly 
?Ien have to Rule and Government?'& The saints, they said, are people 
of another Kingdome and world; and are by themselves a Common­

wealth and Free-State: And therefore 'tis to be desired ... that they 
wou~d exercise that Royal Authority which God has given unto them, 
and mvested. them with ... '. & In such a government, one writer admit­
ted, there mi~ht be a danger of arbitrariness. But this, he was assured, 
would be avoided by the fact that Scriptural law would make no excep-

~ Th~ ~anner of truth displayed, 8-11. . 
Wilham Pryor and Thomas Turner The out-cries of the poor oppressed, & Im-

prisoned, 1659, 10-11. ' ' 
3 Peter Chamber len, Legislative power in problemes 5 
4 /bid., 8. • . 
6 Certain quaeres by way of petitiofl, 8. 
8 The banner of truth displayed, Epistle dedicatory [6]. 
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tions in its exercise, and by the holiness of the men in whom administra­
tion was to be vested. 1 

To opponents, such a position seemed intolerably presumptuous. For 
men upon the pretence of the fifth monarchy, Cromwell said, ' ... to 
entitle themselves ... the only men to rule kingdoms ... and give laws 
to the people ... they had need give clear manifestations of God's 
presence with them, before wise men will submit to their conclusions.' 2 

It is an absurd argument, wrote a government pamphleteer, 'That godly 
persons, though of small understanding, and little ability of mind in 
publick affairs, are more fit for Government then men of great know­
ledg and wisdom, if endued only with natural Parts, and moral ver­
tues .. .' .3 And a Leveller, who sympathized with the millenarians' 
detestation of the protectorate, reminded them, nevertheless, that 

'the Saints preparation for Christs Kingdome, which God requires, is 
clothing themselves with righteousness ... and that no righteous civile 
powers of governing in this nation can yet be derived from any other 
fountaine then the peoples consent ... you cannot be righteous or holy 
in setting up ... or adhering to any other civile governing powers'. 4 

Yet if the millenarians wished the saints to govern, it was with no 
selfish motive, but because only thus did they imagine abundant justice 
would be given to human kind. Carnal men could be tyrants, but godly 
men never. And the latter alone, it seemed to them, could do the real 
work of rulers, which was to care for the oppressed, 

'to redeeme again the Vineyard of the poor, which the Ahabs of the 
earth have taken away; to take away an house from them that have 
many, and a field from them who have plenty of more, to appoint them 
for a Portion to supply them that have none, until ... he that hath most, 
hath nothing too much, and he that hath least, have nothing lacking, 
that so ... the Land may grow up towards her true Sabbath, where she 
shall no more bring forth her children to Oppression and Bondage .. .'. 5 

A position such as the millenarians held necessarily issued in fanatic­
ism. Its Biblical literalism and its insistence on the rule of those who 
were considered sanctified made it impossible that it should be other­
wise. All the same, we should completely misupderstand the Fifth­
monarchy movement if we failed to realize how much it shared the long­
ings ofleft-wing democracy. This is apparent from some of the writings 

1 William Aspinwall, An explication ... of the seventh chapter of Daniel, 1654, 19. 
2 The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell, III, 437. 
3 A true state of the case of the commonwealth, 25. 
4 Eng/ands remembrancers, 1656, 3. 
& Sighs for righteousness, 1654, 14. This work is anonymous. 
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thus far noticed. The best proof, however, may be found in t~e most 
important statement of political principles which the millenanans put 
forward, A Standard Set Up (1657). This statement, a collective declara­
tion signed by one, William Medley, as scribe, shows, if resembla~ces 
mean anything, considerable borrowing from the Levellers, and IS a 
certain sign of affiliation with the protest movement of the time. 

The declaration begins by tracing the course of events up through the 
apostacy of Cromwell, who 'Hath left the Cause and Work the Lord so 
~minently owned him in' by 'establishing and upholding the ~orrupt 
Interests of the Clergy and Lawyers in these Nations ... oppressmg the 
p~ople by Taxing them to maintain a constant standing Army to uphold 
his· .. Lordship over them .. .'.1 Then follow the principles of govern­
ment. The supreme and absolute legislative power and authority to 
make laws for man is acknowledged to be in Christ 

'by Right, Conquest, Gift Election and Inheritance, who is the onely 
abs~Iute single person, whom the fa'ther hath loved, decreed, sworn to, 
anomted, and given all power unto in heaven and in earth'. 

The Scriptures, which are the revealed will of Christ are to be accepted 
asth 1 ' · . e ru e both for the inward and the outward man. By takmg the 
~cnptures as law, a constant administration of justice will be established 
ro: which will flow streams of righteousness to ease the poor, needy, 

an °P~r~ssed people. 2 

'S E~rct~mg the chief magistracy, as princes under Christ, will be a 
t a~ ednm' or 'Supream Councell' of men of spirit and light, of in­egnty · · 
, '.JUstice, knowledge, and understanding. These shall be chosen 
t~ccordmg to the principles of Right and Freedome' as the 'Representa­
i~v~h · · of th~ whole Body of the Saints (whose Day this is,) and people 
giv' es~ Nations'. They will care for the people's safety and welfare, 
tol~ngt Judgement in all civil matters without respect of persons,. and 

Ira e all forms of worship.3 

the: each county, courts will be erected to hear cases. The members of 
his e courts are to be elected, and every man will be permitted to plead 
Co 0.wtn cause/' Furthermore, '(it having been found by experience in-

nsts ent with th d b · h cou .1 . e goo and wei emg of the governed)', t e supreme 
n~~ Is not to be perpetuated, but elected annually by the 'Lords-Free 

~en ~.e. those that have a right with Christ in and according to the 
ew ovenant)'. 6 It shall have no power 'to violate, take away, give up, 

0~~nervate any of the Foundations of Common-Right, and Freedom, 
w tch are, or shall be agreed upon; save in case of a further convincing 

1 A standard set up 7 
4 Ibid., 17-18. ' . 

2 Ibid., 15. 
6 Ibid., 18. 
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light .. .'. And such alterations must be 'according to Law, and the good 
of the people' .1 

No person, of whatever rank or quality, is to be exempt from the law. 
No one is to be imprisoned without a legal cause. Impressment of men 
for military service will be illegal, excise and customs abolished, and no 
assessments levied on the people in peace time, nor in war, except with 
their consent. Tithes are to be taken away, and ministers are to support 
themselves by their own labours or from voluntary contributions. 
' ... all Oppressions and grievances in the tenures of lands, Copyhold, 
and Customary, Heriots, Fines, Amerciaments, Perquisites, and profits 
of Courts, customs, services,' are to be abolished. 2 

In this state, the declaration concludes, 

'Man shall be blessed ... he shall be restored by God unto right reason 
and wisdoms : and that beastlikc and brutish nature and principles 
(from whence has proceeded all Murders, Thefts, Rebellion, Violence, 
Oppression, Ravenning and Devouring his fellow creatures ... ) shall 
be in a great measure done away.'3 

Confused though these ideas are, they clearly involve a carrying over 
into the fifth monarchy of the principles enunciated in the Leveller 
Agreements of the people. They show the same humaneness, and the 
same indignation against social wrong. But the Leveller belief in the 
sovereignty of the people was in contradiction to the millenarian ideal of 
the government of the saints. The former gave rights to all, excluding 
the royalists from the franchise for a time, but ultimately admitting 
them. The latter gave rights only to the sanctified. Up to a point, this 
category had a political basis, in so far as by their support of tyranny, 
the royalists, Presbyterians, and Cromwellians had all shown themselves 
ineligible to belong to the elect. This left the rest of the nation, but even 
of this remainder, presumably only a minority possessed the grace to be 
enrolled with the saints. In the end, therefore, political qualifications 
gave way to religious ones, and the spiritual few were left dominant over 
the carnal many. 

Of the numerous Fifth-monarchy writers, there is only one, John 
Rogers, who merits individual notice. Rogers, who was born in 1627, 
was driven from home at the age of fifteen because of his Puritan 
principles, and by the time he was in his early twenties, was a well-known 
minister in London.' He was one of the most learned and most moder­
ate of the millenarian preachers, and his work, Sagrir. Or Doomesday 

1 Ibid., 19. 
2 Ibid., 19-20. 
3 Ibid., 21. 
4 See the notice of his life in the D.N.B., s.v. Rogers gives an interesting account of 

his early history in his Ohe/ or Betll-shemesh, 1653,419-39. 
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drawing nigh (1653), gave the millenarian position as capable an expres­
sion as it ever received, particularly with regard to the problem of Ia.w. 

L.a.ws, he declared, are necessary, but they must be in accord w1th 
reason, the intellectual lamp in every soul. When they are not, men may 
disobey them. Furthermore, laws should not be maintained longer than 
there is need for them. 'As Reason is restored to more perfection and 
clearness,' he said, 'all the Laws and results of such Reason must be 
amended and corrected ... .' 1 Yet human reason is imperfect, andre­
quires to be supplemented by the law of God, which is divine reason. 
By deriving all law as far as possible from the eternal law of God 
expressed in Scripture, he believed that the inadequacies of human 
reason could be provided against. 2 

. T~e sou~ce of law, he points out, is in the people, and tyranny co~­
SJ~ts m the Imposition upon the people of a power not derived from their 
Will. But commensurate with his theocratic doctrines, he adds that by 
the ~~ople.he mea!ls ,'the rationall honest people', 'rightly principled', 
a?d ~n ~he1r capacity .3 The purpose of law is to curb great men and the 
ncb. Smce the Norman conquest, however, this purpose has not been 
fulfil!ed, and the law has been made an iron yoke upon free-born 
Enghshmen. 6 But now the time of freedom has arrived, and he calls 
u~on Cr.omwell, not yet the renegade he was soon to become in the 
mdlenana~s· eyes, to effect broad reforms. These, as Rogers lists them, 
are ~?ch hke those demanded by the Levellers, one of them being the 
abohti~n of manorial lords. 6 He pleads that England should export its 
revolution ~nd that 'our ... Armies, and Navies, and Churches · · · 
would · · · m the name of Jesus proclaim liberty to the captives and 
?ppresse? ones of other Nations .. .'. 1 The fifth monarchy, he exhorts, 
IS ~a~ten.mg on apace to free men from civil and ecclesiastical bondage, 
an JUStice and righteousness shall come down to earth as God alone 
becomes the law-giver. s 

After Cromwell's d h · · d &- t. · h eat , Rogers who had been tmpnsone 10r a tme 
durmg t e pro tecto t ·' · bl. 

H . ra e, entered mto controversy wtth the repu tcan, 
James arnngton Fro 1 · . · · · 1 that . · m us remarks on this occasiOn, 1t Is c ear , 
unlike most other millenarians, he would have given rights to anyone 

l Sagrir, 32-6. 
2 Ibid., 36-7; cf. ibid lOS 7 h · d A · t th effect 11 · ., - , w ere he quotes Cicero an qumas o e 

that the elte~nah awfifishreason, and ibid., 138-40, where he declares that Moses' law will 
be the rue m t e t monarchy. 

a Ibid., 46-7. 
4 Ibid., 46. 
5 Ibid., 47-51. 
6 Ibid., 52-9. 
7 Ibid., 14-17. 
8 Ibid., 125, 128-31, 139. Rogers suggested that Christ would come in 1666; see 

his Dod, or Chathan, 1653, 24. 
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who opposed religious and political tyranny as well as to the saints. He 
thought Harrington had gone too far, however, in advocating the exten­
sion of political rights to all, for the result, he feared, would be a royal 
restoration. 1 There are two extremes to be avoided, he said, that which 
makes natural right everything, and that which makes it nothing; as 
Harrington goes to the first extreme, so some Fifth-monarchy men go to 
the second. 2 Only those possess natural rights who have not abetted 
tyrants in enslaving the commonwealth, Rogers declared,3 and such are 
the saints and well-affected who will rule in the future 'Christian' and 
'Theocratic Government'. 4 

These ideas are certainly unclear enough, wavering unsteadily be­
tween the prospect of a supernatural fifth monarchy and a demo­
cratic republic in which all men not royalists, Presbyterians, or Crom­
wellians, would participate. There is something touching in this applica­
tion of the language of democracy to an earthly theocratic common­
wealth established through heaven's agency, something unspeakably 
pathetic and poignant in the naive and confused hopes of Rogers and 
his fellows. But however passionate, their aspirations could not endure 
much longer, for the restoration was at hand. Charles Il's accession set 
a period to millenarianism, and the brief insurrection of 1661 was the 
last explosion of the Fifth-monarchy men's zeal. Thus, in the few years 
between Charles I's execution and his son's return, the Fifth-monarchy 
movement ran its course. In view of the peculiar character of its ideas, it 
is significant that it appeared as a force only after 1649. Before this time, 
the struggle for reform and social justice still centred on political and 
secular solutions. Only when Cromwell had suppressed the Levellers 
and frustrated their aims did enthusiasm for the thousand-year reign of 
Christ and his saints begin to spread. It is probable that this would have 
remained a negligible phenomenon if the Levellers' objectives had been 
achieved. As it was, however, some religious radicals who, in 1649, were 
not yet disillusioned with Cromwell, and who were sensible of the heavy 
burden of terrestrial wrong, threw their dreams of righteousness into 
chiliastic visions. That their influence grew was chiefly due, I think, to 
th_e absence now of a powerful movement oriented to the same goals but 
w~thout an other-worldly, theocratic outlook. Hence in the 1650s, those 
cnes of social protest which were not still inspired by the impulse emit­
ted from the Leveller movement were for the most part dominated by 
millenarian ideas. Fifth-monarchism, therefore, was the moan of the 
distressed creature lamenting the cruelty and heartlessness of the world. 
In an age still religious, it was an inevitable product of the failure of the 
left-democratic revolution to consummate itself. 

1 Llta710~LT€la. A Christian concertation, 1659, 73-4. 
2 Ibid., 59-60. 3 Ibid., 60, 76. 4 Ibid., 119-24. 
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JOHN MILTON 

T HE vast amount of writing that has appeared, and continues to 
appear, about Milton, serves, I think, to obscure the fact that as 
a J?Olitical theorist and systematic thinker, he was not o~ the first 

~rder. It IS no service to an understanding of the poet, nor to. his _reputa­
tion! to attempt, as so many of his admirers do, 1 to discover m ~Is pr?se 
a higher quality of political theory than disinterested consideratiOn 
warrants. There is little Milton said in his political writing that w~s not 
s~oken by contemporaries, and, in many instances, more the?retically, 
With a deeper examination of the issues, and an awareness which he, on 
the whole, lacked, of what could be said on the other side. Moreover, on 
many important questions with which political thought in his time was 
deeply conce~ne~-sovereignty, for example, or social reform-h~ wa~, 
except for h1s. diVorce writings, either silent or commonplac: m his 
comm~nts. It Is significant that we commonly think of M1lton s prose 
rather I~ ~erms of a small number of great passages, than, as i~ the case 
of a pohtlcal theorist of first-rate capacity, as a systematic philosoph~. 
Md~on was a supreme poet. And the truth would seem to be_ that h1s 

pr?se Is of far greater importance as illuminating the poet's mmd than 
It IS as a? _exemplification of deep or original political theory. _Even t~e 
Areopagrt1ca (1644), which has justly become a classic, has ach1eved th~s 
status, ~ suggest, more for those qualities which we should call poetic 
~nd which reside in the occasional blaze and wonder of the language and 
l~agery, t~a~ f?r its depth and thoroughness on the problem of tol~r~­
tlon and CIVIl hberties. This conclusion seems unavoidable when It IS 
recalled that, though Areopagitica was written at a critic~! moment in 
the controversy over liberty of conscience, its preoccupatiOn-freedom 
of the pre~s-was a segmental one occasioned by Milton's pers~nal en­
counter With the censorship in his divorce pamphlets. Certamly, as 

I E.g: Arthur Barker, Milton and the Puritan dilemma 1641-1660, Toronto, 1942, 
an_ adm1rabl~ work, but which endeavours to the point of tedium to extract more from 
Milton's philosophy than comprehension of it or justice to it require. 
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theory, it is clearly inferior to the writings of John Goodwin and William 
Walwyn, and to Roger Williams's Bloody Tenent. 1 

Nevertheless, no account of political thought in the English revolu­
tion may overlook Milton. He was the greatest man who wrote on the 
Parliamentary and Cromwellian side. His defence of the commonwealth 
was, with John Goodwin's, the most effective it received. Moreover, the 
judgement of a great artist on the supreme issues of his time must always 
be full of interest and significance. But all the same, unless we are pre­
pared to treat Milton's prose chiefly as an aid to the understanding of a 
mighty poet, a loss of perspective will inevitably ensue. 2 

From the very outset of the controversy between crown and Parlia­
ment, Milton enthusiastically enlisted himself on Parliament's side. Was 
he wrong in throwing himself so whole-heartedly into the revolutionary 
struggle? It has been said that his participation was the prostitution of 
genius to a party, and that the ideal interpreter of life ought not to be 
part of it.3 It has been said also that though he was right in concerning 
himself with the religious and political conflict, it was a defect in his 
character that he took an active part in it." My business here is with 
Milton's political thought, not his poetry, yet I venture to say that these 
judgments are erroneous. It is difficult to think of Milton writing a 
poem of the magnitude to which he aspired without the experience he 
gained by his embroilment in the struggle of his time. The young poet 
who had left the university for additional study and meditation at 
Horton was badly in need of further experience of life. The Puritan's 
profound rejection of experience as an end in itself could have had the 
unhappy consequence for Milton of truncating his knowledge of life 
and its depths without which an epic of the sort he wished to write is in­
conceivable. Let us imagine the effect on him, and on the prophetic role 
he felt called to perform, 5 had he abstained from mingling in the greatest 
movement of his time. Let us imagine what the fate of his vast ambition 
as a poet would have been had he, a Puritan humanist alienated from 
the cultural atmosphere of the Stuart court, lived through his maturity 
after Elizabethan greatness had ended and before the revolution had 

1 On this whole subject, sec the remarks of W. K. Jordan, Development of 
religious toleration, IV, 203, 210. According to W. Haller (Tracts on liberty, I, 
Appendix B), the contemporary influence of Areopagitica was slight. On Areopagi­
tica's contemporary influence, see also G. F. Sensabaugh, 'Adaptations of Areo­
pagitica', The Huntington library quarterly, XIII, 2, which does not, I think, affect 
Haller's conclusions. 

2 Cf. Douglas Bush, English literature in the earlier sel•enteentll century 1600-1660, 
Oxford, 1945, 369. 

3 Mark Pattison, Milton, London, 1880, 66-7. 
'1 E. M. W. Tillyard, Milton, London, 1930, 111. 
6 Milton's great idea of the poet's task is discussed by H. J. C. Grierson, Milton and 

Wordsworth: poets and prophets, Cambridge, 1937. 
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begun. His participation in the struggle was essential for the expression 
of his profound belief in the poet's sacred mission. ft was the very 
thing that gave him the experience of life necessary for Paradise Lost 
and Samson Agonistes. 

Milton made his first appearance as a pamphleteer in the discussion 
over episcopacy which opened when the Long Parliament met. His 
argument against the bishops, though powerfully presented, was much 
the same as that of other writers, 1 while his political views were quite 
conventional. Monarchy, he said, is composed of two essential parts, 
the king's supremacy and the subject's liberty. The best governments are 
mixed, and such a government is England's, harmoniously tuned and 
balanced, 'where under a free and untutor'd Monarch, the noblest, 
worthiest, and most prudent men, with full approbation, and s~ffr~ge 
of the People have in their power the supreme and finall determmat10n 
of the highest Affaires'. 2 

With all their strength and ardour, there was something academic in 
Mil_t<;>n's ~rit~ngs agai.nst the bishops. They suggest a mind to which 
poht_Ical life IS a subject known from afar, and chiefly through the 
~edi~m of orators and historians. They show us a young genius, full of 
Id~h~~ and pa~sion_ately absorbe_d in his country's fate, but clearly ~ot 
a political man , usmg the term m no pejorative sense to charactenze 
one who possesses an instinctive grasp of politics. This was not merely a 
matter of inexperience. Milton lacked the political flair, and he never 
acquired it. Years after his episcopal tracts, when he was fully practsied 
in controversy and quite accustomed to exchanging insults with oppo­
nents, his mind still dwelt on a plane at once exalted and isolated, 
peopled by thoughts of antique heroes and the virtuous great, and out 
of touch, somehow, with the essence of political happening. 

At the time of the argument over episcopacy, Milton was a moderate 
Prcsbytcrian,3 urging how godly and tender Presbyterian discipline 
would be to those unstained by lust or licence.' Yet in temper and many 
ideas, he was really far from Presbyterianism, as any member of. that 
communion might have seen, had he read Milton's utterances wtth a 

1 W. K. Jordan, Development of religious toleration, IV, 203. 
2 Of reformation, Works, ed. ~- A. Patterso~ et al., New York, 1931-8, III, 56-7, 

63. It is much more likely that M1lto~ took the Idea of England as a mixed state from 
English sources than, as Mr. Ze~a Fmk asserts (Tize classical republicans, Evanston, 
1945,_ 95), from classical ones. M1lt'?n's statement cited in the text appears to depend 
on Sir Thomas Smith's De republlca Anglorum, _I, 9, which the poet noted in his 
Commonplace book (Works, XVIII, 176) along With another chapter of Smith's (op. 
cit., I, 6) to the effect that commonwealths arc ~sually mixed. In general, Mr. Fink 
greatly exaggerates the importance of the notion of the mixed state in Milton's 
political thought. 

3 w. K. Jordan, Development of religious toleration, IV, 208. 
4 Of reformation, Works, Ill, 36. 
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view to something more than their immediate effect in the discussion. 
Milton reveals a lay-pride and an anti-clericalism that indubitably inti­
mate his early break with his Presbyterian friends. He assails the pre­
sumption of a usurping clergy who make the term 'laic' a thing of scorn, 1 

and the priests who vilify the people as being too low in capacity to 
search for divine knowledge. 2 He criticizes the 'ignoble Hucsterage of 
pidling Tithes' ,3 remarking that a true pastor requires a very ordinary 
supply of worldly goods. 4 Such contentions were as fatal to the claims of 
the Presbyterian ministers as to those of the Laudian clergy. By insisting 
that 'reason is the gift of God in one man, as well as in a thousand', 5 

he was, in effect, defying the conclusions of any corporate reason, Pres­
byterian or otherwise, which could not persuade his own. Most impor­
tant of all, his intense optimism and sweeping hopes were far greater 
than any true Presbyterian could have felt. His belief that he was living 
in an age of ages, 6 and his passionate exhortation to Christ to perfect 
the work of reformation 7-these signify a man to whom truth was pro­
gressively comprehended, and who would acquiesce neither in the dog­
matic affirmations of Presbyterianism nor in the limited enlightenment 
of a sect. 

Milton's pamphlets on divorce, which followed his writings against 
the bishops, were his only contribution to the discussion of social prob­
lems so widely carried on between 1640 and 1660. His conviction was 
that incompatibility of mind and temper is at least as justifiable a cause 
for divorce as adultery, and despite the fact that his position had been 
adumbrated to some extent by Protestant and Puritan predecessors, 8 

no one before had put it forward so fully and uncompromisingly. As 
his arguments represent, in part, a transfer to the marriage relationship 
of some of his political ideas, they give us an incidental glimpse into the 
latter. 

His chief contention was that the right of divorce for incompatibility 
is an essential part of Christian liberty, 9 and behind his ingenious twist­
ing of Scripture lay the conviction that 'no ordinance human or from 
heav'n can binde against the good of man .. .'. 10 ' ••• the great and almost 
oaly commandment of the Gospel,' he said, 'is to command nothing 
against the good of man, and much more no civil command against his 

1 The reason of church-government, 1641, Works, III, 261. 
11 Ofreformation, Works, III, 19. 
8 Ibid., Works, III, 75. 
4 Animadversions upon the remonstrants defence, 1641, Works, III, 163. 
11 Ibid., Works, III, 126. 
8 Ibid., Works, III, 144-5. 
7 Ibid., Works, III, 146-8. 
8 Chilton Powell, English domestic relations, 1487-1653, New York, 1917, 93-4. 
II cr. A. Barker, op. cit., ll0-11. 

10 Tetrachordon, 1645, Works, IV, 75. 
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civil good.' 1 Marriage he treated as a contract analogous to the political 
contract, and subject, therefore, to the same conditions. 

'He who marries, intends as little to conspire his own ruine, as he that 
swears Allegiance: and as the whole people is in proportion to an ill 
Government, so is one man to an ill marriage. If they against any author­
ity, Covnant, or Statute, may ... save not only their lives, but honest 
liberties from unworthy bondage, as well may he against any private 
Covnant, which hee never enter'd to his mischief, redeem himself from 
unsupportable disturbances to honest peace, and just contentment. .. .' 2 

He spoke also of the law of nature in the familiar terms of contemporary 
discourse as something above positive la\v, 3 and made plain that law 
for him signified not a command, but a norm whose essence lies ex­
clusively in the justness of its content.<~ These ideas, when pressed into 
the service of a plea for divorce, were being used for a new end. In 
themselves, however, they were no more than many another supporter 
of Parliament was saying. Milton had, in fact, as yet written no political 
works, and, in the sphere of political theory, was doing scarcely more 
than assimilate the conceptions of Independency and give them highly 
personal expression. 

Areopagitica (1644) was composed in the same period as the divorce 
pamphlets. Dealing primarily with the censorship question, it touched 
the margin of the general problem of toleration then being hotly de­
bated. The majesty and power of this work make it the most superb 
utterance for freedom of thought in the English language. It radiated a 
confidence in the people and a hope for their continued growth in know­
led!?e which Milton within a few short years would be very far from 
feehng. So far as liberty of conscience is concerned, however, his views 
were not as broad as those of Walwyn or Williams; he denied toleration, 
for exa.mple, to Roman Catholics. 5 Yet he did give a strong justification 
for rehgrous differences, and defended the sects at a time when they 
~er~ .under fierce attack, declaring that 'out of many ... brotherly dis­
srrruhtudes ... arises the goodly and gracefull symmetry' of God's house. 8 

Between the appearance in 1645 of Co/asterion, the last of his divorce 
tracts, and 1649, Milton engaged in no pamphlet controversies. In the 
latter year, he dealt for the first time expressly and entirely with political 

1 Ibid., Works, IV, 137. 
: Th.e doctrine and discipline of divorce, Works, III, 374. 
4 Ib~d., Works, III, 419 . 

. I~ld., Works, III, 434; Tetrachordon, Works, IV, 157. Milton's treatment of 
pos1ttve law in these passages is enough to show that he held no theory of sovereignty. 
~ Cll:n.fi_nd no justification for Mr. Fink's assertion (op. cit., 100) that he believed in an 
mdivisJble sovereignty. 

: Areopagitica, Works, IV, 349. 
Ibid., Works, IV, 342. 
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questions. But already from the commencement of the 1640s, it is clear, 
the principal element in his political thought had disclosed itself, and 
this must now be considered, if we are to follow his mind from 1649 to 
his final political utterance issued on the eve of the restoration. 

Milton was a progressive artist who had elected to support revolu­
tionaries engaged in effecting far-reaching changes in church and state. 
On law, on the law of nature, and on the conditional character of poli­
tical power, his ideas were familiar ones, held with varying degrees of 
intensity by all of Parliament's supporters. There was nothing in his 
views on these subjects either original or from which he drew any too­
radical inferences for society at large. Deeply as he subscribed to these 
doctrines, they do not constitute the essence of his thought. If any con­
ception was paramount for him, and particularly his own, it was the 
conception of aristocracy. It was this which bulked largest in his mind, 
assimilating to itself all other elements. Even the idea of liberty, impor­
tant as it was for Milton, 1 had its content and its claims determined at 
all times by his aristocratic principle. It has been well said that he 'tried 
to understand the bourgeois revolution in aristocratic terms? and to 
this it may be added without exaggeration that the history of his poli­
tical thought is fundamentally the evolution which his conception of 
aristocracy underwent.3 

In religion, where he operated with the Puritan distinction between 
the regenerate and the unregenerate, 4 and in politics, where he empha­
sized that the best government is ruled by the noblest men, 5 Milton's 
outlook was aristocratic through and through. His view of the function 
of education embodied entirely the ideal of aristocratic public service. 8 

Deeply tinged with Platonic and humanist notions, 7 his belief, of course, 
was in an aristocracy of virtue, not of birth. The liberty he demands in 
the divorce tracts is for those who are virtuous and guided by reason. 8 

They are the true aristocrats, and it is they, we are told in the astonishing 
prayer which concludes Of Reformation, who in Christ's kingdom 'shall 
receive above the inferiour Orders of the Blessed, the Regall addition of 
Principalities, Legions, and Thrones .. .'. 9 

1 A. Barker, op. cit., Ch. VII. 
2 Malcolm Ross, Milton's royalism, Ithaca, 1943, 61 n. 
3 The importance of the aristocratic idea in Milton's work has been discussed, 

though superficially, and with some unfortunate racist assertions, by H. Brunner, 
Miltons personliche und ideele Welt i11 ihrer Beziehung zum Aristokratismus, Bonner 
Studie11 zur englisclzen Philologie, XIX, Bonn, 1933. 

4 Cf. A. S. P. Woodhouse, 'Milton, Puritanism, and liberty', The university of 
Toronto quarterly, IV, 4, 496-7. 

6 Of reformatioll, Works, Ill, 63. 
1 Of education, Works, IV, 280. 
1 Cf. A. Barker, op. cit., 183-4. 
8 Cf., e.g., Tetrachordon, Works, IV, 74. 
8 Ofreformation, Works, III, 79. 
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But there is always a close relationship between the conception of an 
aristocracy of virtue and the historically existing aristocracy of a time. 
This must be so, if only because those in the latter cla_ss alone command 
the means by which to perfect themselves to the pomt where they be­
come aristocrats in the Miltonic sense. Milton clearly recognized this,1 

and it is evident that between his ideal aristocracy and the dominant 
social class on the revolutionary side an intimate connection existed; 
indeed, in his last political writing, the two are all but identified. 2 This 
connection is manifest in the low opinion which he entertained both of 
the luxurious rich and of the shopkeepers and wor_kmen of London,8 

and in,his bestowal of praise exclusively upon 'the m~ddle ~ort. af!longst 
whom, he declared, 'the wisest men and most sk1llful m affaus are 
generally found; the rest are commonly diverted, on the one hand by 
luxury and wealth, on the other by want and poverty, from achieving 
excellence, and from the study of civill P!uden~~·· 4 Though_ written in 
1651, these words are characteristic of h1s pos1t10n at all times. They 
signified that Milton's orientation was entirely towards the men of inde­
pendent means, neither plebeians nor corrupt and effeminate courtiers6 

-m~n, i_n fact, such as headed the struggle again~t th~ kin~. These were 
the hkehest to qualify for membership in the_ M1l~on~c anstoc~acy. 

It was of the essence of Milton's aristocratic pnnc1ple that 1t should 
is~ue in a demand primarily for the liberty of this class, idealized as the 
Wise and good, and that it should concede liberty to the generality of 
peop~e only so long as they gave their approbation to the former's rule. 
'. · ·JUSt and naturall privileges,' he declared, 'men can neither rightly 
seek, nor ... fully claim, unless they be ... ally'd to inward goodnesse, 
and stedfast knowledge .... •a It was, therefore, only within the limits of 
its concern for the liberty of the virtuous that this principle could serve 
as a s~lvent of the existing order. This was the function it performed 
wh~n Its edge was turned against the church and state organization 
wh~ch the. first ~easures of the Long Parliament s~ruck down. In this 
penod, Milton Identified the aristocratic element with the entire Parlia­
m~n.t. 7 The people have not yet become the obnoxious rabble of his later 
wntmgs, but are praised as keen-spirited, 8 and shown giving a willing 

1 He declared that high nobility and well-reputed ancestry are 'a great advantage 
towards vertue .. . ',An apology against a pamphlet, 1642, Works, III, 335. 

z See below. 
3 First defence of the English people 1651 Works VII 357. 
' Ibid., Works, VII, 393. ' ' ' ' 
6 In Eikonoklastes, 1649, Works v 172 Milton referred to the 'dissolute rabble 

of ... Courtiers · · . both bees a~d ~bee;, if there were any Males among them'. 
e Tetrachordon, Works, IV, 74. 
7 An apology against a pamphlet Works III 334-41. 
s Areopagitica, Works, IV, 339-4o. ' ' 
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subjection to the rule of the noblest and best. 1 The liberties he then 
claimed, however, even though their operation might be general, were 
particularly for men like himself, who, as true aristocrats, ought not to 
be subjected to tyrannous restraints. His attack on the bishops in 
Lycidas (1637), for example, was on behalf of those of 'clear spirit', 
raised 'to scorn delights and live laborious days'. The censorship he 
denounced in Areopagitica was oppressive above all to those to whom 
truth has first spoken and 'whom God hath fitted for the speciall use 
of these times with eminent and ample gifts .. .'. 2 

It is evident that this aristocratic idealism was not anything demo­
cratic. If it served as a basis for rejecting the despotism of the Stuart 
state, it could also deny liberty to the majority of men the moment they 
should cease to acquiesce willingly in the government of the aristocrats. 
For this reason, it was less and less capable of furthering democratic 
ends after 1649. Once the revolutionary coalition of the earlier 1640s 
was disrupted, it could work only for Cromwell and the grandee Inde­
pendents. These were, socially and economically, from the class with 
which Milton's fancied aristocracy had the greatest affinity. By 1649, 
they were the only ones who could qualify, the Presbyterians having 
excluded themselves, first by opposing liberty of conscience, later by 
condemning the sentence visited upon the king. In thus linking his 
aristocratic doctrine with Cromwell and the Independents, Milton was 
obliged to adapt it to their circumstances after 1649, and from that time 
forward, therefore, it manifested increasingly conservative overtones. 
This was the inevitable consequence of supporting Cromwell. For the 
latter, in whom Milton discerned the most complete embodiment of 
aristocratic virtue, was the head of an increasingly unpopular govern­
ment, and in identifying his aristocratic idealism with the Cromwellian 
state, Milton made it serve undemocratic ends. This is not how he him­
self saw his role, of course. Up on his exalted height, he considered him­
self the enunciator of 'real and substantial liberty'. 8 But, objectively, this 
meant that the few should rule the many, even against the latter's will. 

With these considerations in mind, we are in a position to understand 
Milton's ideas between 1649 and 1660. This was a period of growing 
disillusionment for him. That the commonwealth should be so widely 
o~posed led him to conclude that the majority of men had servilely 
reJected the liberty offered them by the Independents. The Presbyterians 
he now conclusively removed from the elect of which they had seemed 
to be part in the earlier years of the Long Parliament. They had but 
posed as good patriots, he says, in order to rectify their own grievances, 
'of purse especially', and now they have deserted those, who 'endu'd 

1 Of reformation, Works, III, 63. 
2 Areopagitica, Works, IV, 350, 351. 
3 The second defence of the English people, 1654, Works, VIII, 131. 
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with fortitude and Heroick vertue' strive on to effect England's deliver­
ance.1 The people, because of thek tepid reception of the revol_ution.a~y 
~over~ment, are described as 'besotted', degenerate and base m spmt, 
exorbitant and excessive in all their motions .. .'. 2 As for the age, once 

th_ought so golden in its prospects, it is now 'graceless', o.ne in which 
Wisdom,. valour, and justice are counted as schism and factiOn. 3 

. ~rl:>: m ~649, Milton published The Tenure Of Kings And Magistrat~s 
m vmd1ca~1?n of the monarchy's removal. This work, the first .o~ hts 
pur_e~y pohtlcal writings, was not a systematic treatment of the ongm of 
pohtlcal power or the basis of political obligation. It w~s, rather, a bold 
and uncompromising assertion of the right of revolutl.on. Men are by 
nature free, he said, and rulers are subject to law."' Kt~gs ma:>: be de­
posed even if they are not tyrants, but merely by the nght wh1ch free 
men have to be governed as seems best to them. 6 

' ... they that shall boast, as we doe, to be a free Nation and not have in 
themselves the power to remove, or to abolish any governour supreme, 
or subor~inat, with the government itself. upon urgent causes, m~y 
plea.se thu fancy with a ridiculous and pam ted .freedom, fit to co~ n 
?abies; but are indeed under tyranny ... as wantmg that pow~r, ~hlch 
ls the ro~t and source of all liberty, to dispose and oec?no.mtze. m the 
Land wh1ch God hath giv'n them, as Maisters of Famlly m thtr own 
house and free inheritance.'& · 

These were high and stirring words, and bold enough in the seven­
teenth century. But Milton made no effort to argue that the common­
wealth was, in fact, the people's government, acting in. the people's 
name ~nd responsible to it. This, he well knew, was impossible to prove, 
and ":1th his aristocratic principle, he did not consider it necessary. His 
~sertton ?f the right of revolution was kept entirely within the con-

nes of his aristocratic standpoint. 7 The leader of the commonwealth 
~as, ~fter all, Cromwell, of whom Milton wrote in 1649 that he 'hath 
;n:~n f~w yeares ... eminent and remarkable Deeds whereon to found 

0 1 ty 1n his house ... and perpetuall Renown to posterity ... ?.sIt 
was therefore enough for Milton to say that the determination of who 
a~etrants he will leave 'to the Magistrates, at least to the uprighter sort 
~ f em, and of the people, though in number less by many, in whom 
ac 1011 least hath prevaild above the Law of nature and right reason ... '. 9 

1 The tenure of kings and magistrates, 1649, Works, V, 1-2. 
: Eikonoklastes, Works, V, 68, 69. a Ibid., Works, V, 73. 
6 The tenure of kings and magistrates, Works, V, 8-9. 
7 Ibid., Works, V, 11-14. 11 Ibid., Works, V, 40. 
8 Cf. H. J. C. Grierson, op. cit., 62-3. 

Observations on the articles of peace, Works, VI, 252. 
11 The tenure of ki11gs and magistrates, Works, V, 7. 

114 



JOHN MILTON 

To such only would he concede the right of changing their govern .. 
ment. 

All this is made even clearer in his First Defence Of The People Of 
England (1651). This work is Milton's most important defence of the 
commonwealth, and is also the first time in which he writes as a republi­
can. A commonwealth is superior to monarchy, he now declared, for 
royal government, though not evil in itself, most commonly degenerates 
into tyranny. 1 It is doubtful if much importance should be attached to 
this new-appearing republicanism, since Milton seemed much less con­
cerned with the superiority of republics than with his aristocratic ideal 
of government by the virtuous. It was this, and not a doctrinaire prefer­
ence for republics, which he invoked to defend the Cromwellian govern­
ment. 

The establishment of the commonwealth was the people's doing, he 
said, 'For whatever the better, that is, the sounder part of the Parlia­
ment did ... why may not the people be said to have done it?' 2 Yet he 
contradicted himself, since he admitted that the king's removal was the 
act of only a small number; but that minority, he asserted, 'were 
worthy to have dominion over the rest .. .'.3 Those who voted for the 
king's death were the only ones who remained faithful, he declared. 
They played their parts like men, outdoing all their ancestors and previ­
ous Parliaments in wisdom, magnanimity, and constancy. Deserted by a 
great part of the people, they defended that part which remained sound.' 
Blindly identifying the nation with its leaders who embody aristocratic 
virtue, Milton praised the glory of the English, who ' ... struggled with, 
and overcame, not only their enemies in the field, but the hostile, that 
is, superstitious, opinions of the common people'. 6 

Milton's aristocratic doctrine was thus the means by which he strove 
to resolve the contradictions in the commonwealth's position and to 
evade, as John Goodwin had evaded, the full implications of the prin­
ciple of popular sovereignty. That principle Milton adapted to his deeply 
rooted belief that the virtuous minority should rule the unenlightened 
majority. As a defender of the Cromwellian government, he could vindi­
cate a right of revolution for none but the virtuous minority alone. He 
must refuse to defend 'seditions rashly kindled by the heat of a mad 
multitude', and must justify a summons to arms only by 'magistrates 
o o • senates ... Parliaments o o .'. 8 

Milton was straying a long distance from the popular principles of 

1 First defence of the English people, Works, VII, 77, 123. This work and the Second 
defence of the English people were written in Latin. In citing them, I have occa­
sionally altered the English readings as given in the translation printed in Milton's 
Works. 

1 Ibid., Works, VII, 357. 
5 Ibid., Works, VII, 65. 

3 Ibid., Works, VII, 63. 
1 Ibid., Works, VII, 247o 
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the 1640s Th' b . 
Tl. , ·. IS ecomes even more apparent tn the Second Defence Of 
T~e tlglts/z People (I o54 ), written in justification of the protectorate. 
tl ath. e should write on the protectorate's behalf is another indication 

lat IS rep~blicanism at this time could not have been very deep. As far 
as a republican movement existed it was in opposition to the govern-
ment 1 and · h · ' · bl' · h 'h. so o ug t M 1 !ton to have been if h rs repu tcarusm ad been 
~?met tng vital. Another thing which must be observed is that at the 
I me of the Second Defence's appearance,~ some of the men Milton 

;o% respected as aristocrats in his sense had broken with Cromwell. 
S lr enry Vane the younger the subiect in 1652 of a famous laudatory onnet wa ' J • 

0 ' 5 among the Protector's enem1es. So were Bradshaw, Robert 
· ~~ton, and Sidney, three of the very group celebrated with Cromwell 
m e Second Defence. Yet Milton himself remained loyal, a fact which 
seems to hav · · · · , · d f lett . e caused disturbance to h1s fnends, 1f we nMy JU ge rom a 

er Wrtttcn t h' • nents . o 1m by Moses Wall, one of the protectorates opp?-
wh h. In this letter, sent in 16'19 Wall tells Milton,' ... l was uncertain et er y . - ' · 
light ,3 our r~lat10n to the Court ... had not clouded your former 
trust' d a clca~ Indication that the poet must have been somewhat dis-
pos't~ for a time because of his acquiescence in Cromwell's semi-regal 

. I IOn after I 654 
In Crom 11 • . f 

arl.st . we , however Milton discerned the h1ghest fulfilment o ocratl · ' 
hims If T c VIrtue, worthy to rule others because so much the master of 
soldi~r · he Lord Protector, he declared, is a supreme statesman and , 

'above all 0 h . 
either d t ers the most exercised in the knowledge of htmself; he had 
own br estroyed, or brought under his control, all enemies within his 

east-va· h d fi h' self, the c In opes, fears, desires. A comman er rst over Im-
triumph.'~nqucror of himself, it was over himself he had learnt most to 

With this Wen . 
men as Cr t an affirmation stronger than ever of the nght of such 

amwell to · · 't "Th . exercise power over the carnal maJon Y· 
ere Is noth' . 

more useful tng more agreeable to nature nothing more JUSt; nothing 
yield to th or more for the interest of m~n then that the less should 
counsel to~ greater; not number to number' but virtue to virtue, and 
affairs, in in~unsei. Those who excel in prude~ce in the management of 
t b ustry and v· t · 'II ' · b o e the ma· . Ir ue, WI ••• however few thetr num er, prove 
frages ... :s JOrity, and will be everywhere weightier in their suf. 

I See below Ch XII 
2 1born ', · . · 
3 Printe~~ln s copy IS dated 30th May 1654. 
« Second ~n Works, XII, 334. 
11 Ibid .,, eji,kence of the English people Works VTII 215 . 

• , ""0 r s, VIII, 155. ' ' ' 
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Notwithstanding his overall support of the protectorate, however, it 
appears that he was somewhat troubled by the political situation, as 
he could not help but be, seeing that men like Vane were in opposition. 
One senses Milton's misgivings in his admonition that Cromwell should 
join to himself colleagues of reputable and noble birth such as have been 
his associates from the beginning, 1 and in his advice (which Cromwell 
signally ignored) that civil and ecclesiastical power should be kept dis­
tinct, tithes abolished, and persons engaged in free inquiry left un­
hindered by censorship. 2 Milton admitted that the government was not 
all that could be wished, and said that it was only the best which existing 
conditions permitted.3 He doubtless hoped that any drawbacks in the 
situation would be temporary, and that Cromwell, whom he addresses 
as 'father of his country', and 'auctor libertatis', 4 would, like a Solon or 
Lycurgus, eventually inaugurate a superior order. 5 

But if he felt misgivings in 1654, they must have grown stronger dur­
ing the ensuing years, as he contemplated the government's ecclesiastical 
policy, Cromwell's regal pomp, and the offer of the crown to the Lord 
Protector in 1657. Such things as these must have greatly disturbed the 
poet. Otherwise we could not explain why, after Cromwell's death, 
Milton should denounce government by a single person, 6 and condemn 
Cromwell's dissolution of the Long Parliament six years before. 7 In 
vindicating the commonwealth and protectorate, these were, after all, 
the very things he had defended. Milton was not the sort of man ever to 
admit that he had been mistaken in anything. Yet it is impossible to 
avoid the conclusion that the events of the protectorate had disillusioned 
him. No doubt, Cromwell's pre-eminence kept Milton loyal. But it is 
understandable why, after Cromwell's death, in his final political work, 
he should attack government by a single person. Scarcely anyone, he 
must have felt, was great enough to rule alone. It was unfeasible to build 
political schemes on the hope that men of Cromwell's calibre would 
appear or that even such as these would remain wholly invulnerable to 
the temptations offered by great power. Besides, he was too proud and 
aware of his own worth to think very highly of government by a single 
person. 8 Men such as he, the gifted minority, could rule themselves, and 
were thus fitted to rule others without submitting to a single person. 

It is the rule of this minority which Milton makes the foundation of 

1 Ibid., Works, VIII, 229-31. 
2 Ibid., Works, VIII, 235-9. 
3 Ibid., Works, VIII, 238. 
4 Ibid., Works, VIII, 224. 
5 Cf. Z. Fink, op. cit., 104-5. 
8 The readie & easie way to establish a free commonwea/tlz, 1660, Works, VI, 104. 
7 Considerations touching tlze likeliest means to remove hirelings out of the church, 

1659, Works, VI, 43; The readie & easie way, Works, V1, 125. 
8 Cf. The readie & easie way, Works, VI, 121-2, 123-4. 
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his republican proposal in The Readie & Easie Way To E7tablish A Free 
Commonwealth (1660), his last political utterance. As th1s was the first 
time that he elaborated his republican ideas, it seems likely tha~ only 
now did they come to have real importance for him. In part, th1s was 
due, as he himself said, to the fact that a republic was the only means by 
which a return to kingship could be avoided. 1 In part, it must also have 
been due to the fact that, after Cromwell's death, the minds of all who 
opposed a restoration were so dominated by republican schemes, 2 

3:bove all, by James Harrington's, that none but these would have ~een 
likely to obtain a hearing. So now, on the very eve of the restoratiOn, 
~1il~on carried his aristocratic principle to the limit by proposi~g the 
lifetune rule of a council of oligarchs. This was the platforn:t wluc·h· he 
offered as a substitute for a servile return to monarchy. If h1s pos1t10n 
was impossible, it was not because he was advocating a republic in the 
shadow of the returning Charles II. A good cause is not disgraced.by 
defe3:t, and may have its day again, as the great ideas of the rev~lutwn 
certa1nly had theirs. It was because Milton conceived the alternattves so 
un3:cceptably that his position was hopeless. A republican oligarchy was 
no llllprovement over a Stuart restoration · his aristocratic ideal, full of 
illusions, was no basis upon which to found a government. This was the 
heart of his difficulty. 

Mil~on's proposal, in brief, was for the establishment of an elect~d 
counctl or senate consisting of the ablest men. This council, he says, wlll 
posse~s sovereignty ' ... not transferred, but delegated, and as it were 
depos1ted .. .'.~By this, he seems to have meant that power would b.r 
~unda?lentally m the people and only exercised by the council. But th1.s 
mtent10n was vitiated by his suggestion that, once elected, the counctl 
should be perpetual. Successive Parliaments breed commotions, he 
assert~, and a perpetual senate alone can provide the stability and the 
~xp~nenced men which the state requires.<~ In a grudging concessi~n to 
she Ideas .of J~m~s Harrington (who is not named, however), Mllton 
ays that tf a lifehme council wounds some men's ambition or seems to 

set up too. absolute a power, then rotation of one-third of the senate's 
~ember~hip annually or longer might be resorted to. But if at all pos­
sible, this should be avoided, he declares, for it will remove too many 
of th~ be~t and ablest persons from office. 6 

In JUStice to Milton, it must be pointed out that he did not think a 
perpetual senate would be dangerous so long as the well-affected among 
the people possessed arms. 6 Moreover, the proposal of a senate, or 

1 Ibid., Works, VI, 124-35. 
2 See the remarks of Edmund Ludlow, op. cit., II, 98-9. 
:The readie & easie way, Works, VI, 126. 

Ibid., Works, VI, 127. 
6 Ibid., Works, 127-9. 
6 Ibid., Works, VI, 128. 
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some other body vested with extraordinary powers, if not with life 
tenure, was made by other republican writers at this time. 1 He was per­
fectly aware that the greater part of the people seemed to desire the 
return of kingship, 2 and he regarded the senate as the means by which 
such a dreaded eventuality could be avoided. He saw no reason why the 
minority which still valued freedom should permit itself to be dragged 
back to the thralldom of monarchy by the majority.3 

Yet the fact remains that he allowed almost no scope for democratic 
rights. Not only did he deny the desirability of successive Parliaments, 
but he rejected popular assemblies as troublesome and hazardous. 4 

And from his remarks on the franchise, and on local government, it is 
clear that he now virtually identified the rule of the ablest with that of 
the upper-class persons who still opposed a restoration. The right to 
vote and to sit on the supreme council is not to be committed to the rude 
multitude, but primarily to those of 'better breeding'. 5 Moreover, each 
county is to be a kind of little commonwealth, in which the nobility and 
principal gentry are to head the administration, preside over assemblies 
(their nature is unspecified), and act as judges without appeal in civil 
cases. 6 Thus, at the last, Milton fell back on the aristocracy of blood, 
and ability and social position, virtue and breeding, go cheek by jowl. 

Such was the poet's final political counsel. We may praise the courage 
with which he opposed the revival of kingship and the devotion to 
liberty of conscience which he manifested. 7 Yet even if the restoration 
had not been imminent, his proposals were too impracticable to be 
accepted by other republicans. From the experience of twenty years of 
revolution, he had drawn only the conclusion that popular assemblies 
were hazardous and successive Parliaments not to be trusted. He never 
understood that the failure of the commonwealth and protectorate to 
survive was caused by their refusal to grant liberty and reform in 
measure large enough to win the people's support. At the end, the best 
form of republic he could suggest was one which granted almost no 
popular rights and fastened permanently upon the all-but-unrepresented 
people the rule of the aristocracy and its satellites, the very first to 
acquiesce in the restoration of Charles II. To think, as Milton, no doubt, 
sincerely did, that this was the sovereignty of the people, was mere self­
delusion. 

The poet had thrown himself with heroic energy into the revolution-
ary struggle. Through twenty years, he sought the realization of an 

1 See below, Ch. XII. 
2 The readie & easie way, Works, VI, 134. 
3 Ibid., Works, VI, 140-1. 
4 Ibid., Works, VI, 130-1. 
5 Ibid., Works, VI, 131. 
6 Ibid., Works, VI, 144. 
7 Ibid., Works, VI, 142-3. 
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ideal, and remained loyal to his principles to the very last. At the e~­
pense of great labour and danger to his health, he became, to the audi­
ence of Europe's intellectuals, the spokesman of revolutionary England. 
In an age when the extent of liberty demanded by the Levellers and the 
Diggers was scarcely thought of, and when the trial and executio~ of 
an anointed king by his own subjects were enough to stir any disciple 
of freedom to the soul, Milton proclaimed the people's right to remove 
their rulers, and justified the sentence visited upon Charles I. . 

Yet his case was now a sad one, for, spiritually, he had become a dis­
placed person. In the world of the restoration, he would be an alien, and 
from the memories of those to whom he had looked in the past, he 
could take but little comfort. All had disappointed him-the people, the 
Presbyterians, the Long Parliament, even Cromwell. His disappoint­
~en~ was a foredoomed thing, however, and fated to result from ~he 
tl~usions .br~d by his aristocratic idealism. The meaning of the revol.utwn 
d~d not he 10 the effort to reform England by lodging government m the 
VIrtuous few. It lay in the seizure of power by the gentry and wealthy 
merchants, aided by the masses of small men whom the great hopes of 
the ear.ly 1640s set in motion. The leaders of the commonwealth were 
n~t ~Iltonic aristocrats, nor was the liberty they demanded that sub­
~~slon to reason's sway which Milton called 'real and true liberty_'. 

at they strove for was the realization of the political and economic 
artrabnl~ements which would best serve their interests. They sought to 
es a Ish their 0 ° h t' ideal' . 0 ~wn power, and were bound to d1sappomt t e poe s 
th IS~ definitiOn of their role. As for the people, Milton never kne~ 
A em. ow could he, with his breeding and education? Even when, m 
s{eo1agitica, he celebrated the nation rising like a strong man after 
0~~ ~rh~he pe?ple remained a mythical entity to him. As long as they 
con~~m 15 fancied aristocracy, he praised them; when they did not, he 
to be. ~ed them. But they woere not the besotted mob ht: believed them 
yet m e thought them servile for not supporting the commonwealth, 
larger~~ of them had stood by John Lilburne's side to demand a 

It w ~doi"? than the commonwealth would grant. 
aristocas 1.nevi~ab~e, therefore, that Milton should be disillusioned. His 
nature ra;Ichpnnciple misled him; it was inadequate to comprehend the 
left iso~ t t e events through which he had lived. Thus, in 1660, he was 
own fo ~0 ed, to be sustained in the future by the consciousness of his 
heroic;. Itude anll greatness, and by the recollection of how once, in an 

Irne, he had defended the great deed of regicide to all of Europe. 
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X 

MARCHAMONT NEDHAM AND 
FRANCIS OSBORNE 

R:PUBLICANS of a sort, yet wholly detached from the republican 
movement of the time, Marchamont Nedham1 and Francis Os­
borne have a place of their own in the political thought of the 

revolution. Excellent stylists and, though not deep, exceedingly clever, 
their preference for a republican form of government was probably sin­
cere. But it was outweighed by a cynicism which too-close proximity to 
the centr~s of political influence had made razor-sharp. They were 
'acquiescers', not enthusiasts, and Machiavelli seems to have exercised a 
strong influence over their minds. While Harrington and his disciples 
had visions of an immortal commonwealth, Nedham and Osborne were 
exponents of the tough-minded school of politics. Their sense of muta­
bility was too great, and their view of man too low, to permit them to 
indulge in golden dreams. Their attitude to power was utilitarian, not 
reverential. Power was a brute fact in which not even the slenderest 
ray of divinity could be perceived. But that it had a great capacity to 
injure, they were well aware, and so they were circumspect, risking 
nothing for an idea, and accepting the supremacy of any upon whom 
fortune had bestowed its accolade. 

Nedham, who was born in 1620 of a gentle family, studied at Oxford, 
and in I 643 began a career as journalist by becoming editor of an anti­
royalist news-sheet. Four years later, he turned king's propagandist. 
After 1649, he changed sides again, and was the commonwealth's chief 
hired writer, editing the official organ, Mercurius Politicu.s, under Mil­
ton's supervision. He continued to serve in this capacity during the 
protectorate, wrote in 1659 against the desirability of a royal restora­
tion, 2 and fled the country when Charles II came back. But he soon re­
turned home, began to curry favour with the royalists, and before his 
death in 1678 was employed by the government to write against Shaftes-

1 Sometimes rendered as 'Needham'. 
11 Interest will not lie, 1659. 
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bury and the opposition.1 Anthony Wood's characterization of him as a 
wholly mercenary penman seems just enough. 2 . 

Because of the variety of opinions Nedham was obliged to vent on 
behalf of his several employers, it is difficult to dis~ntangle th~s~ to 
which he himself subscribed. An antagonism to religious fanaticism, 
however, and an attachment to a prudent toleration seem to have b~en 
constant elements in his thought.3 His praise of a republic as a supenor 
form of government also appears genuine enough, though this did not 
prevent him from serving either Charles I or Cromwell as Lord Protec­
tor. 

The earliest of Nedham's writings worthy of any notice is The Case 
?fthe Kingdom Stated (1647),4 a most characteristic production. Issued 
m the midst of hot religious and political wranglings, it was intended as 
a cool, factual analysis, in terms of reason-of-state, of the interests of 
~he c?ief parties. Machiavelli seems to have been the principal inftu:nce 
m this approach, and in his preface, Nedham commends to all factions 
the remark of the important reason-of-state theorist, the Duke of 
Rohan,~ concerning the princes of Europe, 'that according as they fol­
low their proper Interests, they thrive or faile in Successes' ; and he sug­
gests that 'the Parties now on foot in this Kingdom must look to stand 
or fall upon the same Ground'. ' 

Detachi~g himself thus from any merely moral standpoint, Nedham 
presen~s ht~self as the counsellor who will advise each party how best 
to ach.teve Its aims. For the royalists, he proposes the adoption of 'what 
Machtavel sets down as a sure Principle toward the purchase of Empire', 
~a~ely, div.ide and rule. Let the king sit by while his enemies disagree, 
an then hts only Interest will bee, to close with that Party which gives 

!,llost hope ?f Indulgence to his Prerogative and greatest probability of 
lavour to hts Fr· d , 6Th' . , t h'l h ten s . IS party Will be the Independents, he suggests, 
or; 1 e t e Presbyterians are noted enemies to monarchy, the Inde­

pen ~nts ~re not. If but granted freedom of conscience they will assist 
m remstatmg the king 7 ' 

The Presbyter· ' · · . . . Ind d tans Interest, he says, IS to secure an alliance wtth the 
epen ents before the king does so, by abandoning compulsion in 

1 Biographical details fro 
2 Op. cit., III, 1183 m the D.N.B., s.v. 
3 . 

C1,f-• ~·g·:tlrfie case of tire common-wealth of England stated 1650 88-91, and The 
exce 'e'!c1e o1 a ree-state, 1656 146-52 ' • 

4 Th1s was pubr h d ' · hi b Anth IS~ anonymously, but is certainly Ncdham's. It was attributed 

11.~ mf N Ydh ?ntyh ood (o.p. cit., III, 1184), and is accepted as his in C. H. Firth's 
JJe o e am m e D.N.B. 

5 On Roh3and, ~eeMFriedrich Meinecke Die Idee der Staatsriison in der neueren 
Gesclzichte, r e ., . unich and Berlin, 1929, 203-45. 

e The case of the kmgdom stated, 1. 
7 Ibid., 3-6. 
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religion. But he regards it as unlikely that they will do this, since their 
zeal for religious uniformity is too great. 1 As for the Independents, they 
have no special system of politics, and stand as the 'ballancing power' 
between the king and the Presbyterians, their only interest being to em­
brace whatever party will grant most liberty of conscience. This party, 
Nedham thinks, is likely to be the royalists. 2 Finally, there is the City of 
London. Its sole interest is trade, and so it ought to show neutrality to 
all parties and make itself odious to none. Above all, it should cool to­
wards Presbyterianism.3 

Interesting as this effort was to treat the issues at stake in a purely 
practical manner, the analysis proved, in the main, to be erroneous. In­
dependency, contrary to Nedham's notion, did imply a political philo­
sophy, and this philosophy was essentially inimical to the king's claims. 
As the issues grew sharper, it was in the Presbyterians that the king 
began to find support; and instead of the Independents allying them­
selves with Charles I, they put him to death. The iciness of Nedham's 
approach deprived him, in fact, of insight into the revolutionary implica­
tions of Independent and sectarian religion. It might, nevertheless, be 
said on his behalf that at the time he wrote his pamphlet, he reflected 
faithfully the intention of Cromwell and the leaders of the Independents 
to reconcile the king to themselves if they could. In addition, whatever 
its mistakes, his method of dealing with political problems was quite 
distinctive in the literature of the 1640s, and marks the entrance of an 
unfamiliar note. 

After he took employment with the revolutionary government, Ned­
ham published a capable work advocating submission to it, The Case Of 
The Common- Wealth Of England Stated (I 650). 4 His chief arguments are 
already familiar to us from their similarity to those in the writings of 
Anthony Ascham, and are just the sort we should expect him to use. 
The sword, he declares, has always been the foundation of all titles to 
rule. After the flood, when the world became heavily populated, men 
were so vicious that they could no longer be controlled by heads of 
families. Then Nimrod established his government by force. Thus, 'the 
Power of the Sword [was] the Originall of the first Monarchy, and in-

1 Ibid., 6-9, 11. 
2 Ibid., 10-12. 
8 Ibid., 12-16. 
4 Published anonymously, but acknowledged by Nedham in The great accuser 

cast down, 1657, 88. Owing to the fact that extracts from The case of the common­
wealth subsequently appeared in Mercurius po/iticus, which Nedham edited under 
Milton's supervision, the latter's hand was mistakenly discerned in some of these 
articles by Masson (op. cit., IV, 327-35) and Gardiner (History of tlze commonwealth 
and protectorate, I, 412-14). This was not the case, however; see J. M. French, 'Mil­
ton, Needham, and Mercuri us po/iticus', Studies in plzilology, XXXIII, 2, and E. A. 
Beller, 'Milton and Mcrcurius po/iticus', Huntington library quarterly, V, 4. 
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deed the first politicall Form of Government that ever was' -1 And since 
then force alone has been the dispenser of titles to commonwealths and 
kingdoms.2 Eliminating, as Ascham had, the distinction between power 
and authority, he points out that 

'those whose Title is supposed unlawfull, and founded meerly upon 
Force, yet being possessed ... may lawfully be obeyed. Nor may _-r:hey 
onely, but they must, else ... such as refuse may be punished as seditiOUS 
and Trayterous; the Victors being ever allowed (Jure gentium) to _use all 
means for securing what they have gotten, and to exercise a Right of 
Dominion over the Conquer'd Party.'3 

!t is not surprising. that these conceptions should be enveloped in a 
th1ck atmosphere of pessimism occasioned by the same awareness o~the 
mutab_ility of human affairs which had oppressed Machiavelli. All_thmgs 
~ove m c~cles, Nedham remarks, and are corruptible. So, too, With the 
huge Bodies of Common-wealths', which share the same fate as plants, 
brute~, and men, 'and this by a certaine destiny, or decree of Nature, 
V:ho m all her Productions, makes the second moment of their perfec­
tlon the first toward their dissolution'. 4 Changes of government, the_re­
fore, are a consequence of those hurricanes of fatal necessity which 
blow on human affairs from all points of the compass. 6 As other powers 
have had their day, so now, after six hundred years, a period has been 
~et to the English monarchy. A new power has risen to supremacy which 
~t :ou~d be_madness to resist, for 'when all is done, we shall find it ~ut t or m vam; that we have but fortified Castles in the Aire agamst 
a tall ~ecessity, to maintain a Phant'sie of pretended loyalty .. .'. 6 

't ~esides all these considerations, Nedham urged briefly that, because 
~~~ ~~epublic, the commonwealth is a superior form of government: 7 

1 Is was merely an afterthought, and his arguments for a repubhc 
~n Y. assumed significance later, in his most important work, The Excei­
Ie~cte Of A Free-State (1656). 8 This was an able book, and won a certain 
: e~ renown, as appears by the fact that it was reprinted in France 

unng the revolution, 9 and was also singled out for extensive discussion 
1 The .r 
2 Ibid.~a;_e 0J the common-wealth, 6. 
3 Ibid., 16. 
4 Ibid., 1. 
5 Ibid., 2. 
8 Ibid., 5. 
7 Ibid., 80-93. 

't ~ Thi~ was unsigned, but it is surely his, judging both by its stvle and the fact that 
1 ~s rna e up of articles which first appeared in Mercuri us politicus. 

P _De1l7a90souverainete du peuple et de /'excellence d'un etat /ibre, trans. Th. Mandar, 
ans, . See the laudatory introduction. 
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by John Adams, second president of the United States. 1 1t is impossible, 
however, to believe Nedham sincere in all the ideas he now set down. 
His contention, for example, that the origin of all just power is in the 
people, 2 he had denied earlier, and was to deny again.3 His condemna­
tion of Machiavellian reason-of-state is also not credible in so mer­
cenary a writer who had himself engaged in reason-of-state theorizing. 4 

Yet there is no need to doubt his preference for a republic, for it fits 
in well with the influence exercised over him by Machiavelli, and with 
the impression made upon him by the Greek and Roman political 
writers, to whom he frequently refers. 

In vindicating a republic or free-state, Nedham's concern was not 
with constitutional devices, and he presented no detailed scheme of 
government. His aim was primarily that of inculcating a few basic prin­
ciples and defending them against criticism. These principles were, as a 
whole, democratic in character, and if taken at their face value, they 
constitute a notable statement for a popular republic based on the tenets 
which had been emphasized by the Independents during the 1640s. 

A rightly constituted commonwealth, Nedham says in what is surely 
an echo from Machiavelli's Discourses on the First Decade of Livy, must 
be founded on the proposition that 'the People ... are the best keepers 
of their own Liberties'. 5 These liberties, he affirms, consist in wholesome 
laws, an easy and cheap administration of justice, a power to alter 
governors and government, an uninterrupted course of successive Par­
liaments or assemblies of the people, and a freedom of electing members 
to Parliament. 6 The basic consideration in establishing these liberties, 
he repeatedly insists, is 'a due and orderly succession of the Supreme 
Authority in the hands of the Peoples Representatives .. .'. 7 In a free­
state where this principle is carried out, the people's good Js best secured, 
since it is the people themselves who are most likely to provide remedies 
for their own relief. Moreover, it is only reason that none should be 
admitted to power but by the people's consent, and that those so admit­
ted should return again to the condition of private men where they can 
themselves feel the benefits and burdens of what they have ordained. 8 

Where due succession of authority by the people's consent is made the 
foundation of the commonwealth, the door of advancement is open to 
all without exception, and thus men become valiant and aim at great 

1 John Adams, Works, ed. C. F. Adams, 10 vols., Boston, 1850--6, VI. Adams says 
Nedham's book was well known in America, ibid., VI, 6. 

2 The excellencie of a free-state, 130--6. 
3 The great accuser cast down, 88-90. 
4 See below. 
& Tire excellencie of a free-state, 24; cf. Machiavelli, Discourses, I, 5. 
8 Ibid., 4-5. 
7 Ibid., To the reader. 
8 Ibid., 35-7. 
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actions. 1 And, in addition, such an arrangement alone accords with 
reason and nature, for to deprive a people of their choice of governors 
is 'destructive to the Reason ... and Majesty of that Noble Creature, 
called Man .. .'. 2 

By the consent of the people, Nedham seems to mean a general 
suffrage, for he rejects the criticism that confusion would result if all 
men without exception are given the right to elect and be elected.3 He is 
at pains also to deny the other criticisms customarily made of popular 
rule. Thus, free-states do not level property, he points out, but rather 
preserve it against its chief enemy, royal tyranny. 4 They do not encour­
age cal~mn~es against good men, though they must preserve a right of 
accusatxon If the intrigues of the ambitious are to be guarded against 
and all persons kept accountable.5 Nor are they ungrateful and incon­
stant; the people know well how to reward eminent persons, even if 
the latter must sometimes be dealt with harshly lest they become too 
powerful. a 

In a final section, Nedham discusses some of the things a free-state 
m~st J:ke care to do or avoid if its liberties are to be preserved. It must 
n~br\says, impose any religious orthodoxy or allow the clergy to 
~~ ISf ~.separate interest of their own, for this has been the main 
im ups~ 0 d ctvilhwars.in Europe. 7 The people should beware lest tyranny be 
l'ty tose 0 ": t em In a disguised form sand should never permit author-contmue 1 · • 
militia t f ong In one man or family, or let the control of the 
alJ theou ~ the hands of their supreme assembly. 0 Most important of 
re~son-~f-~:t~ld be ~onest in their dealings, rejecting Machiavelli's 
Italian ra i a~d hts counsel that promises may be broken.10 The 
ambit" gone dt stato, he says is but the statesman's lust making 

IOn, power, profit, and reve~ge aJ·ustification for any design, how-
ever contrary to c d u 

Such · . ommon honesty and the law of Go . 
. • m bnef compass, are Nedham's ideas on behalf of a popular 

republic. 1hcy arc strange coming from one who was then ~erving t~e 
protectorate, a government republicans opposed. Some of _Ins ~ro~osx­
tionfi, even if they did not descend to particulars, bore tmphcatxons 

x Ibid., 39-40, 54-5. 
ll]bid., 67. 
a Ibid., 93-8. 
~ Ibid., 83-93. . ll" DiscoiJTses, I, 8 . 
.. Ibid., \\\-\G. Th~ remarks seem to depend on Macluave 1• 
II Thlrl .• 119-27; cf. Machiavelli D/rcort•Mr I 29 58. 
7 /hid., 146-52. • .• • d~··· . . 
e Ibid., 152-60. 
II" Ibid., 163-S, 173. 

1° Ibid., 205-31. The reference is to The prince Ch. 18 which Nedham reprints in 
full, ibid., 234-40. ' ' 

u Ibid., 205-6. 
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against Cromwell himself, whose status under the Instrument of Govern­
ment gave him powers which Nedham warned ought not to be devolved 
on any man. But Nedham seems to have been a complete cynic who 
might employ his fancy in advocating republican doctrines, and even, 
perhaps, believe them true, but whose wit was ever subservient to 
power. And so within a few months of the appearance of The Excel/encie 
of a Free-State, when a move was on foot to make Cromwell king, we 
may take a final glimpse of him, pliant as ever, hinting broadly at the 
desirability of a return to monarchy. Men are as free under a monarchy 
as under a republic, he now wrote, and right reason shows that all forms 
of government are but as planks which men seize upon after shipwreck. 
Experiments have been in vain, he said, and the be·st thing is 'to revert 
upon the old bottom and Foundation'. 1 

The tendencies visible in Nedham's political ideas were carried to a 
higher pitch in the thought of Francis Osborne, for in the latter, sceptic­
ism and an insight into the adversity of fate and the precariousness of 
human existence were even more deeply rooted. Perhaps this was be­
cause Osborne spent much of his life before 1640 in the service of the 
great. Born the son of a royal official in 1593, he was employed first by 
the Earl of Pembroke and then at court, and the intrigue and insecurity 
of court existence may have contributed to forming his philosophy. 
During the commonwealth and protectorate, he held minor posts, and 
expressed a preference for a republican form of government. 2 But every­
thing doctrinaire and positive in his outlook was outweighed by his pro­
foundest conviction: 'that nothing would accept of Life upon such hard 
conditions as the Creature doth undergo, if it lay in its power to re­
fuse .. .'.3 

Like Hobbes, whose 'great acquaintance' he was,4 Osborne was ut­
terly void of religious zeal, and was suspected of atheism.5 If he chose 
to believe in God, it was solely because this was safer, he said, than to 
risk the hope of future beatitude in atheism.8 Sin he regarded as deter­
mined by law, all actions being indifferent in themselves.7 He was also 
thoroughly Erastian and declared that' ... the Keyes of the Church can 
hang no where so quietly, as at the Girdle of the Prince .. .'.8 Unity in 

1 Mercurius po/iticus, 26th March-2nd April 1657; cf. all Nedham's articles in 
ibid. between 5th-12th March and 2nd-9th April 1657. 

2 Osborne's life is noticed in the D.N.B., s.v. 
3 Advice to a son, The second part, 1658, 156. 
4 John Aubrey, Brief lives, ed. A. Clark, 2 vols., Oxford, 1898, I, 370. 
6 The life and times of Anthony Wood, ed. A. Clark, 5 vols., Oxford, 1891-1900, I, 

257. 
8 Advice to a son, The second part, 188. 
7 Advice to a son, 6th ed., 1658, 87-8. All subsequent references to this work will 

be from this edition, which is somewhat enlarged over earlier ones. 
8 Politica/1 reflections, 1656, 29. 
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. . · btainable then toleration 

religion was best, he held, but If this IS uno arr~ ant and h a-
should be granted.l He denounced the ~ler~y as. fasses' to YP 
critical, making it their task to go about like burnmg g ' 

. . . h c nscicnces of others carry-
'cast the Rayes of a CelestJall Fire, mto t e 0 . d F ·j C d 
ing in the meane time, themselves, a cold, Chrystallme, ~11 ragi re~ . 
. . . taking upon them a publick cure of _Soul_es, out 0 a no ,n;orc re 1-

gious respect, then to provide against then pnvatc wants · · · · 

But the clergy perform an important function, he conced:~· prov!ded 
'they keep close in their Doctrine, to Reason of State.· · ·. · Fo_r sm ce 
miracles and the audible voice of God arc silent, 'nothmg IS so hkely as 
a Sanctified Policy, to ... maintain so much Probity, a~ is _requisite ... 
to keep us from murdering one another, upon the mstigatwn of Cove-
tousnesse and Revenge'. 4 . 

As befitted a friend of Hobbes Osborne was a partisan of the new 
philosophy, and condemned religious enthusiasts as 'anti: Yeritarians', 
because of whom 'The Students of Reason in our days [he] under the 
heavy fate the Mathematicians did of old, in being thought Conjurers 
and A~he~sts .. .'. 5 There is no justification for adhering to the judgement 
of antJq~Ity, he said, for 'There may ... lye as vast a World of Truth be­
yon? this r?tten Barre, as Experience hath shewn us of Land and 
Natwns, Which never feB within the Compasse of the Old Maps ... ,'6 
B_ut th~se e~ements of enlightenment in Osborne's thought were in con­
fhct With his sense of disenchantment and the vanity of things, and this 
~as f~r str_onger than his belief in new truth. Hence? much more in keep­
mg With his outlook was his remark that' ... what IS, was before us and 
will be, when we ~re no more; Warre foil owes peace, and peace w'arre 
as summer doth wmter, and foule weather faire .. .'. 7 ' 

. <?sborne's view of political life was a dark one. Not only are me 
VIc~ous, he r:It, but they must always be in conflict with one anoth n 
~w~?gdto jhe Impossibility of the world's resources to maintain them a~lr 

dmd 0 seventeenth-century Malthusianism was his creed and he · 
gar e tyranny as . '.f th , re­
did not s . natural and necessary, smce 1 e stronger Creatures 

ld J?~le and devour the weaker, the whole mass of Anima11s 
~ou. p~ns _by famine; or stifle for want of roo me'. Hence Providence 
IS wise, e said, in causing man to be actuated 

1 Ibid., 71-2; cf. W. K J . . . 
a full discussion of Osb · ~rda_n, Devel~pment of rellg1_ous toleratwn, IV, 240-9, for 

2 Ibid., 21-2. orne s VIews on hberty of consc1ence. 
3 Ibid., 19-20. 
4 /bid., 31. 
5 Advice to a son, Tire sec d 
8 A miscellany of sund, on part, 170, 172. 
7 Advice to a son, 99. ry essayes, 1659, 102. 
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'by such Impetuous Passions and brutish Desires, as, through the Medi­
ation of excesse, Covetousness, and Ambition, he becomes the Modera­
tor, no !esse than the Destroyer of his own kind .... And when this is 
too little to ballance the Incomes of Lust ... and over-repletion calls in 
Pestilence and famine to turne the Scales. ' 1 

There was never a golden age, he asserted, and men were as malignant 
at the world's beginning as at any other time. But when the earth was 
young, it had few inhabitants and there was enough for all. Soon, how­
ever, the earth became overcrowded, and then want and struggle ap­
peared, and this it was that made government and law necessary. 2 

Osborne's moral insights being what they were, it is not strange to 
find him justifying Machiavelli, for whom he had a profound admiration. 
The Italian, he said, does not deserve the censures cast upon him, for 
why should one man inherit 'the mass of Reproaches due to all Princes 
and Statesmen in generall'?3 Machiavelli but undertook to make a 
grammar of politics, and must not be condemned 'for setting down the 
most generall Rules, and such as all Statesmen make use of .. .'. 4 The 
body politic, declared Osborne, is like a man outwardly beautiful but 
inwardly filled with filth. History is the story of pride, murder, and am­
bition, and because Machiavelli realized this, and raked more deeply 
than his predecessors in the entrails of the state, he smells in the nostrils 
of the delicate and ignorant. 6 

Living through the years when the revolutionary governments held 
power, Osborne saw no reason for refusing obedience to them. Changes 
of government are in the care of Providence, he affirmed, and when a 
new power has been placed in the saddle of sovereignty, it should be 
obeyed without concern for title or right. 6 'He that suffers his conscience 
to mislead him in civill Obedience,' Osborne declared, ' ... doth not con­
sider that All States and Kingdomes now extant, had their foundations 
!aid in the dirt, though time may have dried it up by oblivion, or ftatter­
mg historians lick't it off.' 7 Yet with all this, he suggested that a republic 
is a superior form of government, and that the commonwealth ought to 
be accepted for this reason. This republicanism was too passionless to 
cast a glow of hope into the gloom that invested Osborne's ideas, yet it 
seems to have been a genuine element in his thinking. 

1 Advice to a son, The second part, 155-6. 
2 Ibid., 124-5. 
8 Political/ reflections, 127-8. Osborne's remarks on Machiavelli in this work are 

virtually identical with an anonymous pamphlet of 1642, The atheistica/1 politition, 
which I therefore take to be his. 

' Ibid., 145. 
5 Ibid., 140-1, 146-7. 
8 Advice to a son, 90-1, 96. 
7 Ibid., 98-9. 
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Osborne was somewhat under the spell of Venice, as were other 
seventeenth-century Englishmen, 1 and he declared that Venice's pro­
gress and virtues prove a superiority in republics which monarchies lack. 
Though small in comparison with her neighbours, she has withstood 
great coalitions, turned back the Turks, and gotten the best of the 
papacy.2 In a republic, he said, the senate may possess the same great 
power as princes have in monarchies, but will usc it more judiciously, 
since its exercise must reach the senators' children, who are mingled 
among the people. A republic is also immune from the sad effect of 
hereditary succession in monarchies, and its highest bodies are always 
occupied by worthy men.3 Republics are always more favourable to per­
sons of talent than monarchies, where a pleasing face or the recom­
mendation of the king's mistress are the usual road to advancement. 
The ancient English nobility, he declared, will prosper more under a 
free-state than it did in the past under kings, when it suffered because 
of the royal patronage extended to low-born favourites. 4 

At other times, however, Osborne expressed adverse opinions about 
republics. Thus, they are notorious for their ingratitude, he said, rarely 
rewarding the merits ~f ~heir. greatest friends, and are also very vulner­
able to tumults and civil stnfe. 6 The truth would seem to be that his 
preference for a republic, though probably genuine, was tepid and of 
~ttle importance in co~pariso~ with his cynical conception of political 
life. The essence of political wisdom for him lay in the recognition that 
ill things are, and ill will they ever be.; his sincerest feeling, no doubt, 
was in his remark that to a Wise man, It makes no difference 'what card. 
is Trump ... neither ought he to be troubled, whether his Fetters con-
sist of many linkes, or but O~e'. 6 • • • 

Such an attitude Nedham m hts cylll:ctsn:t shared with Osborne. It is 
this that sunders them from the repubhcamsm of the time. Both might 
bring forward argum~nts to prc;>Ve the s_up~riority of a free-state, but 
at bottom, they remamed sceptlc~l and Indifferent. Their outlook was 
therefore alien to the true repubhc_an. The latter believed in progress 
and 'contrived political. schemes With the expectation of ameliorating 
the lot of man. For htm, forms _of government were of the gr t t 
moment, things on which huma.n hberty depended. Like Harringt ea ~ 
either considered politics a sctence, or • at least within broad l~n, "t e 

tm1 s, 
1 Cf. z. Fink, op. cit., passim. . 
2 A perswarive to a mutual/ compllance under the present government 1652 26-7 

cf. Political/ ~ej/eclirm.v, 94-5. The former, wor~ _appeared anon~mou~~Y. b~t w~ 
acknowledged by Osborne in an unnumbered cdttton of 1656 of hJS Advice to a son, 
Preface to the reader. 

a Ibid., 2S. 
' Ibid., 37-9. 
6 Advice to a son, 105-6 109. 
8 Ibid. 97. ' 
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subject to design and control. Quite otherwise was it for Nedham and 
Osborne. In their deepest conviction, they held that though forms of 
government should be changed, it would only be as sick men change 
their beds, for life's fevers and distempers would remain. To them, 
politics was the profane realm, dark and unredeemable, presided over 
by malignant forces, and victim of a destiny beyond human power to 
foresee or prevent. 
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JAMES HARRINGTON 

T HE foremost of the republican theorists was James Harrin~t~n. 
In the pages of his penetrating work, Oceana (1656), the pohttcal 
ideal of classical antiquity lived again, and the commonwealt.h of 

the republicans' dreams was given palpable shape and provided wtth a 
systematic rationale. Probably because its ideas stood in opposition. to 
the protectorate, Oceana was cast in the form of an elaborate Utoptan 
romance. In a style as often dull as not, things English were exhibited 
under outlandish names and political proposals presented with a super­
abundance of fantastic detail. Yet the fantasy displayed an insight into 
the contemporary situation that gave Harrington an unrivalled ascend­
ancy over the republicans. To them, he held forth, as his intention was, 
the possibility of an English free-state incorporating institutions so per­
fectly contrived that it could be as long-lived as the world. Between 1656 
and 1660, he propagated his views with unwearying zeal and such suc­
c~ss that for a moment it really seemed as if England might be recon­
s~ttuted somewhat along the lines he laid down. Then came the restora­
tiOn, and in the great gust of enthusiasm for the returning Charles II, 
the republicans' schemes were swept away like dust. Yet Harrington 
remained undaunted, for more clearly than any other thinker he under­
stood that the revolution was the product of forces too powerful and 
deeply rooted for its essential work ever to be reversed. With keen pre­
science, he realized that the future belonged to the class which, in the 
extremity born of civil war, had smashed the monarchy. 1 'Well, the king 
will come in,' he said in 1660. 'Let him come in, and call a Parliament of 
the greatest Cavaliers in England, so they be men of estates, and let them 
sett but 7 yeares, and they will all turn Common-wealthe's men.' 2 

This unshaking confidence in his position was no mere consequence 

1 Cf. R. H. Tawney, 'Harrington's interpretation of his age', Proceedings of the 
British Academy, XXVII, 1941, 223. 

2 ]. Aubrey, op. cit., I, 291. 
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of a heedless and arbitrary optimism, but arose, rather, from the depths 
of his political theory. For Harrington was a thinker of a new type in 
England, and the spirit of his thought was that of the new philosophy.1 

Rigour and demonstrability, and the establishment of principles upon 
necessary premisses were its aims. 2 On the precedents which law or cus­
tom might yield, it set no value at all, and it felt only contempt for the 
feudal polity in which the crabbed learning of the common lawyers dis­
cerned the pattern of English liberty. 3 Politics it conceived on mechani­
cal lines as 'art' and as 'architecture', 4 and its desire was to comprehend 
the political order systematically by means of a unitary theory, and to 
create a commonwealth founded upon procedures as rational and in­
fallible as those of mathematics. 6 

But if Harrington was animated by the spirit of the new philosophy, 
there was a respect in which he differed from it, and which constitutes 
at the same time both the chief peculiarity of his ideas and the source of 
their strength and persuasiveness. It is well known in what low estimate 
the philosophy of the seventeenth century held the study of history. 
To Hobbes, as later to Locke, history was but experience, not ratio­
cination from necessary principles. Its results, consequently, could admit 
only of probabilities, not of exact demonstration, and its rank in the 
scale of knowledge was accordingly an humble one. 8 Harrington's atti­
tude was different. To him, it was history, and history alone, that could 
provide the principles on which the science of politics was to be estab­
lished. Hence, the essence of his thought was the notion of a necessity, 
or a causal nexus, sure and demonstrable, governing political life, em­
bedded in the historical process, and there only to be sought for. This 
necessity was the root cause of political change, and it was reason's task 
to apprehend it, and thereby to grasp the conditions of effective political 
action. 

Harrington thus arrived at the conception of historical necessity-a 
force discernible within the social order and determining political de­
velopment. This idea was his own; but it seems clear that it was owing 
to the influence of Hobbes and of Machiavelli upon his mind that he 

1 Cf. R. H. Tawney, op. cit., 204-5. 
2 Cf., e.g., The prerogati1•e of popular governmelll, 1658, Works, London, 1771, 248. 

Except for Oceana, all subsequent references to Harrington's writings will be from 
this edition of his Works. 

3 Oceana, ed. S. B. Liljegren, Lund and Heidelberg, 1924, 47-8. All subsequent 
references to Oceana will be from this edition. 

4 The art of lawgiving, 1659, Works, 367. 
& The prerogati1•e of popular govemment, Works, 248. 
8 Thomas Hobbes, De corpore, I, 8; John Locke, A11 essay concerning the human 

understanding, Book IV, XVI, 9-11. The Cartesian view of history was similarly 
contemptuous. 
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was enabled to achieve it.l Although he criticized Hobbes, he also 
admired him profoundly. 
'It is true I have oppos'd the politics of Mr. Hobbs ..... Nev~rt_heless in 
most other things I firmly believe that Mr. Hobbs 1s and wlllm future 
ages be accounted the best writer, at this day, in the ~orld. And for 
his treatises of human nature, and of liberty and necess1ty, they are the 
greatest of new lights, and those which I have follow'd, and shall fol­
low.'2 

From Hobbes more than from anyone, it would appear, he learned_ to 
treat politics mechanistically and to seek for a deterministic explanatiOn 
of the political order based on demonstrable principlcs.3 More_over,_ he 
accepted, as we shall see, Hobbes's view of sovereignty, and hke h1m, 
strove to make the sovereign power the rational expression of the com­
mon interest. 

It was by Machiavelli, on the other hand, that he was led to turn to 
history for the correct principles of political science. Harri~gton's 
respect for the Italian thinker was unbounded. He considered lum 'the 
onely Polititian of later Ages' and 'the greatest Artist in the modern 
World'."' He regarded him, not as a corrupter of states, but as an _a?a­
ly~t or physician with the help of whose doctrines a cure for poht1cal 
evils could be effected. 6 Above all, he believed him to be the great 
restorer of the republican tenets of classical antiquity-that ancient 
prudence which ended with the establishment of the Caesarian mon­
archy at Rome, and which established government upon common right 
and n~t, a~ did the modern prudence that succeeded it, upon the interest 
of a mmonty. 6 At the very commencement of the Discourses on the First· 
Decade of Livy, Machiavelli had insisted on the indispensability of his­
tory for the understanding of politics. 1 In this, Harrington entirely con­
curred. 

'No man can be a Polititian except he be first an Historian or a Travel-

1 This has been stressed by Richard Koebner, 'Die Geschichtslchre James Barring­
tons' • Geist und Gesellschaft, Festschrift fiir Kurt Breysig, 3 vols., Breslau, 1927-8, III, 
15-19; and cf. the same writer's 'Oceana', Eng/ische Philologie, LXVIII, 1933-4, 364-
8. Professor Koebner's articles are far the most penetrating analyses of Harrington's 
thought that I know of. 

2 The prerogative of popular government, Works, 241. 
3 Harrington had read both Hobbes's De cive and Leviathan. For some obvious 

connections with Hobbes's mechanistic standpoint, see, e.g., Oceana, 207, The preroga­
tive of popular government, Works, 248, and A system of politics, n.d., Works, 468 
(Ch. IV, Aphorism 10). 

'Oceana, 13, 135. 
6 A system of politics, Works, 482. 
1 Oceana, 12-13. 
7 Discourses, Preface to Book I. 
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ler; for except he can see what Must be, or May be, he is no Polititian: 
Now if he have no knowledge in story, he cannot tell what hath been; 
and if he hath not been a Traveller, he cannot tell what is: but he that 
neither knoweth what hath been, nor what is; can never tell what must 
be, or what may be.' 1 

Like Machiavelli, he sought in the history of republican governments 
for the constitutional devices by means of which the state could be pre­
served. But in the end, as we shall see, he diverged fundamentally from 
his master for reasons that are contained in the very core of his political 
thought. 

We have in Harrington, then, a profound preoccupation with history: 
raised from its low estate, history becomes a philosophical principle de­
signed to serve the purposes of demonstration. It is this which has led 
to his being customarily characterized as an exponent of the inductive 
or historical method in politics. 2 The characterization is ill-formulated, 
however. It overlooks the extent to which he was dominated by the 
ideal of basing the state upon eternal principles of reason, and leaves out 
of account the mechanistic spirit in which his ideas were conceived. To 
this spirit, his concern with history, unique and fruitful as it may have 
been, was entirely assimilated. From history, he wished to distill the 
underlying cause by which political development was determined. This 
done, he would be able to lay the foundation of a commonwealth that 
could live forever. Such a commonwealth would be a product of art, a 
mechanism so balanced that it need never run down.3 No aspiration 
could show less regard for the relativity of historical circumstance or 
place greater trust in reason's power to create an edifice that would 
permanently withstand the ravages of time. It represented a complete 
departure from Machiavelli's view of life. The Italian thinker, with all 
his confidence in the statesman's craft, had never entertained such a 
hope, for he knew too well the corruptibility of things and the fickle­
ness of fortune. 4 But that Harrington should do so was a perfectly 
logical outcome of the mechanistic assumptions by which his attitude 
towards history was conditioned. 

The decisive factor in politics Harrington held to be the distribution 
of property, above all, property in land. Those who possess the balance 
of property in a state must inevitably possess sovereignty. If one man 
is sole landlord of a territory, or himself holds the greatest proportion 
of the land, the government will be an absolute monarchy. If the land is 

1 Oceana, 175. 
2 Cf. G. P. Gooch, op. cit., 252; H. F. Russell Smith, op. cit., 17-20; G. Sabine, 

A history of political theory, New York, 1937, 497. 
3 Oceana, 207. 
'Cf. e.g., Discourses, I, 16, ill, 1; The prince, Ch. 25. 
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in the possession of a minority, the government will be a regulat~d 
monarchy in which power is shared between the crown and the ar~s­
tocracy. And if the ownership of land is dispersed throughout the entrre 
people, the government will be _a commonwe~lt_h. 1 The balance of 
property, therefore, is the foundatiOn, and upon It IS reared the f~rm of 
government as the superstructure. 2 The root cause of political disturb­
ance lies in a discord between the two. For as landed property gradually 
passes to new social groups, the existing superstru~ture ceases to. be 
stable and can be maintained only by force. It IS the v10lent preservatiOn 
of the superstructure against a new balance which brings on civil war. 
The essence of political prudence, consequently, consists in the raising 
of such superstructures as will be compatible with the distribution of 
property.3 . 

This is the famous theory of the balance which Harrington claimed 
as his great discovery and described as 'that principle which makes the 
politics ... the most demonstrable of any [art] whatsoever'. 4 lt is easy 
to see why history should be so important in this theory. Without a 
knowledge of the antecedent social changes which have effected a re­
distribution of property, it will be impossible either to understand the 
reasons for the rise and fall of states or to frame a stable government. 
The analysis, therefore, takes the balance, or what may be called 
economic facts, as primary, and political facts as secondary. Ascertain 
the former, and the latter can be inferred. Should the state decline, it is 
clear that political arrangements have ceased to reflect economic reali­
ties. Devise a constitution in which economic facts are rendered invul­
nerable to change, and the political sphere will be mastered and placed 
o~ a permanent foundation. Thus, it seemed, nothing was left indeter­
mm~te,and politics made a science based on demonstrable principles. 

His own country, which he describes under the name of Oceana, had 
reached the crisis of civil war, Harrington held, because the monarchical 
constitution had ceased to conform to economic facts. Ruled after the 
Norman conquest by the king and the few lords who controlled all land, 
England had been founded on a feudal balance. But the crown strove 
against thi~ balance by aspiring to be absolute, and the government be­
came nothmg but a wrestling match between king and nobility. G To 
abate the latter's power, Henry VII took measures which made him 
supreme, but whose long-run effect was to place the balance in the 
people, ~hereby begetting the force which was to blow up the monarchy 
Itself. H1s Statutes of Population, Retainers, and Alienations created a 

1 Oceana, 14-16; cf. The art of lawgiving, Works, 368-9. 
2 Oceana, 15; The art of lawgiving, Works, 368. 
3 Oceana, 15-16, 53; cf. The art of lawgiving, Works, 362. 
4 The prerogative of popular government, Works, 226. 
6 Oceana, 46-8. 
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new class of 'yeomanry' or 'middle people' and undermined the feudal 
lords, transforming them into courtiers who sold their lands and bank­
rupted themselves to maintain their position at court. While the old 
nobility declined, the new class grew, enhancing its power with the pos­
session of the estates of the Church, which fell to it when Henry VIII 
dissolved the monasteries. Thus the balance passed by degrees to the 
people, who, to contend for sovereignty, needed only to become aware 
of their own strength. When they did, the civil war was the result. It was, 
therefore, not the war which had caused the disintegration of the mon­
archy, Harrington concluded, but the disintegration of the foundations 
on which the monarchy stood that had caused the war. 1 

From this analysis, it followed irresistibly that only a commonwealth 
or republic could be compatible with the new balance which had emerged 
in England. Property being diffused among the people, there was no 
basis left upon which a monarchy could continue as a stable and peace­
able government. This was the fact. To urge the divine right of kings 
against it, or to invoke the oath of allegiance, was merely to pursue 
chimeras. Failure to recognize it entailed the prolongation of civil dis­
cord and the postponement of a settlement. The English monarchy had 
died a natural death, and in the course of its decline, the prerequisites 
for fashioning a republic had come into being. There was no other prac­
ticable alternative. 2 

The logical starting-point, then, of Harrington's republicanism was 
not any abstract notion of rights or of natural law; it was the conviction 
that an ascertainable historical necessity made a republic the only pos­
sible form of government which could bring his distracted country to a 
settlement. But more was required than a demonstration of what was 
politically possible. Before Harrington could describe the institutions of 
his desired republic, it was essential also to show that, in this case, to 
bow to necessity was to be moral, and that a rightly framed republic is 
the best of state-forms with respect to reason and justice. To fail to do 
this would have meant acquiescence in any government simply becaus~ 
the balance requires it, and would have entailed turning away from 
what political philosophy had traditionally cherished as its chief aim, 
namely, the establishment of the state upon justice. 

Harrington undertook, therefore, to demonstrate the superior virtue 
of a republic. He began by affirming that there exists a common or 
public interest and that the just state is one in which this is best secured. 
Such a state, he said, may be described as an empire of laws rather than 
of men; for though law is admittedly the command of men, its true 
essence is the rational and impartial care of the general good, and where 
this is fulfilled, law may be said to hold sway. Then, following the utili­
tarian ethics of Hobbes, he pointed out that since both men's reason and 

1 Ibid., 48-50. 3 Ibid., 53-5. 
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their wills are moved by interest, a political order can be just o_nly ~he~ 
law is made by the reason and will of all. If law is made by a nunonty, It 
must necessarily reflect a partial interest. When the _whole pe_opl~ make 
law however the common interest is given expresswn, and JUStice and 
right reason prevail. 1 This, then, it seemed to Harrington, was the _ethical 
validation of his republic, that it would transmute the pursmt o~ a 
private into the securing of a public interest, and enable the sovereign 
power to act as the rational agent of the general good. . 

Suffused by his dream of harmony, he could see no reason why hts 
republic, firmly fixed as it would be, should have anything to fear from 
granting royalists their full rights. Though they had supported the mon­
archy, their interests would be completely secured in the new state, and 
they would have no motive to act against it. 2 Nor need the republic 
anticipate any danger from the gentry. On the contrary! Born into this 
~lass himself, Harrington was at pains to make clear how indispensable 
Its services would be. 'There is something,' he said, ' ... in the making of 
a Common-wealth ... in the governing of her, and ... in the leading of 
he~ armies; which ... seems peculiar unto the Genius of a Gentleman.'3 

Wtsdom and virtue, he believed, were most likely to be embodied in 
gentlemen. ~?ssessed of leisure, they could devote themselves to the 
study of p~htt~s, a subject not to be mastered except by diligent labour. 
Commandt~g mdependent means, they did not need to earn a living, 
~nd could giVe themselves fully to the public service. They were, accord­
~~~ly, the exemplars of political sagacity and patriotic spirit, and, for 
li:'s r_eas?n, ~he natural leaders of the people. And as long as the repub­
lea~ mst~tut10ns prevented them from overbalancing the people, their 

ershtp wo_uld produce nothing but good. 4 

m~ balance ~nvulnerable to change, popular sovereignty with an ad-
~re of anstocratic elements, and class peace-such were the chief 

~ef_Uirements _of the republican polity Harrington now proceed_ed to 
fie meate. Of Its various institutions two were fundamental, and m the 
1 rst of these, his independence and 'boldness were strikingly displayed. 
t _was to be an agrarian law limiting the value of land any single person 

rmght h_old to £2,000 per annum in England and Ireland, and £500 per 
annum m Scotland. 5 By means of this limitation on land ownership, the 
popular balance would be preserved and kept sufficiently equal so that 
n~ one man or number of men within the compasse of the Few or 
~nst~cracy can come to overpower the whole people by their posses­
SIOns 10 Lands'.e With its foundation thus fixed, Harrington declared, 
the government will be secure and incapable of suffering change. 7 

1 Oceana, 20-3; The prerogative of popular government, Works, 224-5. 
2 Oceana, 55, 217. a/bid., 34-5. 4 Ibid., 118-19, 18, 34. 
6 Ibid., 85-6. e Ibid., 32-3. 7 Ibid., 91 
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To understand the daring of this proposal, we need only be reminded 
that there was almost no measure that had incurred more disapproval 
and censure from political theorists and historians than a lex agraria. 
Cicero had denounced it. 1 Livy had emphasized the civil strife which it 
excited in Rome. 2 Machiavelli called it the first cause of the destruction 
of the Roman republic.3 It was, however, a necessary inference from the 
theory of the balance, and Harrington did not hesitate to advocate it. He 
denied that it was responsible for the evil consequences ascribed to it, and 
maintained, on the contrary, that republics in the past had survived only 
while they had had an agrarian law, or something that had produced the 
same effect of keeping possessions relativelyequal.4 It was, he insisted, the 
only cure for remedying the instability of government,5 its virtue being 
such 'that wherever it hath held, that Government hath not altered .. .'.6 

The second of the fundamental institutions was to be rotation in 
office. This Harrington defined as 'equal ... Succession unto Magis­
tracy, conferred for such convenient terms, enjoying equall vacations, 
as take in the whole body by parts, succeeding others through the free 
election ... of the People'. 7 Without it, he warned, there could be no 
equal access to office, and the commonwealth would come under the 
domination of parties. 8 And that rotation might achieve its full effect, he 
borrowed a device from the Venetian constitution, for which he had 
great admiration, and decreed that the people should give their suffrages 
in the form of the ballot. By this means, they could vote their minds 
freely, unintimidated by the fear of offending anyone. 0 

Within the framework of the agrarian law and rotation, the various 
organs of the government were to operate. Of these, only the most 
important need be considered, otherwise we should be overcome by 
the plethora of details with which Harrington harassed his readers. The 
leading bodies were to be an elected popular assembly and senate, and 
an executive magistracy. 1° For election purposes, the people were first to 
be divided into freemen and servants, the latter being described as those 
dependent on others for a livelihood. Then the freemen were to be dis­
tinguished into horse and foot, according to whether or not they were 
possessed of annual incomes of more than £100.11 There were to be fifty 
counties, or tribes, as Harrington called them, 12 and in each two knights 
would be elected to the senate and seven deputies to the assembly. All 
freemen had the right to vote. But only those in the horse were eligible 
to sit in the senate, and of the seven deputies from each county, three 

1 In his three consular orations, De lege agraria contra Rul/um. 
2 Ab urbe condita, II, 41. 3 Discourses, III, 24; I, 37. 
4 Oceana, 89-91. 6 Ibid., 91. 
6 Ibid., 16. 7 Ibid., 32. 8 Ibid., 107. 
9 Ibid., 101-2, 33. 10 Ibid., 33. 11 Ibid., 64-5. 

12 Ibid., 73. 
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were also to be of the horse. 1 Thus the senate would be the aristocratic 
body in which the gentry would have precedence of place. 

Together, the senate and assembly made up Parliament and consti­
tuted the sovereign power. 2 Their functions, however, were carefully 
differentiated. To the former, the wiser of the two, belonged the sole 
right of debating matters; to the latter, the more representative of the 
two, the sole right of deciding them. As the senate was strictly denied the 
power to make law, so the assembly was strictly denied the power to 
discuss it. The procedure would be that the senate would first consider 
a .measure, a~d having adopted it, propose it to the assembly. There, 
Without the slightest discussion, it would be voted upon, and if accepted, 
would become law.a 

By thus distinguishing between senate and assembly, Harrington 
se~ms to h~ve t~o~gh~ that he was accepting Hobbes's theory of sove­
reignt~, While ehmmatmg its dangers. Like Hobbes, he believed that the 
so~ereign power must be absolute and that there could be no right of 
resis~~ce against it, otherwise government could not exist at all.4 In his 
~epu Ic, h~ pointed out, sovereignty would be as absolute and un­
bounded as many monarchy; but it would be so 'libra ted' or 'ballanced' 
~tween the leading organs of the state that there would be nothing for­

mtdabl · · em It. The people, in whom lay the power to vote law, would 
never usc that power against themselves; while the senate's propos~ls 
would have to express the people's interest as well as its own, other~vise 
they would not be approved.6 This, however, ignored some obvious 
problems: what if the senate should falsely persuade the assembly that 
somet?ing was in the general interest which, in reality, was not? Or 
what If the senate and assembly disagreed so fundamentally_ that the 
government broke down? Harrington did not face these questw~s. But 
he wo~ld doubtless have taken the optimistic view that no motive for 
deception by the senate or for an irreconcilable difference between the 
two bodies could ever arise. 

Comp~eting the national government would be an exe:~tive rnagis­
t:acy Which was to be elected by the senate and include mthtary, ~na~­
CI_al,. and other officials, as well as a system of councils vested With JU~IS­
~hctwn ove~ the main departments of administration. a In _emerge_ncies, 
It was provide~, with Roman precedent in mind, that a dicta~or ~n the 
form of a spec~al commission named by the senate should be mstituted 
for three months.7 In all official bodies, rotation was, of course, to be the 

1 Ibid., 80-1. 
2 Ibid., 103. 
3 Ibid., 116-17, 143. 
4 The art of lawgiving, Works, 404. 
: Oceana, 84-5; The art of lawgiving, Works, 404. 

Oceana, 105-6. 
7 Ibid., 111-14; cf. Machiavelli, Discourses, I, 34. 

140 



JAMES HARRINGTON 

rule, so that a part of the senate, assembly, and magistracies would quit 
office annually to be replaced by an equal number of incoming members. 
Finally, all public officials were to receive moderate salaries for their 
services. 1 

There remain only the ecclesiastical arrangements to consider, and 
these are just what we should expect from a student of Hobbes and 
Machiavelli. Strongly anti-clerical, Harrington thought nothing more 
dangerous to civil peace and to free inquiry after truth than that the 
clergy should have power. 2 ' ••• if you know not how to rule your clergy,' 
he said, 'you will be like a man that cannot rule his Wife; [and] have 
neither quiet at home nor honour abroad.'3 He provided, therefore, 
that there should be an established church entirely under state control, 
but with toleration granted to those who would dissent from it. Without 
toleration, he declared, civil liberty would be precarious and incomplete.' 
Hence, attendance at the national church was to be strictly voluntary, 
and all but Catholics, Jews, and 'idolaters' left unmolested in the exer­
cise of their religion. 5 The national worship was to be determined by act 
of Parliament,8 and was to be supervised by the state down to its small­
est details. In the government's council of religion would be vested the 
duties of protecting liberty of conscience, hearing ecclesiastical causes, 
settling disagreements in doctrine, and providing ministers. 1 The latter 
were to be obtained from the universities, but would have to be elected 
by the parish before being confirmed in their benefices.8 They were, of 
course, prohibited from holding any state office, lest secular preoccupa­
tions corrupt them. 11 

Such, in broadest outline, was the commonwealth Harrington de­
lineated with .so much care. Given the stability and harmony which its 
institutions enforced, he was sanguine enough to think·it could live for­
ever. Founded upon its equal agrarian law, it would be incapable of 
swerving from the infallible principles it incorporated.10 If Venice, he 
said, had survived fresh and unchanged for a thousand years despite the 
imperfections of her constitution, then his own republic 'may for any 
internal causes be as immortal, or longlived as the World'.11 This will 

1 Oceana, 150-1. 
2 Pian piano, 1658, Works, 519; Oceana, 37-8. 
3 Oceana, 173. 
'Ibid., 37; Valerius and Publico/a, 1659, Works, 459. Harrington's Erastian and 

tolerationist views are discussed by W. K. Jordan, Development of religious toleration, 
IV, 281-91. 

5 Oceana, 69. 
8 The art of lawgiving, Works, 422. 
1 Oceana, 109-10. 
8 /bid., 69. 
D Ibid., 110. 

10 Ibid., 185-7. 
11 Ibid., 185-6. 
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be true, he added, even if the corruptibility of human nature is con­
ceded. For as the world is perfect though man be a sinner, so the state 
can be perfect though the citizen is a sinner. 1 But men are usually bad, 
he suggested, because they are under bad government; give them a 
government founded, like Oceana, upon a popular balance and the pub­
lic interest, and they will quickly acquire the virtue of commonwealths­
men. It is, in fact, good laws that make good men. 2 

As if this vision of Oceana's immortality were not enough, he held 
forth the dazzling prospect of her great imperial miss~on. In Machia­
velli's terminology, she was to be a commonwealth ~or mcrease, not for 
preservation,3 and with her citizen army, would aspire to rule the world 
so that all might know the beneficence of her power.'~ Her method of 
governing her empire would be Roman, and based on unequal alliances. 
Her provinces would be made members of a league of which Oceana 
wo?ld be the head, and given autonomy, though remaining subject to 
levies o~ men and money. Freedom of conscience was to be granted the 
pe~ple m the provinces, and wherever possible in the conquered terri­
tones, the agrarian law was to be instituted. 5 Thus, to all oppressed 
peoJ?les, Oceana would export the freedom of a commonwealth, ~nd her 
armies would wield the sword in the interests of God and mankmd.e 

But how were all these proposals to be translated into li~e? By what 
means were the institutions of England's greatness to be mtroduced? 
At first, Harrington seems to have thought Cromwell might be the 
agent. Foll_owing Machiavelli's opinion, he believed the establishment 
of a repubhc best done all at once and by a single person ;7 and so, under 
the na~e of Olphaus Megaletor, Cromwell was depicted in Oceana as a 
connmsseur of the ancient republican prudence, erecting, like Lycurgus, 
a commonwealth which would make his name famous forever. 8 Need­
less to say, however, the Lord Protector had other fish to fry, and would 
~ot-as h~ was reported to have remarked upon reading Harrington's 

oak-qUit the power won by the sword for a little paper shot. 9 

. Thereafter, Harrington carried on continuous propaganda, and his 
~e~s were brought by him and his disciples before the public and the 

ar laments that sat after Cromwell's death. 10 Though he won many 

1 Ibid., 185-6. 
2 Ibid., 53-4 56 8 • , • 

4 l0bld., 133; Machiavelli, Discourses, I, 6. 
ceana, 193. 

6 Ibid., 195-6 
8 Ibid., 194. . 
7 Ibid., 58; Machiavelli, Discourses, I, 6. 
8 Oceana, 58-9. 

1: John Toland, Life of James Harrington, Works, xvii. 
Instances are given in H. F. Russell Smith, op. cit., Ch. IV. 
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supporters, a host of critics sprang up to engage him. 1 Even among the 
republicans, those who agreed with him on most matters questioned the 
wisdom of granting full rights to royalists. 2 By other writers, the pre­
suppositions of his republican model were rejected altogether. The most 
capable of his opponents was Matthew Wren, son of the Bishop of Ely, 
devotee of experimental philosophy, and disciple of Hobbes. Wren 
directed a searching criticism against the agrarian Iaw,3 and warned that 
sovereignty divided between senate and assembly would cause quarrels 
which might destroy the state.4 He could see no reason why the members 
of a popular assembly should discern their true interest, 6 and affirmed 
that there will always be men irrational enough to think it to their ad­
vantage to subvert the supreme power.8 Because of the nature of man, 
it seemed to him impossible that any government could be perfect or 
immortal. 7 ' ••• the Fate of Empires,' he gloomily remarked, 'has not 
born a proportion to the Perfection of their Government,' and instanced 
China succumbing to the Tartars and Rome to the barbarians.8 He also 
made the interesting observation that Harrington overvalued Greece 
and Rome. There is as much to be learned, he said, from the practices of 
the Babylonians, Persians, and Egyptians, and from recent discoveries 
made in Chinese history, as from classical antiquity. 9 

But to all such criticisms Harrington was impervious, and the only 
concession he would make to opponents was one sparing existing life 
interests in land by postponing the date at which the agrarian law was 
to take effect. 1° Convinced that his ideas were deductions from necessary 
premisses and that they had nothing in common with the heated slogans 
of a party, he was sure the future would vindicate him. 'If this Age fails 
me,' he declared, 'the next will do me Justice.' 11 When he died in 1677, 
at the age of sixty-six, his position still had many adherents, and his 
thought in one or another of its aspects continued to exercise influence 
and to be accorded respect right through the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. In England, he remained a prime inspiration of such repub­
licanism as continued to exist after 1660; in America, his impress was 

1 Among them, Richard Baxter, John Rogers, and Peter Heylyn, Presbyterian, 
sectarian Fifth-monarchist, and Anglican, respectively; cf. H. F. Russell Smith, op. 
cit., Ch. V. 

2 See below, Ch. XII. 
3 Monarchy asserted, 1659, Ch. XI. 
4 Ibid., 52. 
6 Ibid., 58. 
8 Ibid., 19. 
7 Ibid., Ch. VIII. 
8 Ibid., 123-4. 
9 Considerations on Mr. Harrington's commonwealth of Oceana, 1657, 2-3. 

10 The art of lawgiving, Works, 409. 
11 Ibid., Works, 361. 
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felt on some of the colonial constitutions; and in France, political theory 
took note of him down to the great revolution. 1 . . . . 

Harrington's achievement was to formulate, though 1~ a highly :r.gid 
and doctrinaire fashion, the connection between economic and political 
life. This enabled him to understand that his age had witnessed the birth 
and the triumph of a new social order. Mistaken in thinking a monarchy 
impossible in England, he was certainly correct in his belief that the pre­
revolutionary kingship was dead and never to be revived. Even if in a 
form unforeseen by him, the substance of his outlook was verified by 
political development. Under a monarchy, and without an agrarian law 
or the other devices he set such store by, England after 1660 did become 
a kind of commonwealth ruled by the gentry and the mercantile ele­
me?ts which were continually assimilated into it-by the class, that is, 
which had risen to economic supremacy out of the ruins of feudalism. 

Needless to say, Harrington was no democrat. It was to the gentry 
that he was primarily oriented, and he shared the belief of his class that 
~here was no substitute for good broad acres. He wcii understood that 
m _such commercial centres as the Low Countries, other forms of wealth 
mrght be more important than land. Yet land seemed to him the most 
st.able and solid kind of property, and that is why he made it the basis of 
his theor~ of the balance. 2 Because his outlook was basicaiiy that of the 
ge?try, hi~ ad~~cac~ of popular sovereignty was framed i~ a distinctly 
anstocrati~ spmt. His would have been a popular, but an anstocratically 
led ~epubhc. Though he would have established a wide suffrage and 
modified !andownership with his agrarian law, he hoped by these means 
to ~onsohdate the political and social influence of the gentry on a secure 
bas1s. He had no radical social policy, and such alterations as he pro­
posed to make in agrarian arrangements did not extend to the abolition 
of the hardships imposed on the peasantry by the vestiges of the manorial 
system . 
. Despite Harrington's firm understanding of the f?rce~ _at wor~ in his 

trme and the confidence which he felt in the practicability of his pro­
posal~, his thought was shot through with utopian elements: The latter 
were I~extricably bound up with his richest insights. ~.twas his mechani­
cal philosophy with its peculiar historical emphasiS that led him to 
f?rmulate the theory of the balance, and to apprehend a cau~al connec­
tiO? between economic and political development.. B~t It was this 
philosophy also that led him to put forward eternal pnnctples of reason 
by means of which history could be arrested and an immortal common­
wealth established. This was surely utopian. Utopian, too, was his be-

1 For details, see H. F. Russell Smith, op. cit., Ch. VI-IX; R. Koebner, 'Ocemza', 
foe. cit., 377-96; S. B. Liljegren, A French draft constitution of 1792 modelled on 
James Harrington's Oceana, Lund, 1932; z. Fink, op. cit., Ch. V. 

2 Oceana, 16. 
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lief in the social harmony his republic would incorporate. By the simple 
acceptance of popular sovereignty, and by the contrivance of a senate 
proposing and an assembly deciding, class peace was to be won and the 
general good secured. The economic order whose victory Harrington 
intended to perpetuate was to have its cake and eat it, too. It was to 
permit accumulations of property which, even within the limit set by 
the agrarian law, were large and substantial; it was to leave untouched 
manor-lords, monopolies, and most of the other social grievances which 
the left-wing had repeatedly condemned; yet it was to maintain tran­
quillity and the common interest. It is scarcely necessary to remark how 
unreal such a prospect was. 

What is most interesting in Harrington is his attempt to give an his­
torical basis to his formula for comprehending politics. He was, of 
course, no historian, and it is easy to find frequent appearances in his 
work of tendentiousness and error. 1 Yet within the mechanistic limita­
tions of his philosophy, he succeeded in putting forward a general 
theory of historical development. History was conceived as process (cut 
short, it is true, by the establishment of the immortal commonwealth), 
the cause of whose evolution is contained within itself; and this cause 
was rendered as something abstract and comprehensive, operating 
through specific persons and events. In this way, he rose to a degree of 
sophistication in his historical thinking that makes even the greatest 
historical work of his time seem primitive by comparison. For the latter, 
despite its occasional feats in narrative presentation, and with all its 
wonderful accomplishments in the handling of texts, was too enveloped 
in empiricism to entertain any but the most commonplace theoretical 
notions of its subject matter, if it had any such notions at all. Of first­
rate historical scholarship in the seventeenth century, there was plenty; 
of first-rate historical thinking, almost none. Perhaps Harrington's 
achievement, then, may best be suggested simply by pointing out that 
we shall learn the nature and causes of the English revolution far better 
from his work than from Clarendon's great History of the Rebellion. 
The latter is one of the classics of historical literature. Yet despite 
Clarendon's political experience, his knowledge of concrete circum­
stance, and his masterly portrayal of character, he understood his time, 
its significance, and the forces that had shaped it, far less than did the 
doctrinaire author of Oceana. 

1 Thus, he maintained, despite ample evidence to the contrary, that Venice had 
never experienced civil strife (Oceana, 31). Moreover, he wrongly characterized the 
agrarian changes of the sixteenth century as a general diffusion of property among 
the people. In reality, they were an enriching of the gentry and part of the yeomanry 
at the expense not only of the feudal dynasts, but of the smaller peasants and copy­
holders, pushed out by enclosures and harassed by rack-renting. 
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THE REPUBLICANS 

KUBLICANISM, on the negative side, signified a doctrinaire an­
tagonism to all forms of kingship, and, on the positive side, the 
quest for a free commonwealth in which the sovereignty of the 

people would be untrammeled by any species of royal rule, under what­
ever guise or conditions. It represented the annexation to Independ­
ency's political creed of a further article of faith which pronounced 
an~t~ema ?n monarchy as such. It was the hardening of anti-royalist 
pnnc1ples mto the unqualified conviction that monarchy is an inferior 
for~. of government either evil in itself, or, at least, evil for England. 
This Is.p~oba?ly the simplest general criterion by which republicanism is 
t~ bedistmgUished from viewpoints in other respects similar. Republicans 
~Id not only believe in the sovereignty of the people and its representa­
tives, or merely oppose a Stuart restoration and the protectorate of 
Cr~mwell. They condemned, as weB, any rule by a single person as fatal 
to lJb~rty and fit only for slaves. . . . 

Owmg to the strength of the monarchical trad1t10n m En~land, re­
publican principles were slow to develop. The process of thetr ~owth 
wa~ ~lOt decisively assisted by analagous doctnn~s to be fo~nd .m the 
pohtlcal thought of classical antiquity. For classtcal repubhcamsm to 
take effect, the ground needed to be prepared, and this could not be un­
til considerable tension and conflict had arisen between the monarchy 
and the social elements that were to make the revolution. During the 
Tudor period, the agreement of interest between the c~own an~ _the 
gentry offered no room for republican notions. The dommant pohhcal 
theory reflected this agreement by stressing the unity and har~ony of the 
state under the sovereign, and by treating the great prerogatlves of the 
ruler as quite compatible with liberty. 1 

. This theory, however, was gradually undermined, as class antag?n­
Isms ~nd their attendant religious differences began to sha~pen dur~ng 
the retgns of James I and his son. Its place was taken by tdeas whtch 

1 Cf. J. W. Allen, A history of political thought in the sixtee11th century, London, 
1928, Part III. 
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either exalted Parliament against the crown, or the crown against Parlia­
ment.1 Nevertheless, it required the shock of revolution to destroy the 
permutations of the organic theory of the Tudor age once and for all. 
And yet, even under the impress of the civil war, years elapsed until re­
publicanism became a force. In the early 1640s, most of the chief men 
on the Parliamentary side, both Presbyterian and Independent, regarded 
their struggle as being waged against Charles I, not monarchy. With all 
its misdeeds, the monarchy was something to which the revolutionary 
leaders were bound by sentiment and interest alike. It was, after 
all, the paramount symbol of order and social hierarchy, and the cap­
stone of a system of privileges which, however they might be rearranged, 
the Long Parliament had no intention of abolishing. Moreover, in 
troubled times, the monarchy's existence would help to keep political 
and social change within what men of substance considered reasonable 
lirnits.It was, no doubt, partly for these reasons that such extended efforts 
were made to reach an agreement with the king long after his armies had 
been swept from the field and he himself left militarily powerless. 2 

In the forefront on so many other issues, the. Levellers were also 
among the first to call for the abolition of kingship. Since their pro­
gramme involved the establishment of a democratic commonwealth 
without crown or House of Lords, they may be considered repu]?licans. 
But the heart of their position lay in their left-wing principles, arid their 
inferences from the doctrine of popular sovereignty were more sweeping 
than those of the republican writers of the later 1650s. By 1649, their 
theory was complete and their movement disrupted, while the republi­
can theory influential in the last years of the revolution had still to be 
formulated. 

Apart from the Levellers, there was also a small minority in the Long 
Parliament which, at an early date, seems to have desired that monarchy 
should be dispensed with. One of its outstanding figures was Henry 
Marten, member for Berkshire. Marten held republican views from the 
beginning of the struggle, and in 1643, was temporarily expelled from 
the Commons for some remarks which he made against the king.s He 
and those who entertained similar opinions were characterized by Ed­
mund Ludlow, one of the group, as 'Commonwealthsmen'.' It was they 

1 Cf. M. Judson, op. cit., Cbs. IV-VI. 
1 There is an interesting remark on this point by Clarendon (at that time, plain 

Mr. Hyde). Writing in 1647, he says that it is unthinkable 'that those who have good 
fortunes and excellent understandings [should] have a design to dissolve monarchy 
and change the government which would carry away with it so much of the common 
law, as would shake their own property and every part of their condition, which made 
life pleasant to them .. .' (cited in B. H. G. Wormald, Clarendon, Cambridge 1951 
187). ' ' 

8 See Marten's life in the D.N.B., s. v. 
'Edmund Ludlow, op. cit., I, 184. 
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who failed in 1647 to persuade the Commons to pass the vote_ o~ no 
addresses, by which it was proposed to break off all further negotla~I?ns 
with Charles 1. 1 These Commonwealthsmen, ho-.vever, were not political 
thinkers, and whatever may have been their importance in practical 
politics, they never gave their ideas any significant expression in the 
theoretical realm. According to Ludlow, they maintained that 'mon­
archy is neither good in itself, nor for us', and proposed that Stuart rule 
should be succeeded by an 'equal commonwealth founded upon consent 
of the people, and providing for the rights and liberties of all men ... .'. 2 

Though these specifications were certainly not met by the revolutiOnary 
government of 1649, they nevertheless took part in it, 3 even if with some 
reservations.4 But Cromwell's expulsion of the Long Parliament in 1653 
alienated them completely, and they became bitter enemies of the pro­
tectorate. 

Even when the commonwealth had been established, republican 
thought remained undeveloped and the republicans themselves a minor­
ity. The men who created the revolutionary government were not, for 
the most part, republicans. They put Charles I to death, not out of an 
antagonism to kingship, but because they had concluded that no other 
alternative was left them. This was how Cromwell looked at the mat­
~er._6 In 1648, he declared that any form of government migh~ be good 
~n I~self and for England, according as Providence should direct.' He 
JUSh~ed the king's trial in the name of the principles of sa/us populi and 
the ng~t of resistance to rulers who become tyrannical. 7 At no time was 
he _addicted to republican doctrines. Moreover, though the state of 
whtch he was the leading figure was called a commonwealth, this did 
n_ot mean that it was erected according to systematic republican prin­
ciples. On the contrary, it was an ad hoc creation, the offspring of expedi­
en~J:· It ~as already been remarked in an earlier chapter that the chief 
wntmgs m defence of the commonwealth were not written from a re-

~ S. R. Gardiner, The great civil war, III, 366-7. 
Op. cit., I, 185. 

3 Marten, for example, was a member of several of the commonwealth's councils 
ofsta_te (The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell, II, 14 n., 501 n.), and Ludlow 
wa4S heutenant-genera1 in Ireland (Edmund Ludlow, op. cit., I, 248-9). 

See Ludlow's remarks, op. cit., I, 245-6. There was a definite distrust of Crom­
well. 

5 I do not see how any other conclusion can be drawn from the long reluctance of 
Cromwell and his party to break with the king. 

6 Edmund Ludlow, op. cit., I, 184. 
7 The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell, I, 697. According to Bishop Burnet 

(f!i~tory of my own time, ed. 0. Airy, 2 vols., Oxford, 1897, I, 70-l), Cromwell drew 
his Jdeas of regal power from Buchanan and Mariana. It is worth pointing out that 
the Remonstra'!ce of the army (I 648), which Ireton drew up, though it declared the 
army's determmation to break with the king did not reject the possibility of a future 
monarchy, provided it was elective; see ab~ve, 79. 
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publican standpoint. There was, of course, a small number of works 
whic~ praised the commonwealt? as a parliamentary republic a~d 
supenor, therefore, to monarc~y. But as theory, these were quite m­
significant and need not be noticed. 

It . was only during the protect?rate that republican thought first 
obtamed any noteworthy expressiOn. The reason for this was that 
Cromwell's military dictatorship made it impossible for the republicans 
to continue in support of the government as they had hitherto done. 
Until the protectorate and_ the ~v~nts which led to it, they had, on the 
whole, merely acquiesced m existmg a_rrangements. They had regarded 
the commonwealth, creature of expediency though it was, as a type of 
republic, and had failed to offer any constitutional platform of their 
own. In 1653, they were ready, despite widespread demands for a new 
election, simply to perpetuate the Long Parliament, which had already 
been sitting for thirteen years. 2• But when Cromwell expelled the Long 
Parliament by force in the spnng of 1653, they were thrown into un­
relenting opposition. To them, that act, and the protectorate which fol­
lowed it after a few months,. ma~ked the end of Parliamentary govern­
ment in England, the subordmatwn of the civil power to the army, and 
the fixing of a Cromwellian tyranny upon the country. Their hatred 
grew when the office of Lord Protector was made hereditary in the 
family of Cromwell, and when the latter was offered the crown. Now 
for the first time, they were compelled by the force of circumstance to 
devise a distinctive political settlement of their own and to give sub­
stance to the ideal of the free commonwealth in which they professed to 
believe. 

The violence of the republi~an reaction to the protectorate may be 
judged from the indictment which was drawn up by John Wildman, the 
former Leveller, who had now become a republican plotter. His mani­
festo, a broadside which was scattered about the streets to incite opposi­
tion to the government, was headed, A Declaration of tlze Free-born 
people of England, now in Armes against the Tyrannie ... of Oliver Crom­
well (1655).3 Condemning Cromwell as a usurper whose pride and am-

1 See, e.g., Henry Robinson, A short discourse between monarchical and aristo­
cratical go1•ernment, 1649, and John Cook, Monarchy no creature of Gods making, 
1651. Some other writings between 1649 and 1654 in support of the commonwealth 
which contain republican ideas are: Eleutherius Philodemius, Tire armies vindication, 
1649; N. T., The resoll•er continued, 1649; Albcrtus Warren, Tire royalist reform'd, 
1649; John Hall, Tire grounds & reasons of monarchy considered, 1650; Peter English, 
Tire survey of policy, 1654. 

2 The writings and speeches of Oliver Cromwell, II, 573. 
3 According to Bulstrode Whitelocke (Memorials, 2nd ed., London, 1732, 618), 

Wildman was dictating this manifesto at the time of his arrest by Cromwell's soldiers. 
M. Ashley is wrong, however, in saying that it was not published (op. cit., 90) for 
there is a copy dated 16th March 1655 in the Thomason collection, with Thomason's 
MS. note declaring that it was scattered about the streets. 
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bition had reduced Englishmen to slavery, Wildman declar~s that 
' ... we could not think it possible that a man of such mean quahty and 
estate as he, should aspire to make himself an absolute lord and tyrant 
over three potent nations .. .'. But by his false professions of godliness, 
his hypocritical prayers and fastings, Cromwell deceived the peopl~. 
Now he is supreme over Parliaments, so that Englishmen have therr 
lives, liberties, and estates merely by his grace and favour. The only 
course left open, therefore, Wildman urges, is revolution to secure the 
abolition of all usurped powers and free and successive Parliaments. 

A year after this denunciation, the first attack on the protectorate 
from a Harringtonian standpoint was published. Signed only R. G., 
this pamphlet was entitled A copy of a Letter from a11 Officer of. the 
Army in Ireland (1656), Curiously enough, it appeared before Harrmg­
ton's Oceana. But it is obviously plagiarized from the latter, and so 
must have been written by one of Harrington's associates. 1 The lnstru­
me'!t o.f Government, its author says, plainly provides for a monarc_hy 
mau~ltamed by the sword. 2 Such a regime will never work, because,_ m­
senstbly, the conditions for a free-state have been created, and agamst 
these it is useless to strive. Henry VII and Henry VIII enriched the 
Commons in order to debase the nobility, with the result that a force 
was brought into being which struck at the root of monarchy itself. 
'. · ·the riches of the people • he points out, ' ... is the natural cause of 
destruction to all Regal State~ ... .'And now that the lands of the king, the 
Church, and the royalists have been redistributed,' ... we are farther off 
from a c~pacity of being governed by Monarchy ... then when we first 
began thts quarrell ... .'. The consequence, therefore, is that England 
must be. a commonwealth, for 'it is wholly impossible to make it any 
other, Without an excessive force and violence .. .'.3 For this reason, the 
writer tells Cromwell, • ... nothing can be more pernitious ... then for 
you to govern well .. .'. Just as only the happy reign of Augustus 
Caesar could have given Roman liberty its final blow and opened the 
way to the monsters that succeeded him, so for Cromwell to be a suc­
cessful ruler 'would Palliate the assumed Power, and ... hide it from 

1 Professor ~ormuth has failed to note (op. cit., 131-2) that A copy of a letter is 
probably a plagiary. Oceana appeared in November 1656 (C. H. Firth, Last years of 
the protect?rate, I, 68); Thomason's A copy of a fetter is dated 8th June 1656. Toland 
says .<~amngton, Wo~ks, xv-xvi) that A copy of a letter was thought by many to be 
plagianzed from Harrmgton by Henry Neville or John Wildman. The author of the 
pamphl.et declares that he wrote it long before publication, in 1654 (A copy of a letter, 
Postscnpt,_ 21); but Thomason, underneath the latter date, wrote, 'A feigned Date'. 
W. T. Whitley (A B_aptist bibliography, 2 vols., London, 1916-22, I, 63) ascribed the 
pamphlet to c;>ne Richard Goodgroom on what grounds I cannot tell. M. Ashley 
(op. cit., 133) IS, of course, wrong in saying that A copy of a letter has not survived. 

2 A copy of a letter, 3. 
3 Ibid., 9-11. 
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the just indignation of this age ... and be a bribing us out of our Rights 
and Liberties with a seeming justice .. .' .1 

The most inflammatory republican attack on the government was, 
of course, the famous pamphlet, Killing Noe Murder (1657), written 
by Edward Sex by and Silius Titus. 2 The latter was a Presbyterian, and 
the former had been a Leveller spokesman during the 1640s who was 
now involved in ceaseless plotting against the Lord Protector.3 Killing 
Noe Murder was in no way novel in its ideas, but it was startling in its 
unrestrained call for Cromwell's assassination as a glorious act of 
tyrannicide. The classical influences on it were pronounced, its authors 
feeling themselves kin to Brutus and Cato, stern republicans who pre­
ferred liberty before life. 

The pamphlet began by raising three questions: is Cromwell a tyrant? 
If he is, is it lawful to kill him? If it is lawful, will his demise be bene­
ficial to the nation? Naturally, all three questions were answered in the 
affirmative. 'Who made thee a Prince ... over us?' the authors asked 
Cromwell. 'If the people, where did we meet to doe it? Who took our 
Subscriptions? To whom deputed we our authority? And when and 
where did those Deputies make the choice?'4 It is clear, they said, that 
Cromwell reveals all the marks of a tyrant, as Plato, Aristotle, and 
Machiavelli listed them. Both the law of nature and good precedents in 
history and Scripture leave no doubt of the lawfulness of slaying him.11 

If he is not removed, his rule will debase Englishmen's spirits, and 'by 
degrees we shall, after the example of our Master, All turne perfidious, 
Deceitfull, Irreligious, flatterers, and whatever else is villainous and In­
famous in Mankind'.8 Duty and honour, therefore, and safety and in­
terest require that the viper be put to death. Other nations must not be 
allowed to think meanly of the English, 'as if we were resolved to sit 
still and have our Eares bored: or that any discouragement ... can 
ever make us desist from attempting our Libertie till we have purchased 
it, either by this Monsters death or by our own'. 7 

These denunciations show how much hatred the republicans felt to­
wards the Cromwellian regime. It had betrayed their hopes and led 
them back into Egypt. It had made a mockery of the cause for which 
men had taken up arms against the king. But denunciations were one 
thing, and constructive schemes of government another. The great need 

1 Ibid., 18-19. 
11 On its authorship, see C. H. Firth, 'Killing no murder', English historical review, 

XVII, 66, 308-11. 
3 Ibid.; Sexby was one of the Leveller agitators, and took an effective part in the 

Putney debates. 
4 Killing noe murder, 3. 
6 Ibid., 6-11. 
8 Ibid., 12. 
7 Ibid., 14, 15. 

151 



THE REPUBLICANS 

was for the latter, for some solid alternative around which the op~o­
nents of kingship and protectorate migh~, perhaps, be_ able to umte. 
Of suggestions to this end put forward while Cromwell hved, two alone 
were of importance. One, of course, was Oceana. T~e other was 1 Heal­
ing Question, by Sir Henry Vane the younger, which appeared m May 
1656, several months before Harrington's book. 

Vane was one of the revolution's great political leaders, and had been 
an intimate collaborator of Cromwell's, with whom he broke, however, 
when the Long Parliament was expelled. Strictly speaking, he ought not, 
perhaps, to be called a republican, though this is how he is usually 
characterized. 1 His great political principle was the supremacy of Pa~­
liament, and in the 1640s, at least, he does not seem to have thought this 
incompatible with the fact of kingship. To the last, he opposed all pro­
posals to break off negotiations with Charles I, and during the kmg's 
trial and execution, he absented himself from all public business.2 But 
in 1649, he took office in the commonwealth's council of state, believing 
that the king had lost his right by making war against the people's 
representatives, and that the people were therefore free to frame a 
government without monarchy.3 Until thrown into opposition by 
Cromwell's coup, he was an important member of the government. 
Thereafter, he opposed both the protectorate and a Stuart restoration, 
and in 1662, was executed as a rcgicide.4 

Vane's doctrines were those of the Independents. He maintained an 
unwavering allegiance to liberty of conscience, and a contractual theory 
of government. Men, he said, are rational creatures and can give sub­
jection only by their own consent.6 Government originates in a convey­
an7e of power from the people to their rulers, and when commands are 
UnJUSt, the people may disobey them.6 But he did not interpret the 
notion of the sovereignty of the people in any radical way. In 1653, he 
voted that only those with real or personal estates worth £200 should 
posses~ the suffrage_in elections to Parliament.7 Popular rule he regarded 
as equivalent, practically speaking, to the supremacy of Parliament, and 
declared th~t th_e common consent of the people as given through their 
representatives IS the only means warranted by the law of nature for ad-

1 Cf., e.g., F. Guizot, History of Richard Cromwell and the restoration of Charles II, 
trans. A. Scobie, 2 vols., London, 1856, passim; H. A. L. Fisher, The republican tradi­
tion in Europe, London, 1911, 43; J. Willcock, The life of Sir Henry Vane the younger, 
London, 1913,273 et passim; G. P. Gooch, op. cit., 239. 

2 J. Willcock, op. cit., 168-9, 173, 179-80. 
3 Tlze tryal of Sir Henry Vane, 1662, 101-2 106-8. 
4 Details in J. Willcock, op. cit., passim. ' 
6 The retired mans meditations, 1655, 384-5. 
6 The tryal of Sir Henry Vane, 98, 110-12. 
7 Commonsjournals, VII, 273. 
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mitting the exercise of a supreme authority. 1 He never seems to have 
considered it possible that the people might justifiably act apart from 
Parliament. When a prince is to be resisted, he asserted, it must be done 
only at the call of the 'pub lick Trustees', 'the Tutors and Maintainers of 
the State .. .'. 2 Above all, he held that' ... none are Judges of the 
Power ... of Parliaments but themselves. For admit once that their 
Judgment may be called in question, and disputed by private persons 
... [and] the Fundamentals of Government are plucked up by the 
roots.'3 

It is easy to see why, with these views, Vane should have regarded 
Cromwell's use of the army to expel the Long Parliament as a crime, 
and the protectorate as a military despotism. To restore Parliament's 
supremacy seemed to him the prime task of the hour and the chief point 
on which any republican scheme must centre. It was to achieve this 
great objective that he advanced the proposals contained in A Healing 
Question. 

Vane commenced by pointing out that liberty of conscience and the 
right to be governed by Parliament together comprised the 'good cause' 
for which the 'honest party' had engaged against the king.4 The army, he 
declared, had fulfilled a great purpose when winning mighty victories 
over the people's enemies. But it may under no circumstances subordi­
nate the civil power to itself. 6 Its task is to serve the people's safety and 
welfare, and this it can never do 'while the soveraignty is admitted and 
placed any where else, then in the whole body of the people that have 
adhered to the cause, and by them be derived unto their successive 
Representatives .. .'. e In a concession to Cromwell, he remarked that 
he did not oppose the vesting of executive power in a single person, nor 
even the promulgation of laws in this single person's name. But no con­
stitution can be compatible with a free-state, he emphasized, unless all 
persons are made subordinate to the legislative power. 7 

Vane recognized that the turn of events had made extraordinary 
measures necessary if Parliamentary government were to be restored.' 
He suggested, therefore, the convening of a special assembly freely 
chosen by the whole body of adherents to the cause. This assembly, he 
said, will signify 'the people represented in their highest state of Sove­
raignty, as they have the sword in their hands, unsubjected unto the 
rules of Civil Government .. .'. Its function will not be that of exer­
cising legislative power, but of framing a fundamental constitution by 
means of which the people will once more mould themselves 'into a 
Civil and Politique Incorporation .. .'. To this constitution, those in the 
honest party will individually subscribe their consent, and thereafter, 

1 The tryal of Sir Henry Vane, 106. 
3 Ibid., 38. 
6 Ibid., 11. 6 Ibid., 15. 
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the sword will subject itself to the civil power, and love, peace, and 
righteousness prevail.1 

Here, once more, as before in the Leveller Agreement of tlze People, 
we see the social-contract idea at work in all its force. Cromwell's rule 
of the sword, Vane seems to have thought, was a kind of state of nature 
from which the people could extricate themselves only by the extra­
ordinary constitutional convention which he advocated, and to whose 
work men would need to give their personal consent. This convention, 
however, was to represent only the 'honest party'; the people were 
limited to those who had remained true to the cause. But what were the 
criteria for precisely distinguishing those in the 'honest party'? And how 
was the. 'honest party' to choose the delegates who would represent it? 
Vane did not even raise these questions, much less answer them. No 
doub~, he meant to include only those who had supporte.d liberty of 
co~science and opposed the rule of a single person. Royalists, Pr~s?y­
tenans, and Cromwellians had all lost their birthright by atdmg 
tyranny, and could have no representation-at least, temporarily-in 
any commonwealth which the assembly of the 'honest party' would 
frame. But when, and under what stipulations would the ex~luded ele­
ments be finally brought in? On all these matters, Vane was silent. 

Despite his vagueness, Vane's advocacy of a free-state confined to the 
'honest part~' took account of a contemporary reality "":hi~h was in­
escapable. Hts scheme was based on the recognition that If nghts were 
granted t<:> all, even to enemies of the republic, the latter wou~d use the 
opportumty thus provided to reintroduce the Stuarts. For this reason, 
no c?mmonwealth could be an equal one until adequate sec~rity for ~ts 
survival was assured. It was on just this vital point that Harnngton dis­
agreed, ~nd as we have seen, his republic made no distinctions between 
the parties, all .me~ being at once granted the same rights. This wa.s to 
be~ome the chtef Immediate cause of disagreement among republican 
wnters. 

Whil~ Cro~welllived, however, censorship and repression prevented 
~uch discussion of this and other matters. But in September 1658, he 
dted, ~nd "_Y~S succeeded by his son. Richard Cromwell had neither his 
father s abihty nor any control over the army, and within a few months 
~e wa~ forced to resign his power. Thus the protectorate drifted to an 
mglonous end. All the hitherto-submerged opposition had now come 
into the. open, and there began a babel of argument and controversy 
concermng the government which should rule the disordered and un­
easy country: While the anti-royalist politicians in Parlia~ent an~ !he 
army successively quarrelled with one another and blended mto shiftmg 
and momentary alliance.s, numbers of republican p~mphlets appeared, 
most of them merely bnef effusions, but all expressmg the hope that a 

1 Ibid., 2Q-1. 
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free commonwealth would at last be instituted. So 1659, the year of 
anarchy, became republicanism's amws mirabilis, as England seemed a 
tabula rasa upon which any constitution-maker might try his hand. 

Because of the scientific foundation upon which Harrington's thought 
seemed to rest, he exercised immeasurably greater influence upon the 
republicans than did any other writer. It is, indeed, no exaggeration to 
say that he was the creator of republican theory. The small number of 
important republican writings of the year 1659 all stand within the 
circle of his ideas. His views were echoed in many a pamphlet, and the 
doctrine of the balance accepted as an unanswerable argument for a 
commonwealth. An anonymous writer remarked, 

' ... it is evident that we are now upon a Popular balance ... and being 
so, cannot admit of any other form of Government then such as is 
Popular, without violence and force offered to propriety: which once 
rightly perceived ... would ... soon put a stop to the proceedings of 
the most violent Assertors of Monarchy ... .' 1 

His scheme for a commonwealth was brought before the public and 
urged upon Parliament. A statement published by a prominent group 
of Harringtonians, after demonstrating from the balance the futility of 
attempting to re-establish monarchy, 2 advocated the lodging of supreme 
power in a senate proposing and an assembly resolving.3 Other writings 
offered similar proposals for a Harringtonian bicamerallegislature.4 In 
July 1659, the same demand, together with suggestions for rotation and 
a state church, was presented to Parliament by a group of Harrington's 
supporters. 6 

Within the framework of Harrington's fundamental principles, ex­
tensive reforms were suggested. Among the most interesting were those 
embodied by William Sprigge, a fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford, in 
his A Modest Plea For An Equal Common-wealth Against Monarchy 

1 A commonwealth and commonwealthsmen, asserted, 1659, 5; cf. XXV queries 
modestly and humbly propounded, 1659, 11. It is worth noting that, in the life of her 
husband which she wrote after the restoration, Mrs. Hutchinson explains the cause 
of the civil war in terms of Harrington's theory of the balance, with which she was 
obviously familiar (Lucy Hutchinson, Memoirs of colonel Hutchinson, Everyman 
ed., London, 1936, 59-60). 

2 The armies dutie, 1659, 14-23. This bore the initials of Henry Marten, Henry 
Neville, John Lawson, John Wildman, John Jones, and Samuel Moyer. 

3 Ibid., 24-8. 
4 A model of a democratical/ government, 1659, 3-4; The lel•el/er, 1659, 7. The latter 

pamphlet may be, as M. Ashley has suggested (op. cit., 136-7), by John Wildman. 
Harrington said its principles had been gathered from Oceana (The art of lawgiving, 
Works, 404). 

6 The humble petition of dh·ers well-affected persons, 1659, 8-9. 
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1659).1 Sprigge believed that the balance of property_ mad~ m~na~chy 
mpossible in England, 2 but he warned that the trad1t1onal mst1tut~ons 
which support monarchy must also be upro~t~d, if a t:ue free-state 1s to 
be instituted.3 He then went on to deal cntlcally w1th problems that 
Harrington had almost wholly neglected. Because he thou~ht tith~~ an 
exploitation of the free man's labour, he proposed the1r abohtwn, 
though with reasonable compensation for impropriators.4 He denounced 
lawyers as 'Professors ... of iniquity that live upon the sins of !he 
people', and, to reduce the cause of litigiousness, called for the settmg 
up of county registers to record all property transfers. 5 He advocated the 
establishment of workhouses as the most humane and efficient means of 
poor-relief, for ' ... the deafness of this uncharitable age to the cryes of 
the poor', he said, 'is one of the crying sins of this Land'. 8 He al_so sug­
gested elaborate reforms in the universities. Their administratiOn, he 
held, should be democratized, and colleges founded in various ~arts of 
the country. Moreover, the curriculum should be overhauled to mclude 
science, useful arts, and modern languages, so that students mi~ht be 
enabled to make 'new and further discoveries into the Amenca of 
nature .. .'. 7 

On some subjects, Spriggc was more radical than Harrington, or 
disagreed ~ith him altogether. Thus, he opposed a professional clergy 
and. a natiOnal church as infringements upon liberty of conscience. a 
He mtended the agrarian law not merely as a way of preserving the 
popular balance, but to check the covetousness of the rich. How can 
there be a righteous government, he asked, 'while those worms of the 
earth, that Possess the greatest dunghills, must be our Senators, because 
they have the greatest rout of tenants to voyce them into the saddle of 
authority'?s He d~sired, too, that primogeniture and entail be abolished, 
and the ?ld Kent1sh custom of gavelkind restored, whereby land would 
descend 111 e9ual shares to all the sons. 1o And to strengthen the freedom 
of the agranan population, he believed that all tenures of land should 
be converted into freehold.U 

1 Tdhis appeared anonymously, but Sprigge's authorship is attested by Anthony 
Woo , Athenae Oxonienses IV 560 

2 A d ' ' ' . 
a ~0 est Pteafor an equal common-wealth, 12-14. 

lb1d., To the reader [1-2]. 
4 Ibid., 39-41. 

~Ibid., 11-5. It is an interesting fact that a great royalist nobleman, the Duke of 
Newcas.tle, made the same proposal; cf. The Duchess of Newcastle, The life of William 
Carend1sh, duke of Newcastle, cd. C. H. Firth London 1886 240. 

6 Ibid., 43-4. ' ' ' 
7 Ibid., 49-55. 
8 Ibid., 21-3. 
D Ibid., 86. 

10 Ibid., 58-70. 
I I Ibid., 56. 
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The same reforming zeal which animated Sprigge was also at work, 
though with more tenderness to the landowning class, in the author, 
regrettably anonymous, of Chaos: Or, A Discourse, Wherein Is presented 
... a Frame of Gol'emment by ll'ay of a Republique (1659). The writer 
did not by any means take over Harrington's views wholesale, though 
he reproduced such details as rotation, the ballot, and a modified form 
of agrarian law. 1 His great concern was with removing the irrationalities 
in the law and economic life, and it was to these subjects that he devoted 
most attention. He began by outlining a vast scheme for a system of 
registry offices throughout the land, arranged hierarchically from the 
parish through the hundred and shire up to a national registry office at 
Westminster. In these were to be recorded within a fixed date all titles to 
land, records of debt, contracts of hire, and other agreements. In this 
way, he thought, fraud would be reduced to a minimum, litigiousness 
checked, and a considerable revenue derived from the fees which would 
be paid for entries made in the registers. 2 Parallel with the registries was 
to run a series of courts culminating in a 'National Registerial Court'. 
By establishing long court terms and setting a limit to the period in 
which replies to actions could be made, he expected that justice would 
be rendered quick and easy.3 

Besides these innovations, he proposed extensive changes in the 
methods of holding and transmitting land. Primogeniture was to be 
abolished, and the freedom of inheritance thereby achieved would oper­
ate, he expected, with the effect of an agrarian law.4 All copyholds were 
to be converted into freeholds by reasonable composition with lords of 
manors, and reliefs, heriots, ancient services, and manorial jurisdictions 
were also to be done away with, though with compensation to lords. 5 

As his willingness to grant compensation shows, the author had no 
desire to harm landowners. In recognition of their importance, he sug­
gested that only those with incomes of £1,000 per year or more should 
be eligible for election to Parliament as county members.8 Moreover, he 
thought it good that there should be a nobility based on wealth, and 
that Parliament should confer lordships on persons with £10,000 per 
year and knighthoods on those with £1,000. 7 It is difficult to see, how­
ever, of what advantage any agrarian law would be which permitted 
incomes of £10,000. 

Among the republicans generally, the most pressing problem was to 
1 Chaos, 42, 53-4, Preface [3]. The scheme for the national church (ibid., 53-4) is 

much less tolerant than Harrington's, and resembles a Presbyterian establishment. 
2 Ibid., 5-19, 24. 
3 Ibid., 32-3. 
'Ibid., 25, Preface [3]. 
5 Ibid., 26. 
8 Ibid., 44. 
7 Ibid., 44. 
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reconcile their allegiance to a free commonwealth with the generally 
accepted fact that in any open election, men woul~ be returned _who 
favoured a Stuart restoration. An anonymous wnter put the tss.ue 
clearly when he remarked, 'it is hard if the people cannot be trusted wtth 
Election'; yet if trusted now, he said, they would 'elect such as wo~ld 
deprive them of the blessed Government of a Free-State' .1 To deal wtth 
this problem, it was widely recognized that special provision would ha~e 
to be made, and that it would be utterly impractical to ignore the dts­
tinction between the friends of the republic and its enemies. It was, of 
course, suggested that until royalists should prove their approbation of 
the government, the franchise should be denied them. 2 Besides this, the 
commonest recommendation advanced was for the institution of some 
extraordinary constitutional device charged with the duty of safeguard­
ing the state. Some Gloucestershire republicans proposed that at every 
election to Parliament, the well-affected should also elect a special body 
to si! during the session and take all necessary steps in the event that the 
Parliament men should promote any measures against the common­
wealth.3 T? the same end, a petition from officers of the army advocated 
the estabhs_hment of a 'select Senate, Co-ordinate in power' with the 
~epresentattve body, and composed of godly and faithful persons adher­
mg to the cause.4 By Edmund Ludlow, the suggestion was put forward 
f~r a twenty-one man commission to be called the Conservators of 
Liberty and among whose duties would be to see that 'the government 
s~ould not be altered from a commonwealth by setting up a King, 
smgle person, or House of Peers'. 6 Even some of the Harringtonians, 
though they would deprive no one of his civil rights, were prepared to 
graft on ~o the republic's constitution a temporary committee of twelve 
veste~ With the responsibility of seizing anyone suspected of treasonable 
practices against the state.G 

There could b: no doubt of the existence of a real danger in 1659 of 
a Stu~rt resto~atwn effected by force. Presbyterians were plotting with 
r'?yahsts, a Wl~espread insurrection was in preparation, and though it 
dtd not matenahze as planned, in August, the royalist, Sir George 

: J. S., Government described, 1659, 8. 

d Cf., e_.g., Englands safety in the laws supremacy, 1659, 17-18, and A model of a 
emocrat1cal/ government, 8. 

3 The G loucestershire address was reprinted in 11 AN AP MO NIA, or, the agreement 
of the people revived, 1659, 1 ff. Despite its title, this anonymous pamphlet is not a 
Leveller writing, as Professor Wormuth has erroneously asserted (op. cit., 149). 
It is chiefly a ·plea for liberty of conscience by a Socinian, and its author was very 
likely the well-known Socinian John Biddle, who himself came from Gloucester­
shire. I am indebted to Profess~r A. s. P. Woodhouse for making available to me a 
photostat of this tract. 

4 The humble petition and addresse of the officers of the army, 1659, 10-11. 
6 Edmund Ludlow, op. cit., II, 172. 
6 The humble petition of divers well-affected persons, 10-12. 
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Booth, rose in Cheshire. 1 This rebellion was put down, but it was a 
warning of what might happen in the future, and with larger success, 
unless the greatest vigilance was exercised. All such signs Harrington 
himself refused to take seriously. Throughout 1659, he reiterated his 
opposition to any curtailment of privileges in the republican constitu­
tion. Even by his own principles, a monarchy could be maintained 
against the balance through the employment of force. Nevertheless, he 
had no fears. 'In the present case of England,' he said, 'commonwealths­
men may fail thro want of art, but royalists must fail thro want of mat­
ter; the former may miss thro impotence, the latter must thro impossi­
bility.'2 He attacked the army officers' proposal for a select senate, warn­
ing that such a body might become an instrument for minority control; 
and he pointed out that there could be no danger in free elections, since 
no one could contract an interest to destroy the republic.3 

It was Harrington's fatuous refusal to concede any danger of a 
restoration which precipitated the disagreement between him and 
Henry Stubbe, his ablest disciple. Stubbe was a character, a remarkable 
personage in his own right, and need not stand in Harrington's shadow. 
Described by Anthony Wood as 'the most noted person of his age that 
these late times have produced',4 he was only twenty-eight when the 
restoration occurred. As a boy he was taken up because of his intel­
lectual gifts by Sir Henry Vane the younger, with whose aid he was sent 
to Christ Church, Oxford. Though a republican, he was, like Harring­
ton, a great admirer of Hobbes and the new philosophy. It was he who 
undertook the task of translating the Lel•iathan into Latin,11 and when 
the great philosopher got involved in controversy with the Oxford 
mathematicians, Stubbe defended him. 8 He was also uncompromising 
in his support for liberty of conscience, urging toleration not only for 
Anglicans, Catholics, and Quakers, 7 but even writing a work in vindica-

1 F. Guizot, op. cit., I, 186-9, 204-9. 
2 The ways and means whereby a11 equal and lasting commonwealth may be suddenly 

introduc'd, 1659, Works, 501. 
3 A discourse upo11 this saying: the spirit of the nation is not yet to be trusted with 

liberty, 1659, Works, 570-1. 
4 Athenae OxonieiiSes, III, 1067. Stubbe's life is recounted in the D.N.B., s.v. 
6 He translated at least ten chapters; see F. Thompson, 'Lettres de Stubbe', Archive 

de philosophie, XII, 2. 
8 ([!)epulTTJs a1Cp~T6p.v8os. Or an exact account of the grammatical part of the con­

troversy betwixt Mr. Hobbes and J. Wallis D.D., 1657. 
7 An essay in defence of the good old cause, 1659, 131-2; Malice rebuked, 1659, 37; 

A light shining out of darkness, 1659. This last work appeared anonymously in two 
somewhat different editions. It is accepted as Stubbe's by Wood, Athenae OxonieiiSes, 
III, 1076-7, and F. Madan, Oxford books, III, 2428. A light contains a notable 
defence of the Quakers, and though not mentioned in Professor Jordan's study of 
religious toleration, is probably one of the finest writings on liberty of conscience 
that appeared during the revolution. 
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tion of Mohammedanism.! He desired toleration partly because ~e. felt 
·b·l· f · · rehgtous a Hobbesian scepticism as to the posst 1 tty o ascertammg 

truth. 

'The unsupplyable defect of common evidence in the delivery of Spiri­
tual! matters [he declared] is of that nature, as it would su_ffi~e to the 
enforceing of a Toleration. For though it be a confessed pnnctple that 
whatsoever the prime verity doth say is an ~ncontroulable truth, yet the 
course whereby he discovers himself .... 1s fol~owed by so _much a_m­
biguity ... as inquisitive men, and sober, tf destitute of the lughest g~fts 
may upon a rationall ground ... suspect the sincerity [of] the Re_velatton 
in the word, and if he assent thereunto strongly and firmly, he ts rather 
to be accounted resolved then certaine.' 2 

It is a sign of the persuasiveness of Harrington's theory that it ob­
tained Stubbe's support. 'I admire [Harrington's] modell,' he said, 'a~d 
am ready to crye out as if it were the pattern in the Mount. .. .'3 Wtth 
Harrington, he considered that the fact of sovereignty would be least 
dangerous in a republic. ' ... in all Governments,' he pointed o~t, 'som_e 
must be Judges in their own Case .... The question is ... seemg Arbi­
trary power ... must reside somewhere, where then is it best fixed? I 
suppose in the people; and that it is ... impossible for a Democracy to 
be p~rt.ial. .. .'4 'I never yet read of a Monarchy,' he asserted, 'which did 
not m 1ts tendency corrupt the best men; nor can I imagine a regulated 
Democracy, upon a ballance, ballot, and rotation of Govcrnours which 
will not amend the worst of men.' 6 

But ?e thought it mere folly on Harrington's part to imagine that the 
repubhc could at once be free from the menace of a royal restoration. 
A people under good orders, Stubbe declared, and 

'convinced of their interest in this, or ignorant of any other Government 
~ay be serene and prudent, voide of discord .... But a people uncon­
vmc~ of their interest, nor unanimous in any common concern ... 
~ot mstructe? in, ~ea averse fro~ a Republick, that such a people put 
mto orders ~m whtch no over-ruhng power must retain them, for they 
must be ~hetr own army) should be serene and calme, it is unimagin­
able .... 8 

1 An account of the rise and progress of Mahometanism, first published from 
Stubbe's MS., London, 1911. 

2 An essay in defence of the good old cause, 40-1; cf. his Legends no histories, 1670, 
Preface [I~], where he says that he was addicted to the new philosophy partly because 
he hoped 1t would render the clergy contemptible and destroy the authority of anti­
quity in spiritual affairs. 

3 An essay in defence of tire good old cause, Preface [14]. 
4 Ibid., Preface [40-l]. 
6 Malice rebuked, 41. 
8 An essay in defence of tire good old cause, Preface [16]. 
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At present, he warned, 

'it is not in the interest of al~ · · · to promote a Republick: nor are all 
whose interest it is ... sufficiently convinced thereof: It is evident then 
what course must be taken, unlesse we limit our Commonwealth unto 
the honest and faithfull party, leaving the residue so much liberty as 
they are now capable of, or may prove hereafter.'! 

Here Stubbe was proposing exactly what Vane had suggested three 
years before. But, as we shall see, he was clearer concerning the methods 
by which the honest party was to b~ se~ured in its conquest. The denial 
of rights to disaffected persons. he JUStified by a contractual theory of 
government which, in some of Its aspects, would appear to owe some­
thing to Hobbes. All men ~re. born free and equal, he said, and it is the 
people who erect and set hrruts to government. When a government is 
broken, men are thrown back into their natural freedom, and then the 
victorious part of them may set up.a new g~vernment. In such a case, 
the new power must give as mu~h hberty ~sIS compatible with its sur­
vival, and no more. To grant a hberty which may result in the destruc­
tion of the supreme authority is not merely folly, it is a breach of trust, 
because the sovereign power may not throw away the sovereignty with 
which it has been vested. Moreover, to preserve their government, those 
who had brought it to power may sup~ress those who oppose it; and in 
doing so, their conduct shoul~ not be JUdped too rigorously, for within 
a wide latitude, all their acttons taken. m self-defence are just.2 The 
people's good, it is true, is the end of all government. But the question 
is, who are the people? Only ~hose, Stubbe ans~ers, 'who upon the 
erection of a Government have 1m poured the Legislatours to act, being 
avowedly ready to stand by and uphold them in their actings'. In Eng­
land, the people include only thos~ who supported Parliament in its 
time of trial against B~oth's .rebelhon.s As long as those ~ho are not 
part of the people acqmesce simply ~eca~se of force, and Withhold their 
free consent, the republic .has. no obhgatlon to gran~ them privileges.' If 
it should do so, its constitution, however good, will be of no avail in 
saving it from destruction.& 

What was required, Stub~~ thought, was to accept Har~ington's 
model, but with special provtston mad~ to guard the state agamst sub­
version.• For this purpose1 he offered his own s~hem~. All persons who 
are part of the people, he suggested, should be hsted m county registers 

1 Ibid., Preface [19]. . 
2 A letter to an officer of the army concermng a select senate, 1659, 49-50. 
3 Ibid., 52-3. 
4 /bid., 55. 
5 /bid., 51. 
8 An essay in defence of the good old cause, Preface [25]. 
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as Liberators of their country. These, and these only, would be per~t­
ted the use of arms. Of the working classes, he seems to have h~d httle 
fear, for he was willing that they should be. given ~rms and admitted to 
privileges as a matter of course, after a penod of t1me had el~psed. ~ut 
gentlemen were not to be admitted until they had proved then affection 
to the commonwealth, and then they were to be noted in the registers as 
'imprivileged'. Finally, the armies in Englan~, Scotland, a!l~. Ireland 
were to be included among the Liberators. 1 Th1s done, the m1ht~a of the 
three nations would elect, at their musters, a number of deputies, who 
would in turn choose from their ranks a senate of Conservators of 
the liberties of England. The senators so named were to sit for lif~, ~>Ut 
they were to be subject to the biennial investigation of a comxruss1on 
elected by the militia. Both senate and commission of investigation, 
Stubbe believed, should be composed only of persons from the parties 
which support the commonwealth: Independents, Baptists, Fifth-mon­
archy men, and Quakers. The senate was not to have any executive or 
legislative function, its sole task being that of securing the republic in its 
constitution. In discharging this duty, it was to have supervision over 
the militia, the ministry, and the universities. 2 

Once this platform was put into effect, then Stubbe believed that Par­
liament might be elected by the entire nation. And short of infringing 
on the fundamental constitution and the senate's authority, it was to 
have the full law-making power. But for greater security, the members 
of the senate were also to sit in Parliament.3 

This scheme was, perhaps, the most practicable of any suggested in 
t~e year 1659. It attempted to combine some of the good features Har­
nngton's republic was acknowledged to possess with measures designed 
to reduce the danger of a restoration. That event, as Stubbe recognized, 
could neve! ~e averted if the people as a whole desired it; but it might be 
prevented If It were merely the aim of a conspiratorial minority.' More­
over, Stubbe's platform offered scope for the exercise of the right of 
suffrage by all at an early date. Its extraordinary senate was to be per­
petual, just as Milton's would have been; and it is not unlikely, in fact, 
that the poet borrowed some of the notions in The Readie & Easie Way 
from Stubbe. But the latter, contrary to Milton's republican constitu­
tion, placed the legislative power in a successively elected popular as­
sembly, and provided for periodic investigations of the senate lest that 
body grow dangerous. 

It was, however, too late for such schemes, whatever their merit. The 
leading anti-royalist politicians who might have tried to effect them were 

1 A letter to an officer of the army concerning a select senate, 59-60. 
II Ibid., 60-2. 
3 Ibid., 62-3. 
' Ibid., 65, 67 (mispaged). 
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completely divided. The unrest and uncertainty of the time opened the 
way to a restoration as the means by which stable government could be 
re-established. The substantial economic elements in the City of London 
and elsewhere were ready for Charles II. His coming, it was well-under­
stood from all signs, would result in no white terror, in no undoing of 
the extensive property changes which the revolution had accomplished. 
As for the people, they were, perhaps, not actively in favour of a restora­
tion. But they were not against it, and could accept it with acclaim 
when it occurred. The republicans were hopelessly isolated and out­
numbered. They had lost their chance long before. Sixteen hundred and 
forty-nine was the moment when the free commonwealth should have 
begun to take shape; in 1659, their opportunity had passed. The period 
of Cromwell's despotism had bred a growing distaste for the revolution 
which could not be overcome by attractive visions of a republican 
government. Years of strife and of religious enthusiasm yearning to­
wards a promised land which was never reached and lay always over 
the horizon, generated at last a widespread fatigue against which repub­
lican zeal was powerless. Thus the heyday of the republicans was brief­
a few short months during 1659, while the restoration cast its lengthening 
shadow. Thenceforth, though republicanism lived on,1 it survived 
primarily as an element merged in the thought of the Whigs, its prin­
ciples helping to inspire the followers of Shaftesbury and those who, 
by placing the crown under strict Parliamentary control, would reduce 
the King of England to the impotent status of a Duke of Venice. 

1 Details in Z. Fink, op. Cit., Chs. V-VII. 
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THOMAS HOBBES 

Few thinkers have given sharper offence to the prejudices of their 
critics than has Hobbes. Assailed in his own time by a host of 
writers, 1 his ideas evoked an antagonism which has fo_llowed him 

until the present and resulted in obscuring the true nature of ius greatness. 
No one who read him, of course, could fail to perceive the marvellous 
power of his mind. But too often, his supremacy has been held to con­
sist in an unmatched ability at playing the devil's advocate. Ev~n to-da~, 
some of his commentators feel the same urgency to refute h1m as d1d 
many of his contemporaries. They seek eagerly for contradiction~ in his 
argument, and in their anxiety to expose his errors, ascribe notions t_o 
him that a disinterested scrutiny of his work fails to disclose. Of this 
order are the accusations that he equated might with right, or that his 
political theory is totalitarian. 2 

Despite the continuing animosity which has been felt for Hobbes's 
ideas, in recent years, nevertheless, a new estimate and a new under­
standing of his achievement have been steadily emerging. The reasons 
for this are no part of my subject, though they would themselves form 
an interesting episode in the intellectual history of the first half of the 
twentieth century. Partly, perhaps, they have to do with the realization 
by the generation which experienced the first world war and the rise 

1 The widespread discussion of Hobbes's thought in the seventeenth century, till 
now a neglected episode in the history of English political philosophy, is treated in 
the recent study by John Bowie, Hobbes and his critics, London, 1951. Mr. Bowie 
exaggerates the importance of J:Iobbes's critics. Very few of them, I think, understood 
what the philosopher was gettmg at. 

2 See, e.g., C. E. Vaughan, Studies in the history of political philosophy, 2 vols., 
Manchester, 1925, I, Ch. 2; B. Landry, Hobbes, Paris, 1930; J. Vialatoux, La cite de 
Hobbes, Paris and Lyon, 1935; J. W. Gough, The social colllract, Oxford, 1936, Ch. 
VIII; W. T. Jo!les •. M_asters of political thought, London, 1947, Ch. 4. On Hobbes's 
supposed ~ot~h~ana~tsm, s~e the e~cellent remarks of R. Capitant, 'Hobbes et 
l'etat totahtatre, Plu~os?plue du droit et de sociologie juridique, Nos. 1-2, 1936. A 
full and annotated btbhography of modem works on Hobbes will be found in Z. 
Lubienski, Die Grundlagen des ethisch-politischen Systems von Hobbes, Munich, 1932, 
275-88. 
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of fascism that the fabric of human society is more fragile, and the 
brutishness of the state of nature less distant, than had formerly been 
imagined. 1 However that may be, one indication of the changing atti­
tude towards Hobbes lies in the description nowadays of the Leviathan 
as 'a work of gigantic stature', 2 'the greatest, perhaps the sole, master­
piece of political philosophy in the English language'.8 Another, and 
more important indication lies in the characterization of Hobbes, so 
contrary to traditional evaluations, as, in basic respects, the philosopher 
ofliberalism,4 the thinker who 'with a clarity never previously and never 
subsequently attained, made the "right of nature", i.e. the justified 
claims of the individual, the basis of political philosophy'.1 Such a 
judgement may at first sight appear surprising. But it will be less so, even 
apart from any consideration of Hobbes's text, when it is remembered 
how strong a connection existed between him and the philosophic radi­
cals, or utilitarians, of the nineteenth century. The latter were the van of 
the liberal and middle-class reform movement of their time; hence it is 
significant that they should have been so much under Hobbes's influ­
ence, even while differing from him in their preference for popular 
government. Bentham and James Mill, it has been said, lived in his 
shadow all their intellectuallives.8 One ofthe group, Sir William Moles­
worth, published the first complete edition of Hobbes's works and dedi­
cated it to his fellow-radical, the politician and historian, George 
Grote. 7 And if we wish to see at a glance how much the reforming aims 
of the utilitarians could find justification in Hobbes's theories, we need 
only read Grote's essay defending the philosopher against his detrac­
tors.8 

With Hobbes, as later with the utilitarians, it was in political philo­
sophy that his accomplishment was greatest and his influence most 
widely felt. This was as it should be; for despite his absorption in other 

1 See the remarks of R. G. Collingwood, The new Leviathan, Oxford, 1942, 
Preface, iv. 

2 /bid., iv. 
3 M. Oakeshott, Introduction to Hobbes's Leviatha11, Blackwell's political texts, 

Oxford, 1946, viii. 
'Cf., e.g., F. Tonnies, Thomas Hobbes Leben und Lehre, 3rd enlarged ed., Stuttgart, 

1925, 222; L. Strauss, 'Quelques remarques sur Ia science politique de Hobbes', 
Recherches philosophiques, II, 1932-3, 609-10; M. Oakeshott, op. cit., lvii. 

6 L. Strauss, The political philosophy of Hobbes, 156. 
8 J. Plamenatz, The English utilitarians, Oxford, 1949, 2. The link between Hobbes 

and the utilitarians is discussed in ibid., 10-15; and see also the remarks ofT. Parsons, 
The structure of social action, New York, 1937, 89-94. 

7 Except as otherwise stated, I cite from this edition of Molesworth's, 16 vols., 
London, 1839-45. Citations are E. W. when the reference is to Hobbes's English 
works, L. W. when the reference is to his Latin works. 

8 'Notice of Sir William Molesworth's edition of the works of Hobbes', The minor 
works of George Grote, ed. A. Bain, London, 1873. 
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branches of philosophical study and his outstan~ing place in the history 
of materialism, it was political knowledge which he regarded as t~e 
crown of wisdom. Like Bacon, he held that 'The end of ~nowledge IS 
power' and the end and scope of philosophy 'the commodity of human 
life' .1 Hence, he declared that 'not he that hath skill in geometry, or any 
other science speculative but only he that understandeth what con-

, d . '9 duceth to the good and government of the people, is cal!e . a w1s~ man· 
There is, in consequence of this attitude, a pragmatic mtentlon per­
meating all of his work, which alone can account for. ~he a~1ount of 
attention he bestowed on political problems. His a?mmng .fnend and 
biographer, John Aubrey, remarked that Hobbes's mterest m the con­
flict between crown and Parliament was so great that 'for te~ yeares to­
gether his thoughts were much, or almost altogether, unhmged ,fro~ 
the mathematiques' ;3 and it is significant that though in Hobb~s s in­
partite division of philosophy, the theory of the state forms the thud and 
concluding section, in order of writing it was treated first, and ~t much 
~eater length, than the earlier sections dealing, respectively, ~1th bo~y 
m general and man as a particular kind of body.4 In companson With 
The Elements of Law, the De Cive, and the Leviathan, the bulk of the 
£?e Corpore ~nd De Homine is not great; and if the former is a compo~i­
tlO~ of the highest order, the latter seems sketchy and inadequate to Its SUbjeCt. 

The strong interest which, as 1 have tried to show, politics had for 
Hobbes, did not first express itself during the controversies raging just 
b~fore 1640, presaging the civil war soon to come. It had already been 
gi~en voice previo~sly in his career, though at that time in connection 
~Ith th~ study o~ history rather than philosophy. ln 1629, he put forth as 
his earhe~t p~bhshed work a translation of Thucydides, believing the 
~reek w.nter s masterpiece to be a perfect fulfillment of history's func­
tlon, which he co~ceived as the instruction of men, and especially of 
~eat persona~e~, m the prudent management of affairs. 6 lt is not un­
likely, thou~h It Is, of course, only conjecture, that Thucydides's memor­
able ~n~lysts of the terrible effects of the Corcyran revolution and his 
?escnptlon of the t,Ype ~f revolutionary man were important in impress­
mg upon Hobbes s mmd the conviction that rebellion is the most 
dreadful of political evils. Whether this was so or not, by the time his 

~De corpore, 1655, E.w ... I, 7; cf. Bacon, Novum organum, I, aphorism 81. 
'!_he _elements 0[ law (circulated in MS. from 1640, first printed in 1650), ed. 

F. Tonmes, Cambndge, 1928 140· cf De cive 1642 Preface E W: II xiv. 
a Op. cit., I, 333. ' ' . ' ' ' . ., ' 
: Cf. De ~ive, Pr~face, E. W., 11, xix-xx. 

Thucydides, Hl~tory, trans. Thomas Hobbes, E. W., VIII, Dedicatory epistle, iv­
v, To the reader, vu. Hobbes's interest in history and Thucydides is discussed by L. 
Strauss, Th~ po~itical Philosophy of Hobbes, Ch. VI. R. Schlatter, 'Thomas Hob~s 
and Thucyd1des 'Journal of the history of ideas, VI, 3, adds little to Strauss's analysis. 
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translation appeared, he had turned his attention away from history to 
philosophy, henceforth the principal mode for the expression of his 
ideas. This shift followed upon the familiar incident, related by Aubrey, 1 

of how, in 1628, at the age of forty, Hobbes came by chance upon 
Euclid's Elements and was thereafter drawn into the great movement of 
thought called the new philosophy, which was associated with such 
names as Bacon, Galileo, and Descartes. The aim of this movement, 
whose ideas were developed in close connection with the physical 
sciences, was the explanation of nature in terms of motion by means of 
the application of mathematics. For Hobbes, this encounter was deci­
sive. In his youth, while a student at Oxford, he had been taught the 
Aristotelian philosophy of the schools, but tells us that he abandoned 
its doctrines in disgust when he discerned that wise men derided them 
as vain and empty. 2 It was after this that he began to read classical poets 
and historians and to project his translation of Thucydides.3 So when 
his appetite for philosophical inquiry revived, it was because he saw in 
the new philosophy a way of proceeding free from the logomachies of 
a decadent scholasticism and capable of arriving at exact truth. 

It was under the influence, then, of the scientific movement of the 
seventeenth century that Hobbes became a philosopher. Three conse­
quences, broadly speaking, ensued from this fact: he was led to regard 
mathematics as the model upon which philosophical inquiry must form 
itself;4 he was led to seek for mechanical principles as the universal 
explanation of phenomena ;5 and he was led to a thoroughgoing material­
ism which made body, or matter, the subject of philosophy, for 'that 
which is not Body', he said, 'is no part of the Universe: And because 
the Universe is All, that which is no part of it, is Nothing .. .'.8 In this 
repertoire of ideas, political theory was assigned its place. Like natural 
philosophy, its subject, the commonwealt~, is body, with this peculiarity, 
however, that it is artificial body, somethmg not existing by nature but 
made by the wills of men. The commonwealth needed to be understood 
therefore, in relation to its cause, the dispositi~n of human beings. 1 No~ 
reasoning in philosophy, Hobbes declare~, ts exclusively in terms of 
cause and effect. 8 This he called, after Gahleo, the resolutive-composi-

1 Op. cit., I, 332. 
1 Vita Tiro. Hobbes, L. W., I, xiii. 
8 Ibid., L. W., I, xiii-xiv. 
4 Cf., e.g., The elements o( law, Epistle dedicatory, xvii, 50-I. 
5 De corpore, E.W., 1, 69"-70, where Hobbes calls motion the universal cause. On 

this subject see the valuable study of F. Brandt, Thomas Hobbes' mechanical con­
ception of nature, Copenhagen, 1928. 

8 De corpore, E. W., I, 10; Leviathan, 1651 (I cite from the reprint of the edition of 
1651, Oxford, 1943), 524. 

7 De corpore., E. W. I, 11. 
8 Ibid., E. W., I, 3. 
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tive method. According to it, one could begin either with a phenomen?n 
which is an effect, and by resolving it into its components, find out Its 
causes, or with a cause, and by composition, or deduction, demonstrate 
its effects. 1 As applied to human society, this method presented ~he 
alternatives of commencing with the commonwealth and demonstratmg 
it by rational argument to be an effect consequent on the nature o~ man, 
or with the nature of man as a cause which is shown to result m the 
commonwealth as an effect. Hobbes's way in his political writings was 
the latter, 2 but either way is possible, since both man and the common-
wealth are equally given as objects of investigation. . 

What relationship is there, we may ask, between Hobbes's adopt10n 
of t~~ standpoint of the new philosophy and the innovati~e a~d un­
t~adttlonal character of his political thought? We k!'low that m hts own 
~1ew, the two were connected, for he compares htmself to such gr~at 
Inaugurators as Copernicus, Galileo, and Harvey, and coolly lays clatm 
t'? b~ the founder of politics as a science.3 Not long ago, howev~r, con­
vmcmg grounds were advanced by Professor Strauss for believmg that 
Hobbes's conception of the antithesis between unjust vanity and just 
fear of death, which is of great importance in his moral theory, ante­
dated an.d was quite independent of his interest in the new philosoph~.' 
From th1s, Professor Strauss has concluded that the new philosophy dtd 
not affec~ Hobbes's argument, but only his method of reasoning an~ 
presentatiOn; and he has contended also that the employment of th1s 
method was a detriment because it Jed Hobbes to renounce discussion 
as to the end of the state and as to standards or at least to discuss these 
questions in an inadequate manner. 5 , , ' 

. Now I do ?ot think Hobbes did, in fact, fail to discuss these ques­
t~ons, and 9.u1te adequately, too. But as to the relation between his poli­
tics and. hts ~echanical-materialist standpoint, there is, of course, a 
respect .m Whtch we could consider them to be wholly unconnected, 
as ~~ htmself, in a sense, admits when he tells us that the principles of 
poh.tics can be derived independently and without reference to the be­
haviOur of body, or matter, in generaLs This is merely evidence that 

T.1b~bid., Ei ~i I, Ch. 6, 'Of method'; cf. E. Cassirer, Die Phi/osophie der Aufkliirung, 
hu I:1~n, . • 341-2, and L. Strauss, The political plzi/osoplzy of Hobbes, 151. It 

s ou 11 e pomted out that .• by cause, Hobbes did not mean a fact which is experi­
menta Y prove~ to stand m a necessary connection with another fact. He meant, 
rather •. a plausible ~nd hypothetical explanation of a phenomenon, found out by 
reasonmg, and not Incompatible with common experience; cf. De corpore, E.W., I, 
6, and F. Brandt, op. cit., 194-201. 

2 De cive, Prefa~ to the reader, E. W., II, xiv. 
3 De corpore, Epistle dedicatory E. w. I viii-ix 
4 The political philosophy of Hobbes, ~v: 27-8, i 12; cf. also Ch. II. 
6 Ibid., 112, 136-8, 151-4. 
6 De corpore, E. W., I, 73-4. 
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all the positivistic efforts, of which that of Hobbes is the first great ex­
ample, to found a science of man on the strict model of the natural 
sciences, are based upon a delusion. If there is one thing which the de­
velopment of the sciences of man over the past half-century has shown, 
it is that human action is a level on which the procedural notions and 
the generalizations of the natural sciences, physical and biological, have 
either a very limited applicability, or none at all. 

Yet it seems perverse to disregard Hobbes's own view of his work and 
not to recognize how profound a bearing for him the new philosophy 
had, for it was the latter, in its emphatically sceptical and naturalistic 
implications, which helped him, I think, to pose and to deal with the 
ethical-political problem in the specifically modern way. When one pro­
ceeds from the state to the nature of man, or from the nature of man to 
the state, one goes from the empirically-given to the empirically-given, 
and the problem of norms is then presented in the most difficult manner, 
since norms must, in consequence, be sought in the given, i.e. 'ought' 
must be derived from 'is'. The problem of norms is not a difficult one 
-indeed, it is merely avoided-when it is referred, as medieval ethics 
and politics did, to a transcendent and divine order of reason or will 
where the ultimate origin and basis of standards are thought to repose. 
In that case, an eternal, transcendentally fixed point of reference for 
norms is believed to exist, and when disagreements arise, it is imagined 
that the latter concern merely the application of these norms, themselves 
known, essentially, once and for all, to the conduct of earthly life. It 
was in just this fashion that medieval political thought conceived of 
natural law and granted it primacy over positive law. But what if all 
belief in a transcendent order is rejected, as Hobbes rejected it, and the 
steely arguments of a naturalistic scepticism employed to demonstrate 
that the notion of such an order is an error? In that case, the traditional 
foundation of ethics has been disintegrated, the reassuring illusion of 
a cosmic and divine basis for moral valuations dispelled, and man, now 
left solitary in a universe that is literally God-forsaken, is hurled back 
upon himself, to seek in his human nature and in the natural order for 
the norms of his social existence. 

This is the situation in which thought increasingly found itself after 
the seventeenth century, and it is the situation with which Hobbes 
coped, the first thinker fully and clearly to do so. And out of his effort, 
he evolved, in systematic fashion, another type of normative order 
totally different from that postulated by medieval thought. For now 
that order is man himself, the claims and needs of whose human nature 
are alone to furnish the standard for moral valuations. The implica­
tions of this position are far-reaching, though I do not mean to suggest 
that Hobbes saw them all. In the first place, with recourse to human 
nature as the exclusive basis for norms, the whole emphasis in politics 
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. to ri hts. The foundation-propositions of traditional 
shifts from. duues s~rt man's duty; Hobbes's assert man's right. 
political discou:se ~stue of the needs of their nature, have an original 
H n beings tn vtr b h 1 · ti u~ . ' d its fulfillment Hobbes considers to e t e so e JUS.-
clatm or nght, an onwealth.I In the second place, the relationship 
fication of t~~ c~m~ the actual is placed in a new focus. To the trans­
bet~een ~~e 1 ~ant~d medieval ethic, an impassable gulf separated the 
cen elnfta Y tohnei. deal in this world. Man was conceived as a fallen being, 
actua rom e 1- b h d d h. h th Church and thou h it was his duty to Ive y t. e stan ar s w IC e . 

1 · gd · the name of God, as a smner he could do so only mfre-
proc atme m . . B h ~ 
quently, by great effort of will, and ~Ith many lapses.. ut w en, as or 
Hobbes man is the source from which norms are denved, the gul~ be­
tween the ideal and the actual is, in effect, eradicated, because the t.d~l 
itself is evolved from the nature and capacities of man. And so, while It 
requires effort, of course, as well as the i_nstruction of reason? to liye as 
one ought this effort can be crowned with success, and the Ideal IS at­
tainable. I~ the third place, the life of society now receives an unprece­
dented validation. To medieval political thought, even as softened and 
moderated by Aquinas under the influence of Aristotle's Politics, the 
life of society with its pain and coercion is the sign of_ ma_n'~ fall fr_om 
grace. To Hobbes, it is an immeasurable advance. Outstde 1t IS the shme 
of the state of nature; within it man has the world to gain and the 
possibility of realizing his ideals. Finally, in working out an ethic and 
politics based on man, Hobbes created an individualistic type of thought 
which had always to come back to the needs of human nature that 
mak~ peaceful social life possible. This meant, as we shall see, that 
?espite Hobbes's absolutist predilections, a basis was suggested for the 
J':ldgement of rulers by their subjects. For if men have a prepolitical 
ngh~ or claim which it is the commonwealth's business to secure, then 
the_ Implic~tion is, however unwillingly faced, that a commonwealth 
whiCh habitually fails to fulfill this claim, may be rejected. 
b I have_somewhat anticipated the argument in the preceding paragraph 

ecause It ~eemed important to stress the impulse which the new philo­
~phy furmshed to Hobbes's denial of a transcendent normative order. 

ow. we must consider his doctrine of human nature which is the formal 
s~artmg-po~nt of his political theory. The analysis begins with the pas­
SI~ns, and Its subject at the outset is typical man or man in general, the 
existence of mul~itudes of men being for the m~ment disregarded. It is 
when th_e analysis descends from this abstractness to take into account 
the m:ynads of individuals behaving in accordance with the description 
of typtcal_man that the political problem is faced in all its starkness, and 
the questiOn answered as to how peace, justice, and virtue are to be 
evolved out of the passions and actions of individual persons. How does 

1 Cf. the remarks of A. P. d'Entreves, Natural law, London, 1951, 59-60. 
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Hobbes draw man? First of all, he is a creature of activity who must 
always be doing and can have no final end, no summum bonum, at 
which he can rest. 1 This is in no sense a normative statement. Hobbes 
intends it in a purely descriptive sense, for he means to make clear that 
a true account must recognize that man aims always at definite objec­
tives which, when reached, become starting-points for new .activity. 
Then, secondly, the things to which man gives the names 'good' and 
'evil' refer to the objects of his activity. What a man wants, he calls 
'good'; what he fears or is displeasing to him, he calls 'evil'. Good and 
evil, therefore, are not absolutes, known simply in themselves, and they 
have meaning only with reference to the ends of activity. 2 Yet a believer 
in the method of Euclid cannot acquiesce in ethical subjectivity, and as 
he shows us later, Hobbes will find an objective norm for good and evil. 
This will still retain a relative character because it will be formulated 
exclusively in terms of what is good and evil for man; but it will over­
come subjectivity in being shown as what reason requires from all men 
if they are to achieve the thing they all evidently desire, namely, self­
preservation, the prerequisite to any striving whatever. 

Hobbes anatomizes the passions in a masterly way. 3 Each of them is 
treated with relation to man's success or lack of success in achieving 
his ends in the race which is life. So, e.g., to see those behind us in the 
race is glory, to see those ahead is humility; to see one falling behind 
whom we would not is pity, to see one going ahead whom we would not 
is indignation; continually to outgo the next before us is felicity, con­
tinually to be overtaken is misery; and the forsaking of the course is 
death.' The description is in a decidedly egotistic vain, but I do not 
think Hobbes intends us to make, as yet, any moral judgement on the 
situation. Typical man cannot help but refer all things to his own self, 
for his is a consciousness in which the knowledge of the existence of 
other selves, and what must follow from this fact, has not struck home. 
Hobbes is giving us what he thinks is a description of man as such, pre­
moral man. The nature of the case will be altered as soon as all the 
consequences are drawn from the fact that there are many men. Nor 
even when these consequences become plain does Hobbes think that man 
ceases to make reference to his own single welfare. This sort of reference 
is simply a datum, and, as such, not to be exorcised. What will be new is 
the recognition of reason that a man must permit his fellows to secure 
their welfare if he is to secure his own, and that to secure self-preserva­
tion, welfare's sine qua non, he must refrain from certain ends. A moral 
judgment on passion's egotism, therefore, is possible only when reason 

1 The elements of law, 22-3; Le1•iathan, 15. 
2 The elements of law, 22; Leviathan, 41. 
3 The elements of law, Ch. 9; Le1•iathan, Ch. 6; De homine, 1657, L. W.,II, Ch. XII. 
' The elements of law, 36-1. 
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has made clear what man in the pursuit of his welfare must refrain 
from. And any such judgement cannot condemn a man's reference to 
his own good. It can only condemn a formulation of good which is un­
reasonable because it fails to take into account the good of others. 
From this it follows that reason does not and cannot strive to obliterate 
passion's making a man's own self the sole point of reference. What it 
does, rather, is teach that the welfare of one self is dependent on the 
welfare of other selves; or, put another way, reason does not extinguish 
passion, it instructs it. 

!he passions thus play a role of prime importance in Hobbes's 
philosophy. And however terrible may be his account of the effects of 
the passions' free-rein in the state of nature, what is notable is his 
?at~ralistic attitude with regard to them. He does not, of course, remain 
md1ffe~ent to the immoral consequences of passion rampa_nt. B~t at the 
same time, he accepts the passions, denying that they are smful m them­
selves or that they prove man to be wicked by nature, 1 and condemns 
them only in so far as they remain uninstructed. It is because of this, no 
?oubt, that he rejects the Aristotelian doctrine of virtue as consisting 
~n the mean. 2 For him, virtue is not opposed to passion, but built upon :t. H~nc~, he says that the origin of just actions is in the passions,3 and, i:t s~g~~ficant statement, declares that the way to reduce politics to the 
. alhb· Ity of reason is 'first to put such principles down for a founda­

tion, as passion not mistrusting, may not seek to displace .. .'.4 

;:'hen the discussion turns from man as such to the state of nature, 
w ere allowance must be made for the coexistence of many men, then 
wet are _brought face to face with the political problem. The state of 
n~ ure Is the hypothetical alternative to the commonwealth and sove­
~~~t¥·6 It is a condition, therefore, in which human beings in pursuit 
cas e11r ~nds are subject to no power or authority beside what they can 
ses~~ Y Im~ose _upon one another. Whether such a condition ever pos­
tell u a_n ~Istoncal existence is of no importance to Hobbes. He does 
withos, tit Is true, that the ancient Germans and other primitives were 
both .u !?0 :'ernment,• and he finds direct analogies to the state of nature 
The ~-c~v~l war and in the relations of sovereign states to one another.7 

In Is, however, that Hobbes intends his description of the state 
1 De · p 
a Clve, reface to th d E II . . h 3-4 The elem 1 .r e rea er, . W., , xv1; LeVIat an, 91, 22 . 
a Ibid. 64 en s oJ law, 73. 

: ~fd.: Epistle dedicatory, xii. 
·• e.g., the folio · 

consider men if b wmg passage: 'Let us return again to the state of nature, and 
rooms come ~ ~ ut eve~ now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like mush­
cive i. w II 10t 91 ~at~nty, without all kind of engagement to each other.' (De 

8 ' •• • - ; Itahcs mine) 
The elements of law 56· Lev' ·t, 91 

7 £e · h ' • Ia rlan 
vtat an, 97- 8• 141; De cive, E.W., Ii, 141, 169. 
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of nature to be a plausible account of what life would be like in the 
absence of a coercive political order. 

Since real human beings are merely individual versions of typical 
man, their association in a state of nature could not produce any happy 
consequences. A situation is displayed to us of unending and oppressive 
fear. There is no property, for nothing is anyone's with certainty, nor 
any arts, letters, sciences, or the comforts of life. An unremitting war of 
all against all takes place, and every man goes in terror of his life. 1 In 
such circumstances, the notions of justice and injustice have no place, 
every man having a right to everything, because everything is, in a 
literal sense, as much his as it is anyone else's. 2 

And now, in this very anarchy, Hobbes discovers the beginning of all 
right, and on this conception builds the route of escape. Each man de­
sires what is good for himself, and shuns what is evil, and on this account 
shuns the chief of all evils, death; 'and this he doth', says Hobbes, 

'by a certain impulsion of nature, no less than that whereby a stone 
moves downward. It is therefore neither absurd nor reprehensible, 
neither against the dictates of true reason, for a man to use all his en­
deavours to preserve and defend his body and the members thereof 
from death and sorrows. But that which is not contrary to right reason 
... [is] done justly, and with right. Neither by the word right is anything 
else signified, than that liberty which every man hath to make use of his 
natural faculties according to right reason. Therefore the first founda­
tion of natural right is this, that every man, as much as in him lies en­
deavour to protect his life and members.'3 

In other words, man has an original right which is prior to all social 
arrangements. This right is not superimposed by Hobbes, for he has 
deduced it from the presupposition of all man's activities 'and passions, 
the desire to live. This is his natural right; and when man's reason 
shows him that however free he is in the state of nature to secure his 
right as he pleases, he still remains insecure, and that only by agreeing 
with other men not to do as he pleases can his right be made effective, 
then the avenue of egress from anarchy to the commonwealth and 
civilization has been pointed out. 

Reason, in revealing the way of escape from the state of nature, has 
special affinity, it is evident, with the passions of desire for life and fear 
of death. And the foundation of Hobbes's moral theory, as Professor 
Strauss has shown, 4 is in the conception of the antithesis between the 
passions connected with vanity and those connected with fear of death. 

1 The elements of law, Ch. 14; De cive,E.W., ll, Ch. !;Leviathan, Ch.13. 
1 Leviathan, 98-9. 
3 De cive, E. W., II, 8-9. 
' The political philosophy of Hobbes, 28. 
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For vanity leads to pride, to over-estimation of one's self, to arrogance 
towards one's fellows, and so to war; while fear of death makes for 
peace and living quietly together. 1 

Times there be when fear is well; 
Yea, it must continually 
Watch within the soul enthroned. 
Needful too straits to teach humility. 
Who of those that lzel•er nursed 
Healthy dread within the heart, 
Be they men or peoples, shall 
Show to Justice reverence? 

These lines spoken by the Furies in Aeschylus's Eumenides well exp~es~ 
the importance which Hobbes ascribed to fear. Yet if we are to un e! 
stand his position rightly, we must bear in mind that though .he ~ees I~ 
the fear of death an educative factor resulting in the subordmau~nhor 

. d 'd I d' 'nciple eit e varuty an pn e, he does not make this fear the ea mg pn . h s 
in the genesis of the commonwealth or in its maintenance after It t~e 
come into being. It is reason, not fear, that impels m~n to createfear 
commonwealth and to subject themselves to the sovereign po~er. ust 
is reason's substratum, a passion which shuns the effects whiC~ mbut 
follow upon the dissolution of the commonwealth; yet not It, will 
reason only can create political society. 2 And that is why Hobbes theY 
have man obey the laws not from fear of punishment, but becaus~ taio 
are the means which the sovereign power has laid down to main t of 
peace, and why, too, he calls that man unjust who obeys only ou 
fear.3 h tis 

One thing more must be remarked about the fear of death, a~d tb aing 
that it is only the negative side of man's striving, the positive si~e. ~rn 
a desire for life and the goods of life. Physical survival is the mmi!Jl ltb: 
the first of all goods, 4 to secure which men enter into the common~~a g' G 

But political society is also for 'commodious' and 'contented ~~~lOg i~ 
for industry, and for the arts and sciences all of which are lac ~ne bJ 
tb f ' ld en desir estate o nature.8 Moreover, these latter, we are to , m tb' k we 
nature as much as they do life itself.' This being so, I do not 10 e as 
are u~justified in interpreting self-preservation in an exp~nd~d s;~sf his 
mearu~g not only l.ife, but those other goods man needs m ':utu whicb 
humaruty. Thus mterpreted, the right of self-preservatiOn, 

1 Leviathan, 98. S-6 
2 Cf. ~·Levi, Lafilosofia di Tommaso Hobbes, Milan, 1929, 37 · 
3 De c1ve, E. W., II, 33; cf. z. Lubienski, op. cit., tto-15. 
4 De homine, L. W., II, 98. 
6 Leviathan, 98, 131. 
6 Ibid., 96-1. 
7 De homine, L. W., II, 99. 
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Hobbes considered the primal human claim, entails a fatal contradiction 
that undermines all of his subsequent emphasis on obedience. For may 
not men be freed from obligation not only when the security of their 
lives is no longer guaranteed by the sovereign power to which they owe 
obedience, but also when that power has acted to create insuperable 
obstacles to contentment and happiness, i.e. to the fulfillment of self­
preservation in an expanded sense? Hobbes, to be sure, might not be 
willing to grant this, yet between his notions of natural right and abso­
lute sovereignty there is, as we shall see, a contradiction which he never 
succeeded in resolving. 

Having discerned in self-preservation the foundation of right, Hobbes 
goes on to evolve the norm which all must accept if this right is to be 
realized. Now if it is a fact that all men want to preserve themselves, it is 
equally a fact that they frequently err as to the means that conduce to­
wards this end. A distinction can thus be made between real and appar­
ent good, according to whether that which man wills does or does not 
really lead towards his desired end. 1 Only reason can show which means 
do, in fact, conduce to that at which all men aim, and such means alone 
will be real goods. Reason, therefore, which 'is no less of the nature of 
man than passion, and is the same in all men, because all men agree in 
the will to be directed ... to that which they desire to attain', 2 is called 
by Hobbes the law of nature; and the precepts of reason are the norm 
to which men must conform in order to achieve their end, self-preserva­
tion.3 So' ... the law of nature ... is the dictate of right reason conver­
sant about those things ... to be done or omitted for the constant pre­
servation of life and members .. .'.4 Yet to call reason the law of nature 
is to employ a metaphor, and a misleading one at that. For the precepts 
of reason are advisive, not compulsive, and there is nothing externally 
obligatory about them. Consequently, they are not really law at all, 
but rather 'Theoremes concerning what conduceth to conservation ... 
wheras Law properly is the word of him that by right .hath command 
over others'. & Hence, the 'force of the ... law of nature, IS no more than 
the force of the reasons inducing thereunto', 8 and the breach of the law 
of nature consists in 'false reasoning ... '. 7 

That we here find Hobbes speaking, as earlier political thinkers did, 
of the law of nature, must not divert us from realizing that, in his hands, 
!h~ concept has been absolutely emptied o~ its traditional ~eaning. It 
IS Important to see how this is so. In the Middle Ages, and nght down 

1 De ci1•e, E. W., II, 10. 
2 The elements of law, 58. 
3 Cf. A. Levi, op. cit., 264. . 
4 De cive, E. W., II, 16; cf. Tire elements of law, 58; Lev1athan, 99. 
6 Leviathan, 122-3. 
6 The elements of law, 63. 
7 De cive, E.W., II, 16 n. 
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to Richard Hooker at the end of the sixteenth century, natural law was 
thought of as embodying ethical rules which were prior to and above ~he 
enactments of earthly communities. Knowledge of these rules was Im­
planted in men's minds b~ Go~,~ and t~ere was _n? question that they 
were really law, since their ongm lay m that diVme order where the 
ultimate binding force of all law was to be found. 2 Accordingly, natural 
law was allowed primacy over the commands of earthly rulers, such 
commands being acknowledged as law only in so far as they were not 
thought incompatible with naturallaw.3 Owing to this primacy, it was 
never doubted that formal law, in the sense of a ruler's command, may 
be material 'unlaw', and that formal 'unlaw' may be materiallaw.4 But 
the question is, what are the dicta of natural law, and how can we make 
any sense out of them? From the scientific standpoint, there are three 
reasons, at least, why the answer to this question presents insuperable 
obstacles. In the first place, natural law originates in a transcendental 
realm about which we can have no knowledge. In the second place, men 
have differed, and do differ, about the principles which God is alleged 
to have implanted in them as rational creatures. In the third place, even 
when we are presented with rules which are described as dicta of natural 
law, they turn out to be meaningless without a positive legal order to 
define their operation.6 We are told, for example, by St. Thomas 
Aquinas that the prohibition of theft is an express first principle of the 
nat_urallaw.' It seems obvious, however-apart from other objections 
which could be made to the statement-that such a prohibition is devoid 
of se_nse until a positive legal order has defined property. Thus, it is im­
possible for the supposed rules of natural law to possess intelligibility 
m the absence of the definitions commanded by particular communities. 
N?~ Hobbes was fully aware of the difficulties connected with the 

traditional notion of natural law, and he notes the many contradictions 
on the matter among philosophers, remarking that of all laws, it has 
become the most obscure.? In employing the notion, therefore, he had 
to ~ree ~t from the ambiguities in which it was encumbered. He could not 
denve Its dicta from the divine order because, on his principles, know­
ledge of such an order is unobtainable. This is why God and revelation 

1 C~. St. Thomas Aquinas, ' ... natural law is nothing else than the participation 
of rational creatures in the eternal law', Summa theologica, Prima sec., qu. 91, 2; and se; Hooker's whole discussion in The laws of ecclesiastical polity, I, 8. 

d~t. Thomas Aquinas, op. cit., Prima sec., qu. 93, 3; cf. M. de Wulf, History of 
m~ laevalphi/osophy, 3rd. ed., trans. P. Coffey, London, 1909, 341. 

c St. Tho~as Aquinas, op. cit., Prima sec., qu. 95, 2. 
I take th1s formulation from 0. von Gierke, The development of political theory, 

tr~ns. B. :.:reyd.' New York, 1939, 306. 
On th1s pomt, see the discussion of Hans Kelsen, Genera/theory of law and the 

sta:e, Cambridge, 1946, Appendix, 'Natural-law doctrine and legal positivism'. 
7 Op. cit., Prima sec., qu. 94, 4. 

The elements of law, 57; De cive, E.W., II, 14-15; Leviathan, 212. 
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are rigorously exclud~d by_ him from the scope of philosophy: as sub­
jects assumed to be_ etther mgenerable, immaterial, or ~nown by faith, 
they have no place m a study which uses reason exclusively, deals With 
body, and proceeds by the method of cause and effect. 1 Nor could he 
admit that the formulae of natural law are meaningful in the absence of 
a positive legal order to provide the appropriate definitions. Hence he 
declares that, ~hough _theft, murder, and adultery are forbidden by' the 
law of nature, It remams for the civil law to determine by its commands 
what actions are to be called theft, what called adultery, and what 
murder. 2 So when he speaks of the law of nature, he evades the difficul­
ties which had bes~t. the _idea in two ways: by denying that it is a law 
at all, and by_ denvmg Its precepts, not from the realm of a divine 
reason, but q~nte autonomously, from the rationally instruct~d strivings 
of human bemgs for self-preservation. After he has done this, he does 
endeavour, it is true, to equate his law of nature with the law of God. a 
But this, I think, is merely an inconsistent, and perhaps an insincere, 
obeisance to orthodoxy, for here, too, as he makes clear, civil law-the 
command of an earthly legislator-is required to give the law of God 
its meaning, and he transcribes the Decalogue thus: 'Thou shalt not 
refuse to give the honour defined by the laws, unto thy parents'; 'Thou 
shalt not kill the man, whom the laws forbid thee to kill'; 'Thou shalt 
avoid all copulation forbidden by the laws"; etc. 4 

In treating the law of nature in· this way, Hobbes took a decisive step 
towards ridding political philosophy of an occult entity .. No doubt, by 
the seventeent~ century, important progress had already bee!l made in 
detaching the Idea of natural law from its traditional theological moor­
ings and grounding it in certain autonomous rational principles. 
Grotius's remark that the injunctions of natural law would be the same 
even on the hypothesis that there is no God, is a familiar instance.5 

But for Grotius, the law of nature originates in God and is truly law. a 

Hobbes's position is far more radical, indeed, in basic respects, his 
ideas inhabit a different world. He was denying, in effect, th«? div~ne 
origin of moral val~ations. He was saying that it is sensele_s~ to Imag!ne 
law as existent outside and apart from particular commumt1es. To ~m, 
the law of nature is not a pervasive principle of the universe expressmg 
the rational constitution of a divine mind. It is only a name for the 
means which the calculating human intelligence finds_ efficacio~s to 
achieve its ends of preservation and contentment. He drrects us, if we 

N 

1 De corpore, E. W., I, 10-11. 
2 De cive, E. W., II, 85. 
3 Ibid., E. W., II, 50-1. 
4 Ibid., E. W., II, 189. 
5 De jure belli ac pacis, Prolegomena, sec. 11, Book I, x, 5. 
8 Ibid., Prolegomena, sec. 12, Book I, x, 1-2. 
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wish to find moral standards, to seek them in the nature and capacities 
of man, not in the supposed dicta of a supernatural o.rder. L~t~r we 
shall see him attempt entirely to merge these standards m the civ~llaw 
so as to buttress the position of the sovereign power. But he w1ll be 
unsuccessful in this, for it contradicts his root conception of the founda­
tion of politics upon right. At this point, however, it seems fair to say 
that Hobbes has introduced increased clarity into political discussion. 
His repudiation of the traditional law of nature may be condemned by 
those who deplore the secularized character which thought increasingly 
assumed from the seventeenth century onwards. Yet we need not be 
ab~olutists with Hobbes to agree with him that men. create th~ir J?Oral 
umverse themselves, and that the perfection of theu humamty IS the 
work of their own reason, for it is the essence of their situation that they 
mus~ advance alone, there being no extra-human realm whose aid they 
can mvoke. 

Th~s~ considerations having been made clear, we may gp on to ask 
what It IS that reason, or the law of nature, dictates; and the answer, in 
the most general sense, is that men should seek peace, so as to remove 
the~sel~es from the danger and insecurity of the state of na~ur~. 1 The 
speci~c mference from this is that they should relinquish .their ngh~ to 
all thmgs,2 and that each man 'be contented with so much liberty agamst 
ot~er ~e~, as he would allow other men agains.t himselfe'.: To acce~t 
this pnnciplc, Hobbes declares is to obey the Golden Rule. But, obvi­
o~sly, it is not enough for me~ to agree to surrender their right .to a_ll 
thm~s; there must be a power to see that this rational resolutiOn IS 

habitually adhered to. Thence arises, as a further inference of reason, 
the necessity for the commonwealth, for one will to represent the wills of 
all a?d to possess the right of coercing and punishing any men who seek 
to VIOlate the agreement reason initially leads them to make. 5 A com­
monv:eal_th <:xists, therefore, only in virtue of each man's consent to 
submi~ his will to the will of one man or an assembly of men, and to let 
~hat will represent his person. 8 The ultimate cause of the commonwealth 
Is the foresight of men, who, though they love liberty and dominion over 
others, realize that civil society is the sole means of preservation and a 
contented life. 7 Because the commonwealth is the rational creation of 
hu~an. beings, Hobbes regards it as an artifice, deliberately made and 
mamtamed, not as something begotten by man's uninstructed human 
nature. He rejects, therefore, the Aristotelian doctrine that man is 
naturally a political animal. In Hobbes's view, man creates and upholds 

1 Leviathan, 100. 2 De cive, E. W., II, 17. 
3 Leviathan, 100. 4 Ibid., 100. 
5 De cive, E.W., II, Ch. V; Leviathan, Ch. 17. 
8 Leviathan, 126. 7 Ibid., 128. 
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his society as a work of reason; he makes himself a political animal by 
the rational discernment of the means required to secure his funda­
mental right. 1 

Hobbes now proceeds to show that the basis of the political order is 
in a contract. At the outset, he distinguishes, in accordance with their 
possible origins, two kinds of commonwealths, one institutive, the 
other indifferently characterized as despotic, as commonwealth by 
acquisition, and as patrimonial or natural government.2 Institutive 
government is created by the mutual convenants of the consenting indi­
viduals to let their wills be represented by one man or an assembly of 
men who will bear their person and of whose actions they will thence­
forth be the author; and in the Leviathan, Hobbes depicts in elaborate 
detail how this would be done.3 His intention here is to make clear that 
even on the assumption of the origin of government in a primeval as­
sembly, the erection of sovereignty could only result from the covenants 
men make with one another, so that the sovereign power itself would 
never be party to the covenant, and never be open, therefore, to the 
charge of violating it.4 In effect, this was a reply to those sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century theorists who justified rebellion by supposing a 
breach on the king's part of an original contract made between the 
crown and the people. Despotic government, the second sort of com­
monwealth, arises from the power men have over their children, or 
from conquest. 5 But here, too, Hobbes is careful to insist that there is a 
contract at its basis. • 

' ... Dominion is then acquired to the Victor [he declares] when the 
Vanquished, to avoyd the present stroke of death, covenanteth, either in 
expresse words, or by other sufficient signs of the Will, that so long as 
his life, and the liberty of his body is alJowed him, the Victor shall have 
the use thereof, at his pleasure .... It is not therefore the Victory, that 
giveth the right of Dominion over the Vanquished, but his Covenant.'7 

In this twofold division of commonwealths, Hobbes seems quite clearly 

1 Ibid., 130-1; De cive, E. W., II, 66--8. 
1 The elements of law, 81-2; De cive, E. W., II, 70-1; Leviathan, 132. 
3 Leviathan, Chs. 16-17; cf. F. ToDDies's discussion (op. cit., 236-44, and n. 121-2 

on pp. 302--6) of the interesting variations in Hobbes's account of institutive govern­
ment. 

' Leviathan, 134. 
5 De cive, E.W., II, 108-9; Leviathan, 153. 
8 Since Hobbes insists in his three largest political works (see next note) that 

despotic government rests on covenant, I cannot agree with Professor Croom 
Robertson (Hobbes, Philadelphia, 1886, 147) that the philosopher's stress on this 
point is an oversight. 

7 Leviathan, 155-6; cf. The elements of law, 99; De cive, E.W., II, 109-10; on child's 
covenant with parent, see, apud alia, Leviathan, 153. 
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to have regarded the second-government by conquest and by ge~er~­
tion of children-as truest to the facts of history. 1 But just as earher m 
the case of the state of nature, so now, too, the question of historical 
origins is irrelevant. However it may have originated, government rests 
on contract-this is all Hobbes is concerned to argue. Contract, there­
fore, is a postulate of reason, and need never have occurred as a distinct 
event. The emphasis here upon the contractual foundation of govern­
I?ent is not inconsistent with Hobbes's general position, as ?as some­
t~mes been erroneously contended. 2 It is, on the contrary, a stnct deduc­
tion from his previous assertions. His theme has been that men make 
and maintain government as the rational expression of their right to 
preserve themselves. Government, in consequence, must always pre­
suppose consent; and the hypothesis which corresponds to consent is th~t 
of a c~venant. For this reason, Hobbes insists upon the covenant .m 
despotic and institutive government alike; it is the correlate to his behef 
that the political order is unthinkable except as something in which men 
voluntarily acquiesce to secure life and contentment. 

If the fulfillment of man's pre-political right entails the common­
wealth, the latter, in turn, entails sovereignty, a supreme power to per­
~orm the actions required to maintain peace. For Hobbes, sovereignty 
IS a fa~t of political life. Wherever there is a body politic, there is also 
~overe1gnty. Without it, he says, 'there will be a liberty ~or every ~an to 

0 .what he hath a mind, or whatsoever shall seem nght to himself, 
~fich cannot stand with the preservation of mankind. And therefore in 
a . government whatsoever, there is a supreme power ... somewhere 
efistent.'3 Following out this idea, he maintained that civil wars are 
a ways fought, not to limit sovereignty, but to determine who shall pos­
:~~s 1~·4 Indeed, it cannot be limited, he pointed out, for' ... whosoever 
• 1~k~ng Soveraign Power too great, will seek to make it Jesse; must sub­
Je\ himsel_fe, to the Power, that can limit it; that is to say, to a greater'. 11 

a he attnbutes which Hobbes lists as properly belonging to sovereignty 
n re as ~eat as we can imagine them: the sovereign may not be removed 
t:r pumshed by his subjects; he is to be the sole judge of what conduces 
be keace, and, therefore, of what doctrines and opinions are allowed to 

0 d ught; h.e makes law, and thus determines the rules of property, of 
~e~id and evil, of lawful and unlawful actions; he rewards and punishes, 

es on war and peace, and commands the armed forces.l' These, the 

ap~~ia/ofu~ofthecommon/aw, 1681,E.W., VI, 147, 15G-I;Leviatlran, 550-1 (this 
a J G on Y In the English ed. of Leviathan). 
aD ~ugh, op. cit., 107, and J. Plamenatz, op. cit., 13. 
c lb~:1v;.· E.W., II, 145. 
li I :· .w., II, 135. 

Leviathan 160 
8 Ibid., 133:9. . 
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chief powers of the sovereign, are the same in both institutive and des­
potic government, 1 and t~e sovereign is said to possess them by right, 
~ecause as the represen~~lVe of the consenting individuals, he has ~een 
m_vested with the l~tte_rs_ ~tght to do everything needful for preservation.• 
Fmally, they are mdtvlSlble, for if one of them is granted away to be 
exercised by someon~ othe_r than the sQvereign, the rest are deprived of 
all effect, and sovereignty ttself ceases to be. a 

The great difficulty with this list as Hobbes himself admits, is that, 
in practice, soverei_gns for the ~ost part neither exercise, nor are 
acknowledged th_e nght to exercise, so large a range of powers.' _How, 
then, can it be satd that wherever there is a commonwealth, there ts also 
sovereignty? The difficu_Ity vanishes, however, when we realize that 
Hobb:s has been sp~a~mg of sovereignty in two dist~nct s~nses. One 
sense ts purely descnpttve: any political order does, m pomt of fact, 
presuppose a supreme power whose will makes law and against whose 
judgement there is no. appeal other than to the private sw?rd of civil 
V:'ar. The o~he~ sense ts n_or~ative: if the supreme power 1~ to be_ en­
tirely effective m performmg Its function, it should be, and Its subJects 
should admit it to be, v_ested with every attribute Hobbes has assigned 
it. These attributes are, m their totality, the logically necessary counter­
concept to the state of nature.l1 They are deductions 'from the ... need, 
and designes of men, in erecting of Commonwealths, and putting them­
selves under Monarchs, or Assemblies entrusted with power enough for 
their protection'.8 They ought, therefore, to be conceded as the sove­
reign's rights; and it is the failure to admit this, Hobbes points out, that 
is one of the causes responsible for the dissolution of states.7 

The outcome of Hobbes's discussion is the validation of any govern­
ment as such. In each of the three forms of commonwealth-monarchy, 
aristocracy, and democracy-sovereignty, though differently located, is 
an inescapable fact; and, logically speaking, the attributes which belong 
to it are the same.8 Men may unreasonably refuse to see this, or they 
may think the consequences of political life, with the sovereignty it 
necessitates, to be harsh. Yet these latter are as nothing compared with 
the calamities of civil war and 'that dissolute condition of masterlesse 
men, without subjection to Lawes, and a coercive Power to tye their 
hands from rapine and revenge .. .'.D And so, of the three forms of 
government, which is best ought not to be disputed, we are told, but 
we ought to maintain and prefer that government under which it is our 
fortune to Iive.10 

By this iron reasoning, Hobbes brought the modern doctrine of sove-

1 Ibid., 153, 156-7; De cive, E.W.,II, 121-2. 11 Leviathan, 133. 
3 Ibid., 139. 4 Ibid., 160. 6 Cf. F. Tonnies, op. cit., 231. 
8 Leviathan, 157. 7 Ibid., 247-8. 8 Ibid., 142-3. 
D Ibid., 141. 10 Ibid., 429. 
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reignty into the full light of day. It had been first enunciated in the six­
teenth century by Bodin, who formulated it as 'the supreme PO\~er over 
citizens and subjects unrestrained by laws'. 1 But Bodin's dis~uss10n had 
been inconsistent and equivocal, for he held that the sovereign, though 
not subject to positive law, is certainly bound by the law of nature, and 
the latter, to Bodin, was really and literally law. 2 Hobbes S\~ept. away 
all such hesitations. From the legal standpoint, the so~e~e1gn ~~ n~t 
b~und by anything; not by positive law, since the latter ongmates .m h~s 
will; and not by the law of nature, since, on Hobbes's demonstration, It 
is not law at all, but merely a precept of reason. . . 

The proclamation of the unlimitedness of the sovereign IS, of ~our~e, 
abs?lutism, and is one of the things which has aroused_ such am~osi~Y 
agamst Hobbes. We ·must not think, however, that this absolutism IS 
unequivocally maintained, for as I have been suggesting, and must now 
sh~w in detail, it is incompatible with his construc~ion of political 
ph_Ilosophy on the foundation of an original human nght. The appro­
pnate point at which to commence our examination of this matter is 
Hobbes's discussion of the relation between natural law and civil law. 
We recall that, among other attributes, Hobbes gives to the sovereign 
the power to make law, i.e. to establish rules 'by which every man may 
know what may be called his, what another's, what just, what unjust, 
what hone.st, what dishonest, what good, what evil .. .'.3 He thinks of 
law exclusively as a command, and finds its basis not, as was tradition­
ally t_hought, in reason, but in wiiJ.4 Accordingly, he sees the basis of 
ob~dience. to law, not in its content, but in the fact that it is commanded. 
This pr~vides the criterion by which he distinguishes counsel from com­
mand: m_ counsel, the cause of obedience is the thing advised, i.e. the 
cont~nt; m command, the cause of obedience is the will of the com­
~a~ ~r.& With this positivistic conception of law, he quite logically 

_emel any legal standing to the law of nature characterising the latter Simp y as 'C 1 · ' o~c USions, or Theoremes concerning what conduceth to ... conservation • e 

thi~·oi~ t~he .~ro~Ie~ ~~ised. by Hobbes's formulation of the civil law is 
lays ·do e t~ ent;ty of law hes solely in its form as a command, and if it 

wn e rues to be accepted as fixing the just and the unjust, good 
1 'Summa in cives ac bd' . 

I, 8. su ltos leg1busque soluta potestas', De republica sex libri, 
2 Cf. G. H. Sabine, op cit 407 11 J La' 

Allen, Political tho1wht /n t•'' . - • · •rd, Hobbes, London, 1934, 73, and J. W. 
• . o ne SIXteemh ce1111 y 422 Th' · I f B d' ' · conSJSicllcJcs. There arc others . tr ~ · •s •s on Y one o o m s m-

. , • as, e.g., h1s demal that the sovereign has a right over subjects property. 
a /Je dve, E W., II, 77; cf. l.eviatlum, 137. 
4 !Je cive, E.W., II, 185; Leviathan, 203. 
6 /JI' dvl', E.W., II, 183. 
ll See Hhove, 175. 
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and evil, have we any ground remaining upon which the law itself can 
be judged? We do not mean a legal ground, for Hobbes has convinced 
us that such there cannot be. We mean a moral ground. Does the law of 
nature-i.e. the rational precepts !eading to preservation-give us suc_h 
a ground? Or are we to acquiesce in the horrid conclusion that ius IS 
merely iussum, and morality equal to legality? This is the question on 
which Hobbes runs into difficulties. He wishes to persuade us that the 
law of nature finds its realization in political society as such. But we are 
left asking why the reason which impelled men to consent to the com­
monwealth as the way of fulfilling their claim to life and contentment, 
should not continue, after the commonwealth is constituted, to judge 
whether the latter is effective in serving its purpose. 

Such a conclusion Hobbes strives with might and main to avoid. He 
goes about it, first, by denying the possibility of a right reason separate 
from the reason of the sovereign power. Once the commonwealth is in 
existence, the advocate of certainty and demonstrable truth is ready to 
turn traitor to his philosophy by allowing reason to be wholly conven­
tional: whatever the sovereign calls reasonable should be accepted as 
such. So he says that he would consent to the opinion that quarrels 
should be decided by right reason 'if there were any such thing to be 
found or known in rerum natura . ... But ... seeing right reason is not 
existent, the reason of some man, or men, must supply the place thereof; 
and that man, or men, is he or they, that have the sovereign power ... .' 1 

Next, Hobbes endeavours to merge the law of nature completely in the 
civil law. The two contain each other, he says, and are of equal extent in 
every commonwealth, 2 with the re~ult that 'It is not possible to com­
mand aught by the civil law, contrary to the laws of nature'.3 Even the 
conflicting laws of different states, he insists, are all equal to the.law of 
nature.4 

I do not see, however, why we need accept these assertions. Indeed, on 
Hobbes's own showing, we need not. The question is not whether there 
is a :ight reaso~ in rerw1~ natura~ for .n?th!ng at stake in the argument 
reqmres us to thmk there IS. Yet smce It IS nght reason which causes men 
in the state of nature to give up some of their rights so as to secure 
preservation, right reason cannot be merely conventional. Its task was 
to discover the real means towards peace and the satisfaction of the needs 
of life, and it solved this task by deducing the necessity for the state and 
for sovereignty. If this was a true solution, then right reason could not 
be a mere convention ; and as it was separate from the sovereign power 

1 The elements of law, 150; cf. De cive, E. W., II, 268-9; Leviathan, 33; A dialogue 
of the common law, E. W., VI, 22, 121-2. 

2 Leviathan, 205. 
3 De cive, E. W., II, 190, margin. 
4 De homine, L.W., II, 116-17. 
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which it creates, there is no justification why the sovereign's judgement 
should al~ays be taken for right reason after the state is in being. 
Hob~es himself inadvertently admits this. He tells us expressly that .no 
man IS bound to obey a command which 'frustrates the End for which 
· · · Soveraignty was ordained .. .' . 1 But whose reason is to decide this? 
Clearly,_ it can be decided only by the subject's reason. In making this 
concesswn, Hobbes opened an irreparable, yet inevitable, gap in his 
a_rgument that the sovereign's reason should always be accounted 
nght reason. 

There is a similar weakness in his effort to have the civil law and the 
~aw of nature identical. This amounts to saying that every law should 

e regarde~ as rational and good. But the philosopher obviously felt 
doubts_, as _Is proved by his numerous statements informing us that the 
sovereign IS subject to the Jaw of nature and must not act against it. 
How ~ould he have supposed the possibility of a conflict between the 
sovereign and the law of nature if he had remained true to his assertion 
that the civil law and natural I~w never contradict each other? Yet he 
declares that the sovereign 'has ... no other bounds, but such as are 
set <;mt by the ... Law of Nature' ;2 that 'All Punishments of Innocent 
subjects· .. are against the Law of Nature' ;3 that to 'Equity ... as being 
a Precept of the Law of Nature, a Soveraign is as much subject, as any 
0~ the meanest of his people';<~ and that sovereigns 'may_ d_ive~se ways 
transgress against the ... laws of nature, as by cruelty, tmqmty, con-
tumely, and other like vices ... '. 5 • • 

It is evident that Hobbes's emphasis on obedi:n~e contams ser~ous 
inconsistencies. And we can sec how this emphasis IS fur_the~ qualified 
· h' d' · · f 1 b · ct and the obligatiOn of the m 1s 1scusswn of the ltbcrty o t 1e su Je ' . . h' . 
sovereign. f n general he s·tys the subject's liberty consists m twodt mdg~. 
fi · ' ·' · ' . Id t have been surren ere m rst, m the right to do that wh1ch cou no 1 d t 
any covenant; second, in the right to do wha_tev~r the aw oes no 
forbid .I' It is the rights in the first category which _mterest us heref [~r 
they contain some important concessions. Thus, m the natur~ o h' e 
case, a subject need not obey a command to kill, ~ou?d, or mmm. 1m­
self; he may also refuse to endanger his life by ser~1ce m war; a?d m the 
event th?-t many men should unjustly unite_ to res1s~ the .soverei?11 • they 
have a nght, civil war being begun, to contmue the1r resistance~~ o:der 
to preserve themselves.? This list shows that subjects, in Hobbes s VIew, 
r~tai~ significant original liberties in civil society. ~hey have other 
hbert1es as well. To one I have already drawn attentiOn; I mean the 
statement of Hobbes that obedience may be withheld if_a command 
frustrates the end for which sovereignty was ordained. s This, of course, 

1 Leviathan 167 
4 Ibid., 26s: · 
7 Ibid., 168. 

2 1bid., 173. 
6 De cive, E. W., II, 101. 
8 Sec above. 
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can only be decided when the subject exercises a liberty of private judge­
ment. Again, subjects need not obey the sovereign power when ~t has 
lost its ability to protect them. 1 It is on this ground that ~obbes, !n th.e 
final chapter of the English version of the Lel•iathan, justified, by Impli­
cation, the transfer of allegiance from the Stuart dynasty to ~e r~volu­
tionary government erected by Cromwell. But at what pomt m the 
complicated contest of a civil war is an old sovereign overthrown an? a 
new one in a position to afford protection? Here, also, is a matter which 
only the individual's private judgement can determine. 

So far as concerns the sovereign's obligations to subjects, legally th~re 
are none. Yet the sovereign has a duty which is expressed in the rna~, 
sa/us populi suprema lex. And by safety is meant not bare preservatiOn, 
Hobbes says, but 'happiness' and all the 'contentments oflife', for these, 
too, are among the ends at which men aim in consenting to govern­
ment.2 He declares that sovereigns should yield obedience to right 
reason,3 thereby assuming what he had previously denied, namely, that 
the sovereign's reason and right reason might differ. He goes on to ad­
vise sovereigns to administer justice equally, to impose fair taxes, to 
provide charity, encourage labour, make good laws, and not more laws 
than are needful. Legally, no doubt, sovereigns need do none of these 
things. But if they omit to do them, Hobbes points out, they will lose 
their power, since 'Negligent government', he says, is punished with 
'Rebellion ... For seeing Punishments are consequent to the breach 
of Lawes; Natlirall Punishments are naturally consequent to the breach 
of the Lawes of Nature; and therefore follow them as their naturall, not 
arbitrary effects.'4 Hence, owing to rebellion, the long-run result of mis­
government, there is, indeed, a real obligation of rulers to their subjects. 
It is true, of course, that Hobbes is usually ready to place the main 
responsibility for rebellion on subjects and to treat civil war as a mani­
festation of the irrational side of human nature. 6 On this account he 
commits some dreadful sophisms, as when he says that 'Doctrine repug­
nant to Peace, can no more be True, than Peace and Concord can be 
against the Law of Nature'. 1 Did he really have no idea of the extent to 
whic~ ruler~ have despised and suppressed truth in the interest of up­
holdmg their power? Nevertheless, for Hobbes it remains emphatically 
the case that the sovereign exists for the people's sake, and not the other 
way around. 7 Because of this, he was compelled to admit that the sove­
reign had a moral obligation, the obligation to act rationally. ' ... he, 

1 Leviathan, 170. 
2 De cive, E.W., II, 167; Leviathan, 258. 
3 De cive, E.W., II, 166. 
"Leviathan, 284. 
6 Ibid., 141. 
8 Ibid., 137. 
7 A dialogue of the common law, E. W., VI, 13. 
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who being placed in authority,' he declares, 'shall u~e his power ot~e~f 
wise than to the safety of the people, will act agamst the reason 
peace, that is to say, against the laws of nature.' 1 

The foregoing considerations reveal the existence of a deep cleavage 
running through Hobbes's thought. This cleavage is nothing ~rivial. It 
lies rather at the very heart of his political philosophy, and anses from 

' ' . h t ss the conflict between two fundamentally opposed tendencies: t e s re 
on natural right, and the desire to validate any government as s~c~. 
The former is liberalism the latter absolutism. Between the two, It tS 
the stress on natural righ{ which is unquestionably stronger, for it is that 
concept on which his theory rests. Even against his will, there~ore, 
Hobbes has forged a revolutionary weapon. If he defended absoluttsm, 
it was only on the ground that absolutism is in the general interest; and 
should !-his ~e denied, as his own thought gives us a basis for doing, 
absolu~Ism dtsappears, and in its place is substituted the liberal system 
for which the philosopher's nineteenth-century utilitarian disciples con­
tended. It is, then, quite accurate to call Hobbes 'a radical in the service 
o~ re~ctio~', 2 and to hold that his ideas contain 'the germs of the con­
stttutiOnahsm he combated' ;3 indeed, I should say they contain more 
thadn the germs. He has affirmed that men, in virtue of their humanity 
?-n. apart from every social circumstance, possess a natural right which 
1\ 1 ~ th~ c~mmonwealth's duty to fulfill. This right involves more than a 
c atm 0 are preservation· it is a right also as we have seen to 'con-
tentment' t ' · ' ' ' . . t"t 'do commodious living', even to 'happiness' ,4 for government 
IS InS 1 Ute so that f h . h d" . . 'live d r h f , m~n may, as ar as t eir uman con Itlon permits, 
conclu~ tgt~ ully .G T~ts being the case, we are irresistibly brought to 
re·ect e at men Will_ be rationally and morally justified when they 
a~ im a co~b~1 .onwealth rn which the fulfillment of their right has become 

posst I tty. 

It must not, however, be imagined that Hobbes believed it the 
c~mmonwfealth's responsibility to make its subjects happy. Such a doc-
tnne was ar from h · · d · f b · f 

1 t d . Is mm , Its appearance as a orce emg reserved or 
a a er ay tn the history of political thought. In Hobbes's view, men 
arc to seek thei_r contentment and happiness for themselves. But the 
cot1Jinonwc;~lth ts not to impose obstacles to this quest. It has, we may 
~,:ty, It negattve duty, the duty of not interfering. This is the meaning of 
Hobbes's admonition to rulers to make no more laws than are needful.' 

1 De ci1•e, E.W., II, 166-7. . 
z J. Tulloch, Rational theology and Christian philosophy in England rn the seven­

teenth century, 2 vols., Edinburgh and London, 1872, II, 26. 
3 A. E. Taylor, Thomas Hobbes, London, 1908, 92. Professor Taylor goes on to 

rcrnark on the community of spirit between Hobbes and Locke. 
4 Sec above, 174. 185. 
r. !>e ,.;,.,., 1-.'.W., II, 167. 
o Leviathan, 268. 
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If our analysis has been correct, then it should be evident that, in the 
most important respects, Hobbes's thought is no mutation, no sport of 
nature or monstrous birth without a counterpart in its time. The case is 
just the reverse. No less than Lilburne, Milton, ~nd Harrington, Hobbes 
is a man of the English revolution and the age It ushered in.l The proc­
lamation of natural right expressed the European consciousness as it 
emerged, at last, from feudalism and became bourgeois, anti-clerical, 
and revolutionary. 2 For a century and_ a h~l.f, and more, natural right 
~as to be one of t~e grea~ watchwords mspm~g ~~n to recreate society 
m a new image. It 1s by th1s theme that Hobbes IS JOined to the revolution 
with which, at first sight, he may seem to have so little in common. A 
proponent of absolutism, his doctrine, none the less, is an equalizing one. 
It enforces, as his utilitarian defender, Grote, pointed out, 'a like claim 
on the part of every subject to partake in the common benefit•.a Even 
his occasional remarks on economic subjects carry the distinct flavour of 
the order for which the revolution won full freedom of operation. We 
observe this in his praise of thrift and labour, in his suggestion that the 
surplus poor be transported to colonies, and in his advocacy of laws for 
the encouragement of manufactures, agriculture, fishing, and merchant 
shipping.4 

Running back beyond Hobbes's synthesis of ideas is a tradition of 
social thought that is very ancient, always taxed with unorthodoxy or 
tainted with heresy, and ever the view of a sceptical minority. It is the 
tradition which is based on the avowed or implicit denial that there 
exists any cosmic support for ethical judgements and the good life. At 
its beginning stand the Greek sophists, rejecting the notion that the state 
exists by nature; and after them, Epicurus, showing how justice is but 
the result of a compact of men to refrain from hurting one another· 
then Carneades, the famous opponent of the Stoics, affirming that God 
could not have given one identical law to all men; later still, Epicurus's 
great disciple, the poet, Lucretius, who depicts men as the creators of 
their civilization and morality from savage and animal origins; and not 
so far from Hobbes's own time, the excommunicated, anti-papal nomi­
nalist, Marsilio of Padua, pronouncing that command is the criterion of 
law.6 

1 I think, however, that Lips is wrong in ascribing to Hobbes a special sympathy 
for the revolutionary government (J. Lips, Die Stelilmg des Thomas Hobbes zu den 
politischen Parteietz der grossen eng/ischetz Re1•olution, Leipzig, 1927). 

2 Cf. B. Croce, The philosophy of Giamballista Vico, trans. R. G. Collingwood, 
London, 1913, 75-6, and G. De Ruggiero, The history of Europea11 liberalism, trans. 
R. G. Collingwood, Oxford,1927, 24. 

3 G. Grote, op. cit., 64. 
4 De cive, E.W., II, 166-7; Leviathan, 267. 
6 For the sophists, see, of course, Plato's Dialogues, passim; on Epicurus: the frag­

ments cited in C. Bailey, The Greek atomists and Epicurus, Oxford, 1928, 511-12; 
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With Hobbes this tradition reaches its fruition, and then issues forth 
to form a powe;ful constituent in the thought o~ ~he a?e that i_s coming 
into being. Nowhere more clearly than in his wntmgs IS there mcorpor­
ated the reorientation of values which the seventeenth century was has­
tening on. We sec this, at the very outset, when he takes i_t for granted 
that death is the worst of evils. How far a remove from this to the van­
ished Christian hope in a world to come! Only when the life of man in 
~he n_atural order is assigned supreme and exclusive value ~an it ~e 
Irnagmed that death is the thing most to be avoided. We see It also m 
the negation of every form of transcendancy. The orthodox status of 
natural laV.: is set aside, the possibility of divine knowledge denied, and 
the:e remams only the autonomous human being, finding the norms of 
social life alone. Then, too, the political order is deprived of its sacro­
san_ct character. It ceases to be the repository of that divine charisma 
which St. Paul impressed upon Christians in his admonition that 'the 
powers that be are ordained of God'. A cold-eyed disenchantment takes 
the place of the religious awe with which rulers were wont to be re-
garded Now th t . , . d . 1 . "fi . . -1 tTt ·w e s ate Is man s creatiOn, an Its so e JUSti Icahon IS 1 s 
u 1. 1 y.d', hen a state is unable to fulfill man's needs, it has lost its only 
ratson etre This . . f I . d I I . H bb ' con f · ·. reonentatwn o va ues IS expresse , ast y, m o es s 
sep ce~ 10t of society. Social life is exhibited as composed of individuals 
a dara e rom one another as Epicurus's atoms, pursuing their private 

n personal ends. Society is not an organism· it is a mathematical 
f:ft~~:g~~e c~actly_ equal to the sum of its parts. It is assumed that self­
illusios IS t f e spnng of behaviour, and that altruism is a concealed and 
so far ~~r~ orm of egoism. But it is also assumed that the human atoms, 
good. ey pursue their egoistic ends rationally, will spell out a social 

So we see that th . . . 
be for man e ratwnahzatwns and the tone of life, as they were to 
poet, Abr:h: long year, arc palpably present in Hobbes's outlook. The 
Columbus f m Cowley, spoke truth when he called him the 'great 
the heroc. 0 the golden lands of new philosophies'.• Hobbes is one of 
rcndcri s offthought, dauntless in the task of reconstruction, as the last 

~gs 0 the political philosophy of the medieval world lost their 
power o command assent. 

on Carneades: c· . . 
origins in De ICCro, De republica, III, x1; on Lucretms: the great account ofhuman 
naissance de /eru"! natura, Book V; on Marsilio: the texts cited in G. de Lagarde, La 
Troi~-Chateaue::~~ lai"que au dec/in du moyen age: 11, Marsile de !'l!doue, Saint-Paul­
strikmg and dese 3~· Ch. X, part II; the parallels between Marsl110 and Hobbes are 

1 'To Mr. Hob~~s~.~vestigation. 
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XIV 

THE ROYALISTS 
AND SIR ROBERT FILMER 

ATHOUGH much has been written about the importance in the 
seventeenth century of the theory of the divine right of kings, I 
cannot find that it played a conspicuous role in the doctrines ad­

vanced by English royalist writers either before or during the revolution­
ary decades. According to Dr. Figgis, the divine-right theory of royal 
power meant not only that monarchy is ordained by God, that its here­
ditary right is indefeasible, and that, by the law of God, it may not be re­
sisted; entailed as well was the view that kings are legally unlimited and 
that positive law is solely the product of their will. 1 Now this last article 
was upheld by scarcely any royalist theorist. Before 1640, we may find 
much fulsome rhetoric in adulation of kingship, and much talk of non­
resistance: the well-known sermons of Roger Manwaring are an ex­
ample. 2 But James I seems to have been the only writer to state un­
equivocally that the ~ing ~lone, and without the consent of Parliament, 
can make law.3 Thts clatm, however, was advanced by James in a 
purely specul~tive ~ann~r, and. he never urged it, and even repudiated 
it, in his deahngs wtth hts Parhaments.4 After 1640, the same position 
was maintained by but a single royalist thinker, Sir Robert Filmer. In 
doing s~, more?~er, Filmer placed him.self well outside the main body 
of royahst pubhctsts. For the latter, whtle they certainly agreed that the 
king was, in some sense, above positive law, were also clear that he 
could not make law without the concurrence of his Parliament. Indeed, 

1 J. N. Figgis, op. cit., 5-6. 
2 Religion and allegiance, 1627. 
3 The trew law of free monarchies, 1598, The political works of James I, ed. C. H. 

Mcilwain, Cambridge, 1918, 62. Miss Judson suggests that the clergyman, William 
Dickinson, in a sermon entitled The kings right, 1619, also ascribed law-making 
power to the king (op. cit., 213-14). From her citations, however, I am not sure that 
this is what Dickinson meant. 

4 A speach to the lords and commons oftlze Parliament at Whitelza/1, Political works; 
cf. J. W. Allen, English political thought, 5-6. 
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it was just this which ap~eared to some of them the chief advantage and 
special glory of the Enghsl~ mon<:rchy. h h k' could 

If the majority of royalist wnters had asserted t at t 1~ mgt 
make law of his sole will, or that the privileges of. Par Iame; ~~~e 
merely a concession which the king could at any .time revo e,. Y 
would have been unequivocally adopting the doctrmc of sovereignty. 
But they made no such assertion, and we must be careful to read them 
accurately on this point. They may say that there must be some power 
above law in every government and that, in a monar.chy, such a suprem­
acy is the king's. They may even characterize the kmg as ~lbs.olute. But 
almost always they go on to explain that in England, the kmg s suprem­
acy or his absoluteness docs not exclude the right of Parliament to share 
in the making of law. On this subjc~t, the, stat~ment drawn ~~ by 
Charles l's advisers in reply to Parliament s ~metcen Propositions 
(1642), is characteristic. 'Nothing ... is more (mdced) prop~r for the 
High Court of Parliament,' wrote Culpepper and Falkland, then the 
making of Laws, which not only ought there to be transacted, but can 
be transacted nowhere else ... .' 1 

In thus denying that the royalists were claiming for the king a power 
to make law, I do not mean to overlook the aggressive measures taken 
by Charles I and his ministers before 1640. It is necessary, however, to 
understand clearly what these measures amounted to. No doubt, the 
La~dian. attempt to suppress Puritanism and impose a strict ~elipious 
umform1ty was disturbing to Commons. No doubt, too, the kmg s e~­
deavour after 1629 to rule without summoning Parliament, and h1s 
exaction of forced loans and ship-money, aroused justifiable a.nxiet~. 
~ut these, and much else which Charles undertook to do, had their basis 
m the legal position of the crown and were no more than his Tudor 
predecessors. had done before him. Supremacy over the Church had 
b~en veste~ m the crown ever since the Reformation. It had always lain 
WI~h the kmg whether or not to summon Parliament. Moreover, the 
Shlp-.money ca~e ~s significant as showing that the judges were not up­
holdmg a~ unlimited power on the king's part to impose what taxes he 
ple~sed Without Parliamentary consent. Such a power was expressly 
den~ed. 2 What was held lawful was the king's power to exact an extra­
ordmary tax for purposes of national defence when, in his judgement, 

1 J. Rushworth, op. cit., V, 729. It is Clarendon who tells us that Culpepper and 
Falkland drafted the king's answer (Tire life of Edward earl of Clarendon ... by him­
self, .Oxford, 1~47, 953; this edition of the Life is bound together and paginated 
contmuously ~1th the History, Oxford, 1843). Clarendon took exception to the state­
ment because 1t went on to speak of the king as one of the estates of the realm rather 
than as above them ~II (Life, 953; cf. B. H. G. Wormald, op. cit., 12), but he agreed, 
of course, that the kmg made law with the consent of the Houses. 

2 See the argument of Justice Berkley in State trials, ed. T. B. Howell, 21 vols., 
London, 1816, III, 1090. 
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the kingdom was in danger. 1 The obvious reply, of course, is that ~he 
kingdom was not in danger. But this, as we shall see, was a questiOn 
which, under the king's prerogative, he alone had, legally, power to 
decide. 

Was there, then, no real danger of a royal despotism in the decade 
before the Long Parliament met'? The answer, I think, is that ther~ v.:as. 
But such a danger lay in prospect not because the crown was claurung 
new powers, but because the existing constitution had ceased to cor­
respond to reality. After its long apprenticeship during the sixt:enth and 
early seventeenth centuries, Parliament, and Commons especia_lly! h~d 
achieved maturity, 2 and could no longer be expected to remam m Its 
traditional subordination to the king. It was absurd that the royal 
prerogative should enable the king to disregard Parliament's will, ex­
clude the Houses from considering crucial questions of policy, a~d carry 
out measures which they opposed. Despite all the limitations which that 
age placed upon the franchise, Commons was representative in a sense 
that the crown was not. Together with the Lords, it spoke for the bulk of 
the economically dominant class in the country. That the king should 
act against Parliament's wishes, that he should sununon and dismiss 
Parliament as he willed-this was despotic. Inevitably, Charles's effort 
to rule without Parliament and to raise extra-Parliamentary forms of 
revenue called forth alarm and opposition. It seems probable that the 
king's continued enforcement of policies which Parliament condemned 
would only have led to further repression and, eventually, even to the 
virtual nullification of those rights and privileges which Parliament had 
come to possess. 

In 1640, however, matters had not gone nearly so far as this, and the 
issue was not the survival of Parliament. Nor was it a theory of mon­
archy which ascribed legally unlimited power to the king. It was whether 
supremacy in the determination of public policy should remain where, 
legally and traditionally, it had always been, in the king.3 Already before 
1640, by its encroachments on the king's powers, Parliament had been 
threatening this supremacy. Now the effect of the Long Parliament's 
demands was to deprive the king of it altogether. Nothing less than a 
declaration of Parliamentary sovereignty is embodied in the resolution 
which the Houses passed in March 1642, 'That when the Lords and 
Commons in Parliament ... shall declare what the Law of the Land is, 
to have this not only questioned and controverted, but contradicted, and 

1 Cf., e.g., ibid., Ill, 1096-7, and see the remarks of J. W. Allen, English political 
thought, 18-19. 

2 Cf. W. Notestein, The winning of the initiative by the House of Commons, Pro­
ceedings of the British Academy, XI, 1925, and J. E. Neale, The Elizabethan House of 
Commons, London, 1949. 

3 Cf. J. W. Allen, English political thought, 375--{). 
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a Command that it should not be obeyed, is a high Breach of the Privi­
lege of Parliament'. 1 ~nd in this same month,_ by _their ordinance on. the 

mJJitia the Houses did actually and unconstitutionally assume legisla-
tive po,wer to themselves. 2 . . • • 

Under these circumstances, the standpomt which the royahs~ writers 
took up was a defensive one .. N?t by the u~t7ran~e of new clan~s, but 
by the reaffirmation of tl!e kt~g s legal positiOn m E~gland-th1s w~s 
how they met the innovative measures of the Long Parliament. There IS, 

accordingly, little that is new !n royalist doctrine _after I 640.3 Right 
through the previous decades, m reply to the growmg attempts at re­
sistance of the exercise of the king's supremacy, the details of the royal­
ist position had been elaborated. Now these were marshalled and re­
stated to comprise the royalist argument in the controversy that broke 
forth after the Long Parliament's assembling. There _were a few able 
writers who performed this task, notably Dudley D1gges and Henry 
Ferne, both of whom have already been mentioned in another connec­
tion.4 But neither of these, even, was of much significance, and the only 
thinker of real importance to appear on the royalist side was Sir Robert 
Filmer. 

We can proceed more easily to grasp the peculiarities of Filmer's 
position if, by way of comparison, we first note more fully than we have 
done so far the character of the ordinary royalist argument both before 
and du_ring the revolution. This argument was, as I have suggested, in 
the ma1? legal, not philosophical; that is to say, its ground was more a 
conception of the king's position in England than a philosophical 
theory of kingship or the state. Prior to 1640, its clearest formulation, 
probably~ was in the opinions advanced by the law-officers when uphold­
~ng the kmg'~ right to do some particular act whose exercise had been 
egally questioned. The notions that were there expressed formed the 

fore of the royalist standpoint, being far more characteristic of the 
:tter than were the ornate utterances of such clerical ideologues as 

oger Manwaring. 6 Between these notions and the views put forth in 

(J 1-f'rds journals, IV, 450; cf. also Parliament's declaration of 29th May 1642 
of s ush~orth, op. cit., V, 551-2), which Professor Mcilwain calls a formal assertion 
352)~vereignty (The high court of Parliament and its supremacy, New Haven, 1910, 

A: C~t~· Firth has pointed out that the first ordinance of the Houses was passed in 
of Ws .641 • but that, _though unconstitutional, it attracted little attention because 
1642 u~~mportant subJect-matter. It was the militia ordinance, passed 5tli March 
(Act; ;n~ch P~ecipitatcd the issue of how Parliament c~uld legislate without the king 
Lo d 19ordmances_.r:f the Interregnum, cd. C. H. Ftrth and R. S. Rait 3 vols 

3n on, II, III, xm-xv). ' ., 

4 SCf. Fb. D. Wormuth, The royal prerogative /603-1649, Ithaca 1939 119 
ee a ove, 73-74 ' • · 

6 Cf. K F T . · 
· eJ mg, A hiStory of the Tory party 1640-1714, Oxford, 1924, 31-2. 
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the writings of the royalist critics of the Long Parliament, the con­
tinuity, as already observed, was marked. 

In the ordinary royalist argument, the principal conception was that 
of the king's prerogative. Prerogative signified various things: the king's 
special privileges in the common-law courts, his particular rights as 
chief feudal lord, and his rights as head of the state. 1 Only the last cate­
gory concerns us here. As head of the state, the king legally controlled 
provinces of government in which he had sole decision, exercising his 
powers therein by his own authority simply. 2 Though these provinces did 
not extend to the making of law, they did encompass such matters as 
the control of foreign policy, the making of war and peace, pardoning of 
felons, supremacy over the Church, and exercise of jurisdiction in vari­
ous conciliar courts like the Star Chamber. They also included an un­
defined right to do whatever seemed necessary for the general welfare. 
Some of the powers in the prerogative had belonged to the crown an­
ciently, others had been annexed during the sixteenth century when the 
Tudors established their strong monarchy on the ruins of the feudal 
nobility and took jurisdiction over the Church by throwing off the papal 
supremacy. It was the king's right to control these several areas of 
government that gave substance to his position as head of the state. It 
was in respect of their 'high prerogatives', as Sir Roger Twysden ob­
served, that ' ... kings with us have ever beene ... justly named mon­
archs'.3 

Now when the royal law-officers spoke of these powers that fell within 
the king's prerogative, they frequently characterized them as absolute. 
Particularly the king's power to act in the general welfare was called 
absolute. As this idea occurs in each of the three great constitutional 
cases that arose between 1603 and 1640, we can form a tolerably clear 
idea of what was me~nt by it.4 ~y t.he king's absolute power, the law­
officers of the crown mtended to mdtcate that, when exercising his right 
as head of the state, and especially his right to do what was needful for 
the general welfare, the king was not bound by law. The judges, it must 
be observed, took care to segregate the sphere of the king's absolute 
from that of his ordinary power. Thus in Bate's case (1606), Chief 
Baron Fleming pointed out that in questions pertaining to the disposi-

1 I have taken this classification from Miss Judson, op. cit., 23. 
z Cf. J. R. Tanner, Constitlltional documents of the reign of James I, Cambridge, 

1930,5. 
3 Certaine considerations upon the government of England, ed. J. M. Kemble, 

Camden society, London, 1849, 21. Twysden's remark on p. 94 shows that his work 
was written some time after 1648. 

4 Bate's case, 1606: State trials, II, 389 (Chief Baron Fleming), ibid., II, 383, 384 
(Baron Clarke); the five knights' case, 1627: State trials, III, 37 (Attorney-general 
Heath); the ship-money case, 1637: State trials, III, 1083-4 (Justice Crawley), ibid., 
III, 1098-9 (Justice Berkley). 
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tion of private property, the king was always bound by law as adminis­
tered in the common-law courts. 1 But just because the king was supreme, 
there had to be a realm, it was held, in which his supremacy could be 
freely exercised. This was the realm of his absolute power, and here he 
was not tied to law. 

What the ordinary royalist position at most asserted, therefore, was 
not that the king could make law, but that, being supreme, he could, in 
certain matters, break law. Thus, in 1627, in the five knights' case, the 
attorney-general, after expressly denying that the king may do whatever 
he pleases, went on to argue that, as head of the commonwealth and by 
his 'absoluta potestas', the king may, for the commonwealth's good, 
imprison without showing cause. 2 Similarly, in the ship-money case, the 
judges upheld the right of the king, as part of his supremacy, to exact a 
tax for national defence in time of danger without consent of Parlia­
ment.3 If the king may not determine questions of sa/us reipub/icae, 
said Justice Berkley, then 'I do not understand how [he] may be said to 
have the majestical right and power of a free monarch'.4 

. Of course, the royal law-officers asserted that the king always used 
hts absolute power for the common good.~ Yet this is just what Parlia­
ment had come to deny. The leaders of Commons were increasingly 
doubtful that the king was employing his position in the general interest, 
and they feared lest the doctrine of prerogative be made the cover for 
mea~ures which would render Parliament superfluous altogether; hence 
~ar!Jament's growing encroachments on the prerogative and the ob­
Je.ctiOns as to the legality of its exercise. In this situation of sharpening 
disagre.em~nt, the royalist argument was in an embarrassed condition, 
f~r while It insisted on the king's supremacy, it did not ascribe to the 
km.g a _power of making law. How could the king be supreme when 
l~g~slation, the highest act of sovereignty, was not in his sole will? In the 
SI~tee~th century, this question had not yet arisen. Parliament was then 
still Widely conceived of in its medieval sense as a judicial body declaring 
law, rather than in its modern sense as a legislative body making law.• 
~~reo~er, the supremacy of the Tudors did not need to encompass the 
e~Js:ahve power to be effective. The intere_sts of Parliament were, on the 
~ f e, t~?se of the crown, and it usually did the monarch's bidding will­
~g Y· With an extensive prerogative and an obedient Parliament, 
Ben? VIII and Elizabeth exercised a supremacy which was real enough. 

Y t e early seventeenth century, all this was changed. Now that the 

1 State trials 11 389 
2 Ibid., III, j 7 #-s' 
3 Ibid., III, 10S6-7 .1096-7 
4 Ibid., III, 1099. ' . 
: cr., e.~ .• ibid., III, 45-6. 

On this whole subject, see the well-known work of Professor Mcilwain, op. cit. 
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interests of the crown and the classes represented in Parliament had 
diverged, the king's supremacy became a problematical thing. In the 
face of Parliamentary encroachments on his position, his prerogative 
could not assure his supremacy unless it encompassed the power to 
make law. This, however, was a claim which the legal doctrine of the 
royalists made it impossible to advance on the king's behalf. 

Thus the royalist argument after 1640 was imprisoned in a cul-de-sac. 
It asserted that the king was supreme and that Parliament had, therefore, 
no legal right to rebel against him. But it would not recognize that, since 
Parliament opposed the king, the latter's supremacy, his right to deter­
mine public policy, were of no avail, indeed, were meaningless, without 
legislative power. The royalists were certainly on sound ground when 
they met Parliament's innovations of 1642 by the denial that the Houses 
could make law without the king's personal assent. 1 But their position 
was clearly untenable when they insisted on a royal supremacy which, 
they yet acknowledged, could not legislate. Such an argument might be 
adequate to refute the newly hatched claim of the Houses; it was quite 
insufficient to maintain the king's position in the circumstance of funda­
mental disagreement in the state. 

Throughout the revolution the royalists failed to resolve this contra­
diction. So, for example, we find both Dudley Digges and Henry Ferne 
distinguishing the area of the king's absolute power from that in which 
he is limited by law and required to act with consent of Parliament. 2 

Much the same conception was expressed by the great Anglican casuist, 
Robert Sanderson, in his Oxford lectures on conscience (1646), men­
tioned in an earlier chapter.3 Sanderson recognized, as Digges and Ferne 
did not,4 that law-making is the principal act of sovereignty, and he ex­
pressly declared that the king, as supreme, alone has the right of legisla­
tion. But what this means, he explained, is that no bill or order of the 
Houses may become law unless established by the royal assent and 
authority. He then went on inconsistently to deny that the king's acts 
can oblige to obedience without the consent of Parliament.6 How then 
could the king be said to have legislative power? Clearly, Sanderson: 
despite his terminology, was still thinking in the traditional royalist 
manner of a king really supreme but not making law. And such, too, is 

1 Cf. the king's reply of 26th March 1642 concerning the militia ordinance: 
• ... we are extreamly unsatisfied what an ordinance is; but well satisfied, that with­
out our consent it is nothing, not binding .... we must declare to all the World, that 
we arc not satisfied with, nor shall ever allow our Subjects to be bound by your 
printed Votes ... or that under pretence of declaring what the Law of the Land is, 
you shall without us make a new Law .. .' (J. Rushworth, op. cit., V, 540). 

2 D. Digges, op. cit., 64, 118; H. Ferne, Conscience satisfied, 1643, 13-21. 
3 See above, 74. 
4 Cf. M. Judson, op. cit., 392. 
6 Lectures on conscience and human law, the seventh prelection, passim. 
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the notion of other royalist writers. Peter Heylyn, Laud's former chap­
lain, on the authority of Bodin, calls the king of England ~n absolute 
monarch. Yet in listing the king's powers, he says nothmg of law­
making, and speaks only of interpreting and dispensinp from law. He 
admits, also, that the Lords and Commons posses~ the nght ~o assent to 
legislation. 1 Robert Sheringham, a fellow of Gonvllle and CalUs Colleg~, 
Cambridge, likewise describes the king as absolute, but observes that m 
many cases the king may only act with the concurrence of the Houses. 2 

This, there seems little doubt, was the common royalist understanding 
of the king's position.3 

As Sir Robert Filmer alone seems to have broken clearly and con­
clusively with this point of view, we have in this fact one reason for his 
importance. About fifty-two years of age when the Long Parliament as­
sembled, Filmer had doubtless been stimulated by the ship-money case 
and other constitutional controversies to think through the issues in­
volved in the claims of the crown. These issues were also discussed, it is 
likely, in the cultivated circle of Kentish gentlemen of which he was a 
member and which included some personalities of wide reading and real 
intellectual distinction.4 How isolated he must have been in his opinions, 
however, is shown by the fact that they were not even shared by his 
closest friends, the antiquarian, Sir Roger Twysden, and the high­
~hurchman, Pt>ter Heylyn, both royalists.~ Under the influence chiefly, 
It would appear, of Bodin,8 Filmer was led to accept the doctrine of 
sovereignty and to see in the king of England an absolute monarch 
whose will makes law. This is the conception which he expressed first in 
Patriarcha, his earliest political writing, composed no later than 1642,7 
though not published until 1680, and thereafter in all his other works 
until his death in 1653. 

For purposes of analysis, Filmer's ideas fall rather easily into three 
.1 The ~t~"!bling-block of disobedience, 1658, 233, 253, 267-74. This is signed only 

~~~~the Initials, P. H., but is ascribed to Hcylyn by Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, m, 
2 The kings supremacy asserted, 1660, 21, 34, 73. 
3 For other instances, cf. John Digby, earl of Bristol, An apo[ogie, 1647, Robert 

Grose, Royalty and loyalty, 1647, Edward Bagshaw, The rights of the crown of Eng­
land, 1660. 

' For the~ and other details of Filmer's life mentioned in this paragraph, see 
P. Laslett, 'S1r Robert Filmer: the man versus the Whig myth', The William and Mary 
q~rterly, 3rd series, V, 4, and the same writer's introduction to Filmer's Works. 

. For Heylyn, see the preceding page. Twysden's views are contained in his Cer­
tame con~iderations upon the government of England, written some time after 1648 and 
first published by the Camden Society in 1849. 

8 Filmer refers to Bodin as 'the great modem politician' (The anarchy of a limited 
· · · monarc~y, 1648, Works, 304). He published a selection from Bodin's De republica 
unde~ the title, The necessity of the absolute power of all kings: and in particular of 
the kmg of England, 1648, reprinted in his Works. 

7 Patriarcha, Works, 95. 
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categories : first, his conception of the king's position; second, his 
criticism of the doctrine of popular sovereignty; third, his patriarchal 
theory of the state. We may proceed with these in order. 

On the matter of the king's position, Filmer was unequivocal. He 
accepted as axiomatic the theory which defines law as a command of the 
sovereign power. 1 Law is will, he pointed out, and signified his agree­
ment with Hobbes's version of the attributes which pertain to sove­
reignty. 2 It followed, therefore, that in a government which is properly 
called monarchy, the will of the king alone makes law.3 Filmer was at 
great pains to emphasize this point. Against both his fellow-royalist, 
Henry Ferne, and the Parliamentarian writer, Philip Hunton, he denied 
that there could be any such thing as a limited monarchy.4 If the king is 
really supreme, he asked, how can he be limited by law? It is a mere 
contradiction to speak of a supremacy which is limited. Either the king 
possesses legislative power or he is no king at all.6 

All this might serve well as a commentary on the meaning of political 
supremacy; it did not, however, throw much light on the actual position 
of the king of England. Did the king of England, in fact, make law? 
This, the location of legislative power, Filmer saw, was really the con­
stitutional issue which was at stake in the revolution. 6 His answer was in 
the affirmative, and, by citing precedents, he sought to prove this in 
The Freeholder's Grand Inquest (1648), his sole writing devoted exclu­
sively to the English constitution. He was not, I think, very happy in 
this enterprise, for his contention that the king legislated without con­
sent of the estates of the realm ran counter to history. Perhaps he had 
been misled by Bodin's view of the English monarchy. 7 He would have 
been on firmer ground if, like Hobbes, he had spoken of what the king 
(and in Hobbes's opinion, any sovereign power) ought logically to have 
the right to do, rather than of what the king had, in fact, done. As proof 
of his belief that the English king made law, Filmer pointed out that 
statutes were cast in the _form of royal commands.8 But in explaining 
statutes, he expressed their character by the formula, 'the King ordains, 

I Ibid., Works, 106. 
2 Observations upon Aristotles politiques, 1652, Works, 228; Observations concerning 

the original/ of government, 1652, Works, 239. 
3 Patriarclra, Works, 93. 
4 Anarchy, Works, 279. Hunton was the author of a capable Parliamentarian 

work, A treatise of monarchy, 1643. 
6 Anarchy, Works, 281-3, 284. 
6 The freeholder's grand inquest, 1648, Works, 158. This composition has been 

commonly attributed to Sir Robert Holborne, but Mr. Laslett has shown that it is 
Filmer's (Works, 128). 

7 Cf. Bodin's remarks in the extracts from his De republica which Filmer printed 
under the title, The necessity of the absolute power of all kings, Works, 319-20. 

8 The freeholder's grand inquest, Works, 158-61. 
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the Lords advise, the Commons consent'. 1 What did he think this con­
sent signified? This is a question which he ignored, though it is the crux 
of the whole subject. Yet if the consent of the Comm~ns was really r~­
quired, then it is impossible to understand how the kmg could ordam 
without it. 

When we turn to Filmer's criticism of the doctrine of popular sove-
reignty, we sec him at his keenest. Like almost every other political 
thinker of the time, he was much concerned to provide government 
with some durable moral foundation, and it seemed to him that no such 
foundation could possibly exist were the belief, so widespread in the 
later 1640s, really true that men are born free and that a lawful govern­
ment is one only to which they voluntarily consent to subject themselves. 
Against this belief Filmer directed a variety of arguments which en­
abled ~im to show g uite easi 1 y that it was open to every sort of objection. 
He pomted out that there is no proof that all the people of the world had 
ever assem?led at some time in the past in order to consent to go~e~n­
ment. Nor ts there proof that a majority had ever done so. If a maJonty 
had thus assembled, it could not have consented for those who were 
abs~n~ without robbing the latter of their natural f~eedom. Ind~d, 
rnaJon.ty-rule and representative government at any ttme ar~ .nothing 
but thm legal fictions which absolutely contradict the supposttton of a 
n.atural freedom in every man. On such a supposition there can be no 
n~htful subjection at all. Parents would have no right to command their 
chtl.d.ren nor masters their servants. The various kingdoms and other 
polttical divisions in the world would be illicit, for they do not exist by 
nature and they were certainly not created by popular consent. More­
over, men could withdraw obedience whenever they pleased, any petty 
c.ompany, any family, might establish its own kingdom, and no genera­
t~on v;ould. be boun? by the political order under which its predecessors 
lived. Let It but be Imagined, Filmer said, 'that the people were ever but 
o~~e free from subjection by nature, and it will prove a mere impossi­
bi.IIty ever lawfully to introduce any kind of government whatsoever, 
Without apparent wrong to a multitude of people'.3 

As far as they went, these criticisms were unanswerable. The social 
contract was a myth: the contract had never been made, it never could 
have been. made. There never was a government in the world that rested 
on the umversal consent of its subjects; to say so was a clear distortion 
of .the facts. But. these and Filmer's other arguments really miss the 
pomt of the do~tnne of popular sovereignty. For the latter's significance, 
as we can see m retrospect, did not lie in its unhistorical notions con-

1 Ibid., Works, 158. 
2 Patriarcha, Works, 81-2; Observations upon Aristot/es po/itiques, Works, 223-5; 

Anarchy, Works, 285-7; Directions for obedience, 1652, Works, 231. 
a Anarchy, Works, 287. 
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cerning the origin of government. In reality, the doctrine was not a 
rendering of the past at all; it was a call for the reshaping of the future. 
By invoking a natural and pristine freedom, it was enabled to cast aside 
all the accretions of history, all inherited ranks and chartered privileges, 
all thrones and altars, and to appeal to a higher standard than these: 
the appeal was now to man and to what man could claim in virtue of his 
mere humanity. If the existing order could not provide the measure of 
freedom which man, simply as man, had the right to demand, then a new 
order must be created to do so. Thus the myth of a natural freedom 
propelled society forward, opening the way to the more democratic 
polities which resulted from the European revolutions of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. 

Filmer, of course, could not have known anything of this, and to him 
popular sovereignty was only a principle of anarchy destructively at 
work in social life. The political order, he held, needed a firmer basis 
upon which to rest than the fancy of a subjection which might be with­
drawn whenever men had a mind to do so. It required a doctrine of 
obligation which would be both morally irreproachable and historically 
in accord with the facts. As fulfilling these qualifications, he advanced 
his patriarchal theory of the state, the idea by which he is best known 
and which we must note as the final aspect of his political thought. 

The patriarchal theory represented Filmer's effort to derive all poli­
tical obligation from the obedience which children owe their parents 
and, ultimately, from the obedience which the descendants of Adam 
owed the latter as their father and first ancestor. Like the doctrine of 
popular sovereignty, the patriarchal theory also sought to gain the 
sanction of nature for its assertions. 1 In this effort, however, it had a 
decided advantage over its rival, for to the seventeenth-century mind, 
nothing could seem more natural than the extensive control which the 
father exercised, both by law and custom, over his wife and children 
and over his household of dependents and servants. Paternal authority 
being the natural thing, how, in the face of this fact, could it be said that 
men are born free? The truth is just the reverse: men are born in sub­
jection to their fathers. 

This was the circumstance to which Filmer could point and which he 
insisted had always been the case. For proof, he referred his readers to 
Scripture, which was not only the most sacred of books, but also, as he 
was at pains to emphasize, the most ancient. 2 It is, he declared, because 
people foolishly take their information from the heathen Greek and 
Roman writers rather than from Scripture, that they have succumbed to 
the error that men are born free.3 Scripture, however, tells a different 

1 Cf. J. N. Figgis, op. cit., 149. 
2 Obsenoations upon Aristotles politiques, Works, 187. 
3 Ibid., 188, 203-4; Anarchy, Works, 278. 
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story. It tells how God created Adam as the first man and gave him en­
tire dominion over all creatures. Adam, therefore, was a monarch, and 
the first government in the world was monarchical. The whole basis of 
obedience to superiors is contained, accordingly, in God's command­
ment, 'Honour thy father'. Thus from the very beginning, men h~ve 
been tied in subjection to their fathers, and monarchy, as _t~e sp_ecdi~ 
form of paternal power ordained by God, alone possesses diVIne nght. 

With these conceptions as premisses, Filmer went on to contc?d that 
the right of Adam, the first king and father, can only be exercised by 
kings, and that all monarchs arc to be regarded either as heirs of Adam 
or as usurpers of such heirs, but, in any case, as exercising the _Paternal 
power originally established by God. 2 His reasoning was fanciful, and 
his ~oncl~si~ns far-fetched, to say the least. It required a fine stretch of 
the Imagmation to assume a link between Adam I and Charles I. All the 
same, with this argument, Filmer achieved his object. He ~ind_icated 
m_?narchy and gave government a moral basis by connecting It directly 
With the u_nlimite~ power conferred by God upon Adam.3 Gran~ed such 
~ conne~tiOn, resistance to kings must always be sin, for to resist them 
IS to resist God's commandment of obedience to fathers . 

. ~uch, in brief, was Filmer's patriarchal theory. It was the most am­
bitious effort by any royalist writer in this period to evolve a theory of 
th~ state and to invest monarchy with the sanction of religion and ~ature 
ah~e. It was also the only royalist conception which deserves, 10 any 
stnct sen~e, to be c_alled a theory of the divine right of kin~s: As an ar&u­
mel!t agamst the nght of the living rashly to alter the pohtical order 10-

hented _from the dead, Filmer's patriarchalism inevitably suggests a 
c~mpa;Ison wi~h the thought of Edmund Burke. Though Burke 'Yas f~r 
Filmer s supenor as a thinker the two men have more than a httle 10 

coffi!Uon. B_oth exalted prescription and tradition_, an? warne~ a&ain_st 
the mnovatmg temper which sought to disrupt histoncal contmmty 10 

the na~e of ~atural rights. Both emphasized the i~porta~ce of u~­
reaso_mng sentiment and natural loyalty as the chief ties keepmg men m 
obedience to superiors and the social order together. Filmer's Patriarcha 
~nd Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) were, each in 
~ts own way, admonitions that the accumulated wisdom of generations 
Is_preferable to the inconsiderate counsels of one day. And finally, both 
Fdm~r and Burke, it is just to add, were decidedly obs~u!antist wh_en 
they mvo~e~. t~e past as a bar against the struggle of the h~mg_ to reahze 
new possibilities latent in social life. Filmer's history, With Its tale of 
Adam's absolute monarchy and of kings as Adam's heirs, is a piece of 

1 Anarchy, Works, 289; cf. Patriarcha, Works, 51; Observations upon Aristot/es 
po/itiques, Works, 187. 

2 Anarchy, Works, 288-9. 
8 Cf. J. W. Allen, 'Sir Robert Filmer' in /oc cit., 45. 
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mystification; it is just as much of a myth as the social contract, and 
even more far-fetched; while Burke, with his exaltation of the state as 
'the mysterious incorporation of the human race', and his celebratioD: of 
'eternal society, linking the lower with the higher natures, connectmg 
the visible and the invisible world'l, only imposes: an occult entit~ upon 
his readers which evokes awe at the same time as it defies analysxs. The 
social-contract theory, at least, suffered from none of these faults. It 
brought the state and society into the clear light of day for s~udy _and 
examination; it understood, even if but dimly and in a highly simplified 
way, what Filmer and, with less justification, Burke did not: that society 
is at every point the work of man, and that institutions at any time are a 
human creation, existing for human purposes, and to be altered in 
accordance with human intention. 

Important as Filmer was among royalist writers, his work attracted 
little attention in his own time, and he became famous only after he had 
been dead thirty years. With the publication of Patriarcha in 1680 as a 
royalist weapon in new controversies, he acquired a posthumous renown 
that grew even greater when he was singled out for attack in the first of 
Locke's essays on civil government. But by this time, so far as political 
philosophy is concerned, the royalist cause had been lost. It had been 
lost in the years between 1640 and 1660, and no amount of talk later 
could nullify this defeat. It is an interesting fact that by 1648, when Fil­
mer's first political writings began to appear, the quantity of royalist 
literature had markedly decreased ; in the 1650s, it was a mere trickle. 
This is a testimony to the weakness which overtook the royalist cause. 
The king had been vanquished in the civil war, and the claims made on 
his behalf by the royalists had become dead issues compared with the 
new questions that were interesting political thinkers. Alongside the im­
portant writings of the Levellers, Winstanley, Hobbes, and the republi­
cans, royalist doctrine was trivial. By the end of the 1640s belief in non­
resistance had been fatally undermined and monarchy deprived of its 
aura. All the doctrines which were anathema in the royalist creed had 
come into wide acceptance. Popular sovereignty, as Filmer himself con­
ceded, was regarded as an axiom in politics. 2 

Thus royalism, it seems not unfair to say, had ceased to be of much 
importance as a theoretical force. In 1660, the king was restored as a 
result of the divisions on the revolutionary side, not because of the 
strength of royalist beliefs. The Presbyterians, who were the most in­
fluential agents in bringing about the recall of Charles II, were them­
selves exponents of the very ideas attacked by the royalist writers in the 
early 1640s. Despite the restoration, therefore, it is not a mistake, I 
think, to regard the revolutionaries as the victors and the royalists as the 

1 Reflections on the revolution in France, Oxford, 1878, 39, 114. 
11 Observations upon Aristotles po/itiques, Works, 226. 
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vanquished. This is true not only because much of the important work 
of the Long Parliament-the abolition of the king's conciliar jurisdiction 
and the rest-survived, not to be undone after 1660. It is true also, and 
above all, because the ideas of the revolution triumphantly lived on, 
working with undiminished force, subverting the old order in Europe. 
They were the basis of English Whiggism and the revolution of 1688; 
transmitted to later generations, they helped to inspire the great strug­
gles in France and other countries against the ancien regime; they are 
written imperishably into the document in which the American colonies 
declared their independence. They live yet, a weapon in the hands of all 
who strive to-day for a freedom commensurate with the promise and the 
possibilities of the second half of the twentieth century. 
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