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abstract The Leveller movement, based in London, recruited its most persistent supporters from the capital. Nevertheless, until recently, historians have not
examined the impact of the city’s history, institutions, and customs on the Levellers themselves, the nature of their campaign, and the content of their program.
Philip Baker argues that the Levellers should be located within a long-standing
tradition of protest concerning the rights and freedoms of London’s citizenry. An
analysis of the relationship between the Levellers’ political action and its cultural
roots sheds light on why they took up some of the positions they did. But the Levellers, far from being prisoners of London’s past, developed a politicized interest in
the city’s constitutional history that was part of their wider involvement in the
national constitutional conflicts of the mid-1640s. keywords: John Lilburne;
John Wildman; rights and responsibilities of London citizenship; seventeenthcentury elections and voting rights in Britain; influence of London’s history and
political culture on the Levellers

 the levellers have been regarded as the most forward-looking and
“modern” of the so-called radical groups of the mid-seventeenth-century English
Revolution. Their views on the innate equality of man, on freedom of religious conscience, on the right to vote, and on the need to entrench these principles in a written
constitution are cited frequently as a “program . . . fitter for the twentieth century than
for their own.”1 Nevertheless, historians have, at the same time, acknowledged that their
1. Theodore Calvin Pease, The Leveller Movement: A Study in the History and Political Theory of the
English Great Civil War (Washington, D.C., 1916), 360. For the identical sentiment, see also Leveller
Manifestoes of the Puritan Revolution, ed. Don M. Wolfe (1944; reprint, New York, 1967), vii–x; and
David Wootton, “The Levellers,” in Democracy: The Unfinished Journey, 508 bc to ad 1993, ed. John
Dunn (Oxford, 1992; reprint, 1995), 71–89 at 71–74.
Pp. 559–587. ©2013 by Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery. issn 0018-7895 | e-issn 1544-399x. All rights
reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce article content, consult the University of California Press Rights
and Permissions website, http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintInfo.asp. DOI: 10.1525/hlq.2013.76.4.559.
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arguments and proposals also looked consistently to the past in a number of respects.2
At various points in their campaign, for example, they invoked the myth of the golden
age of a pre-Conquest Anglo-Saxon state; lauded the virtues of classical republican
government; sought to justify their claims through appeals to statute and to common
and natural law; and drew on elements of Christian teaching and the Puritan and sectarian tradition. The influence of each of these factors on the Levellers has been written
about and argued over at length.3 The particular subject of this essay, however—the
impact of the political culture of London and its particular past—has been strangely
neglected in the historiography, in spite of its undoubted relevance to the movement.4
Indeed, it might be argued that the failure to fully locate the Levellers and their ideas in
a proper civic context is one of the major flaws in existing scholarship. We are told, for
instance, that the Leveller movement was a distinctly urban phenomenon, a metropolitan cause that recruited its most persistent supporters from the capital. For these men
(and women), the city and its suburbs served as the center of their printing and petitioning activities and as the scene of their greatest demonstrations.5 But what impact
did the capital, its history, its institutions, and its customs have on the Levellers themselves, the nature of their campaign, and the content of their program? How did the
Levellers use the civic past?
This essay seeks to offer some answers to such questions. Although it is clear that
a variety of influences shaped the Levellers’ campaign, the historiographical preoccupation with such factors as law and religion has come at the expense of a thorough investigation of the ways in which the Levellers’ inhabitancy of and association with London,
and their use of its history, fashioned (if not determined) central elements of their pro-

2. H. N. Brailsford referred notably to the Leveller program as “a baffling juxtaposition of forwardlooking and backward-looking proposals”: see Brailsford, The Levellers and the English Revolution,
ed. Christopher Hill (Stanford, Calif., 1961; 2nd ed., Nottingham, 1983), 537.
3. Significant contributions include Martin Dzelzainis, “History and Ideology: Milton, the Levellers, and the Council of State in 1649,” in The Uses of History in Early Modern England, ed. Paulina
Kewes (San Marino, Calif., 2006), 265–83; Samuel Dennis Glover, “The Putney Debates: Popular Versus Elitist Republicanism,” Past and Present 164 (1999): 47–80; Rachel Foxley, “John Lilburne and the
Citizenship of ‘Free-Born Englishmen,’” Historical Journal 47 (2004): 849–74; and J. C. Davis, “The
Levellers and Christianity,” in Politics, Religion, and the English Civil War, ed. Brian Manning (London,
1973), 225–50.
4. Ironically, the relationship between the Levellers and London has been explored primarily by
historians of the later seventeenth century in search of a Leveller legacy; for example, see Gary S. De Krey,
“London Radicals and Revolutionary Politics, 1675–83,” in The Politics of Religion in Restoration England,
ed. Tim Harris, Paul Seaward, and Mark Goldie (Oxford, 1990), 133–62; and Tim Harris, “The Leveller
Legacy: From the Restoration to the Exclusion Crisis,” in The Putney Debates of 1647: The Army, the
Levellers, and the English State, ed. Michael Mendle (Cambridge, 2001), 219–40.
5. For example, see Joseph Frank, The Levellers: A History of the Writings of Three SeventeenthCentury Social Democrats: John Lilburne, Richard Overton, William Walwyn (Cambridge, Mass., 1955),
149; Ian Gentles, “London Levellers in the English Revolution: The Chidleys and Their Circle,” The
Journal of Ecclesiastical History 29 (1978): 281–309 at 281; and David Wootton, “Leveller Democracy
and the Puritan Revolution,” in The Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1450–1750, ed. J. H. Burns
with Mark Goldie (Cambridge, 1991), 412–42 at 413–14.
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gram. In exploring the civic context of the Leveller movement, the essay suggests that
aspects of their particular variety of popular political action should be located within
a long-standing tradition of protest concerning the rights and freedoms of London’s
citizenry—an issue that, in the mid-seventeenth century, had an appeal far beyond the
immediate circle of the Levellers and their supporters. And it argues, in turn, that the
relationship between the Levellers’ political action and its cultural roots sheds light on
why they took up some of the positions they did. But the essay also reveals that the Levellers were far from being prisoners of London’s history in that their demands for
change were not limited simply to the restoration of traditional rights and practices
within the capital. Indeed, it will become apparent that their interest in London’s constitutional history, as part of their wider involvement in the national conflicts of the mid1640s, inspired their own unique and ideologically charged version of the past.


Over recent decades, early modern historians have become increasingly attentive to
urban political culture and the participatory nature and extent of officeholding in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.6 The concept of urban citizenship is central in
much of this literature, and this essay begins with a consideration of the impact of the
citizenship of London, as both a status and an identity, on the Levellers and other city
inhabitants. In the capital, the status of the citizenship or freedom of the city—in the
sense of the socially diverse group of men (and only men) who through purchase, patrimony, or apprenticeship with a livery company became consciously enfranchised
citizens and freemen of the city of London—can be traced to the late thirteenth and
early fourteenth centuries.7 And, as we shall see, the medieval origins of the status are
deeply significant for my argument, as the existence of an active citizenry seeking to
assert, or reassert, its political and economic rights was certainly not confined to the
early modern period.
The historic status of the citizenship of London endowed the individual with
significant powers and privileges. It entitled him to vote in the election of all ward officers and to stand for election as a common councilor; to plead (and be sued) in the
city’s courts for offenses committed within London’s walls; and to practice a trade and
set up shop within city limits. By the mid-seventeenth century, somewhere between 40
and 50 percent of all adult males in the city were freemen,8 and the vast majority of the
6. Important works include Mark Goldie, “The Unacknowledged Republic: Officeholding in Early
Modern England,” in The Politics of the Excluded, c. 1500–1850, ed. Tim Harris (Basingstoke, U.K.,
2001), 153–94; and Phil Withington, The Politics of Commonwealth: Citizens and Freemen in Early
Modern England (Cambridge, 2005).
7. Derek Keene, “English Urban Guilds, c. 900–1300: The Purposes and Politics of Association,”
in Guilds and Association in Europe, 900–1900, ed. Ian A. Gadd and Patrick Wallis (London, 2006),
3–26 at 3.
8. Jeremy Boulton, Neighbourhood and Society: A London Suburb in the Seventeenth Century
(Cambridge, 1987), 151 and n62.
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leading Levellers—namely, John Lilburne, William Walwyn, Thomas Prince, William
Larner, Maximilian Petty, and Samuel Chidley—were among that group, each of them
having served a city apprenticeship.9 It is apparent that a number of these men clearly
valued and attached some importance to that status, with Lilburne and Larner describing themselves as citizens and city freemen in their pamphlets,10 and Prince and Chidley doing likewise in a number of petitions.11 Meanwhile, Walwyn often added the
epithet “merchant” to his signed publications, thereby underlining his status as a
member of London’s powerful Company of Merchant Adventurers.12 Of course, all
such titles were beneficial to those who were, as they bemoaned, “commonly (though
unjustly) styled Levellers.”13 But further evidence suggests that these men took their
citizenship seriously, with a number of them holding significant positions in local
office. For example, Prince was a liveryman of the Clothworkers’ Company from 1645,
served for many years from 1646 on local juries or as a constable, and eventually
became a common councilor in the 1650s.14 Lilburne, too, was elected a common
councilor, in 1649, but he was prevented from serving by the intervention of Parliament, which, perhaps unsurprisingly, declared the vote invalid and, in addition,
stripped his leading supporters of their citizenship—a powerful reflection of its contemporary significance.15 Finally, and like Prince, Walwyn had experience of the
administration of the law, having sat as a wardmote inquestman in 1636, and he also
served as a parish vestryman between 1637 and 1641.16
9. See their respective entries in the ODNB. As noted below, the two leading figures who were not
freemen in the 1640s, Richard Overton and John Wildman, nonetheless gained an understanding of
the procedures and institutions by which the city was governed through the experience of living there.
It has been argued recently that Overton was operating a secret press in the city’s suburbs in the early
1640s, and a man of that name (perhaps the future Leveller) married in Southwark later in the decade:
David R. Como, “Secret Printing, the Crisis of 1640, and the Origins of Civil War Radicalism,” Past and
Present 196 (2007): 37–82 at 68–75; and ODNB, s.v. “Overton, Richard,” by B. J. Gibbons. Meanwhile,
Wildman, who was made free of London’s Skinners’ Company in 1689, was certainly living in the capital by January 1648 at the very latest: ODNB, s.v. “Wildman, Sir John,” by Richard L. Greaves; John
Wildman, Truths Triumph (London, [February 1,] 1648), 5 (British Library, Thomason Tracts,
E.520/33).
10. For example, see John Lilburne, The Charters of London (London, [December 18,] 1646), 1, 6
(E.366/12); Lilburne, The Engagement Vindicated and Explained (London, [January 23,] 1650), 1
(E.590/4); and William Larner, A True Relation of all the Remarkable Passages, and Illegall Proceedings
([London], [May 2,] 1646), [1], 9 (E.335/7).
11. Journal of the House of Commons, 5:308, available at British History Online; The National
Archives [hereafter TNA], SP 24/41 (April 2, 1652); TNA, SP 24/33 (April 2, 1652); Gentles, “London
Levellers,” 303.
12. For example, see William Walwyn, A Whisper in the Eare of Mr. Thomas Edwards (London,
[March 13,] 1646), 1 (E.328/2); Walwyn, The Fountain of Slaunder Discovered (London, [May 30,] 1649),
1 (E.557/4); and Walwyn, A Still and Soft Voice (n.p., 1647), 1 (Wing STC, W692). Walwyn noted that
the description also distinguished him from a namesake, “there being a Minister of the same name”:
A Still and Soft Voice, 16.
13. John Lilburne, William Walwyn, Thomas Prince, and Richard Overton, A Manifestation (n.p.,
1649), 1 (E.550/25).
14. Clothworkers’ Company Archive, CL/B/1/8, fol. 124; London Metropolitan Archives [hereafter
LMA], CLC/W/GE/001/MS03461/001, fols. 94r, 98v, 104r, 111r, 118v, 126v, 134v.
15. Lilburne, Engagement Vindicated, 1; Journal of the House of Commons, 6:337–38.
16. LMA, P69/JS2/B/001/MS04813/002, fol. 3v; LMA, P69/JS2/B/001/MS04813/001, fols. 52r–55r.
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These completely typical examples demonstrate how, for centuries, citizenship
and its attendant responsibilities supplied a form of political education for Londoners,
through the experience of local officeholding and law enforcement. And in the context
of the seventeenth century, this feature of metropolitan life is likely to have contributed
to the outbreak in London of sophisticated popular political activity following the calling of the Long Parliament; the politicization of Londoners was not simply a spontaneous reaction to the crisis of the 1640s and the development of print culture. By the
seventeenth century, it is estimated that perhaps one in ten householders held annually some form of local office,17 it being a responsibility that very few would escape
altogether during the course of a lifetime. Moreover, and as Ian Archer has argued,
“citizenship provided an identity which accelerated politicization” in two important
respects.18 It did so, first, through the opportunities it afforded for institutional expression. As we have seen, this was a common experience for a number of the Levellers,
although particular examples stand out. In the early 1640s, for instance, Walwyn was
heavily involved as a vestryman with a controversial plan to remedy the dire financial
situation in his parish, St James Garlickhithe, which also took the form of a thinly veiled
attack on the incumbent minister.19 During the same period, he also claimed a hand in
the return of “well affected” individuals to the various offices in his local ward.20 Meanwhile, in late 1647, Prince took exception to the choice of common councilmen at his
local wardmote and disrupted the proceedings, making it impossible to complete their
election. For his pains, he found himself detained by the lord mayor.21
The second way in which citizenship heightened political awareness was via the
“languages of freedom” on which it was based—namely, the various “liberties,” “privileges,” and “franchises” with which the citizen was endowed.22 This vocabulary was
integral to the Levellers’ political discourse, and its origins are normally located in the
rhetoric of parliamentarian declarations and the language of the common law, a notion
personified in the famous (if ill-proportioned) image of Lilburne at the bar of a court,
brandishing a copy of Sir Edward Coke’s Institutes (figure 1).23 But given its centrality
to defining the attributes of citizenship, the particular language of civic liberties, with
17. Valerie Pearl, “Social Policy in Early Modern London,” in History and Imagination: Essays in
Honour of H. R. Trevor-Roper, ed. Hugh Lloyd-Jones, Valerie Pearl, and Blair Worden (London, 1981),
115–31 at 116.
18. Ian W. Archer, “Popular Politics in the Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries,” in Londinopolis: Essays in the Cultural and Social History of Early Modern London, ed. Paul Griffiths and
Mark S. R. Jenner (Manchester, 2000), 26–46 at 27.
19. LMA, P69/JS2/B/001/MS04813/001, fols. 54v–55v.
20. Walwyn, Whisper in the Eare, 4.
21. TNA, SP 24/40, Clarke vs Prince, November 16, 1648.
22. Archer, “Popular Politics,” 28.
23. For example, see Andrew Sharp, “John Lilburne and the Long Parliament’s Book of Declarations:
A Radical’s Exploitation of the Words of Authorities,” History of Political Thought 9 (1988): 19–44;
Foxley, “John Lilburne”; and Elliot Vernon and Philip Baker, “What Was the First Agreement of the
People?,” Historical Journal 53 (2010): 39–59 at 53–54, 58. The image in question was originally the frontispiece to “Theodorus Varax” [= Clement Walker], The Triall, of Lieut. Collonel John Lilburne ([London], [October] 1649) (E.584/9). Its depiction of the folio-sized Institutes as a small book Lilburne holds
aloft in one hand has the (presumably) unintended consequence of making him appear a giant of a man.
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figure 1. Frontispiece to “Theodorus Varax” [= Clement Walker], The Triall, of Lieut. Collonel John
Lilburne ([London], [October] 1649). Huntington Library, RB 239053.
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which, as city apprentices, the majority of the leading Levellers would have been familiar from their youth, is perhaps no less a viable source for their later rights-focused
vocabulary.
Moreover, citizenship, as the key identity within the civic culture of London,
meant that city inhabitants were well acquainted with the concept of an ancient, codified, and uniform set of entitlements, through which individuals claimed peculiar
rights and customs as legitimate within a territorial jurisdiction.24 Here we can draw
an interesting parallel with the attempt in the various army-Leveller Agreements of the
People to construct a definitive set of national citizen entitlements founded on a more
inclusive concept of citizenship.25 Given that London apprentices and freemen were
also prominent among the soldiers of the New Model Army,26 we might, therefore, see
the charters that defined the rights of the capital’s citizenry as a model for a written
constitution that guaranteed individual native freedoms. In a 1646 pamphlet, one city
freeman, Thomas Johnson, certainly made an interesting analogy when he described
the entire kingdom as “a corporation or society of men under one form of civil government, made by common consent in Parliament, who are all bound by the law, to
maintain common freedom, and the generall good of each other.”27 His rhetoric is
certainly inclusive, but the terms “corporation” and “society” also point to the influence of the culture of urban citizenship. Notably, Lilburne reprinted Johnson’s pamphlet in the same year in one of his own London-focused works.28


For many leading Levellers, then, the citizenship of London provided a likely source of
their political education and perhaps even of their ideas and the language in which
they were expressed. But what part did the capital itself play in the movement? At the
most mundane and obvious level, London is the place where we can presume that the
Leveller leaders first met one another, perhaps as apprentices or through the links
some of them had to the city’s Nonconformist community. It is also where, we can presume again, they began to collaborate through the co-authorship and printing of pamphlets and petitions.29 The capital’s printing and bookselling trade was naturally
pivotal to the movement, given its print-oriented nature. As discussed below, the Levellers’ use of petitions and the techniques employed in their circulation were seemingly
24. Withington, Politics of Commonwealth, 89.
25. The military origins of the first Agreement are emphasized in Vernon and Baker, “What Was
the First Agreement of the People?” For a detailed discussion of the evolution of Lilburne’s inclusive
concept of English citizenship, see Foxley, “John Lilburne.”
26. ODNB, s.v. “Putney Debaters,” by P. R. S. Baker.
27. Thomas Johnson, A Plea for Free-Mens Liberties ([London], [January 26,] 1646), sig. A2 (E.319/1).
28. Lilburne, Charters of London, [39]–52.
29. The important work of David Como is doing much to establish that this was indeed the case.
See Como, “Secret Printing”; and Como, “An Unattributed Pamphlet by William Walwyn: New Light
on the Prehistory of the Leveller Movement,” Huntington Library Quarterly 69 (2006): 353–82.
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influenced by earlier practices in London. In fact, it might be argued that the Levellers,
in the sense of a distinct and organized pressure group, emerged as a form of countermovement to an organization that already existed in the city: that of the London Presbyterians.30 This reading is certainly reinforced by the unique account of the capital’s
public affairs between January 1644 and August 1647 in the journal of Thomas Juxon.
Given Juxon’s focus on the emergence of factional politics in London, it is striking, to
say the least, that he hardly refers at all to the Levellers, their petitions, or their other
activities. By contrast, there are frequent allusions, from 1645 onward, to what could be
construed as a full-fledged Presbyterian movement, which was organized through the
city’s pulpits, through its agents in the wardmotes, and through the circulation of petitions and handbills in the wards and parishes.31
Although this view of the Levellers challenges their identification as “the first
recognizably popular movement in politics,”32 we are nonetheless justified in seeing
them as “clever manipulators of the media opportunities available in the 1640s” and of
print culture in particular.33 But, at the same time, we should not lose sight of the ways
in which their tactics and organizational methods may have exploited well-established
practices in the capital. For example, although the Levellers are closely identified with
the circulation and presentation of mass petitions during the Civil War, the tactic was
one first employed by London citizens at the very outset of the 1640s.34 Moreover, the
citizens’ use of, and ability to circulate, petitions probably had specific local roots.
From at least the sixteenth century, there was a strong precedent for middling-sort
Londoners to voice their grievances to the city’s governors through petitions to the
aldermen through the wardmote inquests. These petitions could be limited to the particulars of everyday life, but at times they also addressed wider and more sensitive
issues pertaining to the overall government of the capital. Evidence also suggests that
the contents of petitions were coordinated on a city-wide basis.35 This point seems
especially relevant, as it was established that the citizens’ petitions of the early 1640s
were circulated through wardmotes and London’s wards and parishes, as were those
of the city Presbyterians, noted above. From what little we know about the organization of Leveller petitions, it seems that they employed the identical strategy, and, in
addition, made use of city taverns as regular meeting sites. Taverns were, of course,

30. On this point, see Murray Tolmie, The Triumph of the Saints: The Separate Churches of London,
1616–1649 (Cambridge, 1977), 130–72.
31. The Journal of Thomas Juxon, 1644–1647, ed. Keith Lindley and David Scott, Camden Society,
5th ser., 13 (Cambridge, 1999), 19–21.
32. Derek Hirst, England in Conflict, 1603–1660: Kingdom, Community, Commonwealth (London,
1999), 242.
33. Nigel Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, 1640–1660 (New Haven, Conn., and London,
1994; reprint, 1997), 131.
34. Valerie Pearl, London and the Outbreak of the Puritan Revolution: City Government and
National Politics, 1625–43 (1961; reprint, Oxford, 1972), 173–74.
35. Ian W. Archer, The Pursuit of Stability: Social Relations in Elizabethan London (Cambridge,
1991), 52.
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traditional centers for political activity in the capital, not least because of the flow of
news provided by the comings and goings of carriers.36
Similarly, Leveller protests and demonstrations are likely to have owed something to the crowd disturbances in London of the early 1640s, in which Lilburne certainly played his part.37 But the prominence of apprentices and journeymen in such
crowd action also suggests a connection to a longer tradition of protest involving the
city’s youth, a tradition that would have been exceedingly familiar to those Levellers
who served London apprenticeships. May Day and Shrove Tuesday—the “apprentices’
holiday”—were well established as youth festivals and days of apprentice misrule in the
capital, and, from at least the seventeenth century, Shrove Tuesday was associated with
attacks by young males on bawdy houses. But periodically during the early modern
period, and most notoriously on Evil May Day in 1517, city apprentices and other young
men turned their hostility against more overtly “political” targets, such as aliens (that
is, immigrants, as in the race riots of 1517) and Catholics.38 While such action attests to
the organization and political awareness of elements of the city’s youth, it also reveals
that there was a strong tradition of protest against those perceived as challenging citizens’ rights or identity.
These precursors point to the way in which particular features of city life may
have had a bearing on the actual content of the Leveller program.39 For example,
although there were clear oligarchic tendencies throughout the various rungs of London government, there also existed an enduring conviction, in part based on medieval
precedent and custom, that painted a contrasting picture of its workings. This emphasized the degree to which the capital was self-governing, through many thousands of
annually appointed, and often elected, officials from across the social spectrum. As
described below, this was a vision of London government of which the Levellers were
certainly aware, and it may help to account for their political intervention on the issue
of citizens’ rights. It also has an obvious and powerful resonance with the notions of
popular sovereignty and self-government that lay at the heart of their national agenda.
But in London by the 1640s, it was a vision that had existed more in the realm of theory
than in practice for a number of centuries, and, in actively campaigning for its restoration, the Levellers placed themselves in a time-honored tradition of protest by the capital’s citizenry.

36. Pearl, London and the Puritan Revolution, 232–34; Norah Carlin, “Leveller Organization in
London,” Historical Journal 27 (1984): 955–60.
37. For Lilburne’s actions, see Keith Lindley, Popular Politics and Religion in Civil War London
(Aldershot, U.K., 1997), 22, 109–10.
38. Archer, Pursuit of Stability, 1–7; Paul Griffiths, Youth and Authority: Formative Experiences in
England, 1560–1640 (Oxford, 1996), 142–61; and Steven R. Smith, “Almost Revolutionaries: The London
Apprentices during the Civil Wars,” Huntington Library Quarterly 42 (1979): 313–28.
39. What follows draws on the fuller discussion of this point in Philip Baker, “The Levellers,
Decentralisation and the Agreements of the People,” in The “Agreements of the People,” the Levellers, and
the Constitutional Crisis of the English Revolution, ed. Baker and Elliot Vernon (Basingstoke, U.K., 2012),
97–116 at 100–104.
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Whether the Levellers were aware of these earlier, episodic disputes—which, as
in the case of the 1640s, tended to coincide with instability in national government—is
debatable, as they never referred to them directly. But protests over related issues had
taken place in recent memory and during the Levellers’ lifetimes, and these provide a
possible and even probable source for elements of their program. For example, as part
of their demand for freedom of trade and the abolition of monopolies, Lilburne
denounced regularly, and in typically theatrical terms, the Company of Merchant
Adventurers for having robbed him of a career in the export cloth trade.40 His grievances were far from original, however, and reflect a more general and elongated crisis
in the cloth industry because of changes in the structure of manufacturing. Indeed,
disputes between artisan clothworkers and the Merchant Adventurers over the export
of undressed cloth were a running issue in the capital during much of the sixteenth
century.41 Other regular occurrences in London’s history were constitutional conflicts
within livery companies between their rulers and the commonalty, with the turn of the
seventeenth century and the 1630s being notable periods of unrest. At the heart of these
struggles were alleged infringements of the commonalty’s electoral rights and complaints about the increasing burden of taxation, as well as concerns over the financial
accountability of company rulers.42 Again, it seems telling that the Levellers took up the
identical issues in their own critiques of company, city, and national government in
the 1640s.
This reading suggests, then, that the city of London had a profound impact on
the Levellers. On the one hand, the emergence of an actual Leveller movement was
stimulated by the growth of religious and political division in the capital during the
1640s. On the other hand, certain of its arguments, demands, and tactics were rooted in
London’s past, corresponding to a tradition of protest surrounding the historic rights of
London’s citizenry that was medieval in origin. In both cases, however, it might be
argued that the Levellers were not so much using the past as being actively shaped and
molded by it. And this, in turn, raises a number of pertinent questions: just how conscious were the Levellers of the customary rights and liberties of London’s freemen, and
from where did that knowledge derive? It is to these issues that we must now turn.


An abundance of evidence suggests that the Levellers—both those who were, and those
who were not, citizens of London—were very much aware of the historic privileges of
40. For example, see [John Lilburne], Innocency and Truth Justified ([London], [January 6,] 1646),
46 (E.314/21 and /22); Lilburne, Londons Liberty in Chains Discovered (n.p., [November 2,] 1646), 22, 55
(E.359/17 and /18); and Lilburne, The Legall Fundamentall Liberties of the People of England (London,
[June 18,] 1649), 62–63 (E.560/14).
41. G. D. Ramsay, “Industrial Discontent in Early Elizabethan London: Clothworkers and Merchant
Adventurers in Conflict,” London Journal 1 (1975): 227–39.
42. Archer, Pursuit of Stability, 141–45; and Norah Carlin, “Liberty and Fraternities in the English
Revolution: The Politics of London Artisans’ Protests, 1635–59,” International Review of Social History 39
(1994): 223–54.
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the city’s freemen. Indeed, a number of them were involved directly in very public
attempts to defend and restore the ancient rights of the citizenry. This was a cause they
took up in the mid-1640s and continued to support throughout the remainder of the
decade. And it is one that, through the person of John Wildman, they can be seen to
have followed on into the 1650s and then reignited in the 1680s. Various factors contributed to their interest in this particular issue. Some were personal, as in Lilburne’s
furious attacks on the Merchant Adventurers for having deprived him of his right as a
citizen of London to set up in his chosen trade. Others were connected intimately to
both city and national politics. Thus in the 1640s, the Levellers’ frequent condemnations of Presbyterian city officials were inspired by the local and national struggle
between Independents and Presbyterians for control of the political and religious settlement of the nation.43 Similarly, in 1650, the election of a Presbyterian, as against an
Independent, mayor prompted a legal dispute over the extent of the franchise in mayoral elections, in which Wildman defended the voting rights of the citizenry. The latter
was a key issue for the Levellers, who asserted consistently the right of the citizens as a
whole to elect the mayor, and other city officials, too, as opposed to their election by
liverymen or common councilors alone. Thus in the 1680s, Wildman republished a
pamphlet that upheld the right of the capital’s freemen to elect their chief officers as a
counter to Tory claims that some officials could simply be nominated.44 But what perhaps is most striking about the Levellers’ involvement in these various disputes is that
the main thrust of their argument was never an appeal to divine or natural law, as
might be expected. Instead, they looked primarily to London’s ancient charters as the
foundational basis of the rights of citizenship.
This strategy, of seeking change through reference to historical precedent, was,
of course, de rigueur in a traditional society that abhorred innovation. Thus, in a
debate before London’s aldermen in 1650, Wildman structured much of his argument
concerning citizens’ voting rights around particular acts from the city charters in order
to counter the damaging charges of “Innovation” and “novelty.”45 At the same time, we
should recognize how the Levellers’ contentions and tactics locate them within a long
line of protest over the constitutional rights of London’s freemen. These protests are
attributable largely to the constitutional framework of the city being, in the words of
one historian, “little better than a confused accumulation of ambiguous precedent and
privilege.” Conflicting precedents were not uncommon and the often-vague statements in the early charters could be, and were frequently, interpreted in divergent

43. For example, see [Richard Overton], A Sacred Decretall (Europe [i.e., London], [June 6,] 1645),
22–23 (E.286/15); [Overton], A Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citizens ([London], [July 7,] 1646),
14–15 (E.343/11); [John Lilburne], Englands Birth-Right Justified ([London], [October 8,] 1645), 21–28
(E.304/17); and Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 21, 54–55.
44. Maurice Ashley, John Wildman, Plotter and Postmaster: A Study of the English Republican
Movement in the Seventeenth Century (London, 1947), 73–74, 230–31.
45. [John Wildman], London’s Liberties (London, [December 19,] 1650), 9–11, 28–29, quotations at
35, 31 (E.620/7). All subsequent references to this pamphlet are to this, the first edition, unless otherwise stated.
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ways.46 As a consequence, disputes over the powers and privileges of citizenship were
littered throughout London’s history. For example, Lilburne’s charge that the citizens
or commonalty had the right by charter to elect the city’s mayor was heard at intervals
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and in 1443 freemen who were denied
the vote expressed their outrage by deposing the long-serving city chamberlain, only
for the mayor to reinstate him. Both Lilburne and his medieval forerunners appealed
to the city’s royal charter of 1215 in justification of their position, which was, on a strict
reading, correct. The problem was that although the charter gave the “barons” the
right to elect the mayor, it failed to define formally either the electorate or the method
of election, thus leaving the charter open to manipulation by the capital’s rulers.47
This ambiguity over certain aspects of London government led to calls, normally at times of crisis, to publish any relevant documentation that might facilitate the
process of resolving current disputes. Thus, in October 1641, the deteriorating relationship between the city and Westminster governments led to the appointment of a
city committee that was to collect and publish acts of common council concerning the
government of London in order to establish what they were.48 Four years later, Lilburne, in the first of his tracts to express major concern at the condition of city government, put forward a remarkably similar proposal of his own. The means “to set the City
of London right,” he maintained, was “for the Commons to get a Copy of their Charters,
and translate them into English, and print them, that so every free-man may see and
know his own rights, and endeavour the more earnestly the exemplary punishment of the
infringers and incroachers thereupon.”49 Perhaps his proposal drew some inspiration
from a tract published in 1642, The Liberties[,] Usages, and Customes of the City of London, which contained a literal interpretation of select passages from early city charters
referring to the methods for electing the capital’s officials.50 Whatever the case, Lilburne, in a 1646 work, the poignantly titled Londons Liberty in Chains Discovered
(figure 2), declared that as the direct result of an incident that “inflamed my spirit with
indignation, and set my very soule as it were all on fire,” it was now his own intention to
undertake the task of searching out and printing the city’s charters. The incident in
question was something of a rerun of the events surrounding the mayoral election of
1443, and it concerned the ill-fated attempt by a group of city freemen to register their
votes in the most recent mayoral election in September 1646. The freemen, led by
46. Sylvia L. Thrupp, The Merchant Class of Medieval London (1948; reprint, Ann Arbor, Mich.,
1989), 60; and Pearl, London and the Puritan Revolution, 49, 67–68.
47. Caroline M. Barron, London in the Later Middle Ages: Government and People, 1200–1500
(Oxford, 2004), 148–49; and Archer, Pursuit of Stability, 22–23.
48. Pearl, London and the Puritan Revolution, 125.
49. [Lilburne], Englands Birth-right Justified, 38. Lilburne seems to have been unaware that a manuscript volume of the city’s charters translated into English had existed since 1582. This is hardly surprising, however, as access to this volume and most other records in the city’s archives in the Guildhall
was a privilege restricted to aldermen and their counsel. As a result, their existence is unlikely to have
been common knowledge: Piers Cain, “Robert Smith and the Reform of the Archives of the City of
London, 1580–1623,” London Journal 13 (1987–88): 3–16 at 5, 7–8.
50. Sir Henry Colthrop, The Liberties[,] Usages, and Customes of the City of London (London, 1642)
(E.141/24).
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figure 2. Title page to John Lilburne, Londons Liberty in Chains Discovered (n.p., [November 2,] 1646).
Huntington Library, RB 135738.
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Henry Wansey, were forcibly prevented from entering the city’s Guildhall, and Wansey
was detained in custody after attempting to read out a prepared statement that cited a
number of historical precedents, including the charter of 1215, in defense of the citizenry’s right to elect the mayor.51
Lilburne subsequently carried out his intended research into key city charters.
He “judged my self bound in duty to my self, and all my fellow-Commoners, the Cloakmen of London, to publish it in print,” and this provides the most likely source of the
Levellers’ detailed knowledge of the rights and privileges of London’s freemen.52 In
Londons Liberty, Lilburne described the process whereby he visited William Colet, the
Tower of London’s record keeper—which was far from an arduous journey, given that
Lilburne was then imprisoned in the Tower—and “bestowed three or foure pound for
the Copies of those [charters] that were most usefull for me.” These spanned the reigns
of Richard I to Henry VII and were supplemented by the addition of “an antient book
. . . containing many of the Liberties and Franchises of London.”53 Lacking the requisite
Latin and French to translate the documents himself, Lilburne called on the services of
an unnamed assistant; the result in mid-December 1646—no doubt timed deliberately
to have an impact on the city’s impending local elections—was the publication of
The Charters of London: Or, The Second Part of Londons Liberty in Chaines Discovered
(figures 3–5).54 This reproduced the charters in their original and translated form,
with a printed statement from Colet verifying the accuracy of each one; republished a
number of tracts and petitions by Londoners that were highly critical of the nature of
city government; and contained an introduction and fleeting commentary by Lilburne.
Of course, the attraction of the city charters to Lilburne and the Levellers can be
seen as deeply ironic. London’s charters were all given by kings, and the privileges they
granted were dependent on royal power to grant or delegate. Yet the Levellers’ belief in
the sovereignty of the people necessitated stripping the monarchy of all political
power, if not abolishing it outright, and refusing to acknowledge any authority that did
not derive from the people themselves. This ideological contradiction was confronted
only when the Levellers opposed royal action that affected the city, such as the power
granted to the king and council from the reign of Henry VI to reject those returned by
the citizenry as mayors or aldermen under particular circumstances. In this instance,
Lilburne resorted briefly to the more standard Leveller rhetoric, arguing that although
“Kings and Parliaments may confirme 55 unto a city or people, their Fundamentall
Rights and Liberties . . . yet when they have done so, they cannot take them away

51. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 8, 13–16, quotation at 21. See also Lindley, Popular Politics, 387.
Lindley follows many earlier historians in seeing the hand of Lilburne behind Wansey’s exploits. I am
unaware, however, of any direct evidence for this. But if Lilburne was behind the events, it would only
reinforce the arguments here concerning the impact of the capital and its past on the Levellers.
52. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 22.
53. Ibid., 21.
54. Ibid., 22. This unknown assistant was also the author of the initial pages of Londons Liberty and
of the statement Wansey attempted to read out at the Guildhall: ibid., 1–16.
55. My emphasis.
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figure 3. Title page to John Lilburne, The Charters of London (London, [December 18,] 1646).
Huntington Library, RB 135742.
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figure 4. Pages 14 and 17 of Lilburne, Charters of London, showing charter of Henry VI in Latin.
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figure 5. Pages 36–37 of Lilburne, Charters of London, showing charter of Henry VI in English.
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againe at their pleasure.”56 Elsewhere, however, it was acknowledged readily that the
charters were granted by kings, but questions concerning the authority of the monarchy to rule on the privileges of the city were passed over in silence. This is another
example of the Levellers’ well-known inconsistency,57 seemingly on the basis that the
argument from history was much the stronger in the particular case of the rights of
the capital’s citizenry.
Readers of The Charters of London were presented with the charters as straightforward statements of fact.58 As announced on the title page, “by the ancient, rationall,
and fundamental Charters of the famous City of London, is proved and declared . . . the
true and undeniable right[s] of all and every the Barons, Burgesses, Free-men, or
Commoners of London.” The virtual absence of commentary allows the charters to
speak for themselves, their sheer number standing as incontrovertible evidence of the
unlawful nature of the current workings of city government.59 Once again, of course,
there is a level of irony here, as it was far more common for London’s authorities to
resort to the charters, as the embodiment of the corporate memory of the city government, in order to see off their enemies and defend the status quo.60 However, the
ambiguity of the charters enabled Lilburne to use them for the exact opposite purpose
in support of his own political agenda. Indeed, his admission that he selected those
charters “that were most usefull for me” seemingly betrays the fact that behind their
apparent objective presentation lurked a design to manipulate the past for his own
contemporary purposes.
Those purposes were several, and together may be taken as general features of
Leveller writing on London. At the most obvious level, there was the need to persuade
their audience of the authority and justness of their key argument: that the existing
rulers and system of governance in London were corrupt, and that the remedy lay in
restoring the city’s freemen to their ancient constitutional privileges. These privileges
included the right to elect London’s parliament-men, lord mayor, sheriffs, and other
local officers; to hold city officials to account for the monies they received; and to petition Parliament directly, rather than through common council.61 Second, the attempt
to undermine the existing governors of London was a clearly partisan and ideologically motivated attack on Presbyterian hegemony in the city and, by extension, religious and political Presbyterianism nationally. Third, the explicit appeal to London’s
citizenry may have been a conscious effort to create a counterpolitical movement to
56. Lilburne, Charters of London, 36–[38], quotation at 38.
57. On this point, see also Davis, “Levellers and Christianity,” 238–39; and Baker, “Decentralisation
and the Agreements,” 107–10.
58. My thinking in the first half of this paragraph has been much influenced by Paulina Kewes’s
essay, “History and Its Uses,” in Uses of History, ed. Kewes, 1–30.
59. This was the technique favored by such historical collectors as John Foxe, John Rushworth, and
John Nalson.
60. Cain, “Robert Smith,” 9.
61. [Lilburne], Englands Birth-Right Justified, 22–25; Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 13–16, 21, 51, 52–53,
58; Lilburne, Charters of London, title page, 5; The Humble Appeale and Petition of Mary Overton (n.p.,
[March 24,] 1647), 9 (E.381/10); and [Wildman], London’s Liberties.
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the existing Presbyterian organization in the city.62 This is something hinted at clearly
in the call in Londons Liberty that, following the “bad usage of M. Wansie”—who is cast
in the guise of a civic hero for his actions—“you will not sit still, and passe by this injury
and indignity . . . But instantly adhere to your Protestation, conclude the claime of your
right, and with courage and resolution, maintain and preserve your just and undeniable Liberties and Priviledges.”63 Finally, we should acknowledge that the Levellers’
campaign within London was also, in part, a genuine attempt by city freemen to gain
for themselves a greater say in the government of their local community.
That issue certainly came to the fore in December 1650, when Wildman stood as
co-counsel for London’s freemen in a debate before the court of aldermen. Against a
background in which leading city officials were accused of having bankrupted the
Chamber of London, this debate concerned whether the liverymen alone, or all citizens, should elect the city’s chief officers. Wildman is rightly famed for his outspoken
support for the principle that the parliamentary franchise was a natural right of all
men, offered at the Putney debates in 1647. There he also took a dim view of chronicles,
conceiving “there is noe creditt to bee given to any of them; and the reason is because
those that were our Lords, and made us their vassalls, would suffer nothing else to bee
chronicled.”64 But before London’s aldermen, he waived such arguments essentially
early on in the proceedings in order to appeal to the city’s ancient charters—and, at
times, even to specific folios of them—in defense of the freemen’s historic voting
rights.65 Perhaps his recourse to the common law was a conscious strategy in a situation where, and in contrast to the Putney debates, he stood as counsel before a court of
law. Nevertheless, in terms of historical precedents, he actually had much the better of
the argument, which he subsequently published in 1650 under the title of London’s
Liberties (figure 6).
The account of this dispute captures what Arjun Appadurai has referred to as
“the inherent debatability of the past.”66 Both Wildman and his chief opponents, the
professional lawyers Matthew Hale and John Maynard, looked to the past to justify
their adopted positions but offered competing, and ideologically charged, conceptions
of the ancient constitution in doing so. Wildman’s standpoint was that traditionally
assumed by the London citizenry, emphasizing the antiquity of the numerous charters
that, on his reading, provided clear statements of the freemen’s right of election.67 The

62. This is not to ignore that there were, of course, many London freemen with Presbyterian leanings. But, for the Levellers, an appeal to citizens as citizens, as against citizens of a particular political
or religious hue, had at least the potential to generate a wide support base. Moreover, elements of the
Leveller program, such as an end to imprisonment for debt and the translation of the laws into English,
would have had a general appeal to London freemen.
63. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 9–10; see also ibid., 57. The “Protestation” referred to here is the
statement that Wansey attempted to read out at the Guildhall.
64. The Clarke Papers, ed. C. H. Firth, 2 vols. (London, 1891–94; reprint, 1992), 1:318.
65. [Wildman], London’s Liberties, 7–11, 31.
66. Arjun Appadurai, “The Past as a Scarce Resource,” Man 16 (1981), 201–19 at 201. I am grateful to
Matthew Neufeld for this reference, which has influenced my thinking in this paragraph.
67. [Wildman], London’s Liberties, 8–11, 28–29, 31, 33.
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figure 6. Title page to [John Wildman], London’s Liberties (London, [December 19,] 1650).
Huntington Library, RB 318858.
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main thrust of his opponents was not to dispute his reading of the charters or to make
counterclaims for the greater lineage of current electoral practice. Instead, they
exploited the fact that Wildman was referring to a situation that, if it ever had existed,
did so centuries earlier and bore no relation at all therefore to contemporary functioning. In the absence of textual evidence, they thus resorted to the language of custom
and usage in order to justify the electoral rights of the liverymen. The recent continuity
in electoral practice was, indeed, read as evidence that it had general support.68 Unsurprisingly, Wildman failed to accept this line of argument. For him, the election of
the chief officers by the liverymen was a recent deviation, one that could be traced back
a mere 174 years, from the established and traditional privileges of the citizenry, as codified in London’s charters.69
It seems that Wildman continued to believe in the legal validity of this position,
or at least in its potential to generate popular support in the capital, well into his later
years. As a Whig politician and plotter, in 1682 and again in 1683, he republished London’s Liberties at a time of renewed controversy over the issue of the manner for electing the city’s chief officers (figure 7). Following the Tories’ recent seizure of the posts of
mayor and both sheriffs, Wildman thought it once again timely to remind London’s
citizenry of its ancient constitutional privileges. “To this purpose,” as he stated in a new
preface to the work, “I suppose the publication of the following Sheets will be judged
very seasonable by all unbiass’d Men.”70
By the 1680s, of course, Wildman’s days as a Leveller were far behind him, and
his association with Lilburne and his allies was already somewhat tenuous by the time
he participated in the debate before London’s aldermen in 1650. Indeed, on that occasion, Wildman’s co-counsel, John Price (who put forward a number of arguments similar to his), was the author of a recent and notorious attack on the Levellers.71 This
exemplifies the wide constituency that could make political demands drawn from the
historic privileges of London’s freemen, with individuals and groups of very different,
and even conflicting, views seeking to exploit the precedents of the past for their own
interest. For example, the first London citizen to take to print in the 1640s in vindication of the rights of the city’s commoners was no friend of the Levellers, and this
reveals how issues relating to civic government could transcend national political
alignments.72 The bookseller John Bellamie was a Presbyterian trier and ruling elder,
co-publisher of Thomas Edwards’s Antapologia, and a major figure in the organization of the Presbyterian city Remonstrance of 1646.73 In his 1645 work, A Plea for the
68. Ibid., 13–15. See also Alan Cromartie, Sir Matthew Hale, 1609–76: Law, Religion, and Natural
Philosophy (Cambridge, 1995), 67.
69. [Wildman], London’s Liberties, 33–34.
70. [Wildman], Londons Liberties, 2nd ed. ([London], 1683), preface (Wing STC, L2936C).
71. [Wildman], London’s Liberties, 5; and [John Price], Walwins Wiles (London, [May] 1649)
(E.554/24). For Price’s authorship of the latter tract, see William Walwyn, Walwyns Jvst Defence (London,
1649), 1, 7 (Wing STC, W685).
72. My thanks to Ann Hughes and Elliot Vernon for discussion of this point.
73. Ann Hughes, Gangraena and the Struggle for the English Revolution (Oxford, 2004), 142; Lindley,
Popular Politics, 195n185.
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figure 7. Title page to [John Wildman], Londons Liberties, 2nd ed. ([London], 1682). Huntington
Library, RB 134140.
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Commonalty of London, he largely preempted the later strategy of the Levellers when
he reproduced short passages from the city’s charters in order to demonstrate that the
rights of the citizenry “hath been long with-holden from them) [sic] in the choice of
sundry officers.”74 Nevertheless, there was a substantial difference between Bellamie
and the Levellers as individuals, and this is reflected in the different purposes for
which they were using the past. As a common councilman, Bellamie was a member of
one of London’s governing institutions and his Plea for the Commonalty was directed
specifically at the lord mayor, the aldermen, and his fellow common councilors. The
major concern of the pamphlet was not the general rights of citizens but the threat to
revive the aldermanic veto over common council, and it was clearly from within that
body that Bellamie was looking to secure support for his arguments.75 Strictly speaking, the “commonalty” referred to in his tract’s title was common council, not the city’s
freemen, a typical example of the ambiguity surrounding such terms. Meanwhile, and
in complete contrast with Bellamie, Lilburne held no political office during the 1640s
and was in fact imprisoned for much of the decade. His pamphlets were addressed
directly to “the Commons of London” and his “Fellow Citizens,” and, regardless of the
additional motives discussed above, he does seem to have possessed a genuine concern
for the rights of his fellow commoners.76
It is difficult to assess the impact of Lilburne’s London tracts and, more particularly, his publication of the city’s charters on other contemporaries. They may have
been a factor in a renewed outbreak of conflict within particular city companies
between 1648 and 1652. Some company rulers seemingly thought so, accusing the protestors of having “levilling myndes and proud imperious wills.” But extensive research
by Norah Carlin has failed to uncover any direct link between the Levellers and the
protests.77 It would seem ironic, however, if the Levellers had any impact on what was
perhaps the most notable usage of the city’s charters in defense of an argument in this
period. This was in October 1650, in a very different political climate from that of the
1640s, when common council itself ruled “That it appeareth to them by the ancient
charters of this City that the Lord Mayor and the Sheriffs of this City are eligible by the
commons and citizens of this City and that the elections of the Lord Mayor and Sheriffs was anciently by the several persons chosen out of the wards joined with the Common Council.”78 Backed by an influx of new common councilors who wished to open
up city government, this resolution was what led to Wildman’s appearance before the
court of aldermen in 1650. But although he had the better of that debate, the fate of

74. John Bellamie, A Plea for the Commonalty of London (London, [March 27,] 1645), 4–8, quotation
from title page (E.1174/3).
75. Hughes, Gangraena, 146; Bellamie, Plea for the Commonalty, sigs. A2–A2v, 11.
76. Lilburne, Charters of London, 1. See also ibid., 3, where Lilburne is critical of Bellamie’s writing
for its failure to “shew the true rights and priviledges of the Commons of London.”
77. Carlin, “Liberty and Fraternities,” 233.
78. Quoted in Ashley, John Wildman, 74.
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the resolution was sealed when it was blocked by Parliament at the prompting of the
mayor, aldermen, and city companies.79


So far, this essay has examined the ways in which the Levellers—and other contemporaries, too—were influenced by, and argued about, the history and political culture of
the city of London. In this section, attention is turned to the significance of those
arguments. As we have seen, contemporaries often held, and indeed clashed over,
competing versions of the civic past, but to what extent were those “pasts” imagined?
Additionally, when the Levellers justified their arguments through reference to customary practice and city charters, were they seeking to restore or to transform London
society? As David Harris Sacks has emphasized, the languages of freedom and citizenship that lay at the heart of civic consciousness could be put to use occasionally
in support of highly innovative demands.80 Thus, to what extent were the Levellers
manipulating the civic past to create a “nostalgic utopianism”81 and situations that
never had existed?82
To begin with, we need to return to the issues surrounding the methods of electing London’s chief officers. As noted above, the wording of the city’s charters is unclear
as to who possessed the right to vote for the mayor, sheriffs, and other posts, and those
ambiguities are ultimately irresolvable. But from the time of the late thirteenth century, the point at which elections were first recorded, there is no evidence to suggest
that the entirety of London’s freemen ever participated in them. Rather, each of the
city’s wards produced twelve representatives, from among “the wealthier and wiser
men,” who served as the probi homines of the ward. In addition, there was a convention
by which one of the sheriffs was chosen by the mayor himself.83 In the debate before
the city’s aldermen in 1650, both Wildman and Price accepted that there were valid historical precedents for elections for the capital’s leading offices to be by a selected group
of freemen. Wildman was, indeed, explicit on this point: “where the election is said to
be by the Commonalty of the City, it is to be understood the select number of every
Wards Representatives; for it is supposed every one is included.”84 Once again, this
79. James E. Farnell, “The Usurpation of Honest London Householders: Barebone’s Parliament,”
English Historical Review 82 (1967): 24–46 at 34–37, 39–40. I am grateful to Elliot Vernon for discussion
of this episode.
80. David Harris Sacks, “Parliament, Liberty, and the Commonweal,” in Parliament and Liberty
from the Reign of Elizabeth I to the English Civil War, ed. J. H. Hexter (Stanford, Calif., 1992), 85–121 at
103–5.
81. Michael Walzer, The Revolution of the Saints: A Study in the Origins of Radical Politics (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1965), 207.
82. On this point, see also J. C. Davis, “Afterword: Reassessing Radicalism in a Traditional Society:
Two Questions,” in English Radicalism, 1550–1850, ed. Glenn Burgess and Matthew Festenstein
(Cambridge, 2007), 338–72 at 356–58; and Baker, “Decentralisation and the Agreements,” 106, 110.
83. Barron, London in the Middle Ages, 148, 159, quotation at 148.
84. [Wildman], London’s Liberties, 5, 9–12, quotation at 11. Wildman did, however, challenge the
view that it was the mayor who summoned the ward’s representatives to elect him, rather than them
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acceptance of a form of representative government is a far cry from the Wildman of the
Putney debates. But in the context of the dispute then at hand, those precedents supported clearly the view that the right of election did not reside only in the liverymen.
By contrast, there is no evidence in any of Lilburne’s writing on London elections that
he accepted the validity of a representative, as against fully participatory, system of
government in the capital. There are, in fact, obvious statements to suggest that he was
opposed to it unequivocally. Thus in Londons Liberty, he declared that “it is a true and
just maxim in nature, no man can binde me but by my own consent” and, even more
emphatically, in The Charters of London, that “the poorest that lives, hath so true a right
to give a vote, as well as the richest and greatest.”85
Here it does seem that Lilburne’s desire to transform the relationship between
representatives and represented, and his view that all government must be by consent,
led him to argue for arrangements that may never have existed in London’s history. This
would certainly be the case if he were arguing that all male inhabitants, as opposed to
citizens only, were entitled to vote in city elections. His writing on that point is far more
ambiguous than is often acknowledged,86 but it may be that he continued to regard it as
an exclusive entitlement of the enfranchised citizens and freemen of London alone.
There are, perhaps, comparable uncertainties surrounding the full implications
of the Levellers’ demand for freedom of trade. That demand was not of itself original;
similar calls were heard intermittently and acted on to a degree at intervals during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.87 In London in the 1590s, for example, the rulers
of city companies were troubled by trading monopolies, while artisans complained
that the possession of monopolistic grants by individuals was contrary to the capital’s
charters and tantamount to “bondage.” As Archer has argued, the Levellers exploited
these underlying concerns and the rhetoric they provoked,88 reprinting a number of
tracts and petitions from the 1640s that expressed similar grievances.89 But did their
demand for complete freedom of trade necessitate the destruction of the city companies? Were the Levellers seeking to abolish the entire system of regulation governing
trade and industry in the capital? As was so often the case with the Levellers, their
statements are not always clear or consistent on this point, and scholarly opinion
remains divided.90 It may be that their apparent criticism of the company system
alienated potential supporters among London’s artisans, who, more often than not,

being chosen from within the wards themselves. In this, he was mistaken: ibid., 30; and Barron, London
in the Middle Ages, 149.
85. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 53; and Lilburne, Charters of London, 4.
86. Compare Foxley, “John Lilburne,” 852–54; and C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (Oxford, 1962; reprint, 1989), 132–34.
87. Robert Brenner, Merchants and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s
Overseas Traders, 1550–1653 (Cambridge, 1993), 85–86, 207.
88. Archer, Pursuit of Stability, 146; and Archer, “Popular Politics,” 31–32, quotation at 31.
89. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 13–16, 43–45; Lilburne, Charters of London, 37–52, [65]–[68].
90. For example, compare Perez Zagorin, A History of Political Thought in the English Revolution
(London, 1954), 39; and Alan Craig Houston, “‘A Way of Settlement’: The Levellers, Monopolies, and
the Public Interest,” History of Political Thought 14 (1993): 381–420 at 397.
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wanted to see greater economic regulation within the capital in order to restrain competition and preserve their own interests.91 Nevertheless, the reason Lilburne gave on
one occasion for his attacks on the “Patentee-Monopolizing Companies, Corporations
and Fraternities” seems most significant: “their Brotherhoods are so many conspiracies
to destroy and overthrow the lawes and liberties of England, and to ingrosse, inhance, and
destroy the trades and Franchises of most of the Freemen of London.” Thus it was for their
explicit violation of the privileges of the citizenship of London that the companies were
denounced.92


Historians have long sought to trace an identifiable Leveller legacy into the Restoration period and beyond. This essay has adopted a contrasting approach—but one that
may be no less applicable to the situation in the later seventeenth century—in its
attempt to locate the Levellers, both as a group of individuals and as a form of popular
political action, within the wider history and political culture of the city of London. It
has suggested that their exposure as individuals to the capital’s political and economic
culture, and most obviously the practices associated with the freedom and citizenship,
were obvious sources for crucial elements of their program. The perception of London
as a self-governing community and their firsthand knowledge of the contemporary
disputes over the voting and trading rights of the commonalty may well have influenced the nature of the proposals they sought to implement at a national level. But if
the Levellers drew on, and were indeed shaped by, their immediate personal experiences in the capital, they also looked to their city’s past. Above all, we need to situate
their movement within a long-established tradition of popular protest surrounding
the political, constitutional, economic, and legal rights of London’s citizenry. This is
why the Levellers were always something more than a specific reaction to the parliamentary tyranny and centralization of the mid-1640s, or the political wing of London’s
sectarian community. Many of their tactics and arguments were well rehearsed and
even customary within London’s history, and the Levellers were by no means alone in
attempting to exploit civic consciousness for political purposes in the 1640s.
As with their forbears working within that tradition, the Levellers looked to the
city’s ancient charters in order to validate their arguments, thereby grounding them
in statute and precedent. The appeal to the past was the standard contemporary
strategy when seeking to justify change in the present, but here we need to beware of
being duped by the Levellers’ muddled medievalism and their romanticizing of the
past to attack the present.93 On occasion, they were, in all likelihood, appealing to an
imaginary past and demanding the restoration of rights that never had existed. The
situation they were trying to create, both within London and nationally—that of a
91. Carlin, “Liberty and Fraternities,” 238–54.
92. Lilburne, Londons Liberty, 40–41; and Archer, “Popular Politics,” 32.
93. Keith Thomas, The Perception of the Past in Early Modern England (London, 1983), 11.
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self-governing, communal society of economically independent small producers—
had obvious medieval antecedents but drew on an early modern myth that life in the
Middle Ages had an alternative value system.94 Nevertheless, the Levellers’ use of the
civic past was a vital component of their overall campaign. For it was through their
appeals to the city’s ancient charters and for the reclamation of the historic rights of
London’s freemen that they attempted to gain the support of the capital’s small masters
and independent craftsmen in order to create a political movement out-of-doors in
Civil War London.
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