
INTRODUCTION
He takes upon him to tell you the meaning of other men's words and
writing by his studying or imagining what another man's knowledge
might be, and by thus doing darkens knowledge and wrongs the
spirit ot the authors who did write and speak those things which he
takes upon him to interpret.

G. Winstanley, The Law of Freedom (1652), p. 351 below,

Winstanley's Place in History

MODERN political thought begins in the English Revolution
of the seventeenth century. Thomas Hobbes's Leviathan
(1651) is the classic statement of the 'possessive individual-
ism' which underlies traditional English Whig and Utili-
tarian theories.1 Ideas later developed by radicals and
democrats were expressed in the Putney Debates of 1647
and in Leveller pamphlets of the late sixteen-forties. James
Harrington's Oceana (1656) was the first systematic state-
ment of the thesis that political change is determined by
economic change. In exactly these years Gerrard Win-
stanley was working out a collectivist theory which looks
forward to nineteenth- and twentieth-century socialism and
communism as well as glancing backwards to a vanishing
village community.

Winstanley had grasped a crucial point in modern politi-
cal thinking: that state power is related to the property
system and to the body of ideas which supports that system.
He is modern too in wanting a revolution which would re-
place competition by concern for the community, in insist-
ing that political freedom is impossible without economic
equality, and that this means abolishing private property
and wage labour. Experience during the English Revolution
taught him some of the dangers of substituting an arbitrary
revolutionary regime for an arbitrary traditional one. He in-
sisted that all state officials should be elected, and that a
people's militia should be the only armed force. At a time

1. C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individual-
ism, Oxford University Press, 1962, passim.
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Introduction
when the clergy were society's ideologists and educators,
Winstanley wanted church and state to be separated, leaving
each congregation free to elect its own minister. Education
should be taken out of clerical hands, and made scientific,
equal and universal. He rejected elitism and professionalism
in all spheres. Previous radical thinkers had postulated a
past golden age; Winstanley believed in the possibility of
human progress, and looked to a future in which reason and
international brotherhood would prevail, in which science
should be applied to improving not only economic condi-
tions but also the quality of human life.

Sir Thomas More's Utopia (1516) had sketched a com-
munist society, but this was a jeu d'esprit, written in Latin,
the language of the intellectual elite. More as Lord Chan-
cellor had a short way with the radical revolutionaries of his
own day. But Winstanley's pamphlets were published in the
vernacular, at the height of a great revolution, and they
aimed at rousing the poorer classes to political action. Win-
stanley himself took the lead in establishing a communist
colony, which he hoped would be widely imitated. So neither
Russia nor Germany nor France but England gave the
world its first communist political programme; and England
can also claim to have produced, within ten years of one
another, the starting texts of modern political thought -
conservative-individualist and liberal-democratic as well as
socialist-communist. But Winstanley is not merely the ulti-
mate ancestor of the English labour and cooperative move-
ments. He wrote before the Industrial Revolution, and some
of his insights may be of interest to those in the Third
World today who face the transition from an agrarian to an
industrial society. There are many reasons for his being
better known and more seriously studied in our century
than in his own.

Early Life

We know very little about the life of Gerrard Winstanley
except what he tells us himself. He was a Lancashire man,
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and has plausibly been identified with the Gerrard Win-
stanley who was baptized in Wigan on 10 October 1609.2 If
this identification is correct, his father Edward was a mercer,
a man of some standing in Wigan, burgess at least by 1627;
he died in 1639. He and his wife were presented to the
church courts in 1605 for holding conventicles.3 An Ellen
Winstanley, not Gerrard's sister, who was baptized in Wigan
in 1604, married the Puritan divine John Angier in 1628.
There seem to have been many Puritan connections in the
family, for Ellen was a niece of Mrs John Cotton, and
another eminent Puritan, Oliver Heywood, married Ellen's
daughter.4 Angier was the son of a clothier of Dedham,
Essex: it looks as though it was through the clothing in-
dustry that Edward Winstanley came into contact with the
outside world. It was as a clothing apprentice that Gerrard
went to London.

'I was never brought up to beg or work for day wages,'
Winstanley tells us later. He probably went to a grammar
school, for he quotes Latin (p. 184 below). But he did not
follow the career traditionally marked out for the clever
son of middle-class parents, going to a university and be-
coming a clergyman. His parents were presumably un-
friendly to the church: certainly Gerrard himself at a later
date had no use at all for universities. On 10 April 1630 he
was apprenticed to Sarah Gater of Cornhill, widow of Wil-
liam Gater, Merchant Taylor. Seven years later he became a
freeman of the Merchant Taylors' Company. In September
1640 he married Susan King: he was then living in the
parish of St Olave's in Old Jewry.

It was a bad time to set up in trade, a period of great
political uncertainty just before the outbreak of civil war.

2. Not 10 July, as Sabine has it.
3.1 owe this information to the Manchester Ph.D. thesis of Dr

R. C. Richardson, 'Puritanism in the Diocese of Chester to 1642',
p. 276.

4. Oliver Heywood, Life of John Angier of Denton, ed. W. Axon,
Chetham Soc, New Series, Vol. 97, 1937, pp. 54-5; R. Halley, Puri-
tanism and Nonconformity in Lancashire, 1869, Vol. II, pp. 148-9.

II
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Communications with the north and west of England, in-
cluding Lancashire, were soon disrupted by fighting. By
1643 Winstanley had been 'beaten out of both estate and
trade* (p. 127 below). Though I was bred a tradesman', he
wrote later, 'yet it is so hard a thing to pick out a poor living
that a man shall sooner be cheated of his bread than get
bread by trading among men, if by plain dealing he put
trust in any' (S., p. 188). As late as 1660 Winstanley was still
being sued by the executors of Richard Aldsworth, citizen
of London, for a debt of £114, which Winstanley admitted
having incurred 'for fustian, dimities and linen-cloth and
such like commodities'. By 1643 ̂ e had 'left off his trading
with the said Richard Aldsworth and with all other persons,
by reason of the badness of the times'.5 Winstanley had to
raise money from friends, and moved to Cobham, where
his father-in-law, William King, a London surgeon, owned
property. In 1647 Winstanley was an arbitrator in a case
brought by John Fielden, later a Kingston Quaker. The
other arbitrator was Henry Bickerstaffe, probably the later
Digger.5a In the forties Winstanley herded other men's cows
at Cobham (pp. 127, 136, 139, 206). Among economic dis-
asters to which man is liable Winstanley listed ' losses of his
estate by fire, water, being cheated by false-spirited men,
death of his cattle, or many such like casualties, whereby he
becomes poor. . . and meets with hard language, hungry
belly, to be despised, imprisoned'.6 One suspects that he
had experienced many of these himself. 'Men that are
guided by principles of fair dealing, void of deceit, know
not this day how to live, but they will be cheated and
cozened' (S., p. 137). One object of Winstanley's career was
to create a society in which such men would know how to
live.

5. Petegorsky, pp. 123-4.
5a. J. S. L. Pulford, The First Kingston Quakers, quoted by

D. G. Taylor, Gerrard Winstanley in Elmsbridge, Elmsbridge
Borough Council, 1982.

6. Winstanley, The Saints Paradice, n.d. ?i648, p. 60; cf. pp. 33-4.
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Winstanley's World

If we are to understand the development of Winstanley's
ideas, we must remind ourselves of the world in which he
was living. In the civil war of 1642-6 Parliament had de-
feated Charles I and his supporters, but only after a long-
drawn-out struggle. The conflict between Parliament and
King had been complemented by a conflict between those
whom we call 'Presbyterians' and Independents' on the
Parliamentary side. The latter were those who thought, like
Oliver Cromwell, that there was no point in fighting unless
you were determined to win. The 'Presbyterian' grandees,
strong in the House of Lords and among the gentry and
ruling oligarchies of London and other big trading towns,
were anxious for a compromise peace if only the King
would accept their terms. Charles was most unaccommodat-
ing, and slowly military necessity strengthened the hands of
the win-the-war party. Their support came from 'the middl-
ing sort', lesser gentry, yeomen and artisans: Oliver Crom-
well's policy of promoting by merit among the troops under
his command was designed to make use of those who,
though not gentlemen, had 'the root of the matter in them'.
The Self-Denying Ordinance of 1645 cleared peers out of the
higher command, and allowed the New Model Army to be
officered by men good at their jobs and anxious to win.

Religious toleration was the natural accompaniment of
this approach to men outside the ruling class. Before 1640
all Englishmen had perforce been members of the Church
of England, liable to punishment in its spiritual courts for
a wide variety of 'sins', including working for one's living
on one of the innumerable saints' days which divided up the
agricultural calendar. All Englishmen had to pay tithes,
ten per cent of their income, to maintain the parson of their
parish, in whose selection the parishioners normally had no
say. It was a punishable ofEence until 1650 to absent oneself
from Sunday service in one's own parish church, even in
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order to hear a more congenial sermon in a neighbouring
parish. The clergy were appointed by bishops, by deans and
chapters, by Oxford and Cambridge colleges, by the King or
(most often) by the local squire. Only in a very few town
parishes did the congregation choose its own minister. Such
patrons naturally tended to be conservative in outlook; and
the clergy themselves were linked to the social order (or so
the radicals claimed) by their education at Oxford or Cam-
bridge, a degree from either of which automatically made a
poor man's son a gentleman. This was important since the
Church was the greatest opinion-forming machine in the
days before newspapers, radio, television and cinema. The
clergy were expected to read government hand-outs from
the pulpit. They were told what subjects not to preach on,
and were punished if they disobeyed. Control over the
Church was a question of power, which seemed to Charles I
more important even than control of the armed forces.

Many men and women bitterly resented this apparatus of
coercion, persuasion and exploitation. But if they stayed
away from church, and met in their own houses for worship
and discussion, this too was an offence punishable in the
church courts, as Edward Winstanley and his wife had
found. In the sixteen-thirties, when no parliament was
called, William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, was vir-
tual Prime Minister. The hierarchy of the Church reached
a pinnacle of power. Many thousands of English men and
women emigrated to the Netherlands or New England in
order to be free to worship as they wished. Others, not so
rich or so fortunate, formed underground separatist or-
ganizations, which inevitably, as the political crisis
deepened, became revolutionary cells. Religion and politics
were inextricably mixed.

Then in 1640 the Long Parliament met, and the church
hierarchy collapsed. Separatist congregations came up from
underground and met openly, electing their own ministers,
rejecting the state church and its parochial clergy. Religious
toleration was therefore a social and political as well as a
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religious question. Were men and women, chiefly of the
'meaner sort', to be permitted to meet togther in their own
self-selected congregations, unsupervised by a university-
educated clergyman, for religious discussions which would
inevitably cover politics as well? Were laymen to be allowed
to preach? If so, why should men go on paying tithes to
maintain parish ministers whom they did not want to hear?
If tithes were unpaid, there would be no state church to tell
ordinary people what to think - and no livings for the clergy.
Worse still, Oxford and Cambridge colleges were largely
financed by tithes, and many gentlemen up and down the
kingdom collected 'impropriated' tithes, which before the
Reformation had been paid to monasteries. So behind the
demand for religious toleration lurked abolition of the state
church, the traditional means of social control over the
lower orders, and an attack on property. No wonder the
respectable and the timid opposed it.

Yet Oliver Cromwell and the 'Independents' supported it,
Cromwell at least on genuinely conscientious grounds. The
need for a wide mass basis of support and enthusiasm in
order to beat the King enabled their views to triumph. By
the end of the civil war religious toleration existed in fact if
not in theory, and was guaranteed by the existence of the
New Model Army, which had won the war and was in no
mood to stand any nonsense from the worried 'Presbyterian'
majority in the House of Commons. Puritan preachers had
called on soldiers to fight against Antichrist, a vague symbol
of all that was oppressive and tyrannical in the old order.
Millennarian hopes for a reconstruction of society to benefit
the poor and lowly were in the air. 'What do you know',
rank-and-file Parliamentarian soldiers were asking a horri-
fied royalist divine in 1644, 'but that this is the time of her
ruin [the Whore of Babylon], and that we are the men that
must help to pull her down?'7 By Antichrist or the Whore
of Babylon Parliamentarian divines referred to the Pope or

7. E. Symmons, Scripture Vindicated, 1644, Preface.
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bishops; others were to apply the name to the royalist party,
to the 'Presbyterians', to Oliver Cromwell himself; Win-
stanley was to apply it to the rule of the landed class.8 It was
a widely extensible term. Winstanley shared the widespread
view that he was living in the last days, though he was to
give a special meaning to this phrase (p. 55 below).

In 1647 Parliament ordered the Army to disband, without
even providing for full payment of arrears of wages due, and
without producing any of the social and political reforms
which the troops had expected. The rank and file revolted.
After a period of hesitation, most of the officers supported
them, and an Army Council was set up in which officers and
elected representatives of the rank and file ('Agitators') sat
side by side. This was a unique demonstration of the popular
and national nature of the force which proudly claimed to
be 'no mere mercenary Army'. It advanced on London, and
Parliament submitted.

This was a beginning, not an end. The Army itself was
divided, as we can see in the debates in Putney church at the
end of October and the beginning of November 1647. The
subject for discussion was The Agreement of the People, the
democratic constitution put forward by the Leveller party
which had recently come into being in London. The Secre-
tary of the Army Council took down verbatim the conflict-
ing views of all ranks, from Lieutenant-General Cromwell
and other officers to Agitators, and of civilian Levellers.
History knows no similar record before the Russian Revolu-
tion. Agitators, Levellers and some officers called for a wide
extension of the franchise, for abolition of monarchy and
House of Lords, for equality before the law and for an end
to coercion in religion. The generals and most of the officers
rallied behind Commissary-General Ireton's defence of the
existing constitution, modified by the sovereignty of Parlia-
ment which the civil war had established, and especially be-
hind his defence of the existing property franchise. 'liberty

8. See p. 56 below.
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cannot be provided for in a general sense', Ireton declared,
'if property be preserved/ The main thing that I speak for,
is because I would have an eye to property/ 9

A lucky combination of circumstances saved the generals
in November 1647. The King escaped from captivity and
fled to the Isle of Wight, where he started to organize a
second civil war. The Army had to reunite, and after a half-
hearted attempt at mutiny at Ware it reunited around
Generals Fairfax and Cromwell, who had led it to victory in
the first civil war. There were royalist risings in Kent and
South Wales, and a Scottish invasion of the north of Eng-
land. As the troops marched and countermarched across
England in that wet summer of 1648, their fury with the
King mounted. The generals who had negotiated with him
in 1647 now saw that he must be sacrificed. In December
1648 Colonel Pride purged the House of Commons of the
leading 'Presbyterian' M.P.s, and in January Charles was
brought to trial 'as a tyrant, traitor and murderer and public
enemy to the Commonwealth'. The scene was unprece-
dented in the history of Europe: a king publicly tried, con-
demned and executed in the name of his people. It was
followed by the abolition of monarchy (17 March 1649) and
House of Lords (19 March); the Republic was proclaimed on
19 May. But that was all. The Army received arrears of pay,
but the representative Army Council was replaced by a
Council of Officers. The apocalyptic hopes of the radicals
were not realized. Parliament refused to dissolve; there was
no extension of the franchise, no social reform, no abolition
of tithes.

Winstanley had supported Parliament in the first civil
war, but in 1648 he rejected 'Presbyterians' and 'Indepen-
dents' no less than royalists. God's 'sincere-hearted ones,
scattered abroad in the kingdom', he thought, 'shall stand
and look on whilst Royalists, Presbyterians and Indepen-
dents sheathe their swords in one another's bowels'. Never-

9. A. S. P. Woodhouse (ed.), Puritanism and Liberty, 1938, pp.
73, 57-
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theless, 'this wrath, bitterness and discontent that appears
generally in men's spirits in England' seemed to Winstanley
to suggest that liberty is not far off', and that the British
Isles might be 'the tenth part of the city Babylon that shall
fall off first'. Winstanley hoped to help God in this 'great
work'.10

Winstanley in 1648

Winstanley, like Oliver Cromwell, was approaching forty
years of age before he began to do the work for which he
was to be remembered. We know little of his intellectual or
political development in the years before 1648. He had learnt
enough law to quote Coke's Institutes, The Mirror of Justice
and fourteenth-century statutes (p. 132 below). He tells
us that he was for long a good Puritan church-goer, believ-
ing as the learned clergy believed. But he came to see that
such a life was one of 'confusion, ignorance and bondage'.
He went through 'the ordinance of dipping', but he did not
long remain a conventional Baptist (S., pp. 243, 141). In the
early months of 1648 he published three theological tracts
which wrestle with the subjects of poverty, evil and selfish-
ness, foreseeing a glorious future in which God will reveal
himself to 'the despised, the unlearned, the poor, the noth-
ings of this world'. But already Winstanley had broken with
the traditional theological framework which most of his
contemporaries accepted: he suggested that in the end
everyone will be saved. One of his main concerns was al-
ready to insist on freedom for the poor. It was wrong too that
'sharp punishing laws were made to prevent fishermen,
shepherds, husbandmen and tradesmen from ever preach-
ing of God any more', and that preaching was restricted to
'scholars bred up in human letters'.11

God is to be found inside every human being. 'He that
looks for a God without himself and worships God at a

10. Winstanley, The Saints Paradice, pp. 22-3, 62-3.
11. Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God, 1648, passim;

The Mysterie of God, 1648, esp. p. 115.
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distance, he worships he knows not what, but is led away and
deceived by the imaginations of his own heart/ But 'he that
looks for a God within himself.. .is made subject to and hath
community with the spirit that made all flesh, that dwells in
all flesh and in every creature within the globe/ This God
is Reason - a social Reason which says 'Do as thou wouldst
be done unto . . . For Reason tells him, Is thy neighbour
hungry and naked to-day, do thou feed him and clothe him,
it may be thy case to-morrow, and then he will be ready to
help thee/

So far Winstanley had got by July 1648, trying to under-
stand the poverty and humiliation which had overtaken
him and so many others 'in the midst of these national
hurly-burlies'.12 Dozens of other 'mechanick preachers'13

were using the newly-won liberty of the press to grapple with
the problems of the revolutionary epoch: most of them
hoped that the national crisis marked the beginning of
God's kingdom on earth. We have to read Winstanley's first
three pamphlets carefully to appreciate how much more
radical their author already was. We must make allowances
for the Biblical idiom which Winstanley shared with almost
all his contemporaries, and try to penetrate through to the
thought beneath. Already we have some clues in his equa-
tion of God and Reason, and his use of Babylon to stand
for the old order which has to be overthrown.

A new note comes in with Winstanley's next pamphlet,
Truth Lifting up its Head above Scandals, whose title-page
says 1649 but whose introductory letter Winstanley dated 16
October 1648. This is a fiercely anti-clerical note. The pam-
phlet was written after a dispute with some clergymen at
Kingston-on-Thames in which Winstanley had engaged
together with William Everard. Everard was almost cer-
tainly a former trooper and Agitator in the New Model

12. Winstanley, The Saints Paradice, pp. 89-90, 122-4, 19.
13. The greatest of these was Bunyan; see W. Y. Tindall, John

Bunyan, Mechanick Preacher, New York, 1964, passim. Cf. p. 43
below.
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Army, who had been cashiered for taking part in the
mutiny at Ware. Everard was arrested and imprisoned, and
Winstanley 'was slandered as well as Everard, having been
in his company'. The treatise deals, however, only with
Winstanley's views, explaining his use of 'the word Reason
instead of the word God in [his] writings'. It was dedicated,
in a fierce counter-attack, 'to the scholars of Oxford and
Cambridge and all that call themselves ministers of the
gospel in city and country'. The clergy, Winstanley declares,
have no special claims to respect as interpreters of the Scrip-
tures, for the very text of the Bible depends on tradition.
The clergy themselves are time-servers. 'First here in the
Presbytery, then there in the Independency: and thus you
lead the people like horses by the nose, and ride upon them
at your pleasure.' A privileged state church must be abol-
ished, and all men be given liberty to worship as they please
(S., pp. ioo, 103-4,129-30,391-2).

The Land

So much for the immediate political background against
which Winstanley was working out his ideas. We must now
glance briefly at longer-term economic developments. The
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries had seen a rapid
increase in the population of England. Production of food
had not kept pace with this expansion. The situation was
aggravated by other factors - enclosure and consolidation of
farms sometimes led to eviction, often to sheep replacing
corn. Fewer people grew their own food; corn had to be im-
ported. There was a large pauper, vagabond and squatter
population, and the big towns (London especially) har-
boured an underworld of unemployed or casual labour. A
series of bad harvests, such as occurred in the fifteen-nine-
ties, or a slump in the clothing industry, such as occurred
in the second and third decades of the century, could make
life desperately hard for those dependent on money wages.
The years from 1620 to 1650 have been described as among

20
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the most terrible in English history, bringing extreme hard-
ship for the lower classes.14

If we look forward to the end of the seventeenth century,
the gravest problems have been solved. New land has been
brought under cultivation. New crops enable cattle to be
kept alive through the winter; the increased supply of
manure, together with diversified crop rotations and new
techniques, have brought grain production to a point at
which England no longer needs to import corn in a normal
year, has indeed become a corn-exporting country. But this
agricultural revolution was the consequence of decisions
taken in the mid century. There were two problems. First,
unproductive land must be brought under intensive culti-
vation - common and waste lands, royal forests, fens and
marshes. This raised the second question - by whom? If
economic efficiency and the maximization of food produc-
tion were all that mattered, then enclosure of land by rich
individuals who could invest large units of capital was
clearly the answer. But this would cut across the interests of
all those who enjoyed customary rights in commons, forests
and fens. The Midlands rising of 1607, in which we first come
across the names Levellers and Diggers, was caused by
enclosure. Risings in western England in the late twenties
and early thirties turned in large part on royal enclosure
and rights of squatters in the forests. Oliver Cromwell first
won a national reputation as the defender of commoners
who opposed the draining of the Fens. Just as the break-
down of the authority of the state church in the sixteen-
forties allowed underground sects to surface, so the break-
down of secular authority released a series of riots against
enclosure all over the country. As a recent historian put it,
'the whole Digger movement can be plausibly regarded as
the culmination of a century of unauthorized encroach-
ment upon the forests and wastes by squatters and local

14. P. J. Bowden, in The Agrarian History of England, Vol. IV,
1500-1640, ed. J. Thirsk, Cambridge University Press, 1967, p. 621.
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commoners, pushed on by land shortage and pressure of
population'.15

'Do not all strive to enjoy the land?' Winstanley was to
ask. 'The gentry strive for land, the clergy strive for land,
the common people strive for land; and buying and selling
is an art whereby people endeavour to cheat one another of
the land' (p. 185 below). The problems were exacerbated by
the civil war, which simultaneously disrupted agriculture
and increased the number of those who had to be fed whilst
themselves producing nothing. A series of bad harvests after
1645 (that of 1648 being particularly disastrous) more than
doubled the price of bread by 1649. Yet this was a period in
which men were being demobilized and having to find jobs,
and it came at the end of more than a century of falling real
wages, in years when taxes on food were higher than ever
before and free-quarter for soldiers was an added burden on
the civilian population (p. 26 below). Then the land prob-
lem was forced on the attention of all by the confiscations of
the Revolution. Episcopacy was abolished in 1646; bishops'
lands were sold to private individuals to pay for the war.
But dean and chapter lands were still in the possession of the
state in 1649, as were crown lands and forests after the aboli-
tion of monarchy, and the lands of obdurate royalists which
had been seized during the war. Here was a great land fund.

On 3 April 1649, two days after Winstanley and his com-
rades started digging on St George's Hill, Peter Chamberlen
suggested using the confiscated lands of crown, church and
royalists, together with common and waste lands, for a
public bank. If you provide not for the poor', he declared,
'they will provide for themselves.'16 Such thoughts had
indeed already occurred. A continual anxiety during the
civil war had been lest 'the necessitous people of the whole
kingdom' should 'set up for themselves, to the utter ruin of

15. K. V. Thomas, 'Another Digger Broadside', Past and Present,
No. 42, p. 58.

16. P. Chamberlen, The Poore Mans Advocate, 1649, Epistle and pp.
2-3-
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all the nobility and gentry'.17 A third party of the poor was a
continual nightmare for the men of property, threatened by
the Clubmen of the south-west in 1645 and by Levellers in
London and the Army in the years which followed. Pam-
phlets and petitions in 1647 and 1648 demanded common
lands for the poor.18

Winstanley guessed that from a half to two thirds of
England was not properly cultivated, and that one third of
the country was barren waste. But if the poor were allowed
to manure and cultivate the wastes and commons, there was
land enough to maintain ten times the existing population.
Begging and poverty could be abolished (pp. 115, 165 below).
This was the vision that he conceived some time between
16 October 1648 and 26 January 1649. Hitherto, living dis-
consolately in the country with the help of friends, he had
indulged in escapist and compensatory dreams of a com-
munity of the spirit by which men should rise above mere
temporal evils. But now he had a programme of action. Four
days before the execution of Charles I he solemnly
announced 'when the Lord doth show unto me the place
and manner, how he will have us that are called common
people to manure and work upon the common lands, I will
go forth and declare it in my action, to eat my bread with
the sweat of my brows, without either giving or taking hire,
looking upon the land as freely mine as another's . . . The
spirit of the poor shall be drawn forth ere long, to act
materially this law of righteousness' (S., p. 194).

Winstanley himself, when discussing the origin of his
communist theories, insisted that he never read them in
books, 'nor heard from the mouth of any flesh'; 'since the
light was given me, I have met with divers to whom the same
light of truth is revealed, but never heard any speak of it
before I saw the light of it rise up within myself. A voice

17. Portland MSS.f Historical Manuscripts Commission, Vol. I,
p. 87.

18. D. M. Wolfe (ed.), Leveller Manifestoes of the Puritan Revolu-
tion, New York, 1944, pp. 194, 216, 270, 288.
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within told him 'that the earth should be made a common
treasury of livelihood to whole mankind, without respect of
persons', and bade him declare this to all abroad, which he
did by word of mouth and in writing (pp. 127, 155-7 below).
Men in the seventeenth century spoke more freely than we
do today of a vision or revelation to describe a sudden men-
tal clarification. In this sense Lord Herbert of Cherbury, Des-
cartes and Pascal all had visions, no less than Nicholas Cul-
peper, George Fox and John Bunyan. Winstanley's later
dismissal of a personal God (p. 351 below) suggests that he
can hardly have continued to rely on the promptings of an
inner voice.

The months between October 1648 and January 1649 w e r e

crucial to the English Revolution. In them the Army seized
power, purged Parliament, negotiated with the Levellers a
modified Agreement of the People, and brought the King to
trial. Charles was sentenced the day after Winstanley signed
the dedication to The New Law of Righteousness. It was a
time when almost anything seemed possible, a time at which
ideas developed rapidly. The point was made by Win-
stanley's title. For most conservatives there could be no
new law of righteousness: there was only an old-established
and well-known one. Confidence in novelty was itself new,
and the property of the radicals.

We can see why Winstanley's sudden insight struck him
as a divine revelation. The generals' coup d'etat had not
solved England's economic problems. All over the country
poor squatters and cottagers, the victims of enclosure and
heavy taxation, were ready for drastic remedies. It was no
accident that the Diggers' standard was first set up in north
Surrey, which was not only close to the radical South Bank
of London but was also an area in which there were large
crown estates, parks and forests, and where there had been a
great deal of enclosure and consequent hardship to the
peasantry. Near by was Windsor Great Forest, which squat-
ters were illegally cultivating.19 Other areas from which we

19. B. Whitelocke, Memorials of the English Affairs, 1682, p. 381.
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have evidence of Digger activity or sympathy for the Diggers
include Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire, counties
in which there had been much enclosure and which had
been the scene of considerable fighting and free-quarter in
the civil war. In the parish of Wellingborough (Northamp-
tonshire) 1,169 persons were receiving alms in 1650. The
Justices had ordered a workhouse to be set up

but as yet we see nothing is done, nor any man that goeth about
it; we have spent all we have, our trading is decayed, our wives
and children cry for bread, our lives are a burden to us, divers
of us having five, six, seven, eight, nine in family, and we cannot
get bread for one of them by our labour. Rich men's hearts are
hardened, they will not give us if we beg at their doors; if we
steal, the law will end our lives. Divers of the poor are starved to
death already, and it were better for us that are living to die by
the sword than by the famine.20

Those were circumstances in which revolutionary solutions
might be well received; they must have existed in many parts
of the country.

Winstanley's previous religious interests may or may not
have been rationalizations of his economic concerns; his
present programme certainly seemed to him to accord with
the will of God. True religion and undefiled', he wrote, 'is
to let everyone quietly have earth to manure' (S., p. 428). But
not all agreed. In 1646 a Presbyterian divine had told the
House of Commons that 'if a man plead conscience in the
point of community of goods', he put himself beyond
the pale and should not be tolerated.21

20. [Anon.], A Declaration of the Grounds and Reasons why we the
Poor Inhabitants of the Town of Wellinborrow . . . have begun and
give consent to Dig up, manure and Sow Corn upon the Common and
Waste Ground, called Bareshanke . . ., 1650, in S., p. 650.

21. Francis Cheynell, A Plot for the Good of Posterity (1646), p. 37.
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Levellers and True Levellers

The economic and political situation in the early months of
1649 w a s particularly explosive. Many in London were starv-
ing. Levellers and Army radicals felt that they had been
deceived in the negotiations which led to the trial and
execution of the King: the republic which the Independent
Grandees had set up fell far short of the reformed demo-
cratic society they had hoped to see. They demanded re-
appointment of Agitators and recall of the General Council
of the Army. The title of a Leveller pamphlet of March
1649, Englands New Chains, conveys their point of view. At
the end of the month four of the Leveller leaders were
arrested. In April mutinies broke out when soldiers who
refused to serve in Ireland were demobilized without pay-
ment of arrears. On 27 April Trooper Robert Lockier was
shot; his funeral two days later was a vast demonstration
of popular support for the Leveller movement in London. In
May more serious revolts broke out among troops in Oxford-
shire, Wiltshire and Buckinghamshire, with rumours of
civilian support from the old Clubman areas in the south-
west. Cromwell and Fairfax cornered and defeated the
mutinous regiments at Burford on 14 May. The military
regime was henceforth secure, never to be seriously threat-
ened so long as Cromwell lived.

Nevertheless, the opening months of 1649 had been a
terrifying time for the men of property. The Digger move-
ment appeared at the height of the panic, when it was by no
means obvious that the radical threat had been overcome.
On Sunday 1 April a group of poor men collected on St
George's Hill in the parish of Walton-on-Thames and began
to dig the waste land there, sowing it with corn, parsnips,
carrots and beans. It was a symbolic assumption of owner-
ship. The Diggers' numbers soon rose to twenty or thirty.
'They invite all to come in and help them', an observer
noted, 'and promise them meat, drink and clothes . . . They
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give out, they will be four or five thousand within ten days
. . . It is feared they have some design in hand/

Local property-owners called on the Council of State to
intervene with military assistance. Thinking that 'great con-
flux of people may be a beginning whence things of greater
and more dangerous consequence may grow', the Council
of State alerted the Surrey J.P.s and General Fairfax. The
latter sent a couple of troops down to see what was happen-
ing. From the report which Captain Gladman sent in to
Fairfax it is clear that he thought the Council was being
unduly alarmist.22 On 20 April two of the principal Diggers,
Everard and Winstanley, were brought before the Com-
mander-in-Chief. They kept on their hats in Fairfax's pre-
sence, the traditional symbolic refusal to recognize social
superiority and political authority. Lilburne had made the
same gesture of protest when on trial before Star Chamber
in 1637; it was later made a point of principle by the Quakers.
Fairfax, the Digger leaders said, was 'but their fellow-
creature'.

Their intention, they told the general, was to cultivate
the waste lands as a communal group: they would 'meddle
only with what was common and untilled'. Any rights in the
commons claimed by lords of manors, Winstanley later
explained, had been 'cut off with the King's head' (p. 37, 168
below). They hoped that before long the poor everywhere
would follow their example, and that property-owners would
voluntarily surrender their estates and join in communal
production. On the same day a manifesto, The True
Levellers Standard Advanced, signed by Winstanley and
fourteen other Diggers, was sent to the printer. It appeared
on 26 April, the day on which Lockier was sentenced. 'The
old world . . . is running up like parchment in the fire', Win-
stanley told 'the powers of England and all the powers of
the world' (pp. 78-9 below).

Fairfax thought Everard was mad, and refused to take the
22. Clarke Papers, Vol. II, Camden Soc., 1894, pp. 209-12; White-

locke, Memorials of the English Affairs; p. 383.
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incident seriously. He visited the colony at the end of May
and had an amicable exchange with Winstanley, in which
the latter repeated his assurance that the Diggers had no
intention of using force. But local property-owners were not
so tolerant. The colony at St George's Hill was raided more
than once, crops and huts were destroyed, individuals beaten
up, horses killed. On or before i June 1649 the Diggers pub-
lished a second manifesto, with forty-five signatures this
time: A Declaration from the Poor oppressed People of
England directed to all that call themselves, or are called
Lords of Manors. In this they claimed that the timber on
the waste no less than the land belonged to the poor, and
warned the local lord of the manor to stop carrying off wood
from St George's Hill. The Diggers intended to cut and sell
it in order to maintain themselves until their crops were
ready for harvesting (pp. 99-101 below). An action for tres-
pass was brought against the Diggers in the court at King-
ston, where they were not allowed to plead unless they would
hire an attorney. When they refused to do this - 'It is con-
trary to your own laws,' Winstanley exclaimed - they were
condemned unheard. 'Their jury was made of rich free-
holders,' who brought in damages of / io a man against the
Diggers, plus 29s. id. costs. There were no assets to meet
these fines, so the Diggers' property was distrained. An
exciting tussle ensued over Winstanley's cows, which
changed hands many times and acquired a symbolic signi-
ficance for him (pp. 130-35 below).

Some time in or before August 1649 the colony abandoned
St George's Hill and transferred to Cobham Heath, a mile
or two away. But they were not left in peace there either.
After a meeting at the Red Lion in Cobham, at which a great
deal of sack was consumed, a boycott of the Diggers was
organized. Winstanley found that a landlord from whom he
had contracted to purchase hay refused to fulfil the bargain
'but sold it to another before my face'. Then Francis Drake,
lord of the manor of St George's Hill and an M.P. who had
been purged by Colonel Pride, together with Parson Platt,
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lord of the manor of Cobham, proceeded to more direct
measures. Winstanley was arrested and fined £4 for trespass.
In November the troops were called in again. The rank and
file were not unsympathetic to the Diggers; one trooper gave
them a shilling. But their presence emboldened the local
gentry and freeholders. The troops stood by whilst houses
were pulled down, tools and implements destroyed, the corn
trampled, men beaten and imprisoned. The landlords gave
the soldiers ios. to buy drinks. But Winstanley was convinced
that the poorer tenants had been forced to act under threat
of eviction and that In their hearts they are Diggers' (pp. 179,
209 below). Perhaps the landlords and officers thought he was
right. That would account for the persistent brutality with
which the Diggers were treated. By the winter of 1649-50,
their summer's crop destroyed, the colony was in dire finan-
cial straits.

The Diggers called themselves True Levellers, though
Leveller leaders like Lilburne fiercely denounced commun-
ism. The Leveller movement which grew up in London after
1646 was never a united, disciplined party, with an agreed
programme. There may well have been a more radical wing
in London and the Army which did not share Lilburne's
attachment to private property. Communist views were attri-
buted to William Walwyn, another of the Leveller leaders,
and there seem to have been disagreements between those
who wanted full manhood suffrage and those who wished to
preserve some property qualification. There was certainly
support for True Levelling in the countryside, more than
historians have recognized until recently. A group of Buck-
inghamshire Levellers produced three or four pamphlets, of
which the first (Light Shining in Buckinghamshire) appeared
in December 1648, before Winstanley had announced his
conversion to communism. Its sequel, More Light Shining
in Buckinghamshire, was published on 30 March 1649, two
days before digging started on St George's Hill. Light Shin-
ing in Buckinghamshire called for equality of property -
on the same principle as the Agitators at Putney had called

29

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Warwick, on 02 Jul 2019 at 08:24:59, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Introduction

for equal electoral rights. 'AH men being alike privileged by
birth, so all men were to enjoy the creatures alike without
property one more than the other' (S., p. 611). This was just
what Ireton had foreseen and feared.

It is possible, though unlikely, that Winstanley had a
hand in drafting the Buckinghamshire pamphlets, since
Cobham is only a dozen miles from the border of the county.
But he can hardly have been associated with The Humble
Representation of the Desires of the Soldiers and Officers
in the Regiment of Horse for the County of Northumber-
land, which made similar demands, also at the beginning of
December 1648. More or less sophisticated versions of the
same ideas were arising simultaneously in various parts of
the country. Early newspaper accounts of the Diggers treated
them as adherents of the Levellers. The aim of this could
of course be to smear the Levellers with the accusation of
communism. But the Leveller newspaper The Moderate
itself printed the first Digger declaration with no hostile
comment.23 The connection was emphasized by the title of
this manifesto, The True Levellers Standard Advanced
(April 1649). St George's Hill may have been only the visible
tip of the iceberg of True Levellerism, appealing to those
whom the 'constitutional' Levellers at Putney would not
have enfranchised - servants, labourers, paupers, the
economically unfree.

By the beginning of 1650 other Digger colonies were be-
ginning to appear, at Wellingborough in Northamptonshire,
Cox Hall in Kent, Iver in Buckinghamshire, Barnet in Hert-
fordshire, Enfield in Middlesex, Dunstable in Bedfordshire,
Bosworth in Leicestershire, and at unknown places in Glou-
cestershire and Nottinghamshire.24 In the spring of 1650, as
food and money ran short on Cobham Heath, two emissaries
were sent out by the Digger colony with a letter signed by

23. The Moderate, No. 41, 17-24 April 1649, P- 433> quoted in J.
Frank, The Beginnings of the English Newspaper, 1620-1660, Harvard
University Press, 1961, p. 179.

24. K. V. Thomas, 'Another Digger Broadside', pp. 57-68.
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Winstanley and twenty-one others asking for financial sup-
port. They went backwards and forwards through the Home
Counties and the Midlands, visiting existing colonies and
groups of sympathizers (S., pp. 440-41). But it was too late.
In April 1650 the colony on Cobham Heath was finally
dispersed, the huts and their furniture burned. Tenants were
ordered not to take Diggers in as lodgers, and men were
hired to keep a twenty-four hour watch on the Heath to
prevent the Diggers returning (S., p. 435). At the beginning
of April 1650 Windsor Great Park, confiscated from the
King, was put up for public sale. The Diggers' presence
might have discouraged purchasers.

Winstanley's Later Career

The little that is known of Winstanley's career after April
1650 can be briefly summarized. In the autumn of that year
he and some of his 'poor brethren' hired themselves to Lady
Eleanor Davies at Pirton, Hertfordshire - near which Digger
agents had passed earlier in the year on their fund-raising
tour. Lady Eleanor was an eccentric personality whose public
prophecies had given her 'the reputation of a cunning
woman amongst the ignorant common people'.25 Winstanley
wrote a letter to her in December 1650, with a fine disregard
for her rank and her direct relation to God. He complained
of her failure to pay what she owed him and his group for
threshing tithe wheat, of her jealous accounting, her secret
pride and her self-willed spirit.26 This may be the incident
to which Winstanley's fellow-Lancastrian the Ranter Law-
rence Clarkson referred when he said that Winstanley con-
ducted 'a most shameful retreat from George-Hill .. . to
become a real tithe-gatherer of property'. Clarkson decided,
after the event, that 'there was self-love and vain-glory' in

25. P. Heylyn, Cyprianus Anglicus, quoted by T. Spencer, The
History of an Unfortunate Lady', Harvard Studies in Philology and
Literature, XX, p. 52.

26. P. Hardacre, 'Gerrard Winstanley in 1650', Huntington Library
Quarterly, XXII, pp. 345-9-
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Winstanley's heart, and that his object was 'by digging to
have gained people to him, by which his name might become
great among the poor commonalty of the nation'.27

Winstanley's last and most systematic work, The Law of
Freedom in a Platform, was published early in 1652, with
dedicatory epistle to Oliver Cromwell, dated 5 November
1651. This was a time when general discontent with the rule
of the Rump of the Long Parliament caused schemes of
'healing government' to be put forward, and Winstanley
offered his in that spirit. It is difficult to believe that he had
great hopes of converting the Lord General to communism,
or that Cromwell would carry out at one blow from above
the revolution which the Diggers had failed to bring about
from below. But, Winstanley told Cromwell, 'You have
power in your hand .. . I have no power.' He no doubt
wished to present his maturer views to as wide an audience
as possible. He says that he had intended the pamphlet for
Cromwell's view 'above two years ago', but laid it aside be-
cause of 'the disorder of the times'. If we take this literally,
The Law of Freedom must have been drafted not later than
the winter of the Digger experiment. But Winstanley speaks
of putting 'together as many of my scattered papers as I
could find' and compiling them 'into this method' (p. 285
below). I suspect that The Law of Freedom took its present
form only in 1651, the year which saw the publication of
Hobbes's Leviathan.

In 1657 Winstanley's father-in-law turned over his
Cobham property to Winstanley and his wife, retaining a
life interest. By 1660 Winstanley was described as 'gentle-
man'.28 He had regained a respectable place in the com-
munity. Between 1659 a n d 1668 he occupied the offices of
waywarden (twice), overseer and churchwarden of Cobham
parish. In 1671-2 he was one of two Chief Constables of

27. L. Clarkson, The Lost Sheep Found, 1660, p. 27. Clarkson was
born in Preston in 1615, and seems to have known Winstanley per-
sonally. See p. 250 below.

28. In the law suit mentioned on p. 12 above.
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Elmsbridge Hundred. In or before 1664 Susan died, and
William King bought back the Cobham land. Some time
early in 1665 Winstanley married Elizabeth Stanley. Three
children, 'Jeremiah' (? Gerrard), Clement and Elizabeth
were baptized at Cobham before October i66g.28a After
1672 Winstanley moved to London. In 1675-6 he was
plaintiff in a Chancery suit involving large sums of money
of which Winstanley (now described as 'corn-chandler')
had been trustee on behalf of his second wife's family. He
proved an incompetent trustee. In 1676 a Gerrard Win-
stanley, corn-chandler of Bloomsberry, aged c. 62, died a
Quaker, leaving a widow named Elizabeth, and two sons,
Gerrard and Clement.29 This must be our Winstanley,
despite the age discrepancy. It raises the question of his
relationship to the Quakers. In 1654 Edward Burrough the
Quaker leader recorded a visit from 'Wilstandley' who said
'he believes we are sent to perfect that work which fell in
their hands'.29a But the parish and hundred offices which
Winstanley held are hardly compatible with Quakerism.
Would a good Quaker have pursued a suit in Chancery?
Winstanley no doubt joined the Society in his last years,
but there is no evidence that he was ever an active member.

The Digger colony in Surrey lasted almost exactly a year.
At their peak the Diggers were cultivating some eleven acres
- land of which the agricultural writer Walter Blith said
with an audible sniff that there were 'thousands of places
more capable of improvement'.30 We know the names of

28a. D. C. Taylor, Gerrard Winstanley in Elmsbridge. I am very
grateful to Mr Taylor for allowing me to read this booklet in ad-
vance of publication, and for much guidance.

29. J. Alsop, 'Gerrard Winstanley's Later Life', Past and Pre-
sent, No. 82, pp. 73-81; cf. R. T. Vann, 'The Later Life of
Gerrard Winstanley', Journal of the History of Ideas, XXVI,
PP- 133-6.

29a. Barry Reay, 'Early Quaker Activity and Reactions to it,
1652-1664', unpublished Oxford D. Phil, thesis, 1979, p. 5. I am
grateful to Dr Reay for permission to quote this.

30. W. Blith, The English Improver Improved, 165a, Sig. C av-3.
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some seventy-three adherents, plus nine more at Welling-
borough and ten at Iver. About Gerrard Winstanley we have
the few facts I have indicated. On the face of it the whole
episode seems a not very important footnote to history. Why
should we bother about Gerrard Winstanley today? Why
should he be treated in this edition for the first time as a
classic?

I hope the contents of this book will speak for themselves.
It is a selection from the pamphlets in which Winstanley
defended and elaborated his theoretical position in the years
from 1649 t o ^52- I n thc fi*8* P^ce Winstanley was a very
acute and penetrating social critic, with a passionate sense
of justice, who tells us a great deal about an England of
which we all too rarely hear at this date - that of the under-
dog. But, secondly, his writings are much more than a cry
of pain from an oppressed peasantry. Communist theories
appear on the fringe of all the great middle-class revolutions
- Munzer, John of Leyden and the Anabaptists in the Ger-
man Reformation, Winstanley and the Diggers in the Eng-
lish Revolution, Baboeuf and the Conspiracy of the Equals
in the French Revolution, Marxist communism in 1848, the
Bolsheviks in 1905. Each of these groups helps us to under-
stand the revolutions through which they lived precisely
because they felt that their own revolution had not gone
far enough. We should not see a continuous communist
tradition: Marx and Engels were aware of the German
Anabaptists and of Baboeuf but not of Winstanley. He was
rediscovered in the late nineteenth century, and popularized
by followers of the American radical Henry George and
by the German Marxist Eduard Bernstein. But ideas are not
passed on in writing only. Winstanley has a place in the
transition from the backward-looking agrarian communism
of the Middle Ages to modern socialism.

At this great turning-point of English history Winstanley
outlined, firmly and consistently, an alternative programme.
Instead of a society based on private property, competition
and the protestant ethic, a society which would challenge
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Introduction
world empire, he sketched a communist society based on co-
operation and a secular humanist ethic, with no aspirations
to dominate other peoples. There had been communist
theories before Winstanley's, but he was the first to insist
that 'there cannot be a universal liberty till this universal
community be established' (S., p. 199). He was perhaps not
the first to suggest the reconstruction of the whole social
order on rational principles, but he was the first to put for-
ward such a political programme ('in a platform') in the
vernacular and to call on a particular social class to trans-
late it into action - the poor squatters and cottagers who were
soon to be dispossessed of their commons. Winstanley's
writings are limited by their propagandist purpose, but their
scope is remarkable; they deal with God and matter, heaven
and hell, education and science, marriage and the family,
as well as politics and economics. His philosophy is coherent,
and on almost every subject he covered Winstanley had
pioneering things to say.

Thirdly, the way he said it is almost as important as what
Winstanley said. He wrote some of the finest prose that even
seventeenth-century England produced, and has a place in
that evolution of popular prose which extends from the Mar-
prelate Tracts in the reign of Elizabeth to Bunyan, Defoe
and the novel.

These claims I shall now try to substantiate.

Politics and Economics

Winstanley shared many of the views of the Levellers. He
thought of the civil war in political rather than religious
terms, though he hoped that religious liberty would be one
of its by-products. But he saw it in class terms, a struggle
in which the gentry and merchants whom Parliament repre-
sented had defeated the King and the church hierarchy with
the help of the common people, who joined Parliament rely-
ing on their promises of freedom.

When great men disagree
About supremacy
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Then do they warn poor men
To aid and assist them,

sang Robert Coster, the Digger poet. But the help was re-
quired only

In setting up their self-will power,
And thus they do the poor devour (S., p. 667).

The Parliamentary leaders, Winstanley told the Council of
State in 1649, s a ^ in effect 'give us your taxes, free-quarter,
excise, and adventure your lives with us; cast out the oppres-
sor Charles, and we will make you a free people'. But Eng-
land cannot be free unless the commoners have the use of
the land: the Diggers claimed freedom to enjoy the com-
mon lands, 'bought by our money and blood',31 just as the
gentry in Parliament by abolishing the Court of Wards had
set themselves free from the arbitrary death-duties and
interference with long-term planning which wardship repre-
sented (pp. 119-20 below).

Winstanley postulated a primitive libertarian communism.
I n the beginning of time the great creator Reason made the
earth to be a common treasury/ But covetousness overcame
reason and equality together. A ruling class began violently
to appropriate what had hitherto been common property.
The earth was bought and sold. The establishment of private
property led to the setting up of state power: 'the sword
brought in property and holds it up, which is no other but
the power of angry covetousness'. So the earth ceased to be
a common treasury and became 'a place wherein one tor-
ments another*. Private appropriation was 'the cause of all
wars, bloodshed, theft and enslaving laws that hold people
under misery*. Only the abolition of private property can
end 'this enmity in all lands'. The structure of society creates
hatred between man and man: 'it is a pitched battle between
the Lamb and the Dragon', Winstanley told Fairfax, 'and
these two powers strive in the heart of every single man, and

31. Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1653-4, p. 338 (wrongly
dated: should be 1649).
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make single men to strive in opposition one against the
other* (pp. 77-80,99-rioi below; S., pp. 281-2,290).

The Diggers, Winstanley claimed, were not against gov-
ernment as such, but against the government which 'gives
freedom to the gentry to have abundance' and locks up 'the
treasures of the earth from the poor'. I f they beg, they whip
them by their law for vagrants; if they steal they hang them;
and if they set themselves to plant the commons for a liveli-
hood, that they may neither beg nor steal, and whereby
England is enriched, yet will they not suffer them to do this
neither' (p. 170 below; S., pp. 188, 435). This class rule is
symbolized as 'kingly power'. Winstanley took over from the
Levellers the traditional English revolutionary myth of the
Norman Yoke. But he pushed this a great deal further than
most exponents of the theory, to attack the whole structure
of existing society and the state. He asked:

Whether lords of manors have not lost their royalty to the
common land since the common people of England, as well as
some of the gentry, have conquered King Charles, and recovered
themselves from under the Norman conquest? . . . Everyone upon
recovery of the conquest ought to return into freedom again
without respecting persons, or else what benefit shall the com-
mon people have (that have suffered most in these wars) by the
victory that is got over the King? . . . Seeing they have paid taxes
and given free-quarter according to their estates, as much as the
gentry to theirs, . . . surely all sorts, both gentry in their en-
closures, commonalty in their commons, ought to have their
freedom, not compelling one to work for wages for another?

The questions go on remorselessly:

Whether all laws that are not grounded upon equity and
reason, not giving a universal freedom to all but respecting
persons, ought not to be cut off with the King's head? We affirm
they ought . . . Whether the laws that were made in the days of
the kings does give freedom to any other people but to the
gentry and clergy, all the rest are left servants and bondsmen to
those task-masters? . . . And surely if the common people have
no more freedom in England but only to live among their elder
brothers and work for them for hire, what freedom then have
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they in England more than we can have in Turkey or France?
(S., pp. 286-9; cf. p. 168 below).

The war, Winstanley thought, had not been finally won
yet. Only the top branch of kingly power had been cut off
by the execution of Charles I : its roots remained. The
Levellers' argument was familiar. 'I would fain know', Rain-
borough had asked at Putney, 'what the soldier hath fought
for all this while. He hath fought to enslave himself, to give
power to men of riches, men of estates, to make him a per-
petual slave.'32 Winstanley extended this argument from
the Army as a professional unit to all the common people of
England whom it represented, as Parliament represented the
rich. Winstanley wanted a far more complete break with the
old order than had been achieved by the merely political
changes of 1648-9. T h e King's blood was not our burden, it
was those oppressing Norman laws whereof he enslaved
us that we groaned under.' 'True religion and undefiled is
. . . to make restitution of the earth, which hath been taken
and held from the common people by the power of con-
quests' (pp. 85-6,117-20,128-9,185, 372-3 below).

In 1650 Winstanley came to argue that the social revolu-
tion he was advocating was not only desirable but actually
legal. Crown lands had reverted to the common people by
conquest. By the laws abolishing the monarchy and estab-
lishing a Commonwealth, he insinuated, and by the
Engagement of 1650 which 'all sort of people' had taken to be
faithful to the Commonwealth,

the tenants of copyholds are freed from obedience to their lords
of manors, and all poor people may build upon and plant the
commons, and the lords of manors break the laws of the land
and the Engagement and still uphold the kingly and lordly
Norman power if they hinder them . . . If the tenants stand up to
maintain their freedom against their lords' oppressing power,
the tenants forfeit nothing, but are protected by the laws and
Engagement of the land . . . And if any say that the old laws
and customs of the land are against the tenant and the poor,

32. Woodhouse, op. cit., p. 71.
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and entitle the land only to lords of manors, still I answer, all
the old laws are of no force, for they are abolished when the
King and House of Lords were cast out (S., pp. 411—13).

It is in the light of this attitude that we must see Win-
stanley's defence of the English republic in the spring of
1650. He had already pointed out to Fairfax in December
1649 t^lat s o m e of the 'gentlemen that set the soldiers on'
against the Diggers were always Cavaliers, and had been
involved in the Kentish rising of 1648 against Parliament
(S., pp. 344, 346; cf. p. 177 below). In a recently discovered
pamphlet, not reprinted here, Winstanley called on all Eng-
lishmen to accept the Engagement to be true and faithful to
the Commonwealth. As Professor Aylmer argues, this was
tactically sound. Winstanley can hardly have expected to
convince many of his compatriots, certainly not those in
positions of power, that the Engagement did give the com-
mon lands to the poor: but he was right to regard the Com-
monwealth as a lesser evil than a restoration of monarchy,
for which some of the Levellers were working.33

Winstanley shared to the full both the patriotism and the
Utopian hopes to which the civil war had given rise, that
England would set the world an example of a more just
society, and at the same time become 'the most flourishing
and strongest land in the world' (pp. i n , 198 below). Again
fusing religion with his economic and political theories,
Winstanley declared that 'the reformation that England
now is to endeavour is not to remove the Norman yoke only
and to bring us back to be governed by those laws that were
before William the Conqueror came in . . . but . . . according
to the Word of God, and that is the pure law of righteous-
ness before the Fall' (S., p. 292).

The Diggers insisted that they wished to proceed by
persuasion, by peaceful means, not by coercion. 'We shall
not strive with sword and spear', Winstanley told Fairfax,

33. G. E. Aylmer (ed.), Englands Spirit Unfoulded, Past and Pre-
sent, No. 40, p. 6. Cf. pp. 289, 304, 344 below, and S., pp. 411-12, 431.

39

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Warwick, on 02 Jul 2019 at 08:24:59, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Introduction

'but with spade and plough/ He seems really to have hoped,
initially, that the Diggers would be allowed to take over the
waste land peacefully, and cultivate it in common, since
'they take no man's proper goods from them'. Non-violence
was a matter of principle. 'Freedom gotten by the sword',
Winstanley said, 'is an established bondage to some part or
other of the creation.' But non-violence was also political
common sense. The Diggers were a tiny band, who wanted
to inspire others to follow their example. They must have
known how nervous the propertied class was in 1649, and how
overwhelming was the force at the Army's disposal. To
advocate violence would have been foolish. 'To conquer
them by love, come in now, come in now', ran the Digger
song (pp. 190,197,393-5 below, S., p. 286).

Moreover, Winstanley was aware of the enormous in-
fluence of the Church on the illiterate mass of the popula-
tion, and regarded the clergy as propagandists in the ser-
vice of the existing property system. He saw therefore the
danger of appealing to an uneducated democracy, and could
not find in contemporary conditions of society the social
force which would put through the changes necessary even
to make the common people aware of what might be done.
Initially God seemed the only answer. 'The whole earth we
see is corrupt, and it cannot be purged by the hand of crea-
tures, for all creatures lies34 under the curse and groans to be
delivered, and the more they strive, the more they entangle
themselves in the mud, because it must be the hand of the
Lord alone that must do it.' And so he wrote, 'I do not speak
that any particular man shall go and take their neighbour's
goods by violence or robbery (I abhor it) as the condition of
the men of the nations are ready to do in this fleshly settled
government of the world. But everyone is to wait till the
Lord Christ do spread himself in multiplicities of bodies/
Later he seems to have had more confidence in this change
of heart, as a result of which men 'will easily cast off their
burden' (S., pp. 182-7; P- 242 below).

34. For this grammatical usage see p. 64 below.
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Winstanley was no absolute pacifist. Although he abjured
violence for the Diggers, he had supported Parliament in the
civil war, of which he approved (pp. 283,357-8 below); in 1648
he looked to the civil power for defence against what he then
regarded as the greatest enemy, ecclesiastical tyranny.35 In
1650 he urged men to take the Engagement to support the
Commonwealth. He believed that Biblical threatenings
against the rich 'shall be materially fulfilled, for they shall
be turned out of all'. He advocated extreme forms of non-
violent resistance. In January 1649 he called on 'you dust of
the earth, that are trod underfoot, you poor people that
makes both scholars and rich men your oppressors by your
labours,... if you labour the earth and work for others that
lives at ease . . . the hand of the Lord shall break out upon
every such hireling labourers and you shall perish with the
covetous rich men'. This was an attack on the whole develop-
ing system of wage labour. In April he repeated the call to
refuse to work for landlords for wages: he advocated, that is
to say, something like a general strike (S., pp. 181, 194; p. 90
below). His paean in praise of the new society which he
envisaged was anything but pacifist. Liberty is secured in
Winstanley's commonwealth by a right of popular resistance
(S., p. 414; p. 318 below).

In his early pamphlets attacking the existing social and
political order Winstanley seems to be advocating an anarch-
ist form of communist society, without state, army or law.
He expected the state, in Marx's phrase, to wither away as
soon as communal cultivation was established. To put even
a murderer to death would itself be murder; only covetous-
ness regarded theft as a sin (S., p. 197; p. 192 below). But
by the time he came to draft The Law of Freedom the hey-
day of the Revolution was over, and with it Winstanley's
optimistic confidence. His bitter experience at St George's
Hill made him realize that laws would be needed against
'the spirit of unreasonable ignorance', and that a citizen
army might have to defend the commonwealth against

35. The Breaking of the Day of God, pp. 119-23.
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domestic and foreign enemies (pp. 333-4, 356-8 below). There
are therefore laws in his ideal commonwealth, and by
modern standards some of the punishments envisaged seem
very severe. We should remember that pain and suffering of
all kinds were more familiar in an age when anaesthetics
were still unknown, and Bunyan regarded whipping or burn-
ing in the hand as minor penalties.36 Imprisonment in the
fever-ridden gaols of the time was little better than a death-
sentence. Winstanley thought of whipping and forced labour
as corrective punishments.

Religion and the Church

When Winstanley asked himself why 'most people are so
ignorant of their freedom, and so few fit to be chosen com-
monwealth's officers', his answer was that 'the old kingly
clergy . . . are continually distilling their blind principles
into the people, and do thereby nurse up ignorance in them'
(p. 324 below). One of the most powerful of his passions is
hatred of parsons and the state church - a virulent anti-
clericalism which he shares with John Milton. Their reasons
are similar: parsons are paid to do a job that no one should
be paid for; and they use their privileged position to impose
standards of conduct on others.

Anti-clericalism has a long history in the English radical
movement. The Lollards rejected a separate clerical caste.
William Tyndale attacked priests who act 'not for the love
of your souls (which they care for as the fox doth for the
geese)'.37 In the sixteen-forties the Leveller William Walwyn
was one of the most forceful exponents of anti-clericalism.
The clergy, he wrote, pray, preach and do all for money.
Ministers should have no power of jurisdiction, but should
be limited to preaching; and no one should be compelled to
come and hear them. Heresy-hunting was due to the clergy's

36. J. Bunyan, Works, ed. G. Offor, i860, II, p. 127.
37. W. Tyndale, Doctrinal Treatises, Parker Soc, 1848, p. 161.

For an echo of this phrase in Winstanley, see pp. 63, 239 below.
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fear for their power and emoluments. Their concern for
learning was self-interested too: if it was not kept up 'their
trade will go down'.38 Similarly the anonymous author of
Tyranipocrit Discovered (1649) denounced scholarly parsons
who 'have no experience in that honest simple life of tilling
the land, nor keeping of sheep'.39 Such critics wanted to get
rid of a trained university clergy, appointed from above and
paid by tithes, and to leave the field open to 'mechanick
preachers', craftsmen who would maintain themselves by
labouring six days a week and so would not need tithes.

For Winstanley the English state church was antichristian,
a cheat by means of which vested interests and the covetous
sought to defend themselves against the searching light of
truth (S., p. 211; pp. 353-4 below). Against it he appealed
confidently to the poor and humble, to the oppressed: and
to the power of human reason, of education, of science. For
Winstanley kingly power, clergy, lawyers, buying and sell-
ing, were all linked. William the Conqueror, so Winstanley's
myth ran, had appointed two national officers to see that the
laws were obeyed: the lawyers to look after property, and
the clergy to keep the people quiet by telling them 'of a
heaven and hell after death, which neither they nor we
know what will be'. In return they got 'tithes for their pains'.
'A man must not take a wife but the priest must give her
him', and the same is true of christenings, burials, education.
'And what is the end of all this but to get money? If a man
labour the earth to get his bread, the priests must have the
tenths of his increase, or else some oppressing impropriator'
(pp. 193,297-9 below; S., p. 187).

Tithes were crucial to the existence of a state church, and
linked the clergy to the propertied class. 'The sheep of

38. Walwyn, in W. Haller and G. Da vies, The Leveller Tracts
1647-1653, Columbia University Press, 1944, p. 257; Haller, Tracts
on Liberty in the Puritan Revolution, Columbia University Press,
1933, III, pp. 74-8, 83, 327, 332.

39. op. cit., in British Pamphleteers, I, ed. G. Orwell and R. Rey-
nolds, 1948, p. 97.
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Christ', as Winstanley put it, 'shall never fare well so long
as the wolf or red dragon pays the shepherd their wages.'
He saw a professional clergy as at best superfluous, at worst
the paid propagandists of a wicked social order. Ploughmen,
he thought, may do better 'than they that take tithes to tell
a story' (p. 200 below; S., p. 233). Priests 'lay claim to heaven
after they are dead, and yet they require their heaven in this
world too, and grumble mightily against the people that
will not give them a large temporal maintenance. And yet
they tell the poor people that they must be content with
their poverty, and they shall have their heaven hereafter.
But why may not we have our heaven here (that is, a com-
fortable livelihood in the earth) and heaven hereafter too,
as well as you?' Winstanley's moral indignation flashes out
against the whole profession in words similar to those of
Voltaire or Marx (S., p. 409; pp. 353-4 below).

Winstanley held what was then the highly unorthodox
view that all mankind shall be saved at last, since it does not
make sense to believe in an omnipotent and beneficent God
who will torment his creatures to all eternity. He denied the
existence of a local hell or heaven, a personal devil or a
bodily resurrection. Heaven he equated with mankind - an
idea of which Blake might have approved (pp. 193, 222-3 be-
low; S., p. 290). God - that is to say Reason within men - will
ultimately redeem them from the only true hell, the hell
they have created for each other on earth. Winstanley leaves
open the question of the existence of any other hell: he
merely says that nobody knows or can know anything about
it, least of all the preachers who emphasize it so much. Hell
exists in men because of the evil organization of society;
and the conception is then used to perpetuate that society
by those who benefit from it (pp. 299,350-3 below).

In certain areas Winstanley's scepticism was explicit -
e.g. his reference to people like 'wise-hearted Thomas', who
believe 'nothing but what they see reason for'. He frontally
attacked the Law of Moses. 'Aaron and the priests were . . .
the first that deceived the people' (pp. 299, 81 below. He re-
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jected the God of the traditional churches - the 'God of this
world' from whom landlords claim title to the land and
priests a right to tithes (p. 310 below). The Trinity seems
to have had for Winstanley only a metaphorical existence,
since the spirit within man is both Jesus Christ and the Holy
Ghost.40 Prayer is 'the reasonings of the heart' by which men
distinguish between covetousness and reason: 'words or
utterance . . is the remotest part of prayer'. Holy com-
munion is not a sacrament but eating and drinking in any
house 'in love and sweet communion with one another' -
as the Diggers did on St George's Hill (S., pp. 136-43).

One of Winstanley's main complaints against the clergy
was that they claimed a monopoly of interpreting the Bible,
and suppressed the free spirit in the uneducated. The spirit
in men today is above the Gospel, he asserted. 'The Scrip-
tures were not appointed for a rule to the world to walk by
without the spirit.. . For this is to walk by the eyes of other
men.' The Bible, Winstanley argued, should be used to
illustrate truths of which one is already convinced. He
advocated complete religious toleration for anyone to wor-
ship his own God, to read and teach what he wished. This
would presumably include Jews and papists. In his state
there was to be no religious test for office-holders. Although
he wrote a pamphlet to dissociate the Diggers from the
Ranters' 'excessive community of women', he was careful to
say: 'Let no one go about to suppress that ranting power by
their punishing hand, for it is the work of the righteous and
rational spirit within, not thy hand without, that must sup-
press it. But if thou wilt needs be punishing, then see thou
be without sin thyself.' Winstanley firmly believed that the
cure for intolerance and ignorance alike was social (S., pp.
99-102,126-7,165,402; pp. 296,323,379 below).

Winstanley's Reason, which is synonymous with God,
pervades the whole universe and 'dwells in every creature,
but supremely in man'. 'If you subject your flesh to this
mighty governor, the spirit of rightousness within yourselves,

40 . S., p . 131.
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he will bring you into community with the whole globe/
'O ye hearsay preachers, deceive not the people any longer',
Winstanley cried, 'by telling them that this glory shall not
be known and seen till the body is laid in the dust. I tell you,
this great mystery is begun to appear and it must be seen by
the material eye of the flesh. And those five senses that is in
man shall partake of this glory'. The conclusion of the
Diggers' Song called for 'glory here'.41 In The Law of Free-
dom Winstanley has one of the most magnificent panegyrics
of rational science, with its feet on the earth, to be found in
the whole of seventeenth-century English literature (S., pp.
164-71, pp. 348-9 below). Yet this passage - 'to know the
secrets of nature is to know the works of God' - is almost a
paraphrase of Calvin: This most beautiful order of nature
silently proclaims [God's] admirable wisdom ... As for those
who proudly soar above the world to seek God in his un-
veiled essence, it is impossible but that at length they should
entangle themselves in a multitude of absurd figments. For
God .. . clothes himself, so to speak, with the image of the
world, in which he would present himself to our contem-
plation . . . Let the world become our school if we desire
rightly to know God'.42

Winstanley may also draw here on the Hermetic tradition,
still inadequately studied by historians of seventeenth-
century England. The works attributed to Hermes Tris-
megistus were probably written in the late second or early
third centuries A.D. They were popularized in Europe in the
late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Among many other
Hermetic doctrines the following are of interest: God is
reason; all things are God and come from him; the universe
is God; at death the body returns to its four elements; some
men may become sons of God, attaining to perfection on

41. Cf. Milton: man on earth may reach 'a far more excellent state
of grace and glory than that from which he had fallen' {Works,
Columbia ed., 1931-41, XV, p. 251).

42. J. Calvin, A Commentary on Genesis (trans. J. King, 1965),
I, p. 60.
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earth: then communion or fellowship drives out cupidity.43

Some such ideas may have been floating around the radical
underground in Winstanley's day, though we can believe
him when he claimed not to have got his main ideas from
anybody else. His system was his own.

Anyone acquainted with the history of education in Eng-
land will appreciate how very advanced are Winstanley's
ideas on the subject (pp. 361-5 below). Education was to be
universal in his commonwealth, regardless of sex or class;
book-learning was to be combined with manual dexterity
and vocational training, so that there should be no special-
ized scholarly class. His views are coloured by his sense of
the innate goodness of man, if he is not corrupted by the in-
stitutions of society, and of the worthlessness of thought
without action. He wanted universities to cease to turn out
clergymen - their main function in seventeenth-century
England. Why, he asked, do university men and scholars try
to suppress free preaching by laymen? It is, he replied, 'be-
cause the light of truth that springs up out of the earth,
which the scholars tread under feet, will shine so clear, as it
will put out the candle of those wicked learned deceivers'.
'Those that are called preachers . . . seeks for knowledge
abroad in universities and buys it for money, and then de-
livers it out again for money, for £100 or £200 a year.'
These 'hearsay preachers' use their knowledge of the
writings of the Apostles (themselves mechanics) to 'slight,
despise and trample' under their feet 'lay people, trades-
men, and such as are not bred in schools', forbidding them
to speak or write as the spirit moves them. 'The upshot of
all your universities and public preachers . . . is only to

43. F. A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (1964),
passim; The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (1972), passim; W. Shumaker,
The Occult Sciences in the Renaissance (California University Press,
1972), chapter 5. Winstanley's rejection of any attempt 'to reach God
beyond the creation' (p. 348 below) also looks forward to Herder (cf.
Roy Pascal, The German Sturm und Drang, Manchester University
Press, 1953, p. 185).
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hinder Christ from rising5; university divinity is 'a cloak of
policy' to cheat the poor of 'the freedom of the earth'.
Before reformation will be possible the clergy's 'mouths
must be stopped', though not, Winstanley is careful to add,
'by the hand of tyrannical human power', as they them-
selves have stopped the mouths of others. Only then will
each of us be free to 'read in your own book, your heart'
(S., pp. 213-14, 237-42; cf. pp. 351-4 below).

So through his theology Winstanley reached conclusions
that scientists were arriving at by other means in the seven-
teenth century: that new ideas drawn from experience were
better than traditional untested truths. John Wilkins, future
secretary of the Royal Society, said it was the devil who per-
suaded mankind that novelty was a sign of error.44 Win-
stanley echoed this, saying that the devil tells a man 'he
must believe what others have writ or spoke, and must not
trust his own experience' (p. 349 below).

Political Theory

The mid-seventeenth century in England was a period of
great achievement in political thinking. The Levellers,
Thomas Hobbes, James Harrington and Gerrard Win-
stanley produced political systems of permanent importance.
Lesser lights like Henry Parker, John Milton, Marchamont
Nedham, Sir Robert Filmer, Anthony Ascham, George
Lawson and Richard Baxter would seem more important in
any other age. The fantastic thing is that all these thinkers
are so different from one another. It was an age of great
fecundity.

The only student of political theory who seems to me to
have done justice to Winstanley's stature is Perez Zagorin,
who described him as 'one of the pre-eminent thinkers of
his time'. He was the 'first to give a reasoned elaboration to

44. J. Wilkins, A Discovery of a World in the Moon (1640), p. 2.
First published 1638.
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the doctrine which upholds the eternal inseparability of
political liberty and economic equality', and he had 'aston-
ishing views on education and enlightenment'. He 'repro-
duced, even if on a far less sophisticated plane and in other
terms, one of the great movements of thought that culmin-
ated in Spinoza, in which God and nature were made one'.
He 'rejected the social order in favour of one which reason
was to shape'.45

There are obvious parallels between the Levellers and
Winstanley, and between Winstanley and Harrington. The
Levellers sought to establish political democracy, a state in
which the poorest would be as free as the richest. They based
this on a system of inalienable natural rights, one of which
was a right to property. This at once gave rise to contradic-
tions : in order to safeguard the property rights of small men
against the rich and powerful, some Levellers would have
withheld the vote from those who were economically de-
pendent, servants and paupers. Winstanley, like the Level-
lers' shrewdest critic, Commissary-General Ireton, saw that
a natural right to accumulate property was incompatible
with liberty. For Ireton this was a decisive argument against
extending the vote to those who were not landowners or
freemen of corporations: for Winstanley it was an argu-
ment for complementing political freedom by economic
freedom. 'There cannot be a universal liberty till this uni-
versal community be established' (S., p. 199). Where Lil-
burne said 'the poorest that lives hath as true a right to give
a vote as well as the richest and greatest',46 Winstanley wrote
that 'the poorest man hath as true a title and just right to
the land as the richest man'. 'Pleading for property and
single interest divides the people of a land and the whole
world into parties, and is the cause of all wars and blood-
shed and contention everywhere' (pp. 128-9, 90 below; S., p.
199).

45. P. Zagorin, A History of Political Thought in the English Revo-
lution, 1954, pp. 47, 56-7.

46. J. Lilburne, The Charters of London, 1646, p. 4.
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With Harrington Winstanley shares the belief that pro-
perty in land is the basis of all political power - so much so
that some have thought Harrington got the idea from Win-
stanley. There is no evidence for this, and the proposition
was an obvious enough one in the seventeenth century,
though Winstanley and Harrington formulated it more
clearly than anyone else. Harrington wanted by means of
an agrarian law to establish a balance of property which
would prevent excessive competition and excessive accumu-
lation : but he accepted with equanimity the idea that men
of property like himself must have a preponderance of
political power. Winstanley, from a similar starting point,
concluded that private property in land must be abolished
if true liberty and equality were to be established. It is some-
times suggested that Winstanley's emphasis on land-owner-
ship as the crucial issue led him to ignore other aspects of
economic life. This would be odd in a man born in a clothing
town, in an area where coal-mining was developing, who
himself followed his father's trade of clothier. But in fact
The Law of Freedom does discuss industry (in the seven-
teenth century almost always concerned with collecting or
processing natural products) as well as the organization of
labour, trade, commercial secrets and inventions. Win-
stanley foresaw the necessity for a state monopoly of foreign
trade, like that which the Bolsheviks established immedi-
ately on taking power in 1917 (p. 384 below).

Parallels between Winstanley and Hobbes are less im-
mediately obvious, but both lived in the same brutally com-
petitive world of early capitalist relations. Hobbes, looking
around him, was convinced that a strong sovereign authority
was required to curb the competitive drives of individualistic
men all roughly equal in physical strength and enjoying
equal natural rights. Winstanley too thought that the
sovereign state was necessary in the world of possessive in-
dividualism - 'the government of highwaymen' - but for
him this seemed a reason for getting rid of property and
competition. This, he thought, would reduce to a minimum

5°
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the functions of the state and its officials (pp. 306-9 below).
Hobbes's view of humanity is basically that of Calvin: for
Calvinist theologians the evil in competitive human nature
is explained by the Fall of Man; for Hobbes it is something
given, not to be moralized over. As Professor Macpherson
has shown, the Levellers and Locke both accept Hobbes's
assumptions about the competitive individualism which is
basic to man's nature. They too ignore the Fall, accept com-
petition (and consequent inequality) in the name of free-
dom.47

For Hobbes the principal problem was to establish safe-
guards against the dangers which arise from competing in-
dividualist atoms with equal rights. The Levellers tried to
evade this problem: they had nothing to say when the
Hobbist Ireton told them that absolute liberty and property
were ultimately incompatible. Winstanley was the only one
of Hobbes's contemporaries who faced what was for the
sage of Malmesbury the supreme problem: equality plus
individualism equals anarchy, unless there is a sovereign
umpire with absolute overriding powers. Winstanley may
even refer to Hobbes's state of nature, the only way to escape
from which is 'to make one man king over you all, and let
him make laws, and let everyone be obedient thereunto'
(pp. 268, 309 below). For Winstanley equality must be com-
munal, non-competitive, if real liberty is to be established
for all and the Hobbist state is to become unnecessary.
Equality alone makes possible the rule of Winstanley's
Reason, its triumph over Imagination. This latter personi-
fies something very like the passions which rule men in the
Hobbist state of nature. Imagination fears where no fear is;
he rises up to destroy others, for fear lest others destroy
him: he will oppress others, lest others oppress him'; he
takes by violence that which others have laboured for, for
fear lest he shall be in want hereafter. Imagination 'makes

47. C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individual-
ism, esp. pp. 154-60; cf. my The World Turned Upside Down, Appen-
dix 1.
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you lust after everything you see or hear of'.48 Reason is the
law of the universe. When Reason rules in man he lives 'in
community with the globe and ... in community with the
spirit of the globe'. Then 'he dares not trespass against his
fellow creature, but will do as he would be done unto. For
Reason tells him, is thy neighbour hungry and naked to-day,
do thou feed him and clothe him; it may be thy case to-
morrow, and then he will be ready to help thee.'49 Only then
can the function of the state be reduced to protecting the
community against any resurgence of individual selfishness
(pp. 221, 225-6 below).

We must pay attention here to Winstanley's use of words
whose meaning has changed since his time. Imagination'
since Coleridge suggests something of which we approve.
But Winstanley's usage is that of the Authorized Version, of
the early Quakers and of Milton: we do not approve of 'vain
imaginings' or of 'the imagination of their hearts'. Win-
stanley's Imagination is opposed to Reason, which is also
Love. Imagination distorts reality by looking at it through
the eyes of covetousness or self-love. 'Imagination is that
God which generally everyone worships and owns.' It 'fills
you with fears, doubts, troubles, evil surmisings and grudges,
. . . stirs up wars and divisions'. Not until true knowledge
overcomes imaginary thoughts, and 'all imaginary coverings
shall be taken off everywhere', will Reason rule and peace
prevail (pp. 19 above, 221-6 below; S., p. 203).

Winstanley's Reason sometimes sounds like an anticipa-
tion of Rousseau's General Will, though it is not confined to
one community. The light of Reason is in all men, but does
not completely dominate the thinking of any single indi-
vidual all the time: some may calculate that it is to their
advantage to compete and destroy one another. But this will

48. Cf. Hobbes's 'perpetual and restless desire of power after power
that ceaseth only in death' (Leviathan, ed. C. B. Macpherson, Pen-
guin, 1968, p. 161).

49. Sabine, pp. 109-12; The Saints Paradice, p. 123; cf. H. Marcuse,
An Essay on Liberation, Penguin, 1972, p. 19.
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change as Reason itself 'knits every creature together into a
oneness, making every creature to be an upholder of his
fellow, and so everyone is an assistant to preserve the whole*.
The less selfish men are, the more closely will they approxi-
mate to this Reason, which 'guides all men's reasoning in
right order and to a right end'. For all humanity is one (p.
89 below; S., pp. 105,222).

Winstanley's relation to traditional theology is like Karl
Marx's relation to Hegelianism: he found it standing on its
head and set it the right way up. Winstanley saw an intimate
connection between a class-divided society and the Eternal
Decrees which condemned the mass of humanity to an eter-
nity of suffering (p. 307 below). For Calvinists and other
Anglican theologians the Fall of Man led to covetousness,
to private property, to the division of society into classes,
and to the state which protects property. Laws are necessary
safeguards against the sinfulness of fallen nature. The
Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England rely heavily
on original sin to justify property and the authority of
magistrates against Anabaptist heresies. Laws, said the judi-
cious Hooker, 'are never framed as they should be . . . unless
presuming man to be in regard of his depraved mind little
better than a wild beast'.50 In the depraved condition of
human nature', John Pym agreed in 1641, laws are necessary
to put 'a different betwixt good and evil'.51 Winstanley re-
versed the order: covetousness and private property are the
causes, not the consequences, of the Fall. 'When self-love
began to arise in the earth, then man began to fall.' 'When
mankind began to quarrel about the earth, and some would
have all and shut out others, forcing them to be servants:
this was man's fall/ Exploitation, not labour, is the curse.
Buying and selling, and the laws regulating the market, are
part of the Fall (pp. 192-3,266 below; S., pp. 423-4). Property,

50. R. Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Everyman ed.,
I, p. 188.

51. J. Rusbworth, The Trial of Straff ord91680, p. 66a.

53

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Warwick, on 02 Jul 2019 at 08:24:59, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511558504.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Introduction

as Robert Coster put it, originated in murder and theft (S., p.
655)-

So for Winstanley and the Diggers covetousness - indi-
vidualism - caused (or was) the Fall, and necessitated the
state. It can therefore be overcome on earth. Winstanley did
not forget the Fall, as some contemporaries alleged; he
approached the story of the Fall of Man rather as a modern
anthropologist would, as a myth which conceals a profound
social truth. Like the myth of the Golden Age, or of the free
Anglo-Saxons, the backward look to the Garden of Eden is
the memory of an earlier equality still retained by the in-
habitants of an unequal, class-divided society. That is why
Winstanley could fuse the myths of the Fall and the Nor-
man Yoke: he took neither of them too seriously as history.

Myths

We should read Winstanley as we read a poet, as we read
William Blake, and as Winstanley himself read the Bible:
concerned not too pedantically with the letter, but with the
spiritual content which the myths have, or can be given. For
Winstanley, Cain and Esau the elder brothers become sym-
bols for great landlords, the propertied class; the younger
brother, Abel or Jacob, 'hated, persecuted and despised, . . .
will rise up in you that you are trod underfoot like dust of the
earth . . . His time is now come/ The Fall too is a legend.
'We may see Adam every day before our eyes walking up
and down the street/ All the prophecies in the Old and New
Testaments relating to the calling of the Jews and the re-
storation of Israel refer to 'this work of making the earth a
common treasury* (S., pp. 120, 149; p. 88 below). Even more
remarkable is Winstanley's attitude towards the prophecies
of Daniel and Revelation. These were generally thought to
describe the battles which would precede the setting up of
Christ's kingdom. Many radicals believed - with Milton -
that this kingdom would come on earth in the near future.
Winstanley coolly treated these prophecies as referring to
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conflicts within the minds of individuals as Christ rose in
sons and daughters, overcoming Antichrist, the Beast, sel-
fishness, and convinced men and women of the necessity of a
communist society. So Christ's kingdom ceased to be other-
worldly; its coming meant the destruction of private pro-
perty, of selfishness, and the setting up of true community:
not the end of history, but its beginning.

It is worth taking a little trouble to break down the bar-
riers of Winstanley's Biblical language, just as it is worth
penetrating through the mists of Hegelian jargon to under-
stand the writings of the early Marx. Winstanley drew on
Bible stories largely because he thought they would help
his contemporaries to understand him: he used them as
poetic imagery. He did not take Cain and Abel, Esau and
Jacob, much more seriously than those moderns who will
dismiss him as unreadable. Winstanley was less interested in
Christ as a historical character than as a symbol of human
potentiality: when universal love possesses us, we cast out
covetousness and grow up to the perfection of a man
anointed (p. 186 below). Human beings, that is to say, can
attain to the perfection of Christ on earth. Winstanley was
in a sense a precursor of Vico as an anthropological inter-
preter of myth. We shall make little of, for instance, Fire in
the Bush, unless we approach it as we would approach one
of Blake's prophetic books. Its high-flown metaphorical style
is very different from the matter-of-fact Law of Freedom,
in which Winstanley's object is to persuade by rational argu-
ment. The insights of Fire in the Bush are poetic insights.

Everything Winstanley touched he radicalized. He de-
veloped and fused into his own synthesis innumerable
popular traditions, transforming them in the process. If we
analyse one or two of his key concepts we may get some idea
of the complexity of his inheritance, of the depths of his
intellectual roots, as well as of the brilliance with which he
transvalued. I can give only a few examples: readers will
find more for themselves.

Sir Edward Coke and John Pym had believed that the
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common law embodied Anglo-Saxon liberties: all that was
needed was to abolish royal encroachments. Some Levellers
carried this further, to suggest that the law itself legitimized
inequality, that Magna Carta was but a beggarly thing.
Radical reform was needed if pre-Conquest liberty was to be
restored.52 Winstanley extended this still further, from eco-
nomics to politics, to suggest that the Norman yoke was the
power of landlords: thus the Revolution could be justified
only if it led to the abolition of private property in land.53

The Puritan preachers had seen first the Pope, then bishops
and cavaliers, as the antichristian enemy: Winstanley inter-
preted Antichrist as covetousness, the power which protects
property. He similarly transformed the popular rhyme, often
repeated in the sixteen-forties,

When Adam delved and Eve span,
Who was then the gentleman?

and transmuted it into something like a labour theory of
value (pp. 85, 287 below). Sabbath observance had been
heavily emphasized by Puritan preachers in the early seven-
teenth century. Winstanley extracted the social content
from Sabbatarianism, whilst rejecting its religious basis. He
thought it rational to retain one day in seven as a day of
rest for men and beasts, for parish fellowship and for edu-
cation. But his clergy, elected annually, were more like un-
paid W.E. A. tutors than priests (pp. 345-8 below).

Finally Winstanley carried his secularism into the heart
of Puritan political theory. The Parliamentary leaders, not-
ably Oliver Cromwell, argued from the fact of victory that
God favoured their cause. Even Milton at times used this
argument, though he lived to regret it. Winstanley no doubt
found it easier to resist this temptation, since his cause
never was victorious. But his rejection of it was complete

52. See my essay on "The Norman Yoke* in Puritanism and Revolu-
tion, chapter 3. See also E. Dell, 'Gerrard Winstanley', The Modern
Quarterly, IV, 1949, pp. 135-6.

53. See pp. 37-9 above.
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and had far-reaching implications. 'Everyone that seems to
prevail over another says God gave him the victory, though
his conquest be tyranny over his brother, making the King
of righteousness the author of his sorrows . . . Victories that
are got by the sword are but victories of the murderer' (S.,
p. 297).

Light and Darkness

For Winstanley there are two powers, 'day and night, the
light and darkness, winter and summer, heat and cold,
moon and sun, that is typed out by the fabric of the great
world'. Christ is the son and the sun (S., pp. 166, 177, 236-7).
These two powers extending throughout the universe may
derive from the Paracelsan/Hermetic tradition: the theme
has alchemical overtones, which Winstanley transmutes.
The symbolism ran through the writings of the Ranters (cf.
Jacob Bauthumley's The Light and Dark Sides of God,
Clarkson's A Single Eye: All Light, No Darkness; or Light
and Darkness One). The Quakers called themselves the
Children of Light; we recall Milton's emphasis on light. The
theme was taken up in the more general sense of contrast, of
conflict, which pervades so much of seventeenth-century
metaphysical poetry. Take for instance Marvell's

conjunction of the mind
And opposition of the stars.

The same sense of contrast is in Herbert's

Oh that thou shouldst give dust a tongue
To cry to thee

And then not hear it crying.

It is in Traherne's

Corn for our food springs out of very mire,

or when Crashawe tells us how Christ came

Lightly as a lambent flame,
Leaping upon the hills to be
The humble king of you and me.
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The poets saw this first as a problem of the relation of man
to the physical universe, to God or his fellows or himself.
The title of Roger Brearley's Self civil war makes the point,
and he expresses well the contrast between individual self-
confidence and isolation:

Myself agrees not with myself a jo t . . .
I trust myself, and I myself distrust...
I cannot live, with nor without myself.54

The poets saw the conflict in social terms only in so far as
social organization cut across and impeded the relation of
man to the outside world, to God. We may compare Tra-
herne's communism of the imagination:

Hedges, ditches, limits, bounds,
I dreamed not ought of those,

But wandered over all men's grounds,
And found repose.

Properties themselves were mine .. .55

Sin was one way of explaining this sense of frustration, of
barriers to union with God, and so to satisfactory relations
between man and man. Fulke Greville wrote that man is
'created sick, commanded to be sound'; Donne told God he
never could be 'chaste, unless thou ravish me'. The extreme
paradox is common to all the metaphysicals: the heavy
emphasis on original sin is wholly conventional and com-
monplace. Metaphysical paradox is an expression of the
awareness brought home to every sensitive soul that the
times are out of joint. Most of the poets stopped there, as
Winstanley did in his earlier theological pamphlets, or es-
caped into nature or childhood.

There is nothing in the poems of Vaughan or Traherne to
suggest that they were fond of children as children: they
look back to their own childhood as a period of angelic

54. In Theodor Sippell, Zur Vorgeschichte des Qudkertums, Giessen,
1920, p. 48.

55. T. Traherne, Poems, Centuries and Three Thanksgivings, ed.
A. Ridler, Oxford University Press, 1966, p. 8.
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innocence, a period in which they were unaware of the con-
flicts between idea and reality, the problems of social and
economic adjustment which began to close about the grow-
ing boy. Wordsworth in a later revolutionary age looked
back to an idealized version of his own childhood when he
wanted to escape from the irreconcilable contradictions into
which his attitude to the French Revolution had tied him.

Winstanley too saw childhood as innocent; the Fall is
something which takes place within each child as he grows
up in the world of greed and covetousness. Idealization of
childhood as a state of innocence was rank heresy from the
point of view of orthodox Calvinism. But the poets did not
carry through to Winstanley's theological universalism,
which was ultimately to break the bonds of eternal hell. So
they stayed within the limits of theological respectability:
they were 'quaint'. Nature for Winstanley was never an es-
cape; knowing the world was the way to know God. The
importance of his theory of communism for Winstanley
was the vision it gave him of a society in which the condi-
tions of man's life would no longer make for conflict but on
the contrary community of property and community of
spirit would open men's minds to true reason and science. A
rational psychiatry might well ponder his dictum that 'if it
be rightly searched into, the inward bondages of the mind,
as covetousness, pride, hypocrisy, envy, sorrow, fears, des-
peration and madness, are all occasioned by the outward
bondage that one sort of people lay upon another'. Win-
stanley elaborated this in the most impressive analysis of
the psychology of religion to emerge before the nineteenth
century (pp. 296,350-4 below); cf. S., p. 218).

Prose

The English Revolution is a landmark in the history of
English prose, in the transition from 'literary' to colloquial
prose. Many streams converge here. First is the Puritan
plain style in preaching. The Puritan preachers consciously
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set themselves against the baroque elaborations of court
preachers like Lancelot Andrewes and Donne, learned, allu-
sive, witty. The Puritan aim was to convince as many of their
auditors as possible, the simple as well as the learned; count-
less treatises praised the plain direct style of Perkins, Pres-
ton, Sibbes and others. It was not primarily intended to
appeal to the lowest groups of the population, the utterly
illiterate: it was aimed at the middling sort, merchants, arti-
sans, yeomen.

Preaching became an important political weapon in the
revolutionary decades, which effectively killed the ornate
style of the court preachers. (Quite apart from anything
else, there was no court.) Preachers had a direct message to
convey to as many of their congregation as possible. Sermon
styles, journalism and pamphleteering styles move together
towards a greater simplicity. There had long been a 'popu-
lar' pamphleteering style - racy, vulgar, knockabout - at
least since the days of the illegal Marprelate Tracts in the
late fifteen-eighties. But the censorship had been too effec-
tive : apart from pamphlets smuggled over from the Nether-
lands, like those of Thomas Scott, John Bastwick and John
Lilburne, popular journalism languished. The dominant
'literary' prose was heavy, learned, ornate, allusive: the
prose of Hooker, Burton, Sir Thomas Browne was admirable
for its purposes but of no use as a weapon in pamphleteering
warfare.

But the lower-class tradition was not dead, and it re-
appeared when the ecclesiastical censorship collapsed in the
early sixteen-forties. Even royalist journalists had to adopt
the new technique - John Berkenhead with conspicuous
success.56 But on the whole it was the radicals and especially
the Levellers who perfected the popular approach. Lil-
burne's wordy style at least conducts a dialogue with the
reader. Other Levellers, notably Walwyn and Overton, the
latter consciously looking back to the Marprelate Tracts as

56. P. W. Thomas, Sir John Berkenhead, 1617-1679, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1969, passim.
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a model, evolved a highly sophisticated simplicity in which
art concealed art and wit was disciplined to effect. Take this
passage of Walwyn's: If anything be displeasing or judged
dangerous or thought worthy of punishment, then Wal-
wyn's the author; and no matter, says one, if Walwyn had
been destroyed long ago. Says another, let's get a law to have
power ourselves to hang all such: and this openly and yet
unreproved; affronted in open court, aspersed in every cor-
ner, threatened wherever I pass; and within this last month
of March was twice advertised by letters of secret contri-
vances and resolutions to imprison me/57 That is good prose
because it is doing a job.

Simultaneously the radical sects, the mechanick preachers,
emphasizing personal experience as against tradition, de-
veloping the spiritual autobiography as a literary form,
evolved a prose of comparable directness and conversa-
tionally. At its worst this could be garrulous and banal: at
its best, in Fox and Bunyan, it perfected a direct spoken
democratic eloquence, its narrative and dialogue drawing
on popular dramatic traditions. Pepys's Diary is hardly a
spiritual autobiography in the Quaker sense. But it is a form
of spiritual book-keeping, and its style is that of uninhibited
conversation. (I have said nothing about another strand of
which Pepys reminds us - what we might call 'civil-servant
prose', the prose of Marvell, Dryden, Pepys, all of whom
were government officials during the Revolution.)

A third tradition is what we may call 'craftsman's prose',
the simple direct narratives of Hakluyt's mariners, the clear
expositions of the scientific popularizers from Robert
Recorde through John Dee to Nicholas Culpeper. Bacon
called on scientists to emulate craftsmen: the Royal Society
urged scientists to write craftsman's prose, 'the language of
artisans, countrymen and merchants'.58 An important link

57. W. Walwyn, The Fountain of Slaunder, 1649, *n Haller and
Davies, op. cit., p. 247.

58. T. Sprat, The History of the Royal Society of London, 1667,
p. 113.
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figure was John Wilkins, who wrote a treatise on the plain
style in preaching for a Puritan audience, and who un-
doubtedly influenced the Royal Society's insistence on
clarity and directness in prose.

Historians of literature record the 'purification' of English
prose style which took place after the Restoration, and speak
of Trench influences'. It is possible that the gentry of the
royalist emigration may have learnt in France how to write
their own language with the affected convention of sim-
plicity that we meet with in Restoration comedy, but they
could have done equally well if they had stayed at home
with Berkenhead and participated in the incursion of ordin-
ary speech into written prose.

Winstanley, who published before either Fox or Bunyan,
has his place in this evolution, linking mechanick preachers
with political pamphleteers and scientific popularizers. No
one can read him without being impressed by the colloquial
immediacy of his words, their direct and earthy corres-
pondence to the ideas he wishes to convey. His narrative
prose, like that of the Levellers Walwyn and Overton, slips
into dialogue and back again effortlessly. (This is less true of
The Law of Freedom, his attempt at systematic presentation,
than of the earlier occasional pamphlets.) His philosophy
helps to give Winstanley's style its freshness and vigour.
Oneness with nature is not an escape from the man-made
conflicts of society, but the way to know God, reason, truth,
through knowledge of the real world.

Like Walwyn and Overton, Fox and Bunyan, Winstanley
has a pressing moral message to communicate. It is a
rational message. He wants people to look and understand
and see his simple logic. So his style is vivid and direct,
though symbols loom up behind all he describes: the cows
which the bailiffs beat come to stand for all those who suffer
unjustly (p. 139-41 below). That is why metaphors spring so
naturally and abundantly to Winstanley's mind. He thinks
of the spiritual and the physical as closely interconnected:
his abstract ideas grow out of the English landscape. Here
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is a piece of simple description, from one of his earlier
books:

The windows of heaven are opening, and the light of the son
of righteousness sends forth of himself delightful beams and
sweet discoveries of truth that will quite put out the covetous
traditional blear-eyes . . . The warm sun will thaw the frost and
make the sap to bud out of every tender plant that hath been
hid within, and lain like dead trees all the dark cold cloudy
days of the Beast that are past . . . Now the tender grass will
cover the earth, the Spirit will cover all places with the abund-
ance of fruit... (S., p. 207; cf. p. 209 below).

Winstanley's metaphors illuminate the English rural
scene like lightning flashes: their total unexpectedness
enables us to see the familiar with unfamiliar clarity - which
is exactly what Winstanley is trying to do in the realm of
ideas. Take a few examples:

'All your particular churches are like the enclosers of
land, which hedges in some to be the heirs of life, and hedges
out others.' 'Kingly power is like a great spread tree; if you
lop off the head or top bough, and let the other branches and
root stand, it will grow again and recover fresher strength/
'England is a prison: the variety of subtleties in the laws pre-
served by the sword are bolts, bars and doors of the prison;
the lawyers are the jailors, and poor men are the prisoners/
"The law is the fox, poor men are the geese; he pulls off their
feathers and feeds upon them/ These great ones are too
stately houses for Christ to dwell in; he takes up his abode in
a manger/ 'These men make themselves ministers as a man
teaches birds to speak/ 'The sight of yourself is your helF
(pp. 214,162-3, l7°> 239> 245 below; S., p. 211).

Even where Winstanley jars on our taste, we must see him
historically. Puns, for instance. I have just quoted Win-
stanley making effective play with the idea that the Son
(Christ) rises in each of us just as the sun rises on the
material universe (cf. S., pp. 181—7). But it must strike us
today as rather childish to base an argument on the false
etymology which derives Adam from 'a' and 'dam' (S., p.
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131; p. 134 below). We must however recall not only Shakes-
peare's puns but also the fashionable etymologizing logic of
the Ramists, especially popular among Puritan intellectuals.
Abraham Fraunce in Lawiers Logike has a precisely similar
argument deriving 'woman' from 'woe' and 'man'.59 This is
perhaps the place to remind readers that Winstanley's occa-
sional use of a plural noun with what we should regard as a
singular verb was then common colloquial usage, especially
in the North - 'All landlords lives in the breach of the
seventh and eighth commandments, Thou shalt not steal
nor kill' (p. 85 below). Winstanley also sometimes uses the
double comparative - 'more truer' - and 'rise' - probably
pronounced 'riz' - as a past tense. There is an example of
this in the first poem from Englands Spirit Unfoulded (p.
392 below).

The boldness of Winstanley's imagery continually re-
minds us that he is a contemporary of the metaphysical
poets. Consider the phrase 'stoop unto our God' in the poem
which concludes Truth Lifting up its Head (p. 391 below).
This is not - as it might have been for some of the poets -
deliberate cleverness, straining for effect. 'Stoop' is exactly
what Winstanley wants 'proud priests' to do, to come down
to earth both literally and metaphorically. The phrase con-
cisely and vividly catches up and summarizes his main
theme of the importance of the earth. As in Traherne's
prose, this 'metaphysical' fusion of concrete and abstract, the
here-and-nowness of his illustrations, gives life to passages
whose content may be unexciting.

Winstanley obviously wrote very fast, under pressure of
burning emotion, and his words pour out breathlessly, in-
timately. Key ideas and phrases recur too often, since his
pamphlets were written for immediate effect, with no inten-
tion of their being read consecutively. At Winstanley's best,
the extremely personal style of, say, The New Law of
Righteousness continually reminds us of Bunyan. One at
least of his readers found Winstanley's style a little too

59. op. cit., 1588,1, xii, p. 57.
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homely. Where he wrote, 'But truly Gaffer Dragon, you had
better yield at first', the original owner of the copy now in
Jesus College Library, Oxford, sympathetic though he was to
Winstanley, deleted the word 'Gaffer', presumably feeling it
below the dignity of the treatise (S., p. 206).

With Walwyn, Overton, Winstanley, we are a long way
from the prose of Donne, Browne, even Milton. The
rhythms of ordinary speech are becoming literature. Yet the
transition from the elevated to the popular style need in-
volve no loss of dignity, as Walwyn had demonstrated. Nor
is Winstanley just a writer of the occasional splendid phrase.
He is also capable of sustained eloquence in many keys.
One example of straightforward narrative whose fierce sim-
plicity gives it symbolic overtones is that on p. 139 below
about Winstanley's cows. It is closely followed by a superb
warning passage about the re-assembly of William the Con-
queror's Norman army, and another assuring even his
enemies that he wants them to live in peace (pp. 141-2 below;
cf. p. 358). Or take the passage written in March 1650, when
the colony was collapsing, which defiantly proclaims Win-
stanley's continuing faith in his cause.

This commonwealth's freedom will unite the hearts of Eng-
lishmen together in love, so that if a foreign enemy endeavour
to come in we shall all with joint consent rise up to defend our
inheritance, and shall be true to one another. Whereas now the
poor see, if they fight and should conquer the enemy, yet either
they or their children are like to be slaves still, for the gentry
will have all. And this is the cause why many run away and fail
our armies in the time of need. And so through the gentry's
hardness of heart against the poor the land may be left to a
foreign enemy, for want of the poorer's love sticking to them.
For, say they, we can as well live under a foreign enemy working
for day wages as under our brethren (S., p. 414).

Two other passages of equal power but in quite different
vein are the conclusion of Fire in the Bush and the oft-
quoted glorification of science in The Law of Freedom
(pp. 272, 348-9 below).
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Once men had begun to write like Walwyn, Winstanley
and Bunyan, with a direct urgency and a personal appeal to
the ordinary reader, when vivid and detailed description
serves a moral and indeed structural purpose, the new prose
has reached maturity. The gap between ornate, scholarly
fine writing and utilitarian lower-class prose has been
bridged. The prose of everyday speech has spread beyond
the stage and the pulpit, and we are on the high road to
Swift, Defoe and the novel.

Retrospect

The Diggers disappeared without trace, and Winstanley was
left weary and bitterly disappointed, as the poem at the end
of The Law of Freedom makes clear (p. 389 below). His
revolution failed. The property system, the state church,
priests, lawyers, all remained. Bunyan's Pilgrim, the com-
mon man, still carries a burden on his back, of which his own
efforts cannot rid him on earth. The defeat of the radicals
and of their agrarian programme led to the destruction of
the English peasantry, the creation of a land fit for capitalist
farmers to live in. From the point of view of the national
economy this was splendid: farmers produced food enough
to feed even the rapidly expanding population of the
eighteenth century, and so laid the base for the Industrial
Revolution. But Winstanley was not interested only in
economics, but in how human beings lived. He would not
have thought the way they lived during the Industrial
Revolution was fit for free men: he might have had his
doubts even about the very desirable residences which to-
day cover St George's Hill. When he advocated abolishing
trade secrets, and so stirring men up 'to employ their reason
and industry', he saw this not merely (as a modern economist
would) as a way of increasing the gross national product, but
also of adding to 'the beauty of our commonwealth' (pp. 355-
6 below).

Winstanley suggested an alternative approach to the
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economic problems of seventeenth-century England which
perhaps means more today than it did to most people in his
own time. A recent historian saw him as one of the harbin-
gers of welfare economics.60 Winstanley had grasped that
distribution was as important as production, justice and
equality more important than wealth. The idea of economic
equality, based on a communal organization of society,
which Winstanley was the first to put forward as a pro-
gramme for political action, has never lost its hold over
working-class movements. Today much of the Third World
faces economic problems similar to those of seventeenth-
century England, and is understandably anxious to avoid
the brutalities of the English path of capitalist development
no less than the brutalities of the Soviet path of enforced
collectivization. To this world the message of Winstanley
and the Diggers may acquire a new actuality and relevance.

Freedom is not won
Neither by sword nor gun

sang Robert Coster (S., p. 672). Winstanley had no hesitation
in supporting the Revolution against Charles I. But he knew
from bitter experience that kingly power was very difficult
to uproot, and that the wielders of power must be kept under
continuous democratic surveillance.

Winstanley saw the whole universe as the clothing of God,
the globe with its human, animal, vegetable and mineral
inhabitants. It was designed by the great creator Reason as a
harmonious whole for the use of mankind.61 But man, by
covetousness, by property-grabbing, by setting up hedges,
by cut-throat competition, has as it were upset the balance
of nature, poisoned the universe. Neither society nor the
world of nature will be restored to harmony and beauty until

60. J. K. Fuz, Welfare Economics in English Utopias (The Hague,
*952)> PP- 43-52.

61. Cf. Marx: 'Nature is [man's] body, with which he must main-
tain a constant interchange so as not to die' (Economic and Philo-
sophical Manuscripts, in Karl Marx: Early Texts, ed. D. McLellan,
Oxford 1971, p. 139)-
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it becomes a common treasury once more.62 We may per-
haps think Winstanley was too simple in believing that all
human sinfulness and natural disorder can be righted
merely by restoring community of property. But in our
world of plastic litter and hoardings, of nuclear bombs,
atomic waste and supersonic bangs, we may think this belief
in the unity of man and nature not the least interesting of
Winstanley's insights. As our rulers solemnly discuss pollu-
tion and conservation, we may indeed ask ourselves whether
'the beauty of the commonwealth' can ever be given priority
until we have abolished competitive private property and
competing nation states. We might, in short, listen to Win-
stanley a little more carefully than the rulers of seventeenth-
century England did. 'Well, here is life and death set before
you, take whether [i.e. which] you will' (p. 372 below).

There were times when Winstanley seemed to know that
he was acting and writing for posterity at least as much as
for his contemporaries, for other countries as well as for
England. The Declaration from the Poor oppressed People
was signed by him and forty-four other Diggers 'for and in
behalf of all the poor oppressed people of England and the
whole world' (p. 108 below). There is great sadness in the last
lines Winstanley published, calling on death to make him
one with nature (p. 389 below). But though he did not expect
a life beyond the grave, Winstanley recognized the possi-
bility of living on in the minds of men. His best epitaph is
contained in the introductory poem to A Watchword to the
City of London (p. 125 below):

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;
And true-born sons we shall appear of England that's our

Mother.

62. Cf. Thomas Miinzer: 'All creation has been made into property:
the fish in the water, the bird in the air, the offspring of the earth.
Creation too must become free' (quoted by Karl Marx, On the Jewish
Question, 1844, in McLellan, op. cit., p. 112).
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