St Mary’s meets St Pauls

Steve Freeman on England’s democracy 
“I think the poorest he that is in England has a life to live as the greatest he……and I do think that the poorest man in England is not bound in a strict sense to the government that he has not put himself under.” These words of the republican Leveller Colonel Thomas Rainsborough, addressing the Army Council on 28 October 1647 at St Mary’s Church in the Putney, still speak to us over three hundred years later. 
The struggle for democracy has continued ever since, by revolution and reform, victories and defeats. Far from ending the struggle for democracy, capitalism has steadily generalised it across the world. The latest phase being the Arab Spring.
This triggered the Occupy movement in September 2011 which hit the headlines when people began to occupy Wall Street. ‘Occupy’ has become an international protest movement against financial capital and social inequality which has spread to over ninety five cities. 
It would be wrong simply to contrast the Arab democratic revolutions with ‘Occupy’s’ economic demands. Whilst the movement’s slogan ‘We are the 99% refers to the distribution of income it expresses democratic values. The central feature of the movement is participatory democracy in ‘General Assemblies’.

This takes us back to that historic and revolutionary general assembly of the New Model Army at St Mary’s church. Our culture is imbued with monarchist prejudices which cast a conservative spell over the country. The future republic is imagined as the present system of government without a monarch. 

England’s republic will not come from ‘above’. It has to come ‘from below’ out of a movement of the people. The republic is the nation or the people organised independently of the Crown. In 1647 the active section of England’s young people were armed and organised in the New Model Army. Each regiment elected its own ‘shop stewards’ known as the agitators. 
At Putney a people’s parliament or general assembly met to debate a new constitution. The republican Levellers proposed ‘An Agreement of the People’ in opposition to the Army’s ‘Grandees’ - landowning generals - such as Fairfax, Ireton and Cromwell, backed by the wealthy City bankers and merchants.  
Today England has turned full circle. Its most youthful and progressive part tried to occupy the City in solidarity with the movement springing up across the world. The forces of the Crown barred the route to the Stock Exchange and ended up camped outside St Paul’s. Now it is time, like some Macbethean witches prediction for St Paul to meet St Mary.     
