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The Magna Carta, or Great Charter, is at the foundation of Western democracy. King John of
England was forced to sign the document in 1215, and it asserts the rights of lords, called
barons. More importantly, however, the Magna Carta limits the power of the monarch. It
includes clauses that protected the rights of all free Englishmen and some clauses that applied
even to women. ◆ As you read, look for clauses in the Magna Carta that advanced individual liberties.
Then, on a separate sheet of paper, answer the questions that follow.

The Magna Carta

JOHN, by the grace of God King of England,
Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and
Aquitaine, and Count of Anjou, to his arch-
bishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, jus-
tices, foresters, sheriffs, stewards,
servants, and to all his officials and
loyal subjects, Greeting. . . . 
(8) No widow shall be compelled to
marry, so long as she wishes to
remain without a husband.
(13) The city of London shall enjoy
all its ancient liberties and free cus-
toms [trade], both by land and by
water. We also will and grant that all
other cities, boroughs, towns, and
ports shall enjoy all their liberties
and free customs.
(14) To obtain the general consent of the realm
for the assessment of an ‘aid’ [taxes] . . . we
will cause the archbishops, bishops, abbots,
earls, and greater barons to be summoned
individually by letter. . . to come together on a
fixed day (of which at least forty days notice
shall be given) and at a fixed place. [This is
the origins of Parliament.]
(20) For a trivial offense, a free man shall be
fined only in proportion to the degree of his

offense, and for a serious offense correspond-
ingly, but not so heavily as to deprive him of
his livelihood. . . None of these fines shall be
imposed except by the assessment on oath of

reputable men of the neighborhood.
(28) No constable or other royal offi-
cial shall take corn or other movable
goods from any man without imme-
diate payment, unless the seller vol-
untarily offers postponement of this.
(30) No sheriff, royal official, or
other person shall take horses or
carts for transport from any free
man, without his consent.
(38) In future no official shall place
a man on trial upon his own unsup-
ported statement, without produc-

ing credible witnesses to the truth of it.
(40) To no one will we sell, to no one will we
refuse or delay, right or justice.
(45) We will appoint as justices, constables,
sheriffs, or other officials, only men that know
the law of the realm and are minded to keep it
well.

John signing the

Magna Carta

1. Which clause deals with the concept of “the
punishment fitting the crime”?

2. Which clause protects citizens’ rights to a fair
trial? 

3. Make Comparisons  How are clauses 28 and
30 similar? Be specific.

4. Activity Suppose you were an English citizen
living in 1215. Write a letter to a relative 
living outside of England. Explain how the
Magna Carta is changing people’s lives.


