Why is Magna Carta so important?
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Magna Carta is often seen as the first real
statement about the rights and liberties of the
English people and the foundation stone of
British constitutional government. Three
sections (called chapters) of Magna Carta are
seen as being especially important:

e Chapter 12 says that ‘No extraordinary tax
shall be imposed except by common
counsel of the kingdom’. This can be seen
as an early statement that no one should be
taxed without his agreement.

e Chapter 14 describes the Great Council, a
group of men that are to meet to discuss
weighty matters and to give advice to the
king. This Great Council can be seen as the
beginnings of Parliament.

e Chapter 39 says that ‘No freeman shall be
seized or imprisoned or stripped of his
rights or possessions except by the lawful
judgement of his peers and by the law of
the land’. This can be seen as the
beginnings of people’s right to a trial by

jury.

The last chapter was a determined effort to
ensure that the Magna Carta would be upheld.
Twenty-five barons were to sit in judgement,
with the right to go to war against the king, if
they thought that he had gone back on any of
the liberties that he had guaranteed.
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... the English church shall be free, and shall
have her rights entire, and her liberties
unchecked and unchanged ...

This extract from the Magna Carta asserts the
freedoms of the Church.
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No widow shall be compelled to marry, so long
as she prefers to live without a husband;
provided always that she promises not to
marry without our consent, or without the
consent of the lord who is responsible for her.

Extract from the Magna Carta dealing with the rights
of widowhood.
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No scutage shall be imposed on our kingdom,
unless by common counsel of our kingdom,
except for ransoming our person, for making
our eldest son a knight, and for once marrying
our eldest daughter; and for these there shall
not be levied more than a reasonable aid.

The barons would have been pleased with this
section of the Magna Carta on scutage tax!
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And the city of London shall have all its
ancient liberties and free customs, as well by
land as by water; furthermore, we decree and
grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns,
and ports shall have all their liberties and free
customs.

No freemen shall be taken or imprisoned or
dispossessed or exiled or in any way
destroyed, nor will we go upon him nor send
upon him, except by the lawful judgement of
his peers or by the law of the land.

Sections of the Magna Carta dealing with civil
liberties.

All merchants shall have safe and secure exit
from England, and entry to England, with the
right to tarry there and to move about as well
by land as by water, for buying and selling by
the ancient and right customs, quit from all
evil tolls, except (in time of war) such
merchants as are of the land at war with us.

The Magna Carta on the rights of merchants.
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And all the will, hatreds, and bitterness that have
arisen between us and our men, clergy and lay,
from the date of the quarrel, we have completely
remitted and pardoned to everyone ...

Wherefore we will and firmly order that the
English church be free, and that the men in our
kingdom have and hold all the aforesaid
liberties, rights, and concessions, well and
peaceably, freely and quietly, fully and wholly,
for themselves and their heirs, of us and our
heirs, in all respects and in all places forever, as
is aforesaid. An oath, moreover, has been
taken, as well on our part as on the part of the
barons, that all these conditions aforesaid shall
be kept in good faith and without evil intent ...

The Magna Carta concludes with an assertion of
good will towards, and of liberties for, all peoples
of England.




