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SUMMARY
Many historians view the Magna Carta as one of the earliest Western legal 
developments in the area of human rights. Signed by King John of England 
in 1215, the document served as a peace agreement between the King and 
a group of barons who wanted to limit taxation and protect their rights. It 
guarantees certain individual rights, including the right to trial by jury – as 
long as the subject was a property-owning man.

Despite the fact that these rights were not extended to the common man, the 
Magna Carta remains one of the earliest examples in the West of the principle 
that everyone, including the monarch, is both subject to and protected by the 
law.
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DOCUMENT TEXT
Note: Parts of this document have been removed for length. […] indicates that text has been removed. Also, in the original 
charter, the clauses are not numbered. They have been numbered in translations to ease understanding.

JOHN, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, and Count of 
Anjou, to his archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justices, foresters, sheriffs, stewards, servants, and to 
all his officials and loyal subjects, Greeting.

KNOW THAT BEFORE GOD, for the health of our soul and those of our ancestors and heirs, to the honour of 
God, the exaltation of the holy Church, and the better ordering of our kingdom, at the advice of our reverend 
fathers Stephen, archbishop of Canterbury, primate of all England, and cardinal of the holy Roman Church, 
Henry archbishop of Dublin, William bishop of London, Peter bishop of Winchester, Jocelin bishop of Bath and 
Glastonbury, Hugh bishop of Lincoln, Walter bishop of Worcester, William bishop of Coventry, Benedict bishop 
of Rochester, Master Pandulf subdeacon and member of the papal household, Brother Aymeric master of the 
knighthood of the Temple in England, William Marshal earl of Pembroke, William earl of Salisbury, William earl 
of Warren, William earl of Arundel, Alan of Galloway constable of Scotland, Warin fitz Gerald, Peter fitz Herbert, 
Hubert de Burgh seneschal of Poitou, Hugh de Neville, Matthew fitz Herbert, Thomas Basset, Alan Basset, Philip 
Daubeny, Robert de Roppeley, John Marshal, John fitz Hugh, and other loyal subjects:

1. FIRST, THAT WE HAVE GRANTED TO GOD, and by this present charter have confirmed for us and our 
heirs in perpetuity, that the English Church shall be free, and shall have its rights undiminished, and its lib-
erties unimpaired. That we wish this so to be observed, appears from the fact that of our own free will, before 
the outbreak of the present dispute between us and our barons, we granted and confirmed by charter the 
freedom of the Church’s elections - a right reckoned to be of the greatest necessity and importance to it - and 
caused this to be confirmed by Pope Innocent III. This freedom we shall observe ourselves, and desire to be 
observed in good faith by our heirs in perpetuity. [...]

 
9. Neither we nor our officials will seize any land or rent in payment of a debt, so long as the debtor has mov-

able goods sufficient to discharge the debt. A debtor’s sureties shall not be distrained upon so long as the 
debtor himself can discharge his debt. If, for lack of means, the debtor is unable to discharge his debt, his 
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sureties shall be answerable for it. If they so desire, they may have the debtor’s lands and rents until they 
have received satisfaction for the debt that they paid for him, unless the debtor can show that he has settled 
his obligations to them. [...]

12. No ‘scutage’ or ‘aid’ may be levied in our kingdom without its general consent, unless it is for the ransom 
of our person, to make our eldest son a knight, and (once) to marry our eldest daughter. For these purposes 
only a reasonable ‘aid’ may be levied. ‘Aids’ from the city of London are to be treated similarly. [...]

20. For a trivial offence, a free man shall be fined only in proportion to the degree of his offence, and for a serious 
offence correspondingly, but not so heavily as to deprive him of his livelihood. In the same way, a merchant 
shall be spared his merchandise, and a villein the implements of his husbandry, if they fall upon the mercy 
of a royal court. None of these fines shall be imposed except by the assessment on oath of reputable men of 
the neighbourhood. [...]

34. The writ called precipe shall not in future be issued to anyone in respect of any holding of land, if a free man 
could thereby be deprived of the right of trial in his own lord’s court. [...]

 
38. In future no official shall place a man on trial upon his own unsupported statement, without producing cred-

ible witnesses to the truth of it. 

39. No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions, or outlawed or exiled, 
or deprived of his standing in any way, nor will we proceed with force against him, or send others to do so, 
except by the lawful judgment of his equals or by the law of the land.

40. To no one will we sell, to no one deny 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. [...]

54. No one shall be arrested or imprisoned on the appeal of a woman for the death of any person except her 
husband. [...]

60. All these customs and liberties that we have granted shall be observed in our kingdom in so far as 
concerns our own relations with our subjects. Let all men of our kingdom, whether clergy or laymen, ob-
serve them similarly in their relations with their own men. [...]

63. IT IS ACCORDINGLY OUR WISH AND COMMAND that the English Church shall be free, and that 
men in our kingdom shall have and keep all these liberties, rights, and concessions, well and peaceably in 
their fullness and entirety for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs, in all things and all places for ever.




