
What was the Magna Carta and how did it 
effect the absolute rule of England’s kings? 



¨  The Magna Carta is an 
English legal document 
that spells out certain rights 
for both the king and his 
subjects  

ú  Created in 1215 
ú  “No one is above the law” 

¨  Name is Latin for “Great 
Charter” or “Great Paper” 

ú  Forerunner of the US 
Constitution 



¨  The Magna Carta was 
created to curve the 
power of England’s 
absolute monarch 

ú  King John I  
  (1166-1216) 

¨  English nobles 
confronted King John I 
and forced him to sign  

ú  Used threats of civil war 



King John ruled England for 
almost two decades 
(1199-1216) and was well 
known as a heavy handed 
ruler. 

He would often wage 
unnecessary wars and 
burden his subjects with 
heavy taxes to pay for 
them. 

He also earned the hatred 
of his nobles and court by 
seducing their wives and 
daughters. Anyone who 
spoke out against him was 
imprisoned or executed 



King John meeting with his nobles during one of his many 
military campaigns 



King John 
begrudgingly 
signed the 
Magna Carta 
because he 
needed the 
barons to fight 
his wars and 
collect his taxes. 

The signing of 
the document 
did not prevent 
civil war, but it 
did establish the 
world’s first 
written 
constitution 



Magna Carta Memorial in Runnymede, England. This 
memorial marks the spot where King John supposedly signed 

the Magna Carta into law 



¨  Sixty-three (63) total clauses or 
“rights” in the document 

¨  Revolving around four (4) theme: 
 

¡  Rule of law 
  Restrictions on power of the government 

¡  Fairness of the law 
  Respect for traditions & property ownership 

¡  Due process of the law 
  Established courts / legal practices 

¡  Respect for economic rights 
  Freedom to conduct business  



2. Legal means 
ú  King John I & the Great Seal 



1.  Religious means 
ú  King Henry VIII & the 

Church of England 



3. Open Violence 
ú English Civil War & the end of the 
King’s absolute power  

  King Charles I 
  The English Parliament 

  Oliver Cromwell 



The Palace of 
Westminster 

(The House of Parliament) 
 

Home of the British 
Parliament 

Inside the British 
Parliament 

 
(House of Commons) 

 



Jeremy Bentham 
(1748-1832) 

 
“Present but not 

voting” 



¨  The original copy of 
the Magna Carta did 
not survive 

ú  Reissued and amended 
several times 

¨  Many historical copies 
on display around the 
world 

ú  Australian government 
ú  Westminster Palace 
ú  National Archives (DC) 

Copy of the Magna Carta on 
display in Australia 


