
Manifestos 
 
Over the course of mankind's "great experiment" in the world and the cosmos, we have struggled to devise 
rules of conduct, as between one person and another, for the best ordering of our relationships. Too often 
we take our existing political structures, the ones we are born into, for granted, or treat them as a given, or 
assume that they are the best possible, without bothering to reflect upon the reality that, truly, we could, 
can, often have, and will continue in the future to devise all manner of social structures to suit our purposes. 
Political structures and regimes are subject to the laws of nature too, after all. All man-made laws are 
transient, capable of invention, and repeal, at any time. I therefore do not bother listing Canada's or 
Ontario's laws on this website; they come and they will go, and can be found elsewhere. 
  
For my part, the only man-made laws which endure, or that are worth keeping, are those that recognize 
man's individuality, and our "natural rights". Laws running against these themes are rightly destined for 
history's trashcan. On the other hand, over the course of history there have been occasions, once in a rare 
while, in which men and women have proclaimed great manifestos of what we are, and can be. Almost 
always these involve declarations along the lines of: "I am free", ringing declarations that make one's soul 
proud. I set out some of them here, in the humble belief that a lawyer can offer more than to merely 
administer the mundane. 
 

DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF MAN AND OF THE CITIZEN

  

  
  
The representatives of the French people, organized as a National Assembly, believing that the ignorance, 
neglect, or contempt of the rights of man are the sole cause of public calamities and of the corruption of 
governments, have determined to set forth in a solemn declaration the natural, unalienable, and sacred 
rights of man, in order that this declaration, being constantly before all the members of the Social body, 
shall remind them continually of their rights and duties; in order that the acts of the legislative power, as 
well as those of the executive power, may be compared at any moment with the objects and purposes of all 
political institutions and may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in order that the grievances of the 
citizens, based hereafter upon simple and incontestable principles, shall tend to the maintenance of the 
constitution and redound to the happiness of all. Therefore the National Assembly recognizes and proclaims, 
in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following rights of man and of the citizen:
  
  
Articles: 
  
1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only 
upon the general good. 
  
2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights 
of man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression. 
  



3. The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor individual may exercise any 
authority which does not proceed directly from the nation. 
  
4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which injures no one else; hence the exercise 
of the natural rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to the other members 
of the society the enjoyment of the same rights. These limits can only be determined by law. 
  
5. Law can only prohibit such actions as are hurtful to society. Nothing may be prevented which 
is not forbidden by law, and no one may be forced to do anything not provided for by law. 
  
6. Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to participate personally, or 
through his representative, in its foundation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or 
punishes. All citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and 
to all public positions and occupations, according to their abilities, and without distinction except 
that of their virtues and talents. 
  
7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or imprisoned except in the cases and according to the forms 
prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmitting, executing, or causing to be executed, any arbitrary 
order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or arrested in virtue of the law shall submit without 
delay, as resistance constitutes an offense. 
  
8. The law shall provide for such punishments only as are strictly and obviously necessary, and no one shall 
suffer punishment except it be legally inflicted in virtue of a law passed and promulgated before the 
commission of the offense. 
  
9. As all persons are held innocent until they shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall be 
deemed indispensable, all harshness not essential to the securing of the prisoner's person shall 
be severely repressed by law. 
  
10. No one shall be disquieted on account of his opinions, including his religious views, provided 
their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law. 
  
11. The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of 
man. Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write, and print with freedom, but shall be 
responsible for such abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law. 
  
12. The security of the rights of man and of the citizen requires public military forces. These forces are, 
therefore, established for the good of all and not for the personal advantage of those to whom they shall be 
intrusted. 
  
13. A common contribution is essential for the maintenance of the public forces and for the cost of 
administration. This should be equitably distributed among all the citizens in proportion to their means. 
  
14. All the citizens have a right to decide, either personally or by their representatives, as to the necessity 
of the public contribution; to grant this freely; to know to what uses it is put; and to fix the proportion, the 
mode of assessment and of collection and the duration of the taxes. 
  
15. Society has the right to require of every public agent an account of his administration. 
  
16. A society in which the observance of the law is not assured, nor the separation of powers defined, has 
no constitution at all. 
  
17. Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no one shall be deprived thereof except 
where public necessity, legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and then only on condition 
that the owner shall have been previously and equitably indemnified. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

 
 



1689 English Bill of Rights 

And thereupon the said Lords spiritual and temporal, and commons, pursuant to their respective letters and 
elections, being now assembled in a full and free representative of this nation, taking into their most serious 
consideration the best means for attaining the ends aforesaid; do in the first place (as their ancestors in like 
cases have usually done) for the vindicating and asserting their ancient rights and liberties, declare:  

 That the pretended power of suspending of laws, or the execution of laws, by regal 
authority, without consent of Parliament, is illegal.  

 That the pretended power of dispensing with laws, or the executions of laws, by Regal 
authority, as it hath been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal.  

 That the commission for erecting the late Court of Commissioners for ecclesiastical causes, and all 
other commissions and courts of like nature are illegal and pernicious.  

 That levying money for or to the use of the Crown, by pretence of prerogative, without 
grant of Parliament, for longer time, or in other manner than the same is or shall be 
granted, is illegal.  

 That it is the right of the subjects to petition the King, and all commitments and prosecutions for 
such petitioning are illegal.  

 That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with 
consent of Parliament, is against law.  

 That the subjects which are Protestants, may have arms for their defence suitable to their 
conditions, and as allowed by law.  

 That election of members of Parliament ought to be free.  
 That the freedom of speech, and debates or proceedings in Parliament, ought not to be 

impeached or questioned in any court or place out of Parliament.  
 That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed; nor cruel and 

unusual punishments inflicted.  
 That jurors ought to be duly impanelled and returned, and jurors which pass upon men in 

trials of high treason ought to be freeholders.  
 That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before 

conviction, are illegal and void.  
 And that for redress of all grievances, and for the amending, strengthening and 

preserving of the laws, parliaments ought to be held frequently.  

And they do claim, demand, and insist upon all and singular the premises, as their undoubted rights and 
liberties; and that no declarations, judgments, doings, or proceedings, to the prejudice of the people in any 
of the said premisss, ought in any wise to be drawn hereafter into consequence or example; to which 
demand of their rights they are particularly encouraged by the declaration of this Highness the Prince of 
Orange, as being the only means for obtaining a full redress and remedy therein. 
  
  

The Virginia Declaration of Rights
  
 
 
  
A DECLARATION OF RIGHTS made by the representatives of the good people of Virginia, assembled in full 
and free convention which rights do pertain to them and their posterity, as the basis and foundation of 
government. 
 
Section 1. That all men are by nature equally free and independent and have certain inherent rights, of 
which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their 
posterity; namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, 
and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 
 
Section 2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people; that magistrates are 
their trustees and servants and at all times amenable to them. 
 
Section 3. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and security 
of the people, nation, or community; of all the various modes and forms of government, that is best which is 
capable of producing the greatest degree of happiness and safety and is most effectually secured against the 
danger of maladministration. And that, when any government shall be found inadequate or contrary to these 
purposes, a majority of the community has an indubitable, inalienable, and indefeasible right to reform, 
alter, or abolish it, in such manner as shall be judged most conducive to the public weal. 
 
Section 4. That no man, or set of men, is entitled to exclusive or separate emoluments or privileges from 



the community, but in consideration of public services; which, nor being descendible, neither ought the 
offices of magistrate, legislator, or judge to be hereditary. 
 
Section 5. That the legislative and executive powers of the state should be separate and distinct from the 
judiciary; and that the members of the two first may be restrained from oppression, by feeling and 
participating the burdens of the people, they should, at fixed periods, be reduced to a private station, return 
into that body from which they were originally taken, and the vacancies be supplied by frequent, certain, 
and regular elections, in which all, or any part, of the former members, to be again eligible, or ineligible, as 
the laws shall direct. 
 
Section 6. That elections of members to serve as representatives of the people, in assembly ought to be 
free; and that all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with, and attachment to, 
the community, have the right of suffrage and cannot be taxed or deprived of their property for public uses 
without their own consent or that of their representatives so elected, nor bound by any law to which they 
have not, in like manner, assembled for the public good. 
 
Section 7. That all power of suspending laws, or the execution of laws, by any authority, without consent of 
the representatives of the people, is injurious to their rights and ought not to be exercised. 
 
Section 8. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions a man has a right to demand the cause and nature of 
his accusation, to be confronted with the accusers and witnesses, to call for evidence in his favor, and to a 
speedy trial by an impartial jury of twelve men of his vicinage, without whose unanimous consent he cannot 
be found guilty; nor can he be compelled to give evidence against himself; that no man be deprived of his 
liberty except by the law of the land or the judgment of his peers. 
 
Section 9. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 
punishments inflicted. 
 
Section 10. That general warrants, whereby an officer or messenger may be commanded to search 
suspected places without evidence of a fact committed, or to seize any person or persons not named, or 
whose offense is not particularly described and supported by evidence, are grievous and oppressive and 
ought not to be granted. 
 
Section 11. That in controversies respecting property, and in suits between man and man, the ancient trial 
by jury is preferable to any other and ought to be held sacred. 
 
Section 12. That the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be 
restrained but by despotic governments. 
 
Section 13. That a well-regulated militia, composed of the body of the people, trained to arms, is the 
proper, natural, and safe defense of a free state; that standing armies, in time of peace, should be avoided 
as dangerous to liberty; and that in all cases the military should be under strict subordination to, and 
governed by, the civil power. 
 
Section 14. That the people have a right to uniform government; and, therefore, that no government 
separate from or independent of the government of Virginia ought to be erected or established within the 
limits thereof. 
 
Section 15. That no free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be preserved to any people but by a 
firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue and by frequent recurrence to 
fundamental principles. 
 
Section 16. That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging it, can 
be directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore all men are equally 
entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; and that it is the mutual 
duty of all to practise Christian forbearance, love, and charity toward each other. 

 

 

 

 

 
  



  
THE AMERICAN DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

  

  
THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE: 

  
In Congress, July 4, 1776, 

  
THE UNANIMOUS DECLARATION OF THE THIRTEEN UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

  
When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands 
which have connected them with another, and to assume among the Powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions 
of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation. We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of 
Happiness. 
  
That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed. That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on 
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their 
Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be 
changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown, that mankind are more 
disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, 
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such 
Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. 
  
Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains 
them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a 
history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute 
Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world. He has refused his 
Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. He has forbidden his Governors to 
pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless suspended in their operation till his Assent should 
be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them. He has refused to pass 
other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those people would relinquish the right 
of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants only. He has 
called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the depository of their 
public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures. He has dissolved 
Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the 
people. He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 
Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the 
State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions 
within. He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws 
of Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and raising the 
conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his 
Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary powers. He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the 



tenure of their offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries. He has erected a multitude of New 
Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our People, and eat out their substance. He has kept 
among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. He has affected to 
render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power. He has combined with others to subject 
us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their 
Acts of pretended Legislation:  
  
For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 
  
For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment for any Murders which they should commit on the 
Inhabitants of these States: 
  
For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 
  
For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 
  
For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 
  
For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 
  
For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary 
government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit instrument for 
introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 
  
For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of 
our Governments: 
  
For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for us in all 
cases whatsoever. 
  
He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us. He has 
plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the Lives of our people. He is at 
this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to compleat the works of death, desolation and 
tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous 
ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken 
Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends 
and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands. He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and 
has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known 
rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. In every stage of these 
Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions have been 
answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define 
a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. Nor have We been wanting in attention to our British 
brethren. We have warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an 
unwarrantable jurisdiction over us.We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and 
settlement here. We have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by 
the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which would inevitably interrupt our 
connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We 
must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the 
rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 
  
We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by 
Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these United Colonies 
are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the 
British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to 
be totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude 
Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent 
States may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the Protection of 
Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  



  
  
  

Martin Luther King's "I HAVE A DREAM" speech - August 28, 1963
  
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration 
for freedom in the history of our nation.  
 
Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to 
millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a 
joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity. 
  

 

  
But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the 
Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One 
hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of 
material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is still languishing in the corners of 
American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. So we have come here today to 
dramatize a shameful condition. 
 
In a sense we have come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our 
republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, 
they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a 
promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable 
rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
 

It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her citizens of 
color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro 
people a bad check, a check which has come back marked "insufficient funds." But we refuse to 
believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds 
in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. So we have come to cash this check — a check 
that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice. We have also 
come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no time to 
engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the 
time to make real the promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate 
valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from 
the quick sands of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make 



justice a reality for all of God's children. 
 
It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer 
of the Negro's legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of 
freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. Those who hope that 
the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be content will have a rude awakening if the 
nation returns to business as usual. There will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the 
Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the 
foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges. 
 
But there is something that I must say to my people who stand on the warm threshold which 
leads into the palace of justice. In the process of gaining our rightful place we must not be guilty 
of wrongful deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of 
bitterness and hatred. 
 
We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not 
allow our creative protest to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must rise to 
the majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force. The marvelous new militancy 
which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white people, for 
many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize that 
their destiny is tied up with our destiny. They have come to realize that their freedom is 
inextricably bound to our freedom. We cannot walk alone. 
 
As we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. We cannot turn back. 
There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We 
can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police 
brutality. We can never be satisfied, as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, 
cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities. We cannot be 
satisfied as long as the Negro's basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can 
never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their selfhood and robbed of their 
dignity by signs stating "For Whites Only". We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in 
Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, 
no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and 
righteousness like a mighty stream. 
 
I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of 
you have come fresh from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas where your quest 
for freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police 
brutality. You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that 
unearned suffering is redemptive. 
 
Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go 
back to Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that 
somehow this situation can and will be changed. Let us not wallow in the valley of despair. 
 
I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I 
still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 
 
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: 
"We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal." 
 



I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of 
former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 
 
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of 
injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom 
and justice. 
 
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. 
 
I have a dream today. 
 
I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having 
his lips dripping with the words of interposition and nullification; one day right there in 
Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and 
white girls as sisters and brothers. 
 
I have a dream today. 
 
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made 
low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the 
glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. 
 
This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able 
to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to 
transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With 
this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail 
together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day. 
 
This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with a new meaning, "My 
country, 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the 
pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring." 
 
And if America is to be a great nation this must become true. So let freedom ring from the 
prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New 
York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania! 
 
Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! 
 
Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California! 
 
But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia! 
 
Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee! 
 
Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let 
freedom ring. 
 
And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village 
and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all 
of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will 



be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! free at last! 
thank God Almighty, we are free at last!" 
  

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 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 de 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 
liberties 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.  
  
TO ALL FREE MEN OF OUR KINGDOM we have also granted, for us and our heirs for ever, all the liberties 
written out below, to have and to keep for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs:  
  



(2) If any earl, baron, or other person that holds lands directly of the Crown, for military service, shall die, 
and at his death his heir shall be of full age and owe a `relief', the heir shall have his inheritance on 
payment of the ancient scale of `relief'. That is to say, the heir or heirs of an earl shall pay £100 for the 
entire earl's barony, the heir or heirs of a knight l00s. at most for the entire knight's `fee', and any man 
that owes less shall pay less, in accordance with the ancient usage of `fees'  
  
(3) But if the heir of such a person is under age and a ward, when he comes of age he shall have his 
inheritance without `relief' or fine.  
  
(4) The guardian of the land of an heir who is under age shall take from it only reasonable revenues, 
customary dues, and feudal services. He shall do this without destruction or damage to men or property. If 
we have given the guardianship of the land to a sheriff, or to any person answerable to us for the revenues, 
and he commits destruction or damage, we will exact compensation from him, and the land shall be 
entrusted to two worthy and prudent men of the same `fee', who shall be answerable to us for the 
revenues, or to the person to whom we have assigned them. If we have given or sold to anyone the 
guardianship of such land, and he causes destruction or damage, he shall lose the guardianship of it, and it 
shall be handed over to two worthy and prudent men of the same `fee', who shall be similarly answerable to 
us.  
  
(5) For so long as a guardian has guardianship of such land, he shall maintain the houses, parks, fish 
preserves, ponds, mills, and everything else pertaining to it, from the revenues of the land itself. When the 
heir comes of age, he shall restore the whole land to him, stocked with plough teams and such implements 
of husbandry as the season demands and the revenues from the land can reasonably bear.  
  
(6) Heirs may be given in marriage, but not to someone of lower social standing. Before a marriage takes 
place, it shall be' made known to the heir's next-of-kin.  
  
(7) At her husband's death, a widow may have her marriage portion and inheritance at once and without 
trouble. She shall pay nothing for her dower, marriage portion, or any inheritance that she and her husband 
held jointly on the day of his death. She may remain in her husband's house for forty days after his death, 
and within this period her dower shall be assigned to her. 
  
(8) No widow shall be compelled to marry, so long as she wishes to remain without a husband. But she 
must give security that she will not marry without royal consent, if she holds her lands of the Crown, or 
without the consent of whatever other lord she may hold them of.  
  
(9) Neither we nor our officials will seize any land or rent in payment of a debt, so long as the debtor has 
movable 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 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. 
  
(10) If anyone who has borrowed a sum of money from Jews dies before the debt has been repaid, his heir 
shall pay no interest on the debt for so long as he remains under age, irrespective of whom he holds his 
lands. If such a debt falls into the hands of the Crown, it will take nothing except the principal sum specified 
in the bond. 
  
(11) If a man dies owing money to Jews, his wife may have her dower and pay nothing towards the debt 
from it. If he leaves children that are under age, their needs may also be provided for on a scale appropriate 
to the size of his holding of lands. The debt is to be paid out of the residue, reserving the service due to his 
feudal lords. Debts owed to persons other than Jews are to be dealt with similarly.  
  
(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 ouly a reasonable `aid' may be levied. `Aids' from the city of London are to be treated similarly.  
  
(13) The city of London shall enjoy all its ancient liberties and free customs, 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' - except in the three cases 
specified above - or a `scutage', we will cause the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, and greater barons 
to be summoned individually by letter. To those who hold lands directly of us we will cause a general 
summons to be issued, through the sheriffs and other officials, to come together on a fixed day (of which at 
least forty days notice shall be given) and at a fixed place. In all letters of summons, the cause of the 
summons will be stated. When a summons has been issued, the business appointed for the day shall go 
forward in accordance with the resolution of those present, even if not all those who were summoned have 
appeared.  



  
(15) In future we will allow no one to levy an `aid' from his free men, except to ransom his person, to 
make his eldest son a knight, and (once) to marry his eldest daughter. For these purposes only a reasonable 
`aid' may be levied.  
  
(16) No man shall be forced to perform more service for a knight's `fee', or other free holding of land, than 
is due from it.  
  
(17) Ordinary lawsuits shall not follow the royal court around, but shall be held in a fixed place.  
  
(18) Inquests of novel disseisin, mort d'ancestor, and darrein presentment shall be taken only in their 
proper county court. We ourselves, or in our absence abroad our chief justice, will send two justices to each 
county four times a year, and these justices, with four knights of the county elected by the county itself, 
shall hold the assizes in the county court, on the day and in the place where the court meets.  
  
(19) If any assizes cannot be taken on the day of the county court, as many knights and freeholders shall 
afterwards remain behind, of those who have attended the court, as will suffice for the administration of 
justice, having regard to the volume of business to be done.  
  
(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 husbandman 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.  
  
(21) Earls and barons shall be fined only by their equals, and in proportion to the gravity of their offence.  
  
(22) A fine imposed upon the lay property of a clerk in holy orders shall be assessed upon the same 
principles, without reference to the value of his ecclesiastical benefice.  
  
(23) No town or person shall be forced to build bridges over rivers except those with an ancient obligation 
to do so.  
  
(24) No sheriff, constable, coroners, or other royal officials are to hold lawsuits that should be held by the 
royal justices.  
  
(25) Every county, hundred, wapentake, and tithing shall remain at its ancient rent, without increase, 
except the royal demesne manors. 
  
(26) If at the death of a man who holds a lay `fee' of the Crown, a sheriff or royal official produces royal 
letters patent of summons for a debt due to the Crown, it shall be lawful for them to seize and list movable 
goods found in the lay `fee' of the dead man to the value of the debt, as assessed by worthy men. Nothing 
shall be removed until the whole debt is paid, when the residue shall be given over to the executors to carry 
out the dead man s will. If no debt is due to the Crown, all the movable goods shall be regarded as the 
property of the dead man, except the reasonable shares of his wife and children.  
  
(27) If a free man dies intestate, his movable goods are to be distributed by his next-of-kin and friends, 
under the supervision of the Church. The rights of his debtors are to be preserved.  
  
(28) No constable or other royal official shall take corn or other movable goods from any man without 
immediate payment, unless the seller voluntarily offers postponement of this.  
  
(29) No constable may compel a knight to pay money for castle-guard if the knight is willing to undertake 
the guard in person, or with reasonable excuse to supply some other fit man to do it. A knight taken or sent 
on military service shall be excused from castle-guard for the period of this service.  
  
(30) No sheriff, royal official, or other person shall take horses or carts for transport from any free man, 
without his consent. 
  
(31) Neither we nor any royal official will take wood for our castle, or for any other purpose, without the 
consent of the owner. 
  
(32) We will not keep the lands of people convicted of felony in our hand for longer than a year and a day, 
after which they shall be returned to the lords of the `fees' concerned.  
  
(33) All fish-weirs shall be removed from the Thames, the Medway, and throughout the whole of England, 
except on the sea coast.  
  
(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.  
  
(35) There shall be standard measures of wine, ale, and corn (the London quarter), throughout the 
kingdom. There shall also be a standard width of dyed cloth, russett, and haberject, namely two ells within 
the selvedges. Weights are to be standardised similarly.  
  
(36) In future nothing shall be paid or accepted for the issue of a writ of inquisition of life or limbs. It shall 
be given gratis, and not refused.  
  
(37) If a man holds land of the Crown by `fee-farm', `socage', or `burgage', and also holds land of 
someone else for knight's service, we will not have guardianship of his heir, nor of the land that belongs to 
the other person's `fee', by virtue of the `fee-farm', `socage', or `burgage', unless the `fee-farm' owes 
knight's service. We will not have the guardianship of a man's heir, or of land that he holds of someone else, 
by reason of any small property that he may hold of the Crown for a service of knives, arrows, or the like.  
  
(38) In future no official shall place a man on trial upon his own unsupported statement, without producing 
credible 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 other way, nor will we proceed with force 
against him, or send others to do so, except by the lawful judgement 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. 
  
(41) All merchants may enter or leave England unharmed and without fear, and may stay or travel within it,
by land or water, for purposes of trade, free from all illegal exactions, in accordance with ancient and lawful 
customs. This, however, does not apply in time of war to merchants from a country that is at war with us. 
Any such merchants found in our country at the outbreak of war shall be detained without injury to their 
persons or property, until we or our chief justice have discovered how our own merchants are being treated 
in the country at war with us. If our own merchants are safe they shall be safe too. 
  
(42) In future it shall be lawful for any man to leave and return to our kingdom unharmed and without fear, 
by land or water, preserving his allegiance to us, except in time of war, for some short period, for the 
common benefit of the realm. People that have been imprisoned or outlawed in accordance with the law of 
the land, people from a country that is at war with us, and merchants - who shall be dealt with as stated 
above - are excepted from this provision.  
  
(43) If a man holds lands of any `escheat' such as the `honour' of Wallingford, Nottingham, Boulogne, 
Lancaster, or of other `escheats' in our hand that are baronies, at his death his heir shall give us only the 
`relief' and service that he would have made to the baron, had the barony been in the baron's hand. We will 
hold the `escheat' in the same manner as the baron held it.  
  
(44) People who live outside the forest need not in future appear before the royal justices of the forest in 
answer to general summonses, unless they are actually involved in proceedings or are sureties for someone 
who has been seized for a forest offence. 
  
(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.  
  
(46) All barons who have founded abbeys, and have charters of English kings or ancient tenure as evidence 
of this, may have guardianship of them when there is no abbot, as is their due.  
  
(47) All forests that have been created in our reign shall at once be disafforested. River-banks that have 
been enclosed in our reign shall be treated similarly.  
  
(48) All evil customs relating to forests and warrens, foresters, warreners, sheriffs and their servants, or 
river-banks and their wardens, are at once to be investigated in every county by twelve sworn knights of the 
county, and within forty days of their enquiry the evil customs are to be abolished completely and 
irrevocably. But we, or our chief justice if we are not in England, are first to be informed.  
  
(49) We will at once return all hostages and charters delivered up to us by Englishmen as security for peace 
or for loyal service. 
  
(50) We will remove completely from their offices the kinsmen of Gerard de Athée, and in future they shall 
hold no offices in England. The people in question are Engelard de Cigogné', Peter, Guy, and Andrew de 
Chanceaux, Guy de Cigogné, Geoffrey de Martigny and his brothers, Philip Marc and his brothers, with 
Geoffrey his nephew, and all their followers. 
  



(51) As soon as peace is restored, we will remove from the kingdom all the foreign knights, bowmen, their 
attendants, and the mercenaries that have come to it, to its harm, with horses and arms.  
  
(52) To any man whom we have deprived or dispossessed of lands, castles, liberties, or rights, without the 
lawful judgement of his equals, we will at once restore these. In cases of dispute the matter shall be 
resolved by the judgement of the twenty-five barons referred to below in the clause for securing the peace 
(§ 61). In cases, however, where a man was deprived or dispossessed of something without the lawful 
judgement of his equals by our father King Henry or our brother King Richard, and it remains in our hands 
or is held by others under our warranty, we shall have respite for the period commonly allowed to 
Crusaders, unless a lawsuit had been begun, or an enquiry had been made at our order, before we took the 
Cross as a Crusader. On our return from the Crusade, or if we abandon it, we will at once render justice in 
full.  
  
(53) We shall have similar respite in rendering justice in connexion with forests that are to be disafforested, 
or to remain forests, when these were first a-orested by our father Henry or our brother Richard; with the 
guardianship of lands in another person's `fee', when we have hitherto had this by virtue of a `fee' held of 
us for knight's service by a third party; and with abbeys founded in another person's `fee', in which the lord 
of the `fee' claims to own a right. On our return from the Crusade, or if we abandon it, we will at once do 
full justice to complaints about these matters.  
  
(54) No one shall be arrested or imprisoned on the appeal of a woman for the death of any person except 
her husband.  
  
(55) All fines that have been given to us unjustly and against the law of the land, and all fines that we have 
exacted unjustly, shall be entirely remitted or the matter decided by a majority judgement of the twenty-
five barons referred to below in the clause for securing the peace (§ 61) together with Stephen, archbishop 
of Canterbury, if he can be present, and such others as he wishes to bring with him. If the archbishop 
cannot be present, proceedings shall continue without him, provided that if any of the twenty-five barons 
has been involved in a similar suit himself, his judgement shall be set aside, and someone else chosen and 
sworn in his place, as a substitute for the single occasion, by the rest of the twenty-five. 
  
(56) If we have deprived or dispossessed any Welshmen of lands, liberties, or anything else in England or in 
Wales, without the lawful judgement of their equals, these are at once to be returned to them. A dispute on 
this point shall be determined in the Marches by the judgement of equals. English law shall apply to holdings 
of land in England, Welsh law to those in Wales, and the law of the Marches to those in the Marches. The 
Welsh shall treat us and ours in the same way.  
  
(57) In cases where a Welshman was deprived or dispossessed of anything, without the lawful judgement 
of his equals, by our father King Henry or our brother King Richard, and it remains in our hands or is held by 
others under our warranty, we shall have respite for the period commonly allowed to Crusaders, unless a 
lawsuit had been begun, or an enquiry had been made at our order, before we took the Cross as a Crusader. 
But on our return from the Crusade, or if we abandon it, we will at once do full justice according to the laws 
of Wales and the said regions.  
  
(58) We will at once return the son of Llywelyn, all Welsh hostages, and the charters delivered to us as 
security for the peace.  
  
(59) With regard to the return of the sisters and hostages of Alexander, king of Scotland, his liberties and 
his rights, we will treat him in the same way as our other barons of England, unless it appears from the 
charters that we hold from his father William, formerly king of Scotland, that he should be treated 
otherwise. This matter shall be resolved by the judgement of his equals in our court.  
  
(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, 
observe them similarly in their relations with their own men. 
  
(61) SINCE WE HAVE GRANTED ALL THESE THINGS for God, for the better ordering of our kingdom, and to 
allay the discord that has arisen between us and our barons, and since we desire that they shall be enjoyed 
in their entirety, with lasting strength, for ever, we give and grant to the barons the following security:  
  
The barons shall elect twenty-five of their number to keep, and cause to be observed with all 
their might, the peace and liberties granted and confirmed to them by this charter.  
  
If we, our chief justice, our officials, or any of our servants offend in any respect against any man, or 
transgress any of the articles of the peace or of this security, and the offence is made known to four of the 
said twenty-five barons, they shall come to us - or in our absence from the kingdom to the chief justice - to 
declare it and claim immediate redress. If we, or in our absence abroad the chief justice, make no redress 
within forty days, reckoning from the day on which the offence was declared to us or to him, the four barons 
shall refer the matter to the rest of the twenty-five barons, who may distrain upon and assail us in every 



way possible, with the support of the whole community of the land, by seizing our castles, lands, 
possessions, or anything else saving only our own person and those of the queen and our children, until 
they have secured such redress as they have determined upon. Having secured the redress, they may then 
resume their normal obedience to us.  
  
Any man who so desires may take an oath to obey the commands of the twenty-five barons for the 
achievement of these ends, and to join with them in assailing us to the utmost of his power. We give public 
and free permission to take this oath to any man who so desires, and at no time will we prohibit any man 
from taking it. Indeed, we will compel any of our subjects who are unwilling to take it to swear it at our 
command.  
  
If one of the twenty-five barons dies or leaves the country, or is prevented in any other way from 
discharging his duties, the rest of them shall choose another baron in his place, at their discretion, who shall 
be duly sworn in as they were.  
  
In the event of disagreement among the twenty-five barons on any matter referred to them for decision, the 
verdict of the majority present shall have the same validity as a unanimous verdict of the whole twenty-five, 
whether these were all present or some of those summoned were unwilling or unable to appear. 
  
The twenty-five barons shall swear to obey all the above articles faithfully, and shall cause them to be 
obeyed by others to the best of their power.  
  
We will not seek to procure from anyone, either by our own efforts or those of a third party, anything by 
which any part of these concessions or liberties might be revoked or diminished. Should such a thing be 
procured, it shall be null and void and we will at no time make use of it, either ourselves or through a third 
party.  
  
(62) We have remitted and pardoned fully to all men any ill-will, hurt, or grudges that have arisen between 
us and our subjects, whether clergy or laymen, since the beginning of the dispute. We have in addition 
remitted fully, and for our own part have also pardoned, to all clergy and laymen any offences committed as 
a result of the said dispute between Easter in the sixteenth year of our reign (i.e. 1215) and the restoration 
of peace.  
  
In addition we have caused letters patent to be made for the barons, bearing witness to this security and to 
the concessions set out above, over the seals of Stephen archbishop of Canterbury, Henry archbishop of 
Dublin, the other bishops named above, and Master Pandulf.  
  
(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 fulness and entirety for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs, in all things 
and all places for ever.  
  
Both we and the barons have sworn that all this shall be observed in good faith and without deceit. Witness 
the abovementioned people and many others.  
  
Given by our hand in the meadow that is called Runnymede, between Windsor and Staines, on the fifteenth 
day of June in the seventeenth year of our reign (i.e. 1215: the new regal year began on 28 May).  
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