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About This Book
Magna Carta is a civic document, not a philosopher. On 15 June 1215, at Runnymede, a 
water meadow on the Thames, King John sealed a charter of 63 clauses. Ten weeks later 
Pope Innocent III declared it void. Civil war followed. The charter survived because it was 
reissued, confirmed, cited, and — centuries later — stretched.

This booklet is the next (and, in calendar time, the first) link in WisdomForge's civic chain: 
Magna Carta, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Federalist Papers, the 
Fourteenth Amendment. Sittings for this unit already exist. The six chapters here follow 
those sittings: the field, the king under law, due process, consent, who was left out, and the 
chain.

Harry's pack has no INVENTORY.md. The files on disk are complete across seven sections: 
primary  text  (1.1–1.4),  concepts  (2.1–2.7),  context  (3.1–3.5),  applications  (4.1–4.5), 
misconceptions (5.1–5.6), connections (6.1–6.5), debates (7.1–7.5). README's planned names 
drifted;  the files that  exist  are the source.  This  band reads the charter as  Holt's  feudal 
document and as the store of maxims later ages used. If you already read the elementary 
meadow story,  this  book should feel  like a  denser map,  not  the same paragraphs with 
longer  words.  High  will  make  you  run  source  protocols.  Adult  will  make  you  sit  with 
enforcement and modern rooms. Stay here until the tables are in your notebook.

You will read real clause language in standard English of the 1215 Latin (British Library / 
Holt numbering). The parchment had no numbers. "Clause 39" is a study tool, not a meadow 
label.

The  barons  were  not  democrats.  Villeins  —  unfree  people  bound to  the  land,  most  of 
England — were not the audience. The Pope's annulment was not a shrug. It was a legal act. 
If you leave this book thinking Magna Carta "created democracy," the book failed.

Each chapter has a denser story than the elementary band, a Big Idea, things to try, and 
Talk About It questions. A closing question rides with you. High and adult bands take Coke, 
Locke, and live scholarly fights further. This band builds the map.

———



Chapter 1: Runnymede — The Charter and the 
Standoff

Illustration for Chapter 1

Runnymede is not a throne room. It sits between Windsor and Staines because neither side 
would walk into the other's camp. John had a seal and a title. The barons had London and 



an  army.  The  legal  form  of  what  they  produced  was  a  royal  charter:  the  king  grants 
liberties. The political fact was a surrender dressed as a grant.

John Lackland (1167–1216) was Henry II's youngest son. He was not supposed to be king. He 
inherited an Angevin empire and a habit  of  squeezing England to pay for war.  He lost 
Normandy in 1204. He refused Stephen Langton as archbishop, took an interdict (1208) and 
excommunication (1209), then made England a papal fief in 1213. Bouvines (1214) wrecked 
the recovery plan. The men who had paid scutage for that war occupied London in May 
1215. June was the bill.

The charter is not a constitution with articles. It opens like a king talking and then lists 
remedies. Fish-weirs on the Thames and Medway (clause 33). Weights and measures (clause 
35). Widows and wardship. Foreign mercenaries. Buried in that list are the sentences later 
ages would steal: Church freedom (1), scutage and common counsel (12), no free man taken 
except by judgment or the law of the land (39), justice neither sold nor delayed nor denied 
(40), twenty-five barons who may distrain the king (61).

Sealing meant the Great Seal in wax, not a signature. Copies went to sheriffs to be read in 
county courts. Four 1215 originals survive (Lincoln, Salisbury, two in the British Library). 
They are not identical in every mark. Handmade copies aren't.

| What the legend says | What the meadow was | | --- | --- | | A king grants liberty | A king 
with no army grants a list | | A birth of democracy | A feudal peace attempt | | Signed on 
one holy day | Negotiated over days, sealed 15 June 1215 | | Kept as law at once | Annulled 
24 August 1215 |

The aftermath was not  a  parade.  John appealed to  Rome.  Innocent  III's  bull  called the 
charter null,  in part because John was already the Pope's vassal and because clause 61 
licensed force against a king. The barons refused the annulment. They offered the English 
crown to Prince Louis of France. The First Barons' War was on by autumn. John died of 
dysentery on 19 October 1216 while the war still ran.

Nicholas Vincent's short introduction is the cleanest one-sitting overview of this sequence: 
crisis, meadow, bull, war, child king, reissue. Holt's big book is the standard behind it. If a 
summary you meet online skips the bull, it is selling a mascot. If it skips the reissues, it is 
selling a tragedy with no second act. This chapter is the first act only. Act two is Chapter 6.

Robert Fitzwalter, often named as a baronial leader, is not a mascot either. Baronial politics 
were faction, land, and revenge as much as principle. A class can force a king to write limits 
without becoming a parliament of saints. The elementary booklet told the meadow as a 
picture. This one tells it as a failed peace conference with clerks.



The Articles of the Barons — the schedule of demands that preceded the sealed charter — 
matter if you want to see negotiation rather than revelation. The sealed text is a royal grant. 
The articles are the shopping list. Students who only meet the seal miss the list. Vincent and 
Holt both walk that path. This chapter will not reprint the articles. It will insist they existed, 
so "the king thought this up" cannot survive.

If you only remember the meadow as a picnic of liberty, you cannot explain the war. If you 
only remember the war, you cannot explain why anyone recopied the parchment. Both are 
the sitting.

W.L. Warren's standard biography treats John as administratively sharp and personally 
untrustworthy. Medieval chroniclers called him a monster. Both pictures can be too simple. 
What the sitting needs is narrower: he alienated the constituencies a king needed — barons, 
Church, continental allies — and then stood in a field because London was gone. Ralph 
Turner's question, "England's evil king?", is a grown-up title. The middle-band fact is uglier 
and smaller. The system Henry II built gave a king more direct reach than most medieval 
rulers had. When John used that reach without the old restraint, the barons tried to write 
the restraint down. Specific abuses produced specific clauses. That is why the charter reads 
like a complaint file, not like the Declaration.

Archbishop  Langton  is  easy  to  turn  into  a  saint  of  liberty.  He  was  a  mediator  and  a 
churchman  whose  own  fight  with  John  was  about  Canterbury  and  Church  property. 
William Marshal is easy to turn into a movie knight. He was loyal enough to the crown to 
serve as Henry III's regent and flexible enough to reissue the charter as a tool. Pandulf's 
presence at the sealing is a plot point, not extra color: Rome was already in the room.

The charter lists twenty-seven witnesses. A witness list is a political map. It includes men 
who wanted the charter, men who wanted the king, and men who wanted to be nowhere 
when the swords came back. If your mental picture is two tidy teams, the witness list ruins 
it on purpose.

Latin on one sheet, no paragraphs, about 40 × 30 cm: that physical fact fights the granite-
wall quote. A student who has only seen "clause 39" on a classroom poster has not seen the 
document. The document is a legal letter in the king's voice. The poster is a later extraction. 
This chapter's job is to keep you from starting on the poster.

Multiple copies were the point. A charter locked in a chest cannot be cited in a county court. 
The instruction to sheriffs is an enforcement theory: publicity as a kind of tooth, weaker 
than clause 61, longer-lived than clause 61. That is worth a notebook line.



Big Idea
Magna Carta was a military negotiation written as a royal grant. The form hid the force. The 
force did not make it a constitution.

Try This
1. Draw the standoff: Windsor, the Thames, Staines, London. Label what each side holds. 
Caption the meadow "neutral because neither camp is safe." 2. Make a two-column card: 
"Legal form" / "Political fact." Put "royal charter" on the left and "surrender" on the right. 
Add a third line: "annulled 24 August 1215." 3. Time a one-minute telling that includes the 
annulment. If your minute ends at the seal,  you stopped too early. Record whether you 
named Louis of France. 4. Look up one surviving 1215 copy (Lincoln or British Library). 
Write where it lives. Do not pretend you have seen the wax. 5. Write five dates on a strip: 
May 1215 (London),  15 June,  24 August,  autumn war,  19 October 1216.  The strip is  the 
sitting. A seal without the strip is a magnet.

Talk About It
1. If a promise is sealed under threat, is it a law, a truce, or both? 2. Why might a pope call a 
charter void because it was forced — and why might barons ignore him? 3. What does it 
change if sheriffs have to read the text aloud, not just store it?

———

If the king agreed because he had no army, what happens when the army comes back?

———



Chapter 2: The King Is Not Above the Law

Illustration for Chapter 2

"The rule of law" is a modern slogan. In 1215 it was a pile of specific "you may nots." John 
had used royal courts, sheriffs, and feudal tools — reliefs, wardships, scutage, amercements 
— as a personal pump. The barons' answer was not a theory of Dicey. It was a list.



Clause 39 says the king may not take, imprison, dispossess, outlaw, exile, or destroy a free 
man, nor go upon him or send upon him, except by lawful judgment of his peers or by the 
law of the land. Clause 40 says justice will not be sold, denied, or delayed. Clause 1 says the 
English  Church  shall  be  free  —  meaning  free  of  John's  interference  in  elections  and 
property, not a modern free-exercise clause. Clauses on widows, heirs, and debts all say the 
same structural thing: the crown has edges.

"Law of the land" (lex terrae) was custom, writs, and royal courts that were supposed to 
have their own rhythm, not the king's morning mood. Common law was not yet a textbook. 
It was already not identical with "because I said so."

| Tool John used | Charter answer | | --- | --- | | Arbitrary imprisonment / seizure | Clause 
39 — process first | | Selling and stalling justice | Clause 40 — "to no one" | | Church offices 
as cash | Clause 1 — Church free | | Scutage as a general tax | Clause 12 — common 
counsel (later dropped) | | No one to make him keep it | Clause 61 — twenty-five barons 
(later dropped) |

Edward Coke, in the 1620s, would read Magna Carta as a confirmation of ancient English 
liberties against Stuart kings. J.C. Holt, the modern standard historian, reads it as a feudal 
document that later people constitutionalized. You do not have to pick a team at eleven. You 
do have to know the two readings exist. One makes 1215 already the Fifth Amendment. The 
other makes 1215 a contract about reliefs and wardship that proved quotable.

William  Stubbs  in  the  nineteenth  century  pulled  Magna  Carta  toward  a  national 
constitutional story. Maitland pulled it toward legal-historical precision. Linebaugh in the 
twenty-first pulls it toward commons and resistance. Three centuries, three jobs. A middle-
school reader who can say "this writer needs 1215 to be a founding" has already beaten 
most posters.

Reissue politics belong in this chapter because "the king is under the law" did not stick by 
magic. Marshal needed the charter to look like a loyal offer, not a rebel trophy. Henry III's 
1225 confirmation tied limit  to  a  tax grant:  you reaffirm the edges,  we fund you.  That 
bargain is the rule of law as accounting, which is less pretty and more true than a marble 
relief.

John  did  not  "just  refuse."  He  used  a  higher  authority.  That  is  a  different  move  from 
ignoring a fridge note. The charter's first life ended in a bull and a war. Its second life began 
when William Marshal reissued a shorter text for child-king Henry III in 1216, again in 
1217, and when Henry in 1225 issued the version that became statute, in exchange for a tax. 
Edward I's 1297 Inspeximus put it on the statute roll.



The rule of law in this booklet is not "good people win." It is "power admits, on parchment,  
that parchment can bind it." Admission can be a lie. The lie can still be cited.

A.V. Dicey's later Victorian formula — law over persons, equality before the courts, rights as 
the product of ordinary law rather than a paper declaration — is not a 1215 thought. Tom 
Bingham's modern restatement is not a 1215 thought. They are how English lawyers later 
packaged the slogan. This chapter lets you see the packaging so you do not shove Dicey into 
the meadow.

Church freedom in clause 1 has a sour irony. John had already made England a papal fief. 
Innocent could argue that the king, as vassal of Rome, had no right to bind himself this way 
without papal consent. The same Rome that sold John cover in 1213 voided the meadow in 
1215. "The Church shall be free" did not mean the Pope would bless a baronial war on his 
vassal. Boundary language can serve two masters.

Clause 17, often skipped in posters, said common pleas should not follow the king's court 
around the country. That is a due-process cousin: a fixed place to sue, not a king you have to 
chase.  Fish-weirs and weights-and-measures clauses are not jokes.  They are the charter 
being local. A king who can move your mill, your river trap, and your bushel is a king in 
your kitchen. The famous clauses are the ones that traveled. The kitchen clauses are why 
barons thought the paper was worth a war.

Ambrose told an emperor he was in the church, not over it. Harry's 6.5 puts that Church-
Father limit next to Magna Carta's written limit.  They are not the same genre. One is a 
bishop's rebuke. One is a sealed list. Both say power has a neighborhood it does not own. Do 
not baptize the meadow. Do not secularize Ambrose. Just notice that "the king is not the 
whole of order" is older than 1215 and was not invented by lawyers in wigs.

Big Idea
The charter's "rule of law" is a set of written limits extracted from a king. Later lawyers 
turned those limits into a theory. Do not confuse the list with the theory.

Try This
1. Copy clause 40 in your own handwriting. Twelve words. Then write what "sell," "deny," 
and "delay" would look like in a school: paying for a hearing, never getting one, waiting 
forever. 2. Make a timeline card: 1215 seal  24 Aug 1215 annulment  1216 reissue  1225→ → →  
statute  1297 roll. The slogan "1215 created the rule of law" cannot survive this card. 3.→  
Find one specific abuse in chapter 2's table and one clause that answers it. If you can only 
name "freedom," you are still on the poster. 4. Write two sentences: one as Coke (ancient 
liberties confirmed), one as Holt (feudal contract later reused). Label them. Do not blend. 5. 



Explain to a younger sibling, without using the word "democracy," what "the king is under 
the parchment" means. If you need the word, you are still on the poster.

Talk About It
1. Is a limit still a limit if the king gets it canceled in ten weeks? 2. Why would later kings 
confirm a text their ancestor tried to kill? 3. What is the difference between "the king is 
under God" and "the king is under this parchment"?

———

When does writing a rule down change the ruler, and when does it only change the speech 
about the ruler?

———



Chapter 3: Due Process — From Clause 39 to a 
Fair Path

Illustration for Chapter 3

Due process is a later English phrase. The 1215 seed is clause 39. Read it as a machine with 
parts, not as a vibe.



-  Who: "No  free  man."  Not  "no  person."  -  What  harms: taken,  imprisoned,  disseised 
(dispossessed), outlawed, exiled, "in any way destroyed." -  What the king will not do: go 
upon him or send upon him — personal violence or sent violence — outside process. - The 
gate: lawful judgment of his peers or the law of the land.

"Peers"  means  equals  of  rank,  not  a  random  modern  jury.  "Law  of  the  land"  means 
established procedures: writs, common-law courts, the emerging jury as local knowledge, 
cases that should not wander with the king's convenience (clause 17 pushed common pleas 
to a fixed place).

| Text | Who is covered | The key phrase | Year | | --- | --- | --- | --- | | Magna Carta c. 39 | 
free man | law of the land / judgment of peers | 1215 | | 42 Edward III c. 3 | no man of 
what estate or condition | due process of law | 1354 | | U.S. Const. amend. V | no person | 
due process of law | 1791 | | U.S. Const. amend. XIV | no state shall… any person | due 
process; equal protection | 1868 |

The 1354 statute is the bridge Holt's students and Harry's 2.3 both flag. It widens the who 
and names the procedure. The Fifth Amendment quotes the later English phrase, not the 
meadow Latin. The Fourteenth aims due process at the states. If you mash 1215, 1354, 1791, 
and 1868 into "they always had due process," you cannot see which paper did which job. 
WisdomForge's civic chain exists so you stop mashing.

Coke's Second Institute is the gloss American lawyers later treated as if it were the 1215 text. 
That is a transmission fact. It is also a risk: you can quote Coke, think you quoted John, and 
then fight about original meaning with the wrong century. High band will make you put the 
Institute and the parchment on facing pages. Here, just refuse to let "due process" float 
without a date.

Clause 39 does not say the king cannot punish. It says he cannot skip the gate. A gate that 
always opens the way the king wants is a decoration. A gate that never opens for villeins is 
a class tool. Both critiques can be true. The sitting's hard edge is the second. The first is the 
adult worry about sham process. Hold a corner of both.

Clause 40 sits beside 39 and does not say "free man." "To no one will we sell, to no one will 
we deny or delay right or justice." That absoluteness is why later readers loved it. It is still 
not a full civil-rights code. John had sold justice. The sentence answers that market.

Procedural  due process  in modern talk means notice,  a  hearing,  an impartial  decision-
maker, a chance to answer. Substantive due process is a later, fought-over idea: some rights 
the government may not take even with pretty procedures. Magna Carta is the ancestor of 
the first. Do not drag the second back to the meadow and call it original.



The Fifth Amendment still  talks to the federal  government.  The Fourteenth is  the later 
hammer on the  states.  A  middle-school  civics  class  that  says  "due  process  comes  from 
Magna Carta" without those two American stops is running a blender. Keep the blender 
unplugged. The sitting's transfer note is blunt: source before summary. The charter is the 
source. The legend is the summary. AI will summarize. You will read.

The ugly twin of this chapter is Chapter 5.  A fair path for free men is compatible with 
unfree labor next door. A middle-school reader can hold both. If you cannot, you are still 
wearing the costume.

Pollock and Maitland's old legal history still helps here: medieval English law is writs and 
forms. You do not "have a right" in the modern slogan sense so much as you have a form 
that opens a court. Clause 39 is a promise that the king will not skip the forms. It is not a 
human-rights catalogue. Jerry Mashaw's later administrative-state work is for high/adult. 
What you need now is the distinction: procedure is a path; the path can be closed to people 
the text does not name.

"Nor will we go upon him nor send upon him" is the clause's teeth against posse-as-policy. 
John had a reputation for going upon people — hostages, sudden seizures, stories of cruelty 
that chroniclers loved. Even if half the monster stories are painted thicker than life, the 
barons wrote a sentence against king-as-raid. That sentence is why later Americans could 
hear "due process" when they feared a state that knocks at night.

Do the close reading Coke will do in the high booklet, but only this far: he treats "law of the 
land" as common-law process that binds the king. Holt treats it as 1215 custom in a feudal 
fight. Both men are reading the same Latin. They are not doing the same job. Your job at 
this age is to notice the fork, not to write a journal article.

Big Idea
Due process is a path before harm, with a history of widening who may walk it. Clause 39 is  
the seed. Later statutes and amendments are not the seed. They are later.

Try This
1. Print or copy clause 39. Underline who. Circle the harms. Box the gate. That page is your 
map. 2. Write a facing-page: left side 1215, right side Fifth Amendment. Draw arrows only 
where a phrase actually travels. No decorative arrows. Add a middle column for 1354 if you 
have room. 3. Role-play a "no process" seizure and a "process" hearing. Afterward, name 
one thing process still cannot fix (a bad law, a stacked court, a person the text does not 
include). 4. Ask a search tool to "summarize Magna Carta clause 39." Then read the clause. 
Write what the summary smoothed. That gap is the lesson. 5. Copy the 1354 sentence from 



this chapter. Highlight "what estate or condition." That highlight is the widening. 1215 does 
not get to steal it.

Talk About It
1. Why might "judgment of his peers" not mean your classmates in a box? 2. Does "to no 
one" in clause 40 undo "free man" in clause 39, or do the two sentences just sit in tension? 3. 
If a state follows every procedure and still harms someone the law does not protect, is that a 
due-process story or an omission story?

———

What did the model's summary of clause 39 drop — and why does the drop keep happening?

———



Chapter 4: Consent — Common Counsel Is Not a 
Ballot

Illustration for Chapter 4

Clause 12 is the ask-first clause, and it is a trap for posters.



"No scutage or aid shall be imposed in our kingdom except by the common counsel of 
our kingdom, except for the ransoming of our person, the making of our eldest son a 
knight, and the marrying of our eldest daughter once."

Scutage is  money instead of  knight-service.  Aids  are named feudal  exactions.  John had 
stretched both into a revenue machine. Common counsel meant the great council of barons, 
bishops, and abbots — the ancestor of Parliament, not Parliament, and not "the people."

The three exceptions are the old feudal list: ransom the king's body, knight the eldest son, 
marry the eldest daughter once. The barons were fencing a traditional yard, not inventing a 
republic.

Then the clause vanishes. It is gone from the 1216 and 1217 reissues and from the 1225 
statute text. Kings would not keep a written lock on that tap. The  idea that extra taking 
needs a yes from the community survived through practice: kings needed money; councils 
and then Parliament learned to sell consent.

| Step | What "consent" means | Who is asked | | --- | --- | --- | | 1215 c. 12 | no scutage/aid 
without counsel | baronial great council | | 14th c. | parliamentary grant of tax | lords and 
commons as they then were | | 1628 / 1689 | Petition of Right; Bill of Rights | Parliament 
against  the Stuarts | | 1765–1776 | no taxation without representation | colonists  vs a 
Parliament they did not sit in |

Each row generalizes.  None of  them is  a  photocopy of  the row above.  A middle-school 
mashup that says "Magna Carta invented no taxation without representation" fails the same 
test as saying it invented democracy.

Petition of Right (1628) is worth a named stop because it is Coke's moment in politics, not 
only in a book: Charles I is told he may not use forced loans and imprisonment without 
cause as a fiscal trick. 1689 then resets the crown. The American 1760s take that English 
toolkit and point it at Westminster. If you skip 1628 and 1689, colonial rhetoric looks like it 
sprang from a meadow. It sprang from a fight inside English government that colonists then 
turned outward.

Clause 14 of 1215 (sometimes paired with 12 in teaching) described how common counsel 
should be summoned — archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, greater barons by letter, others 
through sheriffs. That is a summons rule, not a ballot. It still shows that "counsel" had a 
procedure. Procedure can be oligarchic and still be more than a mood.

Clause 61, the security clause, is consent's angry twin: if the king breaks the charter and 
does not mend it in forty days after four of twenty-five barons warn him, the twenty-five 
may distrain — seize castles and lands — until he complies, sparing the persons of the king, 



queen, and children. That is enforcement by aristocrats, not by a court. It is the first thing 
later reissues delete. Locke's right of revolution and the Declaration's "long train of abuses" 
are later generalizations.  They are not  clause 61 with a new hat.  This  band names the 
lineage and refuses the costume.

Gaines Post's work on quod omnes tangit — what touches all should be approved by all — is 
a medieval counsel idea wider than John's scutage fight. Do not pretend the barons were 
quoting a seminar. Do notice that European law already had languages of counsel. Magna 
Carta is one English writing of a wider habit: big takes need a yes from the people who 
matter politically. Who "matters" is the whole later story.

The English Bill of Rights (1689) is a clearer grandchild than 1776 for the tax-and-consent 
line:  William  and  Mary  take  the  crown  on  parliamentary  terms;  extra-parliamentary 
taxation is named as a grievance. American colonists then used English constitutional talk 
against a Parliament they did not sit in. That twist is the colonial plot. It is not "Runnymede 
invented 1776." If a textbook draws a straight arrow from clause 12 to the Boston Tea Party, 
ask what the arrow skipped: deletion of the clause, two civil wars, 1689, and a fight about 
representation in a body that already taxed Englishmen who did elect members.

Money is the dull engine. Kings who win need less counsel.  Kings who lose need more. 
John's losses made counsel a weapon. Edward I's wars made confirmation a price. That 
pattern is more honest than a liberty parade.

Locke's Second Treatise (1689) generalizes consent and resistance from a feudal council to a 
people. That is a philosophical move, not a footnote to clause 12. Harry 6.4 exists so you do 
not make Locke a secret baron or the barons secret Lockean liberals. Read Locke later as 
Locke. Use this chapter to keep 1215 small enough to be true.

Big Idea
"Ask before you take" in 1215 means ask the barons about named feudal payments. Later 
ages widened the askers. The 1215 clause itself did not even stay in the statute book.

Try This
1. Write clause 12 as a school rule about a class fund. Who must be asked? Who is not in the  
room? What three old exceptions would you allow? 2. Build the four-row table from this 
chapter in your notebook. Add one extra row of your own for a modern tax fight — labeled 
"now, not  1215."  3.  Compare enforcement:  twenty-five barons seizing castles  vs  a court 
striking down a statute. Two sentences. No winner speech. 4. Sketch clause 61's 40-day clock 
as a comic strip: complaint, wait, seize. Then X out the last panel and write "deleted 1216." 5. 
Find "no taxation without  representation"  in a  textbook.  List  three events  the textbook 
skipped between 1215 and 1765. If it skipped none, the textbook is the problem.



Talk About It
1.  Why  delete  the  tax  clause  and  the  war-on-the-king  clause,  but  keep  due  process 
language? 2. If only the richest people must consent, is that still better than no consent? 3. 
When  colonists  shouted  "no  taxation  without  representation,"  were  they  reading  1215, 
1689, or themselves?

———

Authority that takes without asking is not legitimate — to whom, in 1215, and to whom later?

———



Chapter 5: Who Was Left Out

Illustration for Chapter 5

This is the sitting the posters skip.

Clause  39's  subject  is  a  free  man.  Villeins  — serfs  bound to  the  land — were  most  of 
England's people. They lived under manorial custom and their lord's court more than under 



the king's famous parchment. The charter mentions villeins in clauses about amercements 
(fines), limiting how hard you may fine them so their wainage — farming stock — survives. 
That is not a liberty speech. It is also an interest in keeping the farm producing.

Scholars split. Rodney Hilton, Peter Linebaugh, and others read deliberate class exclusion: 
barons wanted protection from the king and no new rights for their own unfree tenants. J.C. 
Holt and Nicholas Vincent read jurisdiction: the charter is about the king and his tenants-in-
chief; villeins were not the king's direct political problem on this parchment. Harry's 7.2 
synthesis is the one this booklet uses: both. The silence is jurisdictional and political. Feudal 
structure made the silence feel natural. Natural is not the same as just.

| Group | In the 1215 text? | How | | --- | --- | --- | | Tenants-in-chief / free men | Yes |  
clauses 39–40 and the feudal list | | Church | Yes | clause 1 | | City of London | Yes |  
clause 13 (liberties) | | Noble widows | Partly | dower; not forced remarriage | | Villeins | 
Barely | amercement limits; not c. 39's subject | | Women generally | No as a class | not a 
rights-holder category | | Jews (as lenders) | As a problem to regulate | debt clauses, not a 
liberty grant |

The Charter of the Forest (1217) is the other document. "Forest" meant land under forest 
law — perhaps a third of England — woods, farms, moors. Kill a deer, and the old penalties 
could be savage. The Forest Charter reduced the king's forest to older bounds, replaced 
mutilation with fines, and opened some use-rights (firewood, timber for repairs, pannage). 
For many villages, that paper was the one that touched daily life. It stayed on the English 
statute  book,  in  vestiges,  until  1971.  "Magna"  in  Magna  Carta  first  meant  "the  bigger 
charter" beside that one, not "the magnificent charter."

Clause 60 tells "all men… of whatever condition" to observe the liberties downward against 
their own men. That is a feudal flow-down, not a definition of who is free. Do not quote it as 
"everyone was included" without the next sentence.

Harry 5.2 exists because classrooms still want the barons to be noble champions. They were 
fighting a king who had broken feudal norms, which can look like justice from above and 
like self-protection from below. Both. Harry 5.5 exists because "rights for everyone" is the 
poster. This chapter is the anti-poster without becoming a sneer. Sneering is a different 
costume.

Villeinage itself changed after 1215. The Black Death, wage pressure, and later legal change 
slowly eroded serfdom in England. None of that is "because clause 39 secretly included 
them." If a video implies the meadow freed the peasants, stop the video. The honest video is 
boring: labor systems change for many reasons, and famous parchments get the credit in 
speeches.



If  this  chapter  makes  you  like  the  charter  less,  good.  Like  is  not  the  assignment.  The 
assignment is to see that a seed can be real and a circle can be small at the same time. Later  
expansion — 1354's "what estate or condition," later suffrage, later equal protection — is 
political work, not a logic trick hiding in the Latin.

Linebaugh's  Magna Carta Manifesto pushes the Forest Charter and common rights to the 
center and treats the baronial Great Charter as the elite twin. Hilton's Bond Men Made Free 
puts peasant revolt and unfreedom in the foreground. You do not have to join their politics 
to  use  their  warning:  a  curriculum that  only  reprints  clause  39  will  launder  the  labor 
system the barons lived on. Holt's warning from the other side is also real: do not turn 1215 
into a peasant charter it was not. The sitting holds both warnings.

Women as a class are not rights-holders in this text. Noble widows get dower protection and 
a rule against forced remarriage. That is property-and-lineage law. Jewish moneylenders 
appear  in  debt  clauses  because  crusade-and-tax  England  used  their  credit  and  then 
punished them. Those clauses are regulation of a despised useful group, not a liberty grant. 
If your class only has time for one omission, pick villeins — they are the majority. If you 
have time for two, add widows and the debt clauses so "free man" does not float in a blank 
world.

Manorial courts are the parallel universe. A villein could be punished by a lord without 
ever touching King's Bench. Royal due process that does not reach the manor is due process 
for a layer. Layers are how feudalism worked. They are also how a modern student gets 
fooled by a single famous sentence.

Harry 4.1–4.3 treat the charter as a classroom tool for citizenship. The tool only works if the 
omission stays in the lesson. A citizenship tale that begins "we all have these rights because 
of 1215" trains a false memory. A citizenship tale that begins "written limits start small and 
get argued wider" trains a usable one. This chapter is the second tale, on purpose.

Big Idea
The charter's silence about the unfree is part of the document, not a footnote. Teach the 
promise and the gap in one sitting.

Try This
1. Draw two nested circles: free men; everyone in England. Write one sentence in the ring 
between them. 2. Read the amercement idea (do not wreck the farm tools). Write whether 
that is kindness, self-interest, or both. Defend with four words each way. 3. Make a "two 
charters" card: Great Charter / Forest Charter. One audience, one daily-life hook, one date, 
each. 4. When someone says "Magna Carta gave rights to everyone," answer in two spoken 
sentences without sneering. 5. Write Hilton/Linebaugh in one margin and Holt/Vincent in 



the other. One evidence each. You are not picking a captain. You are showing you heard the 
fight.

Talk About It
1. Does it matter whether the omission was a plan or a blind spot if the result is the same? 2. 
Why might a separate Forest Charter exist at all? 3. How should a class honor a document 
without laundering who it forgot?

———

Dinner question:  Magna Carta said free  men had rights.  Who was left  out,  and does the 
omission change what the document means?

———



Chapter 6: The Chain — How a Feudal Contract 
Became a Symbol

Illustration for Chapter 6

The 1215 charter failed as peace. It succeeded as a quotable admission. That double verdict 
is Harry's 7.5, and it is this chapter's spine.



Reissues stripped the radical bits and kept the useful ones. 1216: shorter, no security clause, 
a regent's tool to peel barons away from Louis of France. 1217: Forest Charter split off; 
"Magna Carta" as the larger twin. 1225: Henry III, under his own seal, confirms in exchange 
for  tax — consent  and limit  in one bargain.  1297:  Edward I,  squeezed for  war money, 
Inspeximus onto the statute roll.

| Feature | 1215 | 1225 / 1297 | | --- | --- | --- | | Security clause (c. 61) | yes | gone | |  
Scutage / common counsel (c. 12) | yes | gone | | Due process seed (c. 39) | yes | kept 
(renumbered) | | Justice not sold (c. 40) | yes | kept | | Church freedom (c. 1) | yes | kept | 
| Legal status | annulled | statute / roll |

Coke's seventeenth-century reading treated Magna Carta as ancient liberty confirmed, not 
as  a  1215  feudal  truce.  Pocock  later  showed how "ancient  constitution"  was  a  political 
method. American colonists inherited Coke more than Holt. The Fifth Amendment's due-
process clause is the English phrase after 1354, not a translation of Runnymede mud. Article 
I's  origination of  revenue bills  is  a  distant  grandchild of  counsel-and-tax,  not  clause 12 
copied. Jury language in the Sixth Amendment is a distant grandchild of "judgment of his 
peers," not a photocopy.

The Declaration of Independence lists abuses and claims a right to throw off a government. 
That is clause 61's ghost in republican clothes, plus Locke. The Fourteenth Amendment is a 
later  American  answer  to  problems  1215  never  imagined:  national  citizenship,  equal 
protection, a new House count after slavery. WisdomForge already wrote those booklets. 
This  chapter's  job  is  not  to  steal  them.  It  is  to  stop  the  civic  chain  from claiming that 
Runnymede already contained 1868.

Holt vs Coke is the adult scholarly fight in kid-usable form: feudal contract that became a 
constitutional  symbol  through  use.  Stubbs  and  Linebaugh  pull  toward  "it  was  always 
constitutional" in different political keys. You may feel a pull. You may not skip the other 
pole.

Failure view (Harry 7.5): annulled, war, clauses 12 and 61 deleted, barons invite a French 
prince, so 1215 is a dead letter whose fame is later. Success view: once a king has admitted 
limits in a text that can be copied, you cannot unwrite the admission. Synthesis: practical 
failure and constitutional success at once. Intention failed. Use succeeded. That is not a vibe. 
It is a claim you can test against the reissue table.

McKechnie's old clause-by-clause commentary is still useful when you want to know what a 
fish-weir clause was for. British Library's Magna Carta pages are the public digital home of 
the copies. If you only ever meet the charter as a granite quote wall, go look at the actual 
cramped Latin. The cramped Latin is the document. The granite is the afterlife.



The chain test for this band: can you name one thing the 1215 text did, one thing a reissue 
changed, one later document that borrowed a phrase, and one group the original text did 
not cover? Four answers. No mash.

David Carpenter's narrative of 1215 is useful when legend gets sticky: the charter is a failed 
peace in a live war, then a tool for a minority government, then a statute. Ann Pallister's 
Heritage of Liberty is useful for the afterlife: what people did with the words. Akhil Amar's 
biography of the U.S. Constitution is useful for the American machine that is  not a list of 
grievances. Three books, three jobs. This booklet will not pretend you read them. It will 
pretend you can tell the jobs apart.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) sometimes gets Magna Carta named in 
its family tree. That is a speech, not a clause map. Article 9 (no arbitrary arrest) and Article 
10 (fair hearing) are cousins of the due-process seed in a global idiom the 1215 barons did 
not speak. If a UN poster and a Runnymede poster use the same clip art, ask which century 
the clip art is lying about.

Marbury v. Madison (1803) is American enforcement by courts, not by twenty-five barons. 
Name it as a different tooth. Do not back-date judicial review into the meadow. The sitting's 
adult  variant  will  push  this  harder.  Here  it  is  a  warning  label  on  Chapter  6's  chain: 
grandchild is not grandfather.

Myth of  the ancient  constitution (Pocock):  seventeenth-century lawyers claimed English 
liberties were older than the Norman Conquest and that Magna Carta only confirmed them. 
That claim helped them fight kings. It is a weak history of 1215. It is a strong fact about 
1628. High band will sit with that longer. Here, put it in the chain as a warning label: later 
users can be more famous than the authors, and fame is not the same as accuracy.

Harry 4.5 calls the charter "living." Living is a metaphor with a cost. Metaphors that make 
1215 already contain 1948 or 1868 are doing recruitment, not history. A living document in 
the honest sense is a text people keep citing while they fight. The fights are the life. The 
parchment is the excuse and the constraint. Both.

Big Idea
A failed peace treaty became a store of maxims because people kept needing a sentence 
that said a ruler has edges. Use is what made it "great." Origin is what keeps you honest.

Try This
1. Draw six links: 1215, 1225, 1297, 1689, 1776/1791, 1868. On the back of each link, write 
one thing that link is  not.  2. Write a paragraph that uses the word "became" more than 
"was." If you cannot, you are still stuck in the picnic legend. 3. Take a textbook sentence that 
says Magna Carta "guaranteed democracy." Rewrite it in two honest sentences. 4. Fill the 



chapter table from memory, then check. The cells you blanked are the legend's favorite 
hiding places. 5. Name one American clause that is a grandchild, and one American fact 
(slavery, three-fifths, later the Fourteenth) that 1215 cannot cover. Both names required.

Talk About It
1. If 1215 had been lost and only 1225 survived, what would we still  have — and what 
drama would we lose? 2. Is it fair to praise a document for meanings its authors did not 
intend? 3. What is the next link in your country's chain, and what gap might it still have?

———

The meaning of  a  text  is  not  only what its  authors intended.  What is  the danger of  that 
sentence, and what is the use of it?

———

For the Grown-Up Reader
This  middle  booklet  follows  the  academy  sittings  in  `civics-magna-carta.ts`  (slugs: 
runnymede-field,  king-not-above-law,  due-process-chain,  consent-common-counsel,  ugly-
gaps-who-was-left-out,  chain-from-runnymede).  It  is  denser  than  elementary  and  not  a 
clone of high: tables, Talk About It, and the italic carry-questions are the 11–14 close, not 
Practice/Reflect protocols.

Sources:  Harry pack `content/magna-carta/`  (no INVENTORY.md;  37 numbered files  plus 
README/handoff). Quotes are standard English of the 1215 Latin as in 1.2; 1354 as in 2.3; 
Fifth Amendment as public constitutional text. Clause numbers are scholarly. No invented 
sayings. No family names. No legal advice.

Hard  edges  kept:  barons  as  class  actors;  papal  annulment  not  "John  shrugged";  villein 
omission as a sitting, not a footnote; Forest Charter named; security clause deleted after 
1215.

Coke/Holt  are  introduced  as  two  readings,  not  as  a  research  seminar.  Locke  and  the 
Declaration are lineage, not identity. Fourteenth is pointed to, not taught.

If you are guiding a reader who still wants the picnic, stay in Chapter 1 until the bull has a 
date. If they want to jump to "our rights," make them pass Chapter 5. The chain in Chapter 6  
is a reward for not mashing, not a substitute for the meadow.

Harry  5.1  (democracy),  5.3  (all  clauses  still  bind),  5.4  (uniquely  English),  and  5.6  (John 
simply  refused)  are  the  misconception  set  this  band  refuses.  5.4  is  worth  a  spoken 
correction: similar limit-language appears in other medieval European charters; England's 



fame is transmission and empire, not a miracle of unique virtue. Do not turn that correction 
into a sneer at English legal history. Turn it into accuracy.

Most of the 63 clauses are dead law. Harry 5.3 exists because tourists are told "it is still in 
force." A few sentences — especially the justice clause — remain on the English statute book 
in later form. Fish-weirs do not. Teaching "still in force" without a clause list is a tour-guide 
lie. Teaching "it is all obsolete" is the opposite lie. The middle path is a table, which this 
booklet already gave you.

No family names. No "safe for kids" claim. No advice about how to sue a school or a state. 
Talk About It is talk, not a brief.

Quote check for this band: clause 1, 12, 39, 40, and 61 follow Harry 1.2's standard English. 
The 1354 statute follows Harry 2.3.  Fifth Amendment is the National Archives text.  If  a 
sentence in this booklet is inside a block quote, it is one of those, not a proverb invented for 
warmth.

The British Library's Magna Carta site is the honest public next click: images of the copies, 
clause commentary, and the unromantic Latin. Use it after Chapter 1, not instead of Chapter 
5. A picture of wax is not a substitute for "free man." Holt (2015) remains the scholarly 
spine; Vincent (2012) remains the short spine. If a video names neither and still claims to 
"explain Magna Carta," treat it as entertainment until you check a clause. Carpenter (2015) 
is the narrative companion when the sequence of 1215–1225 goes fuzzy. Pallister (1971) is 
the afterlife companion when a class starts worshipping the granite instead of reading the 
Latin. McKechnie (1914) remains useful at clause level when a fish-weir or widow's dower 
stops being a joke and starts being a grievance. Use him for detail, not for the myth.

———

About WisdomForge
WisdomForge turns founding documents and great thinkers into booklets for every age. 
Each figure or document gets four booklets: ages 5–10, 11–14, 15–18, and adults. The same 
text, told at the right depth. Because Magna Carta is not a costume of liberty. It is a meadow, 
a seal, and a long afterlife, and every generation has to read it again.
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