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The English Bill of Rights of 1689

The English Bill of Rights is an English precursor of the Constitution, along with the Magna Carta. The English Bill of Rights limited the power of the English monarchs, and was written as an act of Parliament. 


The Bill of Rights asserted that Englishmen had civil and political rights, although religious liberty was limited for non-Protestants; Catholics were banned from the throne, and Kings and Queens had to swear oaths to maintain Protestantism as the official religion of England. 
According to the Bill of Rights, the monarch or king could not:
A. establish their own courts or act as judges themselves.  There must be a jury trial
B. prevent Protestants from bearing arms or having weapons

C. create an army during peacetime to rule over the people 
D. impose fines or punishments without trial 
E. impose cruel and unusual punishments or excessive bail

F. interfere with free speech in Parliament 
G. suspend laws or the enforcement of laws without  Parliament’s permission

H. stop people sending in letters and petitions
I. levy money or raise money through taxes without permission
J. interfere with elections of Parliament
Match items from the list above with the actual text from the English Bill of Rights:

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

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 for high treason ought to be freeholders; 

. 

Text for this handout was edited from these two websites:
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/england.asp 

http://billofrightsinstitute.org
1. In many countries with monarchies it was illegal to speak badly about the king or his government. It sometimes was called treason, and punished by death. How did the members of Parliament protect themselves from this?
2. The English Bill of Rights mentions freedom from cruel and usual punishment. How could a king use excessive punishment to sway people’s thinking or political action?  
3.  The Parliament was against a peace time army.  How could an army threaten their authority over the king?
4. Why is it important to keep the king from being a judge or setting up his own courts?
5. “That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before conviction are illegal and void;”
A forfeiture is when a person has to give their property to the government. You see forfeit in the word. Like giving up a game or forfeiting a game, a person would give up their land. Why is it important that taking land for the government is done by a jury’s conviction rather than by the king’s command?
