1215

Magna Carta

The Magna Carta was created  in response to unfair treatment toward the nobles by King John.  

---Nobles were being being convicted of crimes without fair trials.

---Once convicted of those crimes, unfair and often excessive sentences were imposed on the nobles convicted.

---Nobles were being assessed unfair taxes in order to help the king pay for failed attempts to defend his lands in Normandy and western France.

By signing the Magna Carta the king was admitting that his powers as a Monarch (king) were limited, and that, he too had to obey the laws that had been established (English Common Law).  For the 1st time King John established the democratic principle of the “The Rule of Law” (the idea that everyone, even those who governed, had to obey the law)
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Late 1300’s

Creation of Parliament

The king created Parliament because he was unfamiliar with the needs of the common people.  He created Parliament, as a group, in order to advise him on decisions regarding the governance of his lands and people.

The creation of Parliament was the 1st attempt at some form of Representative government In England.

Parliament is a bicameral legislature that is made up of “The House of Commons” (which represented the common people) and the “The House of Lords” (which represented the nobility)
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1607

Jamestown Colony and the House of Burgesses

Even though King James I owned the land granted to the Virginia Company of London by the 1606 charter, a Council which resided in London, England was responsible for the governance of the colony.

The Colonials who lived in Jamestown were promised to have the same rights and privileges as those Englishmen who resided in Britain.

The first two charters granted to the Va. Company of London were less than successful.  In fact stockholders in the Va. Company of London considered them to be a failure because neither one earned a profit for the investors.  The 1612 charter was created to solve the problems that arose with the 1609 charter.  Specifically, many settlers were dying from disease and starvation and there were too many shipwrecks off the coast of America which cost investors even more money.

The 1612 charter reorganized the government of the Jamestown colony into what would become the first Representative Assembly outside of Parliament in England.  This new Representative Assembly was referred to as the House of Burgesses.

The Representative government established by the House of Burgesses became the model for all English colonies in America, and became the basis for the Democratic Government that would be created in the United States after the Revolutionary War
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1620

The Mayflower Compact

Passengers aboard the Mayflower were granted permission to settle in Northern Virginia, but they landed off the coast of Cape Cod in New England where they would settle.

Passengers aboard the Mayflower created the Mayflower Compact as a way to make decisions for the group, because many aboard had begun to question the authority of the leaders of the expedition.  After all they only had authority for where they had permission to settle (Northern Virginia)
The Mayflower Compact was the way that the Pilgrims would govern themselves.  This is one of the earliest examples of direct democracy in America.  Some consider it to be the forerunner of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.
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1689

The English Bill of Rights

The English Bill of Rights was created in order to clarify the powers of the king.  By explaining what the king could do, Parliament not only limited the powers of the Monarch, they demonstrated that the legislature was at least as powerful as the king in regard to governing.

By clarifying the kings powers, the English Bill of Rights established certain rights of Englishmen…  
For example: 

--Declared that they had the right to free elections


--They had freedom of speech in regard to Parliamentary law making.  Meaning representatives would be able to speak freely when making laws.


--They had the right to a fair trial by their peers and freedom from cruel and unusual punishment.
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