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Chapter 4 – Section 2
Government, Religion, Culture


Male Narrator: It was as a politician that John was most obviously a retched failure. Under his father the empire had been sustained by a shrewd combination of charisma and feudal loyalty. John’s problem was his difficulty in believing that any one would ever be more than a fair weather friend, so he relied on blackmail and extortion, threats to the barons rather then promises, assuming disloyalty he ended up guaranteeing it.  At some point the barons drafted a document that went well beyond forcing John to stop being vindictive. Proposing instead a catalog of things the king would not be allowed to do, it was called Magna Carta. Anyone expecting to find in it some sort of primitive constitution is going to be in for a bit of a shock when they read the details, because the liberties enumerated here boil down largely to tax relief for the armored and landed classes. But even if the Magna Carta is filled with the moans and bellyaching of the barons, that bellyaching turned out to have profound consequences for the future of England. For by putting so much weight on the authority of a common law, the agitants it stirred in the nobility a dawning realization that this was their law too. A generation before the barons couldn’t have cared less about the rights of men held in prison for unstated causes. That was what happened to commoners but under John bad things that happen to them.     
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