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HON PETER KATSAMBANIS (North Metropolitan) [9.55 pm]: I rise tonight to make some brief comments 
following on from your own remarks, Mr President, earlier today about the 800th anniversary of the signing of 
the Magna Carta—a document that although 800 years old still has significant meaning for people in Australia 
and around the world today. The Magna Carta, or great charter, as it is translated from Latin into English, was 
entered into between a set of barons and King John on the fields of Runnymede in England on 15 June 1215. 
It  was at its heart a document that settled a long-running feud between those barons and the King, particularly 
around the overarching powers of the King and the excessive taxation that the King was charging the barons. 
In  many ways it can be seen as one of the world’s first great tax revolts. Over time, though, it has come to 
symbolise a lot more. Over time, it has been accepted as the foundation of the rule of law that runs through the 
thread of all common law countries, flowing from England and the United Kingdom to Australia and other 
nations that still subscribe to the common law as the principle of our rule of law. It is a document that ensures 
that individual freedom has a greater weight than any divine right of kings or any form of arbitrary control. 
It  was put best, I think, by one of the great jurists of the twentieth century, Lord Denning, when he said that the 
Magna Carta is the greatest constitutional document of all time—the foundation of the individual against 
arbitrary authority of the despot. It is that individual freedom that the Magna Carta has come to symbolise over 
800 years for many people in many societies across the world, as I will mention in a minute. 

The charter itself protected church rights—something that had been forgotten probably since the time when the 
Roman Empire split into the Byzantine Empire. It also protected the general public from illegal imprisonment. 
For the first time it allowed access to justice, and, in particular, swift justice, and it created limits on the taxation 
and the other feudal payments that the Crown could charge. 

The clauses contained in the charter have been used over time as the basis, as I said earlier, for our rule of law, 
for the concept of due process, and for the concept of habeas corpus as it emerged through common law in the 
succeeding centuries, and it has also been used as the foundation principle for what we know today as 
parliamentary democracy—the democracy and the freedom that we celebrate today. 

Around the world the Magna Carta has inspired, firstly, the British parliamentary justice system and the British 
Bill of Rights. It then went on to inspire both the United States’ Constitution and the French Revolution, which 
happened towards the middle and end of the eighteenth century. The United States’ Bill of Rights, which 
followed on from the enshrinement of the United States’ Constitution—the Bill of Rights being the first 10 
amendments to that Constitution—was also inspired by the Magna Carta. The fifth amendment to the United 
States’ Constitution, which is basically a direct lift of the principle in the Magna Carta, reads, “No person shall 
be deprived of life, liberty or property without due process of law.” Essentially, the freedoms that we all enjoy 
today in Liberal democratic countries flow from the tiny foundation that was sown in that field in Runnymede 
800 years ago with the signing of that great charter, the Magna Carta.  

We know anecdotally that the Magna Carta has inspired many movements across the word. Nelson Mandela 
quoted the Magna Carta in his infamous trial of 1964. In 1989, the Chinese students protesting at 
Tiananmen  Square did not use just any document to pin on what they called their democracy wall. It was the 
Magna Carta that they pinned on their democracy wall to inspire and assist them in their great battle against the 
tyranny that they were fighting. 

The Magna Carta is a document that is as relevant today as it was 800 years ago—for different reasons, but still 
as relevant today as it was 800 years ago. In many ways the Magna Carta, because it enshrines the power of the 
individual against the sometimes insurmountable and almighty power of the state, and because it enshrines the 
principles of individual freedom and liberty, can be seen as the foundation of our freedoms. So, when we 
celebrate the anniversary of the Magna Carta, what we are celebrating is the foundation of the freedoms, liberties 
and democratic process that we have all come to enjoy today. 

On the 800th anniversary of the Magna Carta, I would like to add my comments to remind people of the 
importance of this document and to wish it a happy 800th birthday. May it inspire freedom and democracy 
around the world for at least another 800 years.  

House adjourned at 10.02 pm 
_________ 
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