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Bill of Rights 

Origins 

The Bill of Rights is a text imposed in1689 to William III and Mary II, two sovereigns of 

England, following the Glorious Revolution (or Bloodless Revolution). It defines the principles 

of parliamentary monarchy in England. 

After the English Civil War, the monarchy was restored in 1660 and Stuarts were reinforcing 

their power by practicing absolutism. Thus, the catholic James II didn't respect the habeas 

corpus, and must flee to France after the Glorious Revolution. In 1688, Parliament offered 

the crown to his daughter Mary II, wife of the protestant William II. 

Marie and Guillaume undertake to defend a bill of rights (1689), which permanently limits 

the power of the King to increase the power of the English parliament. Parliamentary 

monarchy has now replaced the absolute monarchy. 

More freedom 

The Bill of Rights in 1689 is an Act of Parliament whose full title is "An Act Declaring the 

Rights and Liberties of the Subject and Settling the Succession of the Crown". This is one of 

the fundamental documents of English constitutional law, with the Magna Carta, the Act of 

Settlement and the Acts of Parliament .  

It is also part of the laws in New Zealand, Canada and Scotland (called the Claim of Rights 

there).  

The Bill of Rights of 1689 declares certain positive rights which its authors believed that the 

citizens and residents of a country should have in a constitutional monarchy. It gives to them 

the right to address to the monarch and permits to carry weapons to defend themselves. It 

also exposes certain constitutional requirements: any action made by the monarch requires the 

consent of the government.  

The Bill of Rights defines the powers of Parliament whose opinion is crucial for "the 

suspension of laws, their implementation, the lifting of a new royal tax, and the maintenance 

of an army in time of peace". The human rights are affirmed as the right of petition or the 

freedom of elections to the House of Lords. Parliament must often be met.  

The Bill of Rights is a great step forward for freedom of expression. Since 1695, freedom of 

the press is guaranteed in England. However, the country is not yet a modern democracy, 

because only rich men can vote and elect members of the House of Commons. 

In the XVIII century, the British parliamentary monarchy is admired by all those who criticize 

the absolute monarchy.  

Thus, the Frenchman Voltaire admired the freedom of expression that exists in Britain in 

his Lettres philosophiques(1734) and in Dictionnaire philosophique (1771). He describes the 

king as the "subarbitre" of the Nation. 
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