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Crime in Medieval England

- The medieval period covers the end-of the Anglo-Saxon era; Norman-England and later Medieval
England. Across all three eras there were some actions that have always been regarded as
crimes, such as theft and murder.

What makes something a crime?

A ‘crime’ is an activity that breaks a law. Laws are made by the people who govern a country.
During the Anglo-Saxon period the people who made the laws were the people with power and
wealth. Crimes that threatened this-authority and wealth were considered serious and were
harshly punished. The more serious the crime, the harsher the punishment.

Crimes against the person Crimes against property Crimes against auvthority
* Murder ° Arson ° Treason
° Assault ® Theft, such as *Rebellion-

stealing crops
or poaching
* Counterfeiting

* Public disorder
° Rape

coins
Varying from fairly serious (assault) Varying from not serious (petty theft | All seen as extremely serious.
to serious (rape and murder). or selling poor quality goods) to

very serious (arson).

The king as law maker '~ | Poaching

Many laws in Anglo-Saxon times were stilt— - Hunting wild animals-on-other people’s land -
based on local custom and were not written || Without paying ‘hunting rights’ is known as

down. However, by 1000 Anglo-Saxon poaching. It’s a form of theft that increased
kings were issuing codes of law that made dramatically after the Forest Laws, as peasants
certain actions crimes, illustrating the vused what had previously been common land
growing power of the monarch. This meant to catch animals for food. It is seen as a

that laws were becoming more unified across ‘social’ crime because it was considered to be
the country. After 1066, the importance acceptable to many people — catching animals

of the king in making laws grew as his for food on common land was allowed and helped
authority increased. William | added new people survive. Reducing the amount of common
laws that created new crimes, illustrating land meant AENRY had to choose between brea ng
how a powerful king can lead to change. "

In the later medieval period, the monarch
continued to play a vital role in defining
what a crime was. After Henry Il became y
king in 1154, standard laws were written Hne © U"ly,\'?:ei‘h The Church
down, meaning that, for the first time, laws that criminalised some
there was a uniform legal system across ,rég’@ﬁs., influenced the types of

the whole country. punishment given in response and
F‘W,@d a direct role in deciding guilt
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After the Norman conquest in 1066, King William | wanted to establish his royal auvthority over his
new kingdom. One of the ways he did this was by adding new crimes to the existing Anglo-Saxon
ones, such as rebellion, and those covered by the Forest Laws and the Murdrum fine.

William 1's Forest Laws
About 30% of England became ¥
‘Royal Forest’, which William | e A e
“ and the Norman nobility used - e e ey 2

% > i i Il Fe .
for hunting.- . . = / unt in the Royal Forest

Village communities and farms
were evicted from this land.
which caused resentment.

in the Royal Forests it
___— became illegal to graze

— animals, kill wild animals
or take wood without a
licence.

The Royal Forests were _—
protected by new Forest
Laws.

The Forest Laws were
T seen as unfair by ordinary
people so those who
broke these laws were not
seen as criminals by most
people in society.
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There were huge social and religious changes in England between c1500 and c1700. These bhénges
led to changes in the nature of crimes against the person, property.and avthority. What had been
classified as a crime in medieval times also continued into this period.

Changes in society

Led to increase in crimes against:

Increase in population and decline of
feudalism led to higher unemployment,
which meant more people moved to
urban areas in search of work, so
towns and cities grew.

‘The person, with the increase of
street criminals and petty thieves.

The end of feudalism and new farming
methods led to enclosure of land
(fencing it off for the exclusive use of
.| the landowner).

Property, for example poaching, as
more landowners restricted those
who could hunt on their land.

Changes in people’s religious beliefs
and the religion of the monarch.

Authority, as more people
committed heresy and high
treason. :

Increase in crimes against
authority

Early modern England was ruled by the Tudors
and then the Stuarts. It was a time of religious

change and many rebellions and plots against
the monarch, both of which led to an increase

in crimes against authority — heresy and treason.

Treason charges were more common in this
period because there were more disputes
about who should rule. Heresy charges were
more common because the official religion of
the country kept changing from Catholic to
Protestant to Catholic, then back to Protestant!
Important members of the clergy (both Catholic
and Protestant at different times) played a role in
charging people with heresy and also in judging
whether they were quilty or not. As monarchs
(except for Mary 1) became the head of the
Church, heresy and treason became 2
interlinked.

the Church

it beliefs, heresy was clao
uthority and therefore usually p

y being burned to death at the

1509-47 Henry VIl executed
Protestants for heresy
throughout his reign and
Catholics for treason if they
1547-53 Edward VI wouldn't accept Henry as
executed leaders of head of the Church after 1534.
rebellions for treason and ()
two Catholi

Treason and heresy J
.
.

1553-58 Mary | executed
leaders of plots to replace

1158-1603 Elizabeth |
executed many'rebels’ for
treason but far fewer for

* heresy.

her and many Protestants

1603-25 James |
executed many
Catholics for treason.

Key terms :
High treason — the crime of plotting or acting
to overthrow or harm the ruler or country.
Heresy — the crime of having religious beliefs
that were different to the official religion of
the country.
B Jer Plot, a con try to
The Gunpowder Plot, a conspiracy to.

the monarch with another of a different religion,
example of treason. For more
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Huge changes in socnety were not Just an |mportant factor in changes to ex:stmg crimes, they also

led to other activities being redefined.as crimes.

Vagabendage or vagrancy

A vagabond, or vagrant, is an unemployed,
homeless person. The late 15th and 16th
centuries saw a large increase in the number
of vagrants due to the increasing population,
falling.wages, rising food prices and.no ...
system to help the needy (especially after

‘the closure of the monasteries in-1536). -

Hated and feared by

settled population.

Resorted to thieving
and/or begging and charity
“in order to sur\/f{)é, which

was resented by the
~settled population.

Viewed as lazy and
responsible for-their
own problems.

Laws we;
can put |

pr

When import tax on certain goods, including brandy

and tea, was introduced in the 17th century,

the crime of smuggling increased dramatically.

Smuggling is where people bring goods into the
~ country secretly to avoid paying import tax and

then sell it on. Like poaching, it is an example of

a social crime and many people did not view it as

serious or a threat, making it very difficult

to enforce.

Vagabondage laws

~ 1601 Poor Laws - the

1494 Vagabonds and
Beggars Act — vagabonds
were put in stocks for three
days and nights, then sent
back to where they were
born or most well-ki

1547 Vagrancy Act - the
able-bodied without work
for more than three days
were branded with the f
letter'v'and sold asa slave ~ *
fortwo years. (Repealed asit , 1597 Act for the Relief of
was impossible to enforce) the Poor - split vagrants
...................................................... R oo
« ing'(elderly and disabled)
¢ and’undeserving’ (those fit
.
local parish; the

O for work).
‘undeserving’could be

branded, whipped or sent
o a correction house,

‘deserving’poor were
given poor relief by the

W;tchcraf t

Witcheraft had been a minor crime in

medieval times that was dealt with by Church
courts. During the-early modern period, new
laws against witchcraft were passed, making

“it a very serious offence becauvse people

saw it as harmful and most were very afraid
~ofit. :
- .In 1542, Henry VIll made witchecraft
punishable by death.

- * In 1563, Elizabeth | changed the law so
charges of witchcraft had to be tried in a
common court.

° In 1604, James | instructed the death
penalty to be given to people ‘summoning
evil spirits’.
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