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Medieval punishments

The aims of medieval punishment were retribution, deterrence and to keep people safe. Although
these aims remained largely the same throughout this period, the types of punishment changed.

Types of punishment
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Changes in types of medieval punishment

Anglo-Saxon

Norman

Later medieval

° Fines and compensation were
most common.

* The system of paying
compensation to victims of
crime was used for many
crimes, including murder. This
was called the Saxon Wergild.

* Corporal punishments were
also fairly common but capital
punishment was rarely used.
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Use of capital and corporal
punishments rose dramatically.
More offences became capital
crimes.

Breaking Forest Laws was
punished very harshly,
including castration, blinding
and hanging.

The Wergild system was ended
and fines were paid to the king.
Very minor crimes were still
punished by fines, whipping

or time in the 5tock5

* Use of capital punishment
gradually decreased, although
crimes against authority were
still harshly punished.

° Corporal punishments were
still widely used, although
many juries would not convict
their neighbours unless they
regularly offended.

* Fines became more common.

Social status and unishment

Medieval punishments varied depending on
class and gender — commoners were treated
differently to nobles, women differently to men
and priests differently to ordinary people.
Good examples of this include the following.

* The amount of Wergild payable in Anglo-Saxon
times depended on the victim’s social
status. Wergild for nobles was a huge sum,
whereas Wergild for a serf was very little.

* During the later medieval period, commoners
were vsually hanged for murder while nobles
were usually beheaded.
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Norman punishments
The Norman invasion was not welcomed by the
Anglo-Saxons and there was much resistance for
the first few years. Harsh punishments carried
out in public were seen by the Normans as the
best way to make people behave.

Key terms

Capital punishment — killing the criminal.
Corporal punishment — physically hurting

the criminal.

Retribution — making a criminal suffer for the
crime committed.

Deterrence - trying to prevent others or the
criminal from carrying out crime.
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Punishment in early
modern England

Capital and corporal methods continued to be the most common forms of punishment in this

period. In fact, many more capital offences were introduced, as well as a new form of punishment:
transportation.
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Hanging: Capital punishment was still commonly

used for crimes, such as theft, murder and
poaching, and also witchcraft and smuggling.
Nobles were beheaded rather than hanged.

Burning: This was used only as a punishment
for heresy.

The Bloody Code

Change: In the 17th century the number of crimes punishable by death increased. By 1688
there were 50 capital offences ranging from what today seem like minor crimes, such as
stealing a rabbit or loaf of bread, to murder. Because of the increase in capital offences, the
period from 1688 to 1625 became known as the ‘Bloody Code’. The aim was to frighten
people so they wouldn’t commit crime.
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Transportation to North America

Change: Transporting criminals to colonies in North America, where they did manual work,
began under James | (1603-25). Criminals were sentenced to either seven or 14 years and
were then released but most could not afford to return to England. Between 50 000 and
80000 men, women and children were transported to America during this time.
Transportation became a punishment because:

it reflected new ideas on the aims of punishment — transportation was still a serious
punishment but gave criminals a chance at rehabilitation while still acting as a deterrent

it provided an alternative to execution for petty crime which some began to think was too
harsh, especially after the Bloody Code began and when prisons were not yet established

® it provided inhabitants and workers to establish the American colonies
while removing criminals from England.
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The Gunpowder Plotters, 1605

The Gunpowder Plotters received the harshest punishment for committing what was
seen by the authorities as the worst crime of all: treason.

The Plot
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After 1570, when the pope called on Catholics
to depose Elizabeth |, more laws were
imposed that prevented Catholics from
practising their faith. When the reign of the
Tudors ended with Elizabeth’s death in 1603,
her cousin’s son, James Stuart, inherited the
throne. Catholics hoped for more freedom to But James | continued with anti-Catholic
practise their faith. laws. A group of Catholics, led by Robert
T Catesby, plotted to kill the king and
R other leading Protestants at the state

e opening of parliament on 5 November
R E’""’“’ 1605. The plotters wanted to make
:}fwg'ﬁ,r,:";* James’ daughter, Elizabeth, queen.
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| Cecil (James I's spymaster).

The plotters rented a house next to; and
a cellar directly underneath, the Houses
of Parliament. They filled the cellar &

' o with barrels of gunpowder.
. Cecil ordered a search of

the Houses of Parliament.
The gunpowder and Guy
Fawkes were dicovered
on 5 November. Guy
Fawkes was arrested and,
after torture, gave up
the names of his fellow
conspirators. Those
captured were arrested
and also tortured until
they confessed.
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The plotters were tried and found quilty
of treason in Janvary 1606.

They were publicly
hanged, drawn and
quartered on
30-31 January
1606.
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Reasons for harsh and public punishment for treason

As the most serious crime, treason e The period of political instability, due to
received the most serious punishment. disputes over the royal succession,
e Without a police force to help prevent required harsh treatment as a form of
deterrent.

crime, harsh punishment was thought to be
the only way of deterring crime. @ A harsh message was thought necessary to
deter Catholics from rising up against the




