
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Norman definition of a criminal – someone who has ‘disturbed the king’s peace’. 

How did these issues result 
in crime being committed? 

What problems were there? 

Famine – Extreme lack of 
food lead to famines e.g. the 
Great Famine of 1315-17. 

Poverty- Many people during this time lived in poverty. 

High taxation – such as  
the Poll Tax of the late 
1370s that resulted in the 
Peasants Revolt in 1381.  

Warfare – wars were 
expensive and led to 
destruction of towns 
and farmland. Armies 
would feed themselves 
by stealing food and 
property. 

 
Growth in trading resulted 

in the growth of Highway 
Robbery. 

 
Created room 
for crimes such 
as rebellions 
and revolts. 
 

Violent  
crime  

was very  
common  

as people 
 had access 

 to weapons 
 and farming  

tools. 

Led to theft  

of goods  

and  

property. 

Medieval 
England 

Disease – such as the Black 
Death of the 1340s left 
villages deserted and land 
unfarmed, leading to more 
poverty and famine. 

20% of all crime from  

1300-1348 were murder or  

manslaughter. 

Common crimes in this era: 

Norman laws highlighted offences against authority (Crown and 

Church) such as treason, revolt, sheltering criminals, blasphemy and 

heresy.  

Some crimes were specific to this era:  

• Forest Laws – trees could no longer be cut down for fuel or 

for building.  

 

• Scolding – the use of offensive and abusive speech in public. 

 

• Treason – Defying authority, not just the king but also the 

husband who was the head of the family. 

 

• Outlaw gangs – ambushed travellers and robbed house. 

 

• Heresy – Spreading false Christian beliefs.  

 

• Rebellions – e.g. the Peasant’s Revolt in 1381, Jack Cade’s 

Revolt in 1450 and the Cornish Rebellion in 1497. 

Changes in Crime and Punishment in Britain, c.500 to the present day – Medieval period (c.500 – 1500) 

How was the law enforced during the medieval period? The role of manorial, church and 

royal courts in the later medieval era 

Punishments

Fines e.g. 
wergild and 
murdrum

Whipping 
or flogging

Sotcks or 
pillory

Corporal 
punishment 

(e.g. 
mutilation)

Capital 
punishment 

(death 
penalty)


