
KNOWLEDGE ORGANISER: Changes in Crime and Punishment c.1500 to the present day (Unit 3)

KQ6: How have methods of punishment changed over time?

The 16th and 17th centuries
In the  early modern era governments and society in general believed 
in the use of capital and corporal punishments carried out in public. 
Punishments were harsh, even for minor offences, because it was 
thought this would deter crime.
The most common form of capital punishment was hanging (though 
heretics were executed by burning at the stake and traitors by 
beheading or hanging, drawing and quartering). This was meant to 
act as a deterrent and to show the public that punishment was being 
carried out. 
For minor offences there was a variety of punishments – the stocks, 
pillory, whipping, ducking stool etc. – depending on the crime.  
Vagrants were often whipped or even branded, while drunks went into 
the stocks or pillory.
Fines were also sometimes used e.g. for not attending church. Few 
people were sent to prison, apart from debtors and those awaiting 
trial, as well as vagrants who were sent to houses of correction.  
WELSH EXAMPLE :
Local communities in Wales made use of the ceffyl pren for people 
who had offended against the moral code of the day e.g. adulterers or 
wife beaters. The guilty person was paraded around the village on the 
ceffyl pren (wooden horse) by men with blackened faces.     
   
The 18th century
Harsh punishments continued into the 18th century. In fact, the 
“Bloody Code” increased the number of capital offences from 50 
to 225.  However the rising prison population and the reluctance of 
juries to give a death sentence for minor crimes forced governments 
to rethink. Transportation was adopted, as a middle punishment 
between hanging and the stocks and pillory. It had a number of 
advantages e.g. it reduced the prison population, removed criminals 
from the UK and helped develop the colonies. It continued in use until 
1868

The 18th and early 19th centuries
Methods of punishment remained much the same in the early 19th 
century. Public punishments still existed, while prisons were in a 
deplorable state.  Most prisons housed a mix of inmates – all ages, 
male and female, those awaiting trial and hardened offenders. Poor 
conditions and overcrowding meant that disease was common. 
Gaolers were not paid, so charged the inmates for food etc.
Some reformers demanded changes. Sir George O. Paul designed 
prisons that were secure, had separate areas for men and women 
and gave inmates exercise and work.  John Howard visited prisons 
and produced a report, “The State of the Prisons in England and 
Wales” (1777). He recommended better food, hygiene and clean 
water for prisoners; payment of gaolers; regular inspection and 
work and time for prisoners to reflect on their crimes. Elizabeth 
Fry focused on female prisoners and Newgate prison in particular. 
She improved conditions and taught inmates skills eg.  knitting and 
set up a chapel and a school. She founded the ‘Association for the 
Reformation of the Female Prisoners in Newgate’. Fry also gave 
evidence to a House of Commons committee on prison conditions. 
As the 19th. century progressed methods of punishment changed:
• There was less emphasis on corporal punishments e.g. 

the pillory was abolished in 1837 and public hanging and 
transportation ended in 1868. 

• Instead, there was far greater use of prisons. The Gaols Act 
(1823) began to bring  prisons under government control. 
Incarceration now became the normal method of punishment for 
serious crimes. 

New prisons were constructed and new prison systems were tried – 
the separate and silent systems, which were meant to make inmates 
reflect on their crimes.  However, they failed to lower the reoffending 
rate and there was an increase in suicides.  In the late 19th century 
these were abandoned and more emphasis was placed on welfare 
of prisoners.  The 1856 Act introduced “hard labour, hard fare and 
hard board”, as the emphasis swung back to punishment rather than 
reform.  The Prisons Act 1877 placed all prisons under  government 
control.

The 20th and 21st centuries
The 20th century has seen the greatest change in methods of 
punishment. There is now a greater emphasis on rehabilitation 
and on restitution.  This can be seen in the way in which 
punishment has changed.
• Fines are now the main form of punishment e.g. for motoring 

offences, while for more serious offences prison is the norm.  
• The few remaining corporal punishments were abolished.  

The crank and treadwheel were abolished in 1902; flogging in 
prisons did not end until 1948. 

• The death penalty was abolished in 1965. It was seen by 
many as barbaric, unchristian and an ineffective deterrent. A 
number of high profile cases e.g. Derek Bentley and mistakes 
in sentencing e.g. Timothy Evans also led to its abolition.

• Prisons have seen many changes. Prisoners are treated more 
humanely e.g. they can wear their own clothes and more 
education is provided. Prisoners are categorised (A, B, C or D) 
according to their crime and placed into the relevant type of 
prison. Open prisons  (Category D) have a more relaxed regime 
and prepare offenders for life back in the community

• An expensive and over-crowded prison system has also led to 
alternative methods of punishment.  Some have been used 
to try to keep offenders out of prison e.g. probation (1907), 
suspended sentences (1967), community service (1972) and 
electronic tagging (1999). Others methods e.g. parole (1967) 
offer a reduced sentence for good behaviour. 

• In the early 20th century young offenders were for the first 
time separated from adult criminals. The first borstal opened 
in 1902, followed in 1932 by Approved Schools. This aimed 
to limit the influence of older offenders. Due to high levels 
of reoffending, borstals were replaced by Youth Detention 
Centres in 1982; nevertheless, reoffending remains high.

Increasingly prisons have been seen as a punishment in 
themselves. Several schemes are in place to rehabilitate prisoners 
and give them the skills to find employment after their release.  
However, some people now feel that many sentences are too 
lenient and that they have failed to punish or reform criminals.WELSH EXAMPLE :

Only 1-2% of convicts transported to Australia were from Wales. Of the 
736 on the first convict ship that sailed in 1788 only 6 were Welsh (4 
men and 2 women).  However Wales did provide some very high profile 
convicts as the government used transportation to punish the leaders of 
popular protests eg. Lewis Lewis of the Merthyr Rising, John Frost and 
Zepheniah Williams of the Newport Chartists, and John Jones (Shoni 
Ysgubor Fawr) the Rebecca rioter.

WELSH EXAMPLE : 
New prisons were built in Wales after the Gaols Act e.g. in Beaumaris 
in 1830, Cardiff in 1832 and Swansea in 1861. The last public execu-
tion in Wales was Robert Coe in Swansea in1866. A crowd of 15,000  
gathered for the event, including women and children; over 100 were 
injured in the crush.  As he was about to be hanged, four women 
armed with knives tried to attack Coe and had to be removed by the 
police. It was incidents like this that led to the end of public executions. 

WELSH EXAMPLE :  
The first borstal in Wales was opened in 1939 in Prescoed, near 
Usk.  Since 2000 it has been a Category D open prison. Berwyn 
prison in Wrexham (opened 2017) is the largest in the UK with, 
room for over 2,000 prisoners.
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