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

KQ5: Why have attitudes to punishment changed over time?

The 16th and 17th centuries
In the 16th and 17th centuries, attitudes to punishment were 
dominated by ideas of retribution and deterrence. This attitude, 
which continued into the 19th century, led to harsh punishments in 
which the criminals suffered pain, humiliation or death.  
• Retribution was meant to make the criminal suffer. For serious 

crimes, such as murder, this often meant capital punishment, 
usually by hanging. Those who committed lesser crimes such as 
begging received corporal punishment e.g. branding, whipping, 
the stocks, the pillory. These were meant to be painful and 
humiliating.

• Harsh punishments were also seen as a deterrent, a way to 
discourage others from crime, especially when they were carried 
out in public. Ordinary people   liked the idea of seeing justice 
being done.  Little use was made of prisons, and most prisoners 
were only temporary inmates awaiting trial or execution.

WELSH EXAMPLE :
In rural Wales, wrongdoers were paraded around a village on a “ceffyl 
pren” or “wooden horse”.  This was meant to humiliate them before the 
community.
Serious crimes were also punished publicly. In 1555 Bishop Robert 
Ferrar was burned at the stake for heresy in the market square 
in Carmarthen. The Catholic Richard Gwyn was hung, drawn and 
quartered in the Beast market in Wrexham in 1584, while the puritan 
John Penry was hanged in London in 1593.   
The 18th century
Attitudes hardened during the 18th century. The number of capital 
offences were increased from 50 in 1658 to 225 by 1819. The list 
of capital offences included some minor crimes e.g. poaching. 
Parliament represented rich landowners and was determined to 
protect property rights at all costs. Juries, however, often refused 
to give a death sentence for minor offences so transportation 
was introduced as a lesser punishment. Transportation also had 
a number of advantages for the government. It reduced the prison 
population, removed criminals from the UK and helped develop the 
colonies. This practice continued until 1868.

The 19th century
At the end of the 18th century and the start of the 19th century, prison 
reformers helped change attitudes. Ideas of retribution and revenge 
began to give way to the idea that prisoners could be reformed.
• John Howard wrote a report on “ The State of the Prisons 

in England and Wales”. He observed that prisoners were not 
separated by gender or type of crime; that many  were dying of 
disease; and that gaolers were not paid and corrupt. 

• George O. Paul designed a new prison that was based on four 
key principles – security, health, separation and reform. It had 
separate areas for male and female prisoners, as well as a chapel, 
workrooms and exercise yards.

• Elizabeth Fry campaigned for better conditions for female 
prisoners at Newgate Prison and taught skills to inmates. She 
convinced many people that prison conditions were inhumane 
and uncivilised.

There was also a growing feeling that punishments should fit the 
crime. In 1823 Peel abolished the death penalty for over 180 crimes; 
by 1861 only five crimes still carried the death penalty. The pillory was 
abolished in 1837 and the stocks in 1872. Public executions ended in 
1868, showing the reduced emphasis on revenge and deterrence. 90 
new prisons were built during the mid-19th century. Two new systems 
were used.
• The separate system kept prisoners isolated in their own cells, 

often for weeks on end. They were made to work machines like 
the crank. This was meant to make them reflect on their crimes 
and be reformed.

• The silent system was meant to break prisoners through a 
regime of harsh discipline e.g. doing monotonous tasks such as 
walking on a treadmill.

These systems were extremely harsh. Many prisoners committed 
suicide and there was little evidence that the systems were 
successful in reforming criminals. The 1865 Prisons Act introduced 
“hard labour, hard fare and hard board”. It was a return to the idea of 
strict punishment rather than the attempts at reform.  

The 20th and 21st centuries
There were significant changes in attitudes to punishment 
during the 20th century.
The idea that some people were born criminals was replaced by 
a belief that prisoners could be reformed by better treatment 
and education. Prisons became more humane e.g. 1902 hard 
labour ended and solitary confinement in 1922,  teachers were 
employed, and prisoners no longer had to wear prison uniforms. 
In 1936 the first open prison was built  to prepare inmates for 
life outside.
Young offenders were treated differently – e.g 1908 the first 
borstal was opened (to keep them away from experienced 
criminals); 1908 the “Children’s Charter” ended prison sentences 
for under 14s; 1982 borstals were replaced by detention centres 
(for short sentences) or Youth Custody (for longer sentences, 
often for violent offenders) to take offenders out of a bad 
environment. Young offenders can also be given community 
service, ASBOs or tagged.
The death penalty was abolished in 1965 (Murder Act). Capital 
punishment was considered inhumane and it was felt  the state 
had no right to take a life.  Mistakes had been made and It was 
not an effective deterrent. Life imprisonment replaced hanging 
for murder.  
Alternatives to prison were introduced, partly to try to stop 
offenders getting into the system and becoming career 
criminals but also to reduce prison populations.  Examples 
include probation (1907), suspended sentences (1967), 
community service (1972), and electronic tagging (1990s). Also 
parole (1967) gave reduced sentences for good behaviour.
However,  not all members of the public shared these ideas. 
Newspaper polls often show that many people want longer 
sentences for certain offences or the return of the death penalty.  
Governments have also been inconsistent  in their attitudes. 

WELSH EXAMPLE :
Following the Battle of St Fagans in 1648, 240 Welsh royalist captives 
were found guilty of treason and transported to the West Indies. Over 
the next 200 years over 2,200 Criminals were transported from Wales. 
The vast majority of these were men and fewer than 300 were women. 
Most of them had committed offences against property e.g. sheep 
stealing or burglary.

WELSH EXAMPLE : 
John Howard visited two Welsh gaols, Caernarfon and Swansea. In 
Caernarfon the inmates were housed in insanitary conditions in tiny 
cells without windows.  In the mid 19th century new prisons were built 
in Beaumaris in 1830, Cardiff in 1832, and Swansea in 1861. In the 
1860s  a four story wing was added to Ruthin Prison, based on the 
design for Pentonville prison, and used the separate system for its 
inmates. 

WELSH EXAMPLE :  
One of the last people to be executed was the Welshman Timothy 
Evans. He was hanged in 1950 for the murder of his wife and 
daughter, but it was later proven that it was a neighbour, John 
Christie, who had committed the crime. This was one of the 
cases which made people question the death penalty.
Since 1992 the UK government has allowed private firms to 
run some of Britain’s prisons. In Wales a new privatised prison, 
Parc Prison near Bridgend, opened in 1997. However, the idea of 
private firms running prisons remains controversial.
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