
University of Plymouth

PEARL https://pearl.plymouth.ac.uk

04 University of Plymouth Research Theses 01 Research Theses Main Collection

2000

Criminality of women in the 18th century

in the South West of England

Williams, Amy Alexander

http://hdl.handle.net/10026.1/424

http://dx.doi.org/10.24382/4613

University of Plymouth

All content in PEARL is protected by copyright law. Author manuscripts are made available in accordance with

publisher policies. Please cite only the published version using the details provided on the item record or

document. In the absence of an open licence (e.g. Creative Commons), permissions for further reuse of content

should be sought from the publisher or author.



This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it is 

understood to recognise that its copyright rests with its author and that no quotationfrom 

the thesis and no information derivedfrom it may be published without the author's prior 

consent. 

-i- 



THE CRIMINALITY OF WOMEN IN THE 18TH CENTURY IN THE SOUTH 

WEST OF ENGLAND 

by 

Amy Alexander Williams 

A thesis submitted to the University of Plymouth 

in partial fulfilment for the degree of 

DOCrOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

School of Humanities and Cultural Interpretation 

June 2000 

-ii- 



Author's Declaration 

At no time during the registration for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy has the 

author been registered for any other University award. 

This study was financed with the aid of a studentship funded by the University of 

Plymouth and Cornwall County Council. 

Signej-ý 

Date .. 
. 
2o 

. 

/" 14 

..... ...... . ................. 

- iii - 



Abstract 

The Criminali! y Of Women In The 18th Centuly In The South West Of England 

Amy Williams 

Chapter 1: Debates and Developments in the fields of Crime Histoly and 

Women's Historv: Frameworks, Methodolozies and Consolidation. 

This chapter falls into three sections. The first outlines some key issues in Crime 

History. The second examines the development of women's history and discusses 

the introduction of gender into Crime History. It is argued that the new issues 

that have arisen from the joining of these two disciplines have enhanced the 

development of Crime History. The third section discusses women's history and 

the study of crime and gender in the early modem period, the source material 

used and methodology employed in this thesis. 

Chapter 2: Economy and Socie! y in the South West of England: The Female 

Experience 

This chapter provides the social and economic background to the study of 

eighteenth-century female criminality in this region. It argues that the region 

constituted a pastoral rural economy; and it is within this context that the 

recorded criminal activities of women should be seen. The discussion develops, 

using the work of scholars who have examined this area of women's history, into 

an account of the roles and lifecycles of eighteenth-century women in these 

communities. 

Chapter 3: Female Theft in the South West 

This chapter falls into two distinct sections. The first is a broad examination of all 

recorded female property offences in the period. The study assesses trends over 
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time, using material from the Assizes Gaol Book and the Quarter Sessions 

Indictments. It discusses relationships between levels of prosecution and food 

prices and periods of war. It also seeks to identify possible reasons which types of 

goods were commonly recorded as stolen and discusses any trends for the 

prosecution of these thefts over time. 

The second part of the chapter is a detailed examination of the detection and 

prosecution of theft during the period. An emphasis has been placed on the 

importance of the sorts of goods stolen, as well as how they were stolen and, 

consequently, the type of offender most vulnerable of detection and prosecution. 

The section moves to focus on clothing theft and its relationship to trading 

networks in the eighteenth century. It places the examination of this networking 

within the context of the eighteenth-century clothing trade. 

Chapter 4: Offences Against the Person 

The first section of Chapter 4 concentrates on the record of assault and disorder 

found in the quarter sessions rolls and the assizes gaol books. It is argued that the 

increased use of recognizances to prosecute demonstrates the flexibility of the 

eighteenth-century criminal justice system. Also discussed in the section, are how 

assaults may be linked to other offences such as theft and how some assaults 

constituted unofficial punishments by communities. Although avoiding making 

too broad a statement about assault and disorder, it seeks to demonstrate that 

some cases could be representative of womenýs interests in both the public and 

private sphere. 

The second section of Chapter 4 discusses the record of homicide and infanticide 

for the western circuit assizes between 1735 and 1785. The section examines 

homicide, which seemed to predominantly occur within the familial setting. This 

includes the specific homicide offence of petty treason. The discussion moves on 

to examine infanticide, by far the most prominent female homicide offence 



recorded. The circumstances surrounding each case and the consequences of its 

discovery are examined. It is argued that a stereotyped narrative of the 

infanticidal woman dictated the prosecution and conviction rates of the offence. 
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