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Introduction

Murder is endemic in every society and western European medieval society,
even allowing for the understandable exaggeration of terrified medieval in-
tellectuals, was extremely violent. We should not, however, make the mis-
take of regarding medieval society as a dysfunctional modern society. Hu-
man nature may not have changed but medieval conditions were so different
that violence had different causes and dimensions than that today. On the
one hand, the social controls were stronger in societies where family and
community relationships were of far greater importance than in our radically
more mobile and rootless modern world. Far fewer people meant that in
most places, individuals were far better known and more closely observed.
Strangers occasioned a correspondingly bigger cultural shock; curiosity to-
wards them and animosity against them were intenser than today. Heavy de-
pendence on friends, family and neighbours without any sort of governmen-
tal aid or protection, the lack of entertainment at home and life spent within
a marrow geographical radius under conditions of heavy physical labour
brought different pressures. The same people met more frequently than to-
day, whether they liked it or not. The pressure of the inescapability of ene-
mies and rivals (or merely the archetypal mother-in-law), dire poverty, feuds
between families, the different status accorded to war, the acceptance of vio-
lence as an honourable method of ending disputes, hatred and fear of stran-
gers all increased the risk of violence and murder in the Middle Ages. Even
the religious constraints and real belief in Hell’s fires, although the probably
helped to reduce both, did not cure the endemic violence brought on by this
very different medieval stress situation.

For those in power, rivalry and revenge actually increased the risk of a
violent end over that of the ordinary man. King Henry I of England (1100-
1135) was certainly not the only ruler to sleep with his sword within arm’s
reach for fear of assassination. Ambition was as rife then as now but the out-
lets to appease ambition in a society where rank, dignity and wealth de-
pended on birth were extraordinarily few. Anstocratic assassination prob-
ably affected most families during the Middle Ages. Many probably took
advantage of the battlefield to discreetly carry it out and thus to escape the
blame for the crime. The reaction throughout Europe to the murder of Tho-
mas Becket by four royal knights in Canterbury in 1170 was spectacular.
Public royal penance, a European cult, mass pilgrimages, countless wvitae.



