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Crime and law have now been studied by historians of early modern England for
more than a generation. Crime and Mentalities in Early Modern England, however,
attempts to reach further than most conventional treatments of the subject, to
explore the cultural contexts of law-breaking and criminal prosecution, and to
recover their hidden social meanings. In this sense the book is more than just a
‘history from below’: it is a history from within.

Conversely, the book exploits crime to shed light on the long-term development
of English mentalities in general. To this end, three serious crimes — witchcraft,
coining (counterfeiting and coin-clipping) and murder — are examined in detail,
using a wide range of primary sources, revealing new and important insights into
how religious reform, state formation, secularisation, and social and cultural
change (for example, the spread of literacy and the availability of print) may have
transformed the thinking and outlook of most ordinary people between 1550 and
1750.

MALCOLM GASKILL is Fellow and Director of Studies in History, Churchill
College, Cambridge.
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This is a series of monographs and studies covering many aspects of the
history of the British Isles between the late fifteenth century and early
cighteenth century. It includes the work of established scholars and
pioneering work by a new generation of scholars. It includes both reviews
and revisions of major topics and books which open up new historical
terrain or which reveal startling new perspectives on familiar subjects. All
the volumes set detailed research into broader perspectives and the books
are intended for the use of students as well as of their teachers.
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While the notion of mentalities originated as an ethnographic problem, it is . . . of
very general applicability and concerns the historian, the psychologist and the
philosopher of science as much as the social anthropologist.

G. E. R. Lloyd, Demystifying mentalities

Cultural history achieves most coherence and makes most sense when it is viewed as

a kind of retrospective ethnography in which the historian studies the past in a
frame of mind similar to that of an anthropologist studying an alien society.

Keith Thomas, ‘Ways of doing cultural history’, in Rik Sanders et al. (eds.),

Balans en Perspectief van de Nederlandse Cultuurgeschiedenis

[It is] those aspects of a society which appear to contemporaries as wholly ‘natural’

and matter-of-course which often leave the most imperfect historical evidence . . .

One way to discover unspoken norms is often to examine the untypical episode or
situation.

E. P. Thompson, ‘History and anthropology’, in Persons and polemics:

historical essays
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