
You are now going to investigate the government of Anglo-Saxon England. Anglo-Saxo England was governed using 
the Witan, earldoms, local government (shires, shire-reeve’s and the fyrd) and by having a legal system everybody 

adhered to. Categorise each statement into one of these categories and answer the questions. 
 The power of the earls was limited 
under a strong, military king, such 
as Cnut. The power of the earls 
could also be limited by the thegns 
if the earldom was not governed 
well. Godwin’s son, Earl Tostig, lost 
his earldom and was forced into 
exile following protests from his 
thegns about the way he governed 
Northumbria.  

The Witan was a council that 
advised the king on issues of 
government. It was made up of the 
most important men in Anglo-Saxon 
England, including earls and 
archbishops. It discussed possible 
threats from foreign powers, 
religious affairs and land disputes 
and how to settle them. The king 
did not have to follow the Witan’s 
advice.  

Shires were divided into hundreds, a 
unit of land administration. Each 
hundred was subdivided into hides 
and hides were divided into tithings. 
A tithing was an administrative unit 
that was a group of ten households. 
The hide was the centre of the 
administrative system and each hide 
was obliged to pay taxes and 
provide military service.  

Earldom’s were introduced by King 
Cnut after he conquered England in 
1015. Cnut made the leaders of the 
most important followers as earls. 
Cnut made Godwin Earl of Wessex 
in the 1030s as Cnut knew Godwin 
was loyal. 

Shire reeves were in charge of local 
government. They administered a 
shire (part of an earldom). Each 
shire had to provide men for 
military service, known as the fyrd.  

A shire reeve was the king’s local 
government official who collected 
revenues, fines, enforced the law 
and collected the geld tax (a tax on 
land). They also provided men for 
the fyrd.  

The Wergild also showed the 
importance of the social system in 
Anglo-Saxon England. A ceorl was 
worth 20 shillings, a thegn worth 
1,200 shillings and an earl or an 
archbishop was worth 3,600 
shillings.  

If a crime was committed, it was the 
duty of all in the tithing to hunt for 
the criminal. This was called the 
‘hue and cry’. There was also an 
element of collective responsibility, 
with each man in a tithing 
responsible for the behaviour of the 
ten households. A tithing could get 
a fine should someone refuse to join 
the local fyrd.  

Earls had many powers, such as 
collecting taxes for the king. Earls 
could keep 1/3 of the tax, making 
them very rich and powerful. Earl’s 
also oversaw justice and legal 
punishments, although only the king 
could make new laws.  

When the call came from the king, 
each group of five hides had to 
provide one equipped man for the 
fyrd. The fyrd were the men of the 
Anglo-Saxon army and fleet. It was 
made up of thegns and their 
followers. As men were needed to 
ensure farms ran smoothly, the fyrd 
could only be summoned for 40 
days.  

Earls had great military power. They 
were the lords to many hundreds of 
thegns and maintained an elite 
group of highly-trained, professional 
soldiers known as housecarls who 
were loyal to their lord and the king. 
Earls were like the king’s generals.  

The king was the law-maker and 
issued laws to keep the peace. One 
aspect of the legal system was the 
Wergild. This was a payment to a 
murdered family by the murderer. 
This was introduced to stop blood 
feuds, a revenge system based on 
family loyalties and honour that 
gave the victim’s family the right to 
kill someone from the murderer’s 
family. This led to too much 
violence. 

A shire was a subdivision of an 
earldom. Shires had their own 
courts for trying cases and giving 
punishments. Shires also had a burh 
(town) that served as its main 
trading centre.   
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1. Complete any key words in your glossary. 
2. Describe how the land was divided in Anglo-Saxon England, referring to the kingdom, earldoms, 

shire, hides, hundreds and tithings.  
3. Describe two features of earldom’s in Anglo-Saxon England (4 marks).  
4. Describe two features of the Anglo-Saxon legal system (4 marks).  

 


