
Contents

 Introduction                                                                                                2

1 1 The lawyer’s method                                                                                    3

1 2 What does criminal law comprise?                                                               4

1 3 Procedure                                                                                                    4

1 4 The sources of criminal law                                                                           5

1 5 Study materials                                                                                             6

1 6 Online resources                                                                                           7

1 7 Preparing for the examination                                                                     7

1 8 Getting started                                                                                              7

1 Introduction



page 2 University of London    International Programmes

Introduction

This module guide is designed to help you to learn, understand, apply and evaluate 
those aspects of the criminal law which form the syllabus of the University of 
London International Programmes Criminal law module. It is intended to be read in 
conjunction with your textbook and has been designed to fit together with it. In each 
chapter of the module guide you will be directed to parts of the textbook, the virtual 
learning environment (VLE) or cases to be found in the Online Library, with a view to 
answering questions about the subject. In this way your knowledge and understanding 
of the subject is enhanced. Reading without thinking cannot achieve this.
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1.1 The lawyer’s method

Students new to law often think that being a lawyer is all about knowing a lot of law 
and ‘learning the cases’. Strangely this is not true. The most law you will ever know 
will probably be around examination time when you have committed a lot of material 
to memory. As you move from student to practising lawyer, much of this law will be 
forgotten. But you will have an understanding of the basic principles of each of the 
subjects you have studied, and you will have internalised the skills and competencies 
which are so valuable to lawyers’ clients. 

Proficiency in criminal law involves a number of different skills and competencies, 
including:

 u a knowledge of the rules and principles governing criminal offences

 u an ability to use books, libraries and the internet to discover these rules

 u a basic understanding of the rules of evidence and procedure

 u an ability to identify the rule(s) applicable to a fact situation and to apply them 
logically and coherently. 

Attaining these latter competencies is necessary to discharge effectively the day-to-
day tasks of a criminal lawyer – whether student, solicitor, advocate or judge. However, 
true mastery requires something further. It requires also a critical and evaluative 
attitude. The criminal law in action is not just a matter of doctrine. The purpose 
of criminal law doctrine is the delivery of criminal justice and criminal justice is a 
contingent outcome in which rule, process and context all play their part. 

Understanding criminal law requires, therefore, an appreciation of the day-to-day 
workings of the criminal justice system. Moreover, it requires an understanding of 
the resources of the criminal law to produce substantive justice. The criminal law is 
not just a set of rules. It is underpinned by ethical and political principles designed 
to ensure both justice to the individual and protection to the community the 
individual inhabits. If the mechanical application of a given rule to a fact situation 
acquits a dangerous or wicked person, or convicts someone neither dangerous nor 
blameworthy according to ordinary standards, something has gone wrong. Students 
should therefore be prepared to subject the rules to critical scrutiny. Lawyers do this 
all the time, not least in court when their job is to fight their client’s cause. Sometimes, 
they will be saying, in effect, ‘This is bad law and should not be followed’ or ‘This law 
was not intended to cover this situation’, and so on.

Throughout this module guide we shall be posing the question ‘Do you agree with this 
decision?’ Take these questions seriously! Here is an example.

In a leading case called Ireland, which we will be looking at in Chapter 9, a man made 
a woman’s life a misery by making a succession of telephone calls, usually silent ones. 
Eventually she had a breakdown, suffering clinical depression. Obviously this man 
had done something very wrong but the criminal law has no authority to punish him 
unless the thing he has done is a criminal offence (the principle of legality). Is it? What 
offence had he committed? Ireland was charged and convicted of assault occasioning 
actual bodily harm. This requires proof of an assault, which means acts causing the 
victim to fear immediate personal violence. Did those calls cause the victim to fear 
immediate violence? It requires proof of actual bodily harm. Is depression ‘bodily’ 
harm? The House of Lords upheld his conviction. If I were to ask you now ‘Do you agree 
with this decision?’ you might say something like this. ‘Well the decision is right from 
the point of morality – what he did was unforgiveable – but it is possibly not right 
from the point of view of the principle of legality (that people should not be punished 
unless their action is prohibited by the criminal law). He had not assaulted her. He had 
frightened her but that is not the same thing. And he had not caused her actual bodily 
harm. Depression is mental harm not bodily harm.’ This is the kind of critical thinking 
which you should be deploying.


