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EXTORTION
The common law misdemeanor of extortion punished the unlawful collection of money by a 
government official. William Blackstone defined extortion as “an abuse of public justice, which 
consists in any officer’s unlawful taking, by color of his office, from any man, any money or thing 
of value that is not due to him, or more than is due, or before it is due.” The law of extortion was 
gradually expanded to punish the taking of property by a threat from a private individual as well 
as threat from public officials.

The federal extortion statute provides that “[w]hoever, being an officer, or employee of the 
United States or any department or agency thereof, or representing himself to be or assuming 
to act as such, under color or pretense of office or employment commits or attempts an act of 
extortion, shall be fined under this title or imprisoned not more than three years, or both; but if 
the amount so extorted or demanded does not exceed $1,000, he shall be fined under this title 
or imprisoned not more than one year, or both.”18 The federal blackmail statute focuses on a 
demand of money or other “valuable thing” in return for not reporting a violation of federal law. 
“Whoever, under a threat of informing, or as a consideration of not informing, against any viola-
tion of any law of the United States, demands or receives any money or other valuable thing” is 
punishable by imprisonment for more than one year and by a fine.19 It also is unlawful to use the 
U.S. mail to demand a ransom.20

Extortion involving a public official may be contrasted with bribery involving a public official. 
Extortion involves a public official taking money, property, or anything of value from another 
through the threat of future violence or harm. In bribery, money or a valuable benefit is offered or 
provided to a public official in return for an official’s action or inaction.

The next crime discussed, perjury, is intended to ensure that individuals’ statements and testi-
mony in the legal process or before other government institutions are honest and truthful.

PERJURY
The common law crime of perjury was developed to ensure that judicial proceedings are based 
on truthful testimony. Perjury punished a false oath in a judicial proceeding. False testimony was 
punished initially with death, and later with banishment or cutting out the tongue and with the 
forfeiture of property. By the eighteenth century, perjury was punished by imprisonment and with 
a fine and disqualification from testifying in future trials. The companion crime of “false swearing” 
was developed to punish false statements on documents; it subsequently was merged into the 
crime of perjury.21

The federal perjury statute, 18 U.S.C. § 1621, requires that the following elements must be 
established beyond a reasonable doubt in a perjury prosecution:

•• Oath. The defendant testified under oath in a proceeding in which federal law requires that 
the testimony is under oath.

•• Administration of Oath. The oath was administered by an individual legally qualified to 
administer the oath.

13.1 Saad attempted to deliver 
$1,000 each to two police officers 
to obtain the return of $20,700 
seized from him when he was 
arrested. A trial judge dismissed 
the bribery charges against Saad, 

reasoning that the police were legally obligated to return 
the money on the grounds that the “seizure had been 
unlawful” and that, as a result, Saad was entitled to 
return of the money. Was the trial court judge correct in 
dismissing the bribery charge? See State v. Saad, 429 
So.2d 757 (Fla. App. 1983).
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