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Regarding the first worry, Beccaria was 
right; the Roman Catholic Church excom-
municated him when the book’s authorship 
became known. In fact, his book remained on 
the list of condemned works until relatively 
recently (the 1960s). On the other hand, the 
government officials of the time embraced his 
work. Not only did the Italian government 
endorse Beccaria’s book; most European and 
other world officials, particularly dictators, 
embraced it as well. Specifically, Beccaria was 
invited to visit many countries’ capitals, even 
those of the most authoritarian states at that 
time, to help reform their criminal justice sys-
tems. For example, Beccaria was invited to 
meet with Catherine the Great, empress of 
Russia during the late 1700s, to help revise 
and improve that country’s justice system. 
Most historical records suggest that Beccaria 
was not an ideal diplomat or representative 
of his ideas, largely because he was not physi-
cally or socially equipped for such endeavors. 
However, his ideas were strong and stood on 
their own merit.

It is likely that the reason dictators and 
authoritarian governments liked his reforma-
tory framework so much was that it explic-
itly named treason as the most serious crime. 
Beccaria stated,

The first class of crime, which are the gravest because most injurious, are those 
known as crimes of lese majeste [high treason]. . . . Every crime  . . . injures 
society, but it is not every crime that aims at its immediate destruction.35

After all, treason was the criminal offense that most directly violated the govern-
ment. To clarify, according to Enlightenment philosophy, not only are violations of 
law criminal acts against the direct victims, but such behaviors directly attack soci-
ety as a whole by breaking the social contract. As Beccaria stated, the most heinous 
criminal acts are those that directly violate the social contract—treason and espionage. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that treason and similar offenses were considered the 
most serious crimes.

This is likely the reason why dictators of the time invited him to visit and presented him 
to the citizens as a “reformer” of their systems. These dictators likely saw a chance to 
pacify the revolutionary citizens, who the dictators could sense were about to overthrow 
their governments. In many of these cases, it was only a temporary solution. After all, 
the American Revolution occurred in the 1770s, the French Revolution in the 1780s, and 
other revolutions soon after this period.

We will see in later sections that governments that tried to apply Beccaria’s ideas to the 
letter experienced problems, but most European (and American) societies that incorpo-
rated his ideas were more fair and democratic in their justice systems than those societies 
implementing any framework in existence prior to Beccaria. This is why he is, to this day, 
considered the Father of Criminal Justice.

1. According to the text, which element of deterrence did
Beccaria believe was the most important in ensuring that
individuals were deterred from committing crime?

a. Swiftness of punishment

b. Certainty of being caught

c. Severity of punishment/sentences

d. All were equally important

2. According to the text, Beccaria claimed which crime was
the absolute worst offense?

a. Murder

b. Rape

c. Robbery

d. Treason

3. According to the text, Beccaria’s book was well received
by dictators around the world, even in those countries with
more draconian criminal justice systems. True or false?
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