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SEVERITY OF PUNISHMENT. The third characteristic Beccaria emphasized was severity of 
punishment. Specifically, Beccaria claimed that in order for a punishment to be effective, 
the set penalty must outweigh the potential benefits (e.g., financial payoff) of the given 
crime. However, this came with a caveat: This aspect of punishment was perhaps the most 
complicated of the three, primarily because while the punishment must exceed any benefits 
expected from the crime, Beccaria thought too much severity would lead to more crime. 
Specifically, Beccaria stated,

For a punishment to attain its end, the evil which it inflicts has only to exceed 
the advantage derivable from the crime; in this excess of evil one should include 
the . . . loss of the good which the crime might have produced. All beyond this is 
superfluous and for that reason tyrannical.30

Beccaria makes clear in this statement that punishments should equal or outweigh any 
benefits of a crime if they are to deter individuals from considering engaging in such acts; 
however, he also explicitly states that any punishments that exceed the reasonable punish-
ment for a given crime not only are inhumane but also may lead to further criminality.

A modern example of how punishments can be taken to an extreme, thereby causing 
more crime rather than deterring it, is shown by current “three-strikes-you’re-out” laws. 
Such laws have become common in many states, such as California. In such jurisdictions, 
individuals can be sentenced to life imprisonment for committing a crime, even a non-
violent crime, that fits the state statutes’ definition of a “serious felony” if it is their third 
offense. Such laws have been known to drive some relatively minor property offenders to 
wound or even kill people to avoid apprehension, knowing that they face life imprison-
ment if caught. The effectiveness of such “three-strikes” laws in reducing crime will be 
examined in a later chapter, but it is worthwhile to note here that a recent review of the 
impact of such laws across the nation shows them to be minimally effective; specifically, 
the authors analyzed the impact of three-strikes laws in virtually all large cities (188) in 
the 25 states with such laws and concluded that there was no significant reduction in 
crime rates due to the laws. Furthermore, the areas with three-strikes laws typically had 
higher homicide rates.31
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