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Although many would find primitive forms of punish-
ment and execution quite barbaric, many societies still
practice some of them. Recent examples can be seen
among Islamic court systems (as well as in other reli-
gious/ethnic cultures), which are often allowed to carry
out executions and other forms of corporal punish-
ment. For instance, a number of offenders were flogged 
(i.e., whipped) for what is considered a relatively minor
crime—or no crime at all—in most of the United States: 
gambling. Gambling was the most serious offense com-
mitted by the 15 individuals in Aceh, Indonesia (a highly 
conservative Muslim region of that country), who were
publicly caned outside a mosque.8

It is interesting to note that a relatively recent Gallup Poll
addressing the practice of caning (i.e., publicly whipping) 
convicted individuals revealed support for the practice 
from most of the American public. More extreme forms 
of corporal punishment, particularly the methods of pub-
lic execution carried out by many religious courts and 
countries—such as stoning, in which persons are buried
up to the waist and local citizens throw small stones (but
not large stones, as those lead to death too quickly)—are
drawn out and painful compared with modern forms of 
punishment in the United States. In most of the Western
world, such brutal forms of punishment and execution 
were done away with in the 1700s due to the impact of 
the Age of Enlightenment.

times of the mid-1600s, Thomas Hobbes, in his 
a rational theory for why people are motivated to form
 Hobbes proclaimed that people are rational, so they 

It is interesting that the very emotion (fear) that 
motivates individuals to cooperate in the formation of government is the same emotion 
that inspires these individuals to obey the laws of the government created—because they 
fear the punishment imposed for breaking the rules.

Hobbes clearly stated that until citizens in such societies received a certain degree of 
respect from their governing bodies, as well as from their justice systems, they would 
never fully buy in to the authority of government or the system of justice. Hobbes pro-
posed a number of extraordinary ideas that came to define the Age of Enlightenment.
He suggested a drastic paradigm shift with this new idea of social structure, which had 
extreme implications for justice systems throughout the world.

Specifically, Hobbes declared that human beings are rational beings who choose their 
destiny by creating a society. Hobbes further proposed that individuals in such societies 
democratically create rules of conduct that all members of society must follow. These 
rules that all citizens decide on become laws, and the result of not following these laws 
is a punishment determined by the democratically instituted government. It is clear from 
Hobbes’s statements that the government, as instructed by the citizens, not only has the 
authority to punish individuals who violate the rules of the society but, more important, 
is bound by duty to punish such individuals. If such an authority fails to fulfill this duty, 
it can quickly result in a breakdown in the social order.

Medieval punishments 
were quite brutal, 
compared to how we 
execute offenders in 
current times. Most 
developed countries 
would never use such 
forms of execution today.
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