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One of Beccaria’s most profound and important proposed reforms is one 
of the least noted; in fact, it is largely ignored by every other review of 
his work. Specifically, Beccaria claimed to know the most certain way 
to reduce crime: “The surest but most difficult way to prevent crimes 
is by perfecting education.”18 Although he clearly expressed this as his 
primary recommendation for reducing crime, we know of no other 
review of his work that notes this hypothesis, which is amazing consid-
ering that most of the reviews are written for an educational audience. 
Furthermore, the importance placed on education makes sense given 
Beccaria’s emphasis on knowledge of laws and consequences of crimi-
nal activity, as well as his focus on deterrence, which is explored in the 




 . . . The punishment of death, therefore, 
is not a right, for I have demonstrated that it cannot be such.19

The second reason that Beccaria felt the death penalty was an inappropriate form of 
punishment was that the government’s endorsing the death of a citizen would pro-
vide a negative example for the rest of society. Beccaria claimed, “The death penalty 
cannot be useful, because of the example of barbarity it gives men.”20 Although some 
studies show evidence that use of the death penalty in the United States deters crime,21 
most show no effect or even a positive correlation with homicide.22 Researchers 
have called this increase of homicides after executions the brutalization effect, and a 
similar phenomenon can be seen at sporting events, such as boxing matches, hockey 
games, and soccer/football games, when violence breaks out among spectators. In 
recent years, there have even been notable incidents of fighting among spectators at 
youth sporting events.

To further complicate the possible contradictory effects of capital punishment, some 
analyses show that both deterrence and brutalization occur at the same time for dif-
ferent types of crime, depending on the level of planning or spontaneity of a given act. 
For example, one sophisticated analysis of homicide data from California examined the 
effects of a high-profile execution in 1992, largely because it was the first one in the 
state in 25 years.23 As predicted, the authors of the study found that nonstranger felony-
murders (which typically involve some planning) significantly decreased after the high-
profile execution, whereas the level of argument-based stranger murders (typically more 
spontaneous) significantly increased during the same time period. Thus, the effects of 
both deterrence and brutalization were observed at the same time and in the same loca-
tion following this execution.

Although the United 
States typically uses 
torture methods only in 
times of war, such as in 
the recent war against 
terrorism, many countries 
still commonly use this 
practice against citizens 
accused of criminal 
activity.
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brutalization effect: 
the predicted tendency 
of homicides to increase 
after an execution, 
particularly after high-
profile executions.


