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Another primary reason why Beccaria was against 
the use of capital punishment was that he believed 
it was an ineffective deterrent. Specifically, he
thought that a quick punishment, such as the death 
penalty, could not be an effective deterrent com-
pared with a more drawn-out penalty. As Beccaria 
stated, “It is not the intensity of punishment that 
has the greatest effect on the human spirit, but its 
duration.”24 Many readers can likely relate to this 
type of argument even if they do not necessarily 
agree with it; the idea of spending the rest of one’s 
life in a cell is a scary one for most people. And 
for many, such a concept is more frightening than 
death, which supports Beccaria’s idea that a more 
 effective deterrent than a short, albeit extremely 
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As noted previously in this chapter, Beccaria is widely considered the Father of Deterrence, 
and this is for good reason. After all, Beccaria was the first known scholar to write a work
that summarized such extravagant ideas regarding the role of choice in human behavior 
as opposed to the influence of fate or destiny. Prior to his work, the common wisdom on 
the issue of human destiny in criminal behavior was that it was controlled by the gods or 
God. At that time, governments and society generally believed that certain persons were 
born either good or bad. Beccaria, as a child of the Enlightenment, defied this belief by 
proclaiming that persons freely choose their destinies and, thus, whether or not to engage 
in criminal behavior.

Specifically, Beccaria claimed that three characteristics of punishment make a significant 
difference in whether an individual will commit a criminal act—in other words, they 
deter crime. These vital deterrent characteristics of punishment include celerity (swift-
ness), certainty, and severity.

SWIFTNESS OF PUNISHMENT. The first of these characteristics is celerity, which we will 
refer to as swiftness of punishment. Beccaria claimed that swiftness of punishment was
important for two reasons. The first dealt with Beccaria’s claim, consistent with his reforms 
discussed previously in this chapter, that some defendants were spending many years await-
ing trial. Often, this was a longer incarceration than their alleged offenses would have war-
ranted, even if the maximum penalty were imposed.As Beccaria stated, “the more promptly 
and the more closely punishment follows upon the commission of a crime, the more just and
useful will it be.”25 Thus, Beccaria’s first reason for recommending swiftness of punishment 
was that reformation of punishment was severely lacking in the time when he wrote.

The second reason Beccaria emphasized swift sentencing was related to the deterrence 
aspect of punishment. At the time when Beccaria wrote, some accused individuals would 
spend years in detention awaiting trial. A swift trial and punishment were important 
because, as Beccaria stated, “privation of liberty, being itself a punishment, should not 
precede the sentence.”26 Not only was this unjust in the sense that some of these defen-
dants would not have been incarcerated for as long even if they received the maximum 

Fights among spectators 
at sporting events 
illustrate the type of 
“brutalization effect” 
Beccaria predicted in 
connection with the 
death penalty. Some 
individuals who see 
aggressive or violent acts 
are more likely to behave 
aggressively.
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