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Don’t Waste Prison Space, Just Spank
Those Offenders

By George F. Will

ASHINGTON – A New Hamp-

shire politician says of teenage

vandals, ”These little turkeys have

got total contempt for us, and it’s

time to do something.” He would authorize5

public, bare-bottom spanking, a combination

of corporal punishment and shaming – deg-

radation to lower the offender’s social status.

Professor Dan M. Kahan of the University of

Chicago Law School explains why Americans10

are, and ought to be, increasingly interested

in punishment by shaming. Such punishment

uses the infliction of reputational1 harm to

deter crime.

Around America, various jurisdictions are15

punishing with stigmatizing2 publicity (pub-

lishing in newspapers or on billboards or

broadcasting the names of drug users,

drunken drivers or men who go to prosti-

tutes or abuse children); with actual stig-20

matization (requiring persons convicted of

drunken driving to display license plates or

bumper stickers announcing the conviction

and requiring a woman to wear a sign read-

ing, ”I am a convicted child molester”); with25

self-debasement (permitting victims of bur-

glars to enter the burglars’ homes and re-

                                                     
1 Cf. reputation = prestige
2 to be treated by society as if you should be ashamed

of your situation or actions; from: to brand with an
identifying mark or characteristic (dt.: stigmatisieren,
brandmarken)

move items of their choosing); with contri-

tion3 (requiring juvenile offenders to apolo-

gize while on their hands and knees).30

In ”What Do Alternative Sanctions Mean?”

Mr. Kahan argues that such penalties can be

effective enrichments of the criminal law.

He believes that America relies too heavily

on imprisonment, which is extraordinarily35

expensive and may not be more effective

than shaming punishments at deterring

criminal actions or preventing recidivism4.

Punishment should do more than make of-

fenders suffer; the criminal law’s function is40

to articulate society’s moral condemnation.

[…]

For most violent offenses, incarceration5 may

be the only proper punishment. But most of

America’s inmates were not convicted of45

violent crimes. […]

Today America has 519 people imprisoned

for 100,000 citizens. The figures for Mexico

and Japan are 96 and 36, respectively. Amer-

ica needs all the prison cells it has and will50

need more. But policies of indiscriminate6 in-

carceration will break states’ budgets: The

annual cost of incarceration is upward of

$20,000 per prisoner and $69,000 for prison-

                                                     
3 dt.: (tätige) Reue
4 falling back into criminal behavior
5 cf. Latin!
6 without making a difference

W



Landeskunde USA – Alternative Punishment  66/666

ers over age 60. It would be a shame to ne-55

glect cheaper and effective alternatives.

Shortened from International Herald Tribune, Feb 1, 1996;
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Worksheet

1 Vocabulary
Explain the following expressions in your own words. Do not use the words in italics.

1.1 deter (14) 2

1.2 abuse (20) 2

1.3 convicted (21) 2

1.4 juvenile offenders (29) 4

2 Questions on the text

Answer the following question on the text in complete sentences . Use your own words as far as pos-
sible. Do  not simply copy from the text, as that will cost you credits. When you have to use passages from
the text, quote properly, giving line references.

2.1 What ‘alternative’ methods of punishment are mentioned in the text? Name them and explain
each one in your own words. 10

2.2 How are all these methods supposed to work? 10

3 Text analysis

What is  the author’s own opinion on the subject? Where and how does it become clear? 10

4 Opinion

Do you think the kind of punishment suggested in the text is an appropriate way of dealing
with offenders? Write about 100 –150 words. 20

Good luck!!!


