
The Hidden Ways The Law Makes Us Better Or
Worse
Have you ever stopped to consider the impact of law on our lives? From
enforcing rules on the road to establishing consequences for criminal behavior,
the law plays a significant role in shaping society. While its presence may
sometimes seem burdensome or restrictive, it is essential to recognize the hidden
ways that the law can both make us better and also have unintended detrimental
effects.

The Power of Deterrence

One of the primary objectives of the law is to deter individuals from engaging in
harmful behavior. The fear of legal consequences, such as fines, imprisonment,
or loss of privileges, can act as a powerful deterrent. This deterrent effect can
influence people to conform to societal norms, reducing crime rates and other
antisocial behaviors.

By establishing clear boundaries and outlining the potential consequences for
crossing them, the law encourages individuals to think twice before engaging in
malicious actions. Thus, it makes us better by establishing a strong foundation of
respect, empathy, and accountability.
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Promoting Equality and Justice

The law is a critical tool in promoting equality and justice within society. It
provides a framework that helps protect the rights of individuals, ensuring fair
treatment, and offering a means for seeking redress when those rights are
violated. Equal access to justice helps maintain a functional and harmonious
society, where everyone is given a fair chance to be heard and receive due
process.

Through legislation, the law works to prevent discrimination, safeguard civil
liberties, and promote inclusivity. It enables marginalized communities to
challenge systemic biases and provides a platform for advancing social progress
and equality.

Preserving Order and Stability

In a world without law, chaos would reign. Laws are essential for maintaining
order and stability in society. They establish a set of rules that govern
interpersonal relationships, business transactions, and overall behavior, ensuring
predictability and preventing anarchy.

By enforcing property rights, contract law, and regulations, the law provides the
necessary structure for economic growth and development. It allows individuals
to engage in commerce, invest, and pursue entrepreneurial endeavors with
confidence, knowing that their rights will be protected and disputes can be
resolved impartially.
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The Implications of Overcriminalization

While the law serves to make us better in many ways, there are also hidden
negative consequences that we must acknowledge. One significant concern is
the issue of overcriminalization. Over time, laws may multiply, leading to an overly
complex legal system that criminalizes conduct that may not warrant as severe a
response.

Overcriminalization can result in the overburdening of the judicial system, leading
to backlogs, delays, and inefficiencies. It may also disproportionally impact
marginalized communities, exacerbating social inequalities and perpetuating
systemic injustices. It is crucial to strike a balance in crafting legislation that
adequately addresses social concerns without creating an excessive burden on
the legal system and marginalizing individuals.

Unintended Consequences

In some cases, the law may inadvertently produce unintended consequences that
negatively impact individuals and society as a whole. For example, zero-tolerance
policies in schools, originally intended to maintain discipline and reduce violence,
have led to disproportionate punishments and the criminalization of minor
offenses.

Similarly, mandatory minimum sentencing laws aimed at deterring criminal activity
have led to overcrowding in prisons and perpetuated racial disparities in the
justice system. These unintended consequences highlight the importance of
continuous evaluation and adaptation of the law to mitigate any harmful effects.

An Evolving Legal Landscape

In , the law plays a multifaceted role in shaping society, both positively and
negatively. It acts as a deterrent, promotes equality and justice, and preserves



order and stability. However, it is vital to recognize and address the hidden flaws
and unintended consequences that may arise.

By staying vigilant, continuously evaluating existing laws, and adapting to the
changing needs of society, we can work towards a legal system that truly makes
us better—protecting our rights, ensuring fairness, and creating a more just and
equitable world for all.
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A 2022 PROSE Award finalist in Legal Studies and Criminology

A 2022 American Bar Association Silver Gavel Award Finalist

A Behavioral Scientist’s Notable Book of 2021

Freakonomics for the law—how applying behavioral science to the law can
fundamentally change and explain misbehavior

Why do most Americans wear seatbelts but continue to speed even though
speeding fines are higher? Why could park rangers reduce theft by removing “no
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stealing” signs? Why was a man who stole 3 golf clubs sentenced to 25 years in
prison?

Some laws radically change behavior whereas others are consistently ignored
and routinely broken. And yet we keep relying on harsh punishment against crime
despite its continued failure.

Professors Benjamin van Rooij and Adam Fine draw on decades of research to
uncover the behavioral code: the root causes and hidden forces that drive human
behavior and our responses to society’s laws. In doing so, they present the first
accessible analysis of behavioral jurisprudence, which will fundamentally alter
how we understand the connection between law and human behavior.

The Behavioral Code offers a necessary and different approach to battling crime
and injustice that is based in understanding the science of human misconduct—
rather than relying on our instinctual drive to punish as a way to shape behavior.
The book reveals the behavioral code’s hidden role through illustrative examples
like:

   • The illusion of the US’s beloved tax refund
   • German walls that “pee back” at public urinators
   • The $1,000 monthly “good behavior” reward that reduced gun violence
   • Uber’s backdoor “Greyball” app that helped the company evade Seattle’s taxi
regulators
   • A $2.3 billion legal settlement against Pfizer that revealed how whistleblower
protections fail to reduce corporate malfeasance
   • A toxic organizational culture playing a core role in Volkswagen’s emissions
cheating scandal
   • How Peter Thiel helped Hulk Hogan sue Gawker into oblivion



Revelatory and counterintuitive, The Behavioral Code catalyzes the conversation
about how the law can effectively improve human conduct and respond to some
of our most pressing issues today, from police misconduct to corporate
malfeasance.
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