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GOOGLING DOWN THE COSTS OF LOW SANCTIONS 

Gregory Dolin, M.D.* 

When we as a society decide that a particular conduct is problematic, 
we are faced with a choice of how to prevent and punish such conduct. 
Generally speaking, the more problematic the conduct, the higher the 
sanction imposed as punishment and the more likely that a putative 
perpetrator will think twice before engaging in the frowned-upon conduct.1 
It is thus unsurprising that we impose long jail terms for murder while 
limiting ourselves to moderate fines for speeding and jaywalking.2 It is 
equally not surprising, then, that we (thankfully) have more instances of 
speeding than of murder.3 Given the spectrum of human conduct, the 
spectrum of punishment for inappropriate conduct seems appropriate. 
Indeed, we generally consider societies that impose overly severe 
punishment for minor transgressions barbaric.4 Conversely, we tend to 
impose fairly low sanctions for conduct that, though we have adjudged as 
problematic, we do not believe is sufficiently serious to warrant severe 
punishment.5 The low sanctions, in turn, send a signal that the conduct is 
not particularly loathsome, and therefore engaging in it is not a great 
wrong.6 Such signals then lead more people (than would if the sanctions 
were higher) to engage in the conduct and in turn be sanctioned.7 When it 
comes to speeding or parking, this sort of loop may well be efficient for 
everyone. Most of the time people can engage in the prohibited conduct, 
thus getting the psychic benefit of doing so, and when caught they will pay 
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the fine, thus enriching the local budget and benefitting the community.8 
Everyone comes out the winner. But do they? 

In her article, Professor Irina Manta argues that to the extent the 
substantive law is unjust, low sanctions, in the long run, potentially create 
more problems and are more likely to perpetuate injustice than high 
sanctions would.9 This is counter-intuitive and at first glance seems wrong. 
After all, to the extent that a law is unjust, the injustice is seemingly 
mitigated by the low sanctions attached to the prohibited conduct.10 
Consider, for example, a law that prohibited the teaching of evolution in 
school and imposed a $5 fine for the violation of the prohibition. While 
such a law may be both foolish and unjust, it is unlikely to cause much 
hardship to anyone, including anyone charged with violating the law.11 
This is especially true if the law is rarely enforced, because the true 
sanction for violation is the prescribed penalty times the likelihood that 
penalty would be imposed.12 So how is it that low sanctions can be worse 
than high sanctions?  

The problem is that low sanctions are less likely to provoke outrage at 
the injustice.13 It is easy to make the public care about extraordinary 
hardships that flow as a result of unjust laws, precisely because the penalty 
is so jarring to the neutral observer. On the other hand, when a law, 
however unjust, is not frequently enforced and results in only minor 
penalties, the public is unlikely to spend much effort attempting to get it 
repealed.14 Consider various laws that prohibited consensual homosexual 
conduct between adults.15 Though widely viewed as unjust and 
anachronistic, the laws were rarely enforced, and even when they were 
enforced, they resulted in fairly minor sanctions.16 As a result, there was no 
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significant nation-wide movement clamoring for repeal of these laws.17 
And because there was no significant pressure for the abolition of such 
laws, they persisted until the Supreme Court struck them down.18 Compare 
this with the movement to legalize same-sex marriage. As society began to 
realize the penalties attendant to the inability to get married, laws 
prohibiting same-sex marriage began to be repealed legislatively and a 
number of high-ranking officials in both parties began supporting such 
efforts.19 Perversely then, the under-enforcement of anti-sodomy laws let 
them persist as long as they had, but the consistent enforcement of anti-
same-sex marriage laws has led to a relatively rapid loss of support for 
these laws. Thus, as Professor Manta astutely observes, it is the low level 
of sanctions that help unjust laws persist and in the aggregate impose high 
costs on those subject to these laws.20  

An additional consequence of laws that impose low sanctions is that as 
a result of the public not being particularly concerned about these near-
phantom laws, a small but dedicated constituency is able to lobby for 
ratcheting up the sanctions, at least until such time as the public begins to 
perceive the sanctions as too severe and unjust.21 Making matters worse 
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still, even when de jure sanctions are nominally kept low, the de facto 
sanction visited on any given individual can be quite high. The recent case 
of Eric Garner, a man who was killed after police suspected he was 
illegally selling cigarettes, illustrates the point.22 New York City law 
prohibits the sale of loose cigarettes,23 and fixes the penalty at no more 
than $1,000 for the first offense and $2,000 for a subsequent offense.24 Yet, 
when attempting to enforce that law, the police officer ended up killing Mr. 
Garner. In reality, then, a $1,000 crime turned into a capital offense.25  

All of these arguments are applicable to copyright and other intellectual 
property law, as Professor Manta demonstrates. However, I think that the 
argument gives too little consideration to other factors that led to the 
seemingly sudden public awareness of penalties associated with IP 
infringement. In Professor Manta’s account, the public’s rising skepticism 
of the fairness of copyright laws can be explained by the fact that 
infringement has become ubiquitous akin to speeding.26 This, combined 
with the ability to stack together relatively low individualized sanctions, 
has caused the public to be significantly more concerned about the 
copyright regime.27 There is, however, an alternative, or at least a 
complementary explanation. Over the last decade or so, entire business 
empires have been born that were built on ability to gather and disseminate 
information created by others. Google, YouTube, Wikipedia, and other 
businesses now provide counterweight to the Disneys, Viacoms, and 
RIAAs of the world.28 For the first time, the increase in copyright sanctions 
affects not just individual consumers or the abstract notions of robust 
public domains, but also business enterprises on which large sections of 
the economy depend. It is the involvement of these businesses (and their 
customers) that was instrumental in stopping Congress from further 
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increasing copyright sanctions during the SOPA/PIPA debate.29 
The contrast with patent laws is instructive. Although patent juries 

often return with eye-popping verdicts, which dwarf anything seen in the 
copyright world,30 the public is generally blasé about such news stories. 
While there is no definitive explanation for why that is so (perhaps patent 
cases are harder to understand thus resulting in less public engagement 
with the law), but I suspect that one of the reasons why the public is not 
overly concerned about large verdicts in patent cases is because they trust 
the large corporations that litigate these matters to work it out between 
themselves. And indeed, that has been the case with patent legislation. 
Corporate titans do manage to present arguments for both stronger and 
weaker patent law, with the final bills ending up somewhere in between.31 
In the copyright world, that has not been the case up until recently. On one 
side there were corporate copyright owners, and on the other side, there 
were unorganized consumers, few of whom expected to ever be directly 
affected by the statutorily created sanctions.32 So perhaps, the high cost is 
imposed not by low sanctions, but by absence of the organized and well-
funded opposition that would be affected by these sanctions.33 

This criticism should not detract from Professor Manta’s argument, and 
indeed likely works in tandem with it. After all, there may be multiple 
reasons why ill-considered laws survive or even get worse over time. The 
absence of a significant constituency for repeal of such laws may be driven 
in part by lack of meaningful financial incentives and by the low likelihood 
of a significant penalty. The upshot is that this combination of factors 
paradoxically results in high long-run costs which were never 
contemplated nor fully considered by the public or legislators. Laws in 
general, and intellectual property laws in particular, are balancing acts 
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meant to optimize the costs and benefits of particular policies.34 But the 
proper weighing of these concerns only occurs when the full costs, 
including the public reaction to the severity and the likelihood of 
imposition of penalties on the violators, are taken into account.35 For this 
reason, it is important to consider the counterintuitive effect of initial low 
sanctions on proscribed behavior even if there is no significant public 
opposition to the proposed law or clamor for their repeal. Professor 
Manta’s article offers an important insight and a reminder of these 
concerns, especially now as Congress continues to engage with proposed 
intellectual property law reforms.  
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