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Against The Death Penalty


The death penalty is one of the most controversial issues in contemporary American politics. This is due to the often emotionally charged interests of both the victims of vicious criminals, and the criminals themselves who face death for their actions. Some argue that the punishment fits the crime, and for certain barbarous acts, the death penalty is the only acceptable justice. While being more than just and eye for an eye, or a life for a life, the death penalty often takes the form of a retributive justice that in some cases borders on a lust for revenge. This paper will look at some compelling reasons why the death penalty is merely a way for people to exercise a communal desire for vengeance. It will do that by showing how, first it does not deter crime, second, how it is not a practical response to crime, and third, how it tends to end up costing society more in the long run that simple life imprisonment.


If we put aside the need for human beings to feel that justice has been served, that some sort of retribution has been carried out upon an offender, the main point often cited for having the death penalty is that it acts as a deterrence against murder and other violent acts. On the surface this appears to be an air tight argument, if a person is contemplating murdering their spouse for example, that person might not do it for fear of themselves having to pay with their life. The problem with this logic is that it applies to people who generally already follow the rules of society. People who tend to be violent offenders are people that can be diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder, or classified as sociopaths(). The profile for people who have such disorders is that they generally are unconcerned with the consequences of their actions. Further, they tend to be of such an egotistical nature, that they do not believe they will be caught, and if they do get caught they do not fear having to suffer (Turvey, 2008). 


That lack of thinking ahead to the consequences for their actions makes sociopaths the perfect criminals because they simply do not care about the law, or the punishments dolled out by the justice system. Thus the very deterrence which the death penalty might create has little to no effect on their behavior. From the early 1900s there has been an increasing amount of evidence the death penalty does not deter crime because people will still act regardless of the consequences(Donohue, Wolfers, 2006. Even though we can not say that all criminals are psychopathic, there seems to be a strong correlation between people who display the qualities of sociopaths and people who commit crimes (Millon et al, 2002). 


Another important reason why the death penalty is not a good policy is because it goes counter to what we may regard as a moral application of justice. As previously mentioned there is the issue of people needing to feel that justice has been served, that the criminal got what they deserved. In that sense, one of the bigger arguments for the death penalty assumes that there are simply some crimes which are are so egregious that they demand the ultimate penalty in order for there to that justice which people seek. The law though is an instrument of the state which serves to protect the rights of the people from those who would abuse them. It can not therefore concern itself with trying to satisfy what amounts to the  blood lust of people who have been harmed, or the mob at large. The death penalty acts s a tool for that blood lust because it is wholly unnecessary. That is the case, because as I have shown it does not deter crime, and one can hold a person indefinitely in a place far away from any future victim. One could make the argument that getting rid of a person would be cheaper in the long run than holding them indefinitely in prison but there are important reasons why that can not be true.


Many have argued that keeping people locked up for what can be several decades is a costly endeavor, more so than just executing them. This is simply not the case though because it has consistently been shown that it costs more on average to put a person through the process of death row than it is simply to give them life in prison(Payden-Travers, 2008). While one could cut these costs down theoretically by executing the criminals upon some sort of minimum time frame, such a system would be counter to the idea of due process that embodies the U.S Constitution. Also, if we did that there would be an inherent risk that more innocent people would be executed as it has been shown that a large percentage of inmates on death row have been falsely convicted due to overzealous prosecutions and withheld exonerating evidence (Bonner, 2001). 


In conclusion, if we look at the main arguments for the death penalty and asses them both in light of what is practical, cost efficient, and ultimately effective in dealing with crime, we see that there are very few good reasons to keep the death penalty in the U.S. While one can not refute that society in general and especially victims might feel a sense of satisfaction from seeing a brutal murder be executed, those considerations fall beyond the scope of our present system and can not be allowed to interfere with a reasoned and objective account of what is best for the criminal justice system. 

Works Cited:
Bonner, Raymond. “Sentence Thrown Out Over Withheld Evidence .” New York Times 30 Aug 2001. <http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9F03E5DA1530F933A0575BC0A9679C8B63>.

Donohue, John, and Justin J. Wolfers. “Uses and Abuses of Empirical Evidence in the Death Penalty Debate.” Stanford Law Review 58 (2006). 

Millon, Theodore et al. Psychopathy: Antisocial, Criminal, and Violent Behavior . New York: Guilford Publications, 1998. 

Neumaver, Eric. “ Death Penalty: The Political Foundations of the Global Trend Towards Abolition .” Human Rights Review 9.2 (2007): 241-268. 

Payden-Travers, Jack. “Price isn't right for the death penalty.” Pasadena Star-News 27 Sep 2008.

Turvey, Brent E. Criminal Profiling: An Introduction to Behavioral Evidence Analysis. San Diego: Academic Press, 2008. 

