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UNITED States 

 

This article presents an argument defending the death penalty in the United
States. Justice is only achieved when a crime is met with the proper
punishment. For certain crimes, the only just punishment is the death
penalty. Capital punishment ensures that murderers never murder again,
and provides justice for murder victims and their families. One of the main
arguments used by death penalty opponents is that it does not deter
violent crime, an assertion that is debatable at best. Capital punishment is a
certain deterrent for those who need to be deterred the most: the murderers
themselves. Life sentences always leave open the possibility of a killer getting
a chance to kill again. The death penalty never does.
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Thesis: Justice is only achieved when a crime is met with the proper
punishment. For certain crimes, the only just punishment is the death
penalty.

Summary: Justice is only achieved when a crime is met with the proper
punishment. For certain crimes, the only just punishment is the death
penalty. Capital punishment ensures that murderers never murder again, and
provides justice for murder victims and their families. One of the main
arguments used by death penalty opponents is that it does not deter violent
crime, an assertion that is debatable at best. Capital punishment is a certain
deterrent for those who need to be deterred the most: the murderers
themselves. Life sentences always leave open the possibility of a killer getting
a chance to kill again. The death penalty never does.

Introduction

Justice is only achieved when a crime is met with the proper punishment. For
certain crimes, the only just punishment is the death penalty. Capital
punishment ensures that murderers never murder again, and provides justice
for murder victims and their families.

Overview
In 1972, the U.S. Supreme Court declared that the death penalty was cruel and unusual punishment,
and therefore unconstitutional. Four years later, a decision by the high court allowed capital
punishment to resume, but only if states took measures to make sure it was not implemented
arbitrarily. The 38 states that currently practice the death penalty only implement it for the most
heinous crimes (namely first-degree murder), require an extensive review process prior to an
execution, and practice a bifurcated trial system -- one with separate phases for determining a verdict
and deciding punishment. Such provisions guarantee that the death penalty is not excessive or used
when inappropriate.

In 1977, convicted murderer Gary Gilmore was executed by firing squad in Utah, making him the first
person to receive the death penalty in the United States in 10 years. From 1978-1992, 819
individuals were legally executed in the United States. All had been convicted of murder, and most had
additional felonies on their criminal records. Most states use lethal injection as their method of
execution.

Deterrence
One of the main arguments used by death penalty opponents is that it does not deter violent crime.
This assertion is debatable at best. From 1966-1980, when only six executions took place, the murder
rate in the United States nearly doubled, from 5.6 per 100,000 people to 10.2. That rate fell to 5.7 in
1999, when executions reached a 45-year high of 98. In Texas' largest county, Harris County, the
murder rate dropped 73 percent between 1981, the year before Texas resumed executions, and 2000.
Death penalty opponents frequently argue that murderers act out of their own impulses and ignore
the consequences of their actions, but statistical evidence overwhelmingly proves otherwise.

Capital punishment is a certain deterrent for those who need to be deterred the most: the murderers
themselves. John McAdams, a political science professor at Marquette University, summed it up best by
saying,

"If we execute murderers and there is in fact no deterrent effect, we have killed a bunch of murderers.
If we fail to execute murderers and doing so would in fact have deterred other murders, we have
allowed the killing of a bunch of innocent victims."

Life sentences always leave open the possibility of a killer getting a chance to kill again. The death
penalty never does.

Kenneth Allen McDuff
The best arguments for the death penalty come from the examination of the condemned murderers
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themselves. The most heinous criminals are those who commit multiple murders, such as serial killers
Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy, and Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh. But the one case that
best illustrates the need for capital punishment, and for it to be administered swiftly, is the case of
Kenneth Allen McDuff.

McDuff was first sentenced to death in 1968 for three murders he had committed two years earlier. In
the wake of the Supreme Court's 1972 ruling against capital punishment, McDuff's sentence was
commuted to life in prison. He was paroled in 1989. Two and a half years later, McDuff killed again.
This time his victim was 22-year-old Melissa Ann Northup, an ex-coworker whom McDuff kidnapped in
her vehicle. Northup's body was found in a gravel pit near Seagoville, Texas, in April 1992, with her
hands tied behind her back. She had been strangled with a rope. McDuff, who was believed to have
killed at least four other women after his parole, was executed in November 1998. Had McDuff's
original death sentence not been reduced, five Texas women -- possibly more -- would not have been
brutally murdered.

Life in Prison: Not Sufficient
As the McDuff case proved, life sentences do not stop convicted killers. A more recent example involves
the murder of John Geoghan in Massachusetts. A Catholic priest and convicted child molester, Geoghan
was beaten and strangled to death in his prison cell by a fellow inmate, a convicted murderer, in
August 2003. John Druce was serving a life sentence for murdering a man who picked him up while he
was hitchhiking. If Massachusetts had the death penalty, Druce possibly would have received it and
been on death row rather than in a position to where he could have approached Geoghan. Instead,
Druce will be allowed to live even though he committed murder in prison, which carries an almost
certain death sentence in most states. Already incarcerated in a maximum-security prison, Druce
cannot receive any punishment that is significantly worse that what he was already receiving.

The "Innocence" Factor
When Illinois Governor George Ryan pardoned four of the state's death row inmates and commuted
the sentences of the remaining 167 in 2003, he claimed that this action was necessary to ensure that
no innocent person is executed. Instead, he ensured that the victims' families would have to confront
their painful memories again, and that murderers would know that they would never lose their lives
because of their ghastly actions. Criminals given a break by Ryan included Henry Brisbon, who
murdered three people after luring them to his aid by staging phony car accidents (and later killed
another inmate in prison); Fedell Caffey and Jacqueline Williams, who murdered a pregnant woman and
two of her children, and cut out the fetus from the woman's body; and Luther Casteel, who opened fire
on a bar, killing two and wounding 16.

The fear of accidentally executing an innocent person is at the center of the anti-death penalty
movement, and is a valid concern. However, less than half of all individuals whose death sentences are
overturned are actually declared innocent of their crimes; most are released on technicalities. Out of
the 6,930 inmates on death row in the United States between 1973 and 2000, only 34 were released
with claims of actual innocence. That represents less than 0.5 percent of death penalty cases --
hardly enough to justify claims that capital punishment is unfair and in any serious danger of claiming
innocent victims. As the Supreme Court stipulated in 1976, states cannot carry out an execution until
an extensive review of the case has been conducted. The chances of an innocent person being
executed are extremely minimal.

Conclusion
Capital punishment is necessary to ensure that those who commit first-degree murder receive
punishment appropriate to their actions. The death penalty is a deterrent to those who most need to
be deterred, and it drastically reduces the chances that a convicted killer will have the opportunity to
kill again. Capital punishment must remain an option in bringing murderers to justice.

Ponder This

1. Discuss the author’s use of statistics to support his argument that the death penalty is a
deterrent.
2. Discuss the effectiveness of the author’s use of anecdotal evidence to support his argument that
life imprisonment is insufficient in some cases.
3. In your opinion, does the author convincingly address the concern that innocent prisoners could be
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executed? Explain.
4. Cite one of the author’s points that could be used by death penalty opponents and explain why.
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