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Suppose a person had a loved one murdered by someone and that the murder was a capital offense. It is not unusual for the relative of the victim to be in a vengeful mood and want the worst possible punishment for the perpetrator. This is human nature. However, emotions should not be the basis of legal action. Also suppose that a parent of a murderer is about to experience the execution of his or her child. When perspectives change, so do positions. It is very unlikely that a parent of a child who commits murder in the first degree would want his or her child executed. There are also numerous cases in which the relative of a murder victim does not want to have the perpetrator executed but actually forgives the killer. I have witnessed this in the case of the 9-11 attack where several parents, spouses and children did not want to exact revenge. I have also seen situations where the parents of murdered children have forgiven and even befriended their children’s murderer. In South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was set up to have killers and torturers admit what they did and then be forgiven and not punished for their deeds. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Mahatma Gandhi were insistent that bad deeds should be met by good ones and that hate should be met with love. These are fundamental religious principles that one may practice regardless of religious beliefs. They are what make us both human and humane.
There are numerous reasons why the death penalty should be abolished. One is that once a person is executed and a mistake is found, the executed person cannot be resurrected. One hundred thirty eight people have been released from death row because new evidence proved their innocence. It also costs ten times more to kill people than it does to keep them in prison. The idea that putting a murderer to death brings closure to the families of victims does not square with reality. The process never seems to end for them and they have their emotional wounds opened over and over. Also, what happens to these families when they find out that their loved one’s murderer was innocent after he was executed and that they spoke vociferously in favor of that person’s execution? More than 139 countries have abolished the death penalty because they have come to the realization that the cure is worse than the disease. Oftentimes the appointed lawyers of those accused of capital crimes are inexperienced and/or incompetent – perhaps even prejudicial to their own clients and thereby provide the kind of representation that dooms the accused from the start. One of the popular arguments given for the death penalty is deterrence. However, this argument has fallen flat on its face by evidence to the contrary. Yes, the execution would be a deterrent to the perpetrator because, assuming he was guilty in the first place, he won’t be around to kill any more people. However, that is not the argument. The argument is that executions dissuade others from committing capital murders. If that were true, why do they have to keep executing so many people in Texas? One would think that one execution would be persuasive enough. In the old days of public hanging, pickpockets would be working the crowd who were watching pickpockets being executed. So much for deterrence. The death penalty is also quite arbitrary and capricious. Politics, venue and the quality of legal counsel are greater determining factors in the decision to execute someone. These factors often overshadow the evidence presented. The race of the victim and perpetrator weigh strongly in the decision to not only find one innocent or guilty but also whether the perpetrator should be executed. A 1990 General Accounting Office report found that 82 percent of the reviewed studies pointed to race as a deciding factor in guilt or innocence and the decision to execute. One only has to look at the composition of today’s prison population to see the racial factor. Basically nonwhites are convicted more and receive stiffer sentences for the same crimes committed by whites. It wasn’t that long ago when all white juries almost always found innocent black men guilty and guilty white men innocent. In our country today black-on-black or white-on-black crime is often ignored while black-on-white crime is vigorously prosecuted. This is also reflected in the death penalty where blacks who kill whites are more likely to be executed than whites who kill blacks. Racism is deeply embedded into the fiber of our culture and is an Anglo-Saxon value despite the many gains made in reducing it. The alternative to the death penalty is life imprisonment in secure facilities with highly qualified professional correctional officers who undergo vigorous screening and training and who are paid very well. This will lessen the likelihood of prison escapes and riots as well as provide the justice needed for those who intentionally take the life of other human beings. This sentence is cheaper and more humane than the death penalty and it allows the state to be a moral notch higher than those who kill. Killing people for killing people is a poor model of behavior for others. Gandhi once said that “an eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth only makes the world blind and toothless”. 
Life imprisonment is a much better deterrent and a practice that better fits a civilized society. Finally, all the money spent on executions could be diverted to solving cold cases that would provide closure to those relatives of victims who remain in constant agony. 
