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CHAPTER 7  DEATH PENALTY ARGUMENTS
The murderer will not commit any more crimes
This is known as specific deterrence.  Regardless of whether others learn from his punishment, the executed murderer will never commit another crime.  This argument is strongest when applied to murderers likely to commit other crimes if paroled or if they escape.  Murderers who act out of passion are unlikely to repeat such serious crimes.

The state will save money
Obviously it is cheaper to pay the one time cost of an execution, than to keep a convicted murderer in prison for 20 or 30 years or more.  The average yearly cost of a maximum security prisoner exceeds $25,000 a year.  Some would argue that this burden on the taxpayers is unfair.  Others argue that not all decisions in government can be based on cost, that moral and other considerations should be decisive.

Other people will be deterred from committing similar crimes
It is argued that most people act rationally and if they anticipate that the death penalty would be used against them, they would refrain from committing the crime.  In order to create deterrence, it is believed the punishment must be frequent, public, and consistently applied.  Opponents of this theory point to the statistics and studies which fail to show the desired effect of deterrence.  Such statistics are gained by comparing states with the death penalty with similar states without the death penalty.  It may be that the key perception is not whether the possibility of the death penalty exists, but the likelihood that the criminal will be caught by police and successfully prosecuted.

It satisfies a public need for justice
Many people instinctively agree with the revenge or retribution model of corrections.  Under such thinking, only the death penalty is appropriate for the crime of murder.  U of U Assistant Professor Marlene Lehtinen, for instance, has argued that "all life is not equally valuable.  It is the quality of life that is valuable and in need of protection.  The death penalty does not cheapen life, it increases the value of life and elevates the importance we attach to it."

Public opinion
According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics in 1996, 75% nationwide were in favor of the death penalty. Of that figure, 80% male, 71% female were in favor. Under the category of race & ethnicity, 80% White, 46% Black & 72% Hispanic were in favor.  A majority of minorities oppose the death penalty.

Stops parole boards from releasing murderers
Once sentenced, a parole board and not the judge determines how long a prisoner remains in prison.  In spite of life or even 100 year or more sentences, the law in most states allows the parole board to make an eventual release of murderers.  Many citizens feel that this defeats the functions of the judge. Others feel that judges are not the best person to decide a man's fate, without review or consideration of his rehabilitation over the years in prison.

Alleged discrimination against minorities
It is argued that due to past discrimination against minorities in all parts of the criminal justice system, and the natural effects of income levels on the quality of representation and access to appeals courts, minorities have been executed at a rate far exceeding their representation in the nation and in criminal activity.  It can be argued that this does not mean that the death penalty should be abolished, just that the system should be changed to operate in a non-discriminatory way.  Opponents argue that government statistics show that whites make up the majority of those under sentence of death since its reinstatement by the Supreme Court in 1976.

The state should not have authority to kill
It is argued that governments do not have the right to decide if people should live or die.  It is believed that God or some other Divine Being is the only one with authority to make such decisions.  Certainly it can be argued that a society does not teach people not to kill if society itself can kill prisoners.  Opponents of this idea argue that society has the right to protect itself from attack and that most people would find it justifiable to go to war and kill to protect the country.  The argument continues that the right to kill to protect a society also applies to threats from society's own members.

Convicted person may be innocent
Because perfection is not possible, a lesser standard of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt is used in our criminal justice system.  This will always allow a margin of error.  There are documented cases of the death penalty being used against innocent persons.  Such mistakes cannot be rectified.  Although the percentage of errors may be very small, if you, a friend, neighbor, or relative were the innocent person, the loss could be unacceptable.  Opponents argue that our lengthy appeals process and the emergence of DNA evidence is releasing wrongfully convicted people all the time. Because of this, the chances of an innocent person being wrongfully executed is constantly diminishing.
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