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The Death Penalty in the United States: Is the United States behind? 

What is the issue? 

 According to statistics, a majority of States still have legal executions.  While methods 

may vary, 31 states continue to drive the option of the death penalty, while 19 states have banned 

the death penalty altogether, but not without much debate.  The death penalty has, and is, a hotly 

debated subject by pro-life religions and those who wish to have the world rid of those convicted 

for heinous crimes.  Virginia was the first to take the reins in the Colonies in 1608 with the 

execution of Captain George Kendall, and executions in America have been ever present since.  

Early American execution orders could be implemented for a variety of crimes, from theft to 

espionage, not limited to the more serious offenses for which the death penalty is currently 

reserved.  This use of the death penalty as a form of justice is the argumentative backbone of 

retributive justice, or “an eye for an eye.”  This mentality is commonly used to justify the 

executions of those who have committed horrendous crimes, that murderers should be deprived 

of life because of their extinguishment of the life of another.  Often, friends and family of 

victims wish to watch the offender die for their crimes, however, there are families who have 

expressed forgiveness and advocate for the offender to instead serve life in prison.   

 

 

As demonstrated in the Executions in the “Executions 1977 – 2017”, there has actually been a 

relatively steady decline in executions, despite the majority of states retaining the legal option to 

sentence inmates to execution.   
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  Statistics and public opinion exert Southern states to be the perpetrators of frequent executions.  

As shown in the image above, “States that Imposed Death Sentences in 2017,” it is largely 

Southern states executing death row inmates.  Texas holds a reputation as a state eager to 

execute, as one of the most politically conservative states in the United States.  California’s 

execution data is surprising, as California has been a beacon of inclusion and progression, 

despite their retention of the death penalty. 

 Arkansas has a reputation much like other Southern American states, which it is a state 

filled with gun-toting rednecks and political conservatives.  Arkansas is among the 31 states that 

maintain the death penalty charge in their courts, and in 2017 proved how eager the system could 

be to exercise the ability to execute.  Eight prisoners, some already having waited almost 3 

decades for their execution dates, where suddenly scheduled executions over an 11 day period.  

This “conveyor belt of death” was triggered by the encroaching expiration date of Arkansas’s 

lethal injection drugs.  The media was astounded by Arkansas’s boldness to schedule 8 

executions after a hiatus on executions.  Petitions and tensions rose in an attempt to stay the 

executions of the men sentenced, unfortunately, only half of the fated men had their executions 

stayed. 

_________________________________ 

 The role of execution methods has been to allow the state to enact retributive justice on 

those condemned and judged to be sentenced to death, and to carry out these executions in the 

most humane way currently available.  Many methods have been used throughout the years; the 

electric chair was originally thought to be the most modern and efficiently humane way of 

executing prisoners, while hanging was the most frequently used method until lethal innovation 

gained a modern touch with the introduction of medicine.  Modern medicine and drug research 

has granted the United States a unique cocktail of drugs that, for now, are the most modern and 

humane way to execute prisoners.  The underlying reasons for the discontinuation of past 

execution methods has been that society has evolved, and has deemed some older execution 

methods too barbaric or outdated to be used currently.  Methods such as the gas chamber and 

hanging are not often viewed as viable execution methods presently; hangings could often take 

multiple drops to execute prisoners, and there is a negative worldwide connotation on the use of 
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gas chambers.  The introduction of lethal injection executions allows for a cleaner look, 

medically sterile and less visually gruesome.  However, recent controversy has been brought 

upon the lethal injection method, citing some prisoners who struggle and continue in pain, 

despite the lethal injection method advertising a peaceful and painless execution method.  These 

exaggerated deaths may be caused from a variety of human errors; missing the vein when 

injecting the doses may result in a prolonged botched execution.   

 News of these botched executions has brought controversy and scrutiny upon the use of 

lethal injections, prompting advocacy groups to chime in on the potential for inhumane lethal 

injection executions.  This development allows for the media and advocacy groups to provoke a 

sense of empathy from the public, encouraging the public to join in on fighting to remove the 

death penalty from their states’ legal system. 

 Poland has had a tumultuous relationship with executions in the past.  Used primarily as a 

political tool, executions were not uncommon between 1944 and 1956.  The use of sudden 

executions as a means of repression may be tied in to modern issues in America, with executions 

as a means of deterrence.  Studies have actually found that this thought of deterrence is quite 

ineffective.  Once the use of execution as a means of political repression ended in Poland, capital 

punishment was reserved for murder offenses.  Despite the lessening of the use of the death 

penalty, the enacted Penal Code in 1997 abolished the death penalty for all crimes committed in 

Poland.  The last Polish execution was in 1988, executing rapist and murderer Andrzej 

Czabanski.  This abolishment of the death penalty for all crimes, coupled with a different 

approach to imprisonment, makes Polish law a breath of fresh air to those in the American legal 

system.   

_________________________________ 

What can be done? 

At the risk of sounding obtuse, a gradual shift in American retributive death penalty 

policy to more Polish abolitionist policy would improve the way the American public perceives 

the American prison system.  The American public, due to recent outcry, increased public action, 

and a desire to change the American system, would quite possibly be largely in favor for a shift 

in the Polish abolitionist direction.  Many members United States public would agree that 

sentences are becoming too tough on minor offenses, and prison overcrowding is an issue on the 

horizon.  The current American prison system is locked in on the idea of retributive justice, and 

rehabilitative justice is rarely ever an option; often prisoners come out worse than they went in, 

due to the depraved nature of American prisons.  The death penalty sentence in the modern 

American legal system is basically a life-in-prison sentence.  In the process of exhausting all 

available appeals, death row inmates may spend decades in prison awaiting their final sentence.  

Should these inmates grow elderly during their wait, these inmates will most likely die in prison 

before ever being set an execution date.   

To abolish the death penalty in its entirety from the American justice system may be the 

first step in the direction the American public needs to restore their faith in the judgment of their 
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courts.  While many would agree a total reworking of the American justice system is in order, 

abolishing the death penalty countrywide would be a step towards that reformation.  
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