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Death Penalty
Introduction
The death penalty also referred to as capital punishment, refers to the legal execution of a convicted criminal as a punishment for the crimes committed. For a deeper understanding of the relevance of the death penalty, the history of this form of punishment is essential, together with its current use worldwide. In addition to that, the most commonly used methods of execution and the rationale behind them give us the executioner’s point of view regarding the most efficient method. This paper further highlights the shortcomings of the death penalty alongside my stand concerning the same, using reasons backed by research. Despite capital punishment being used since medieval times, the current understanding of human rights raises debates between groups who are against or support capital punishment.
History of the Death Penalty
The earliest records about the death penalty as a form of punishment include the 7th Century B.C. Draconian Law of Athens, the 5th Century B.C Roman law of The Twelve Tablets, and the 10th Century A.D. in Britain (Death Penalty Information Centre, 2020). At that time, the methods of execution were cruel, including techniques such as crucifixion, drowning at sea, burial alive, beating to death, impalement, being forced to drink poison, and one even entailed being submerged in water in a sack which also contained a dog, a rooster, a viper and an ape (Reggio, 2020).  Concerning legal changes that formed the current laws concerning the death penalty, Britain in the 16th and 17th Centuries began the process, which eventually influenced capital punishment laws in the United States. The first American legal execution of a criminal was in the state of Virginia, meted upon a man named Daniel Frank for the crime of theft in 1622 (Reggio, 2020). What followed was a series of legislative changes to the crimes fit for capital punishment, which ultimately ushered in the reform era that brought along the groups that lobbied for the modifications and abolition of the death penalty.
Current Worldwide Use of the Death Penalty
According to Amnesty International (2018), as of 2018, 106 countries in the world had totally abolished the death penalty, 8 abolished it for ordinary crimes, and 28 abolished the punishment in practice, while 56 countries had retained capital punishment. In the United States, since 1976, lethal injections has accounted for the majority of the executions, with a total of 1347 being executed over that period of time, while 163 were executed by electrocution, 11 by lethal gas, 3 by firing squad, and 3 more by hanging (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020). This implies that execution by lethal injection is the most preferred method.
Even though the death penalty is still legal in some states and countries across the world, the fact is that as most countries become mature in their democracy, the respect for human life is slowly creating the need to eliminate the death penalty. There is a general wave to abolish the death penalty in criminal justice systems in many countries across the world. This is because of the various effects it has to the victim’s families and the society at large.
Methods of Execution
The currently authorized methods of execution include death by lethal injection, hanging, use of lethal gas, electrocution, and execution by firing squad. Electrocution was first approved after Edison electric company was conducting tests on animals to show how alternating current (AC) could be dangerous in a bid to encourage the use of direct current (DC) in the United States in the 1880s (Reggio, 2020). During execution, the inmates are shaved and strapped to a wooden chair with straps retraining them at the chest, groin, legs, and arms, after which electrodes are attached to their scalp and one of their legs at a point that has been shaved (Death Penalty Information Centre, 2020). Jolts of electricity are then surged through the inmate’s body, with most executions requiring at least two jolts that last for several seconds. The high voltages of electricity applied lead to rapid irregular contractions of the heart (ventricular fibrillation), which eventually leads to the stopping of the heart (Juan, 2006). This method of execution is regarded as inhumane by most since the prisoner’s eyeballs sometimes pop out, they may defecate, urinate or vomit blood, the flesh swells and the inmate might catch fire (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020).
Lethal injection procedure was created in the 1970s by an Oklahoma medical examiner called Dr. Jay Chapman as an alternative to electrocution and is made up of three components: a fast-acting anesthetic to render the person unconscious, a paralytic to keep the person immobile, and a third drug to cause cardiac arrest (Bentley, 2018). The reason was to create a painless method of execution that was less brutal. The inmate is first tied down onto a gurney or stretcher inside the execution room, after which IV tubes are inserted into the major veins of both arms (Bryant, 2018). The drugs administered through the IV tubes are FDA approved, and they are Pentobarbital as the anesthetic since it slows down the brain’s electric impulses, Pancuronium Bromide as the paralytic which blocks nerve signals to the muscles including respiratory muscles, and Potassium Chloride which slows down the heart action to a stop (Bentley, 2018). Over the years, however, doctors’ participation in the administration of the drugs for lethal injection has been a source of ethical debate. Some medical professionals even risk revocation of their licenses for participation in the act (Bentley, 2018).
The gas chamber entails the use of lethal gases, which, when inhaled, lead to asphyxiation and eventual hypoxia (lack of oxygen). Such gases include Nitrogen and Hydrogen Cyanide. First used in 1924, the procedure involves the inmate being strapped to a chair with a pail of sulfuric acid under the chair in an airtight chamber, and the executioner then releases crystals of sodium cyanide into the pail, causing a chemical reaction that releases hydrogen cyanide gas; an exhaust fan then sucks the gas out, before spraying the corpse with ammonia to neutralize the remaining cyanide (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020). The process may be slower if the inmate holds his breath. The process is painful, with a similar sensation to a heart attack when the hypoxia gets to the heart (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020).
Although not commonly used at the moment, death by hanging was the most common method in previous centuries. According to Mukunth (2020), hanging induces death by three mechanisms, apoplexy due to pressure on the jugular veins, asphyxia due to obstruction of the trachea, and shock of the medulla oblongata due to fracture of the vertebral column at the region of the neck. Calculations and rehearsals have to be done to determine the length of the drop that would lead to the quickest death, mostly due to cervical fracture. During the execution process, a trap-door is opened and the prisoner falls through, but complications may arise such as when the length of the drop is insufficient or the noose is wrongly positioned, leaving the inmate to die of slow asphyxiation (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020).
Execution by firing squad entails the inmate being tied to a chair with sandbags around the chair to absorb the blood, after which a white cloth target s put on the inmate’s heart for shooters to aim at (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020). The shooters are professional marksmen. Five shooters are used in this case, standing 20 feet away with.30 caliber rifles loaded with single rounds, although one of the shooters is given blank rounds (Death Penalty Information Center, 2020). Death normally results from blood loss when the inmate is shot. Concerning the probability of an error occurring during execution, execution by firing squad was found to have the least probability and was also found to be one of the least painful methods as the inmate feels the pain for only a few seconds (Thomson-DeVeaux, 2017).
Why I am Against the Death Penalty
For starters, the death penalty has been shown to have negative consequences on the family members of those executed. While one of the ultimate goals of the criminal justice system is rehabilitation and reformation of criminals, some unintended consequences may arise in society in response to the methods used to punish criminals. Endam et al. (2019) explain that the families, especially children of the executed persons experience devastating effects as a result, including creating a desire for revenge in them. Moreover, these families experience guilt, shame, and anger towards the justice system. This, in real sense, brutalizes society.
Also, the irreversible nature of the death penalty does not allow for revocation if the executed person is later found to be innocent. While one can be set free if later court proceedings prove his/her innocence in the case of imprisonment, once someone is executed, this is no longer possible. This essentially seals the fate of someone who is erroneously accused. Besides, an erroneous death sentence penalty cannot be compensated while unjust imprisonment can be compensated with money (Endam et al., 2019). Along with the innocent, some mentally unstable prisoners may be wrongfully executed since international law prohibits the execution of those who are mentally ill. Innocent lives can, therefore, be lost.
From a theological standpoint, no human being is allowed to take the life that they cannot give. God, in this case, is seen as the sole giver and taker of life. A humanitarian approach may also highlight the disregard for the basic right to life if a death penalty is administered. This right grants someone autonomy over their life and the death penalty strips them of this freedom.  Economic insight would further reveal that execution procedures are costly. Capital punishment can thus be seen as wasteful since these resources can be used elsewhere to improve the lives of the living. Such valid arguments against the death penalty need to be considered.
Additionally, the reluctance by some members of the medical profession to participate in the administration of the death penalty may compromise the legal system processes. Bonnie (1990) explains that some mental health professionals inclined against the death penalty may refuse to carry out forensic assessments of capital defendants or condemned prisoners, or to treat prisoners deemed “incompetent for execution”. He calls this conscientious abstention. Furthermore, ethical pillars such as non-maleficence, which implies that a medical professional should do no harm, are directly interfered with if one participates in processes that aid in the execution of someone. More contention may arise if the reluctant professionals are employed by a state that favors capital punishment, as the avoidance of participation in the execution for moral or ethical reasons can be seen as insubordination, which could result in them losing their jobs.
Corrections and Alternatives to the Death Penalty
Since the death penalty still exists in some countries, the dilemma arises concerning what should replace this form of punishment after it is abolished. While the prospect of being killed for a crime may seem daunting to criminals and therefore reduce crime rates, other alternatives can be used too that have just as much implication in discouraging crime. According to the Caribbean Death Penalty Research (2020), there are three possible alternatives, which include mandatory life imprisonment with the possibility of review of the sentence, life imprisonment without the possibility of parole, or a discretionary sentence that affords the judge the power to suggest either minimum terms or a life without parole sentence. This allows for the possibility of someone’s death sentence to commute, such as when the Prerogative of Mercy is exercised by the president for example. However, we can see that these alternatives evade some of the complications of the death penalty since they focus more on rehabilitation than eliminating life. A life sentence with the possibility of parole, for instance, allows someone to be sent back into the society as a changed person to illustrate how the penal system can be successful in the rehabilitation of criminals.
While the process of removal of the death penalty is ongoing, several changes should be established to alleviate its shortcomings. But first, the public should be properly educated on the effects of the death penalty. The capital defense system should also be properly funded to avoid errors due to the incompetence of the counsel employed to defend those facing a death penalty charge. Errors can also be avoided by subjecting all actors in the capital punishment system, from the police to the judges, to severe discipline checks for breaching ethical obligations in capital cases (White, 2001). This would create accountability which would reduce the number of erroneous death penalty judgments. Furthermore, the conditions of the inmates on death row should be taken seriously, as it is reported in most countries that death row inmates live in the poorest of conditions.  According to the Death Penalty Information Center (2020), the current public support for the death penalty is at its lowest, which means that this form of punishment if finally being seen for what it is, a cruel and inefficient means of rehabilitation that should have no place in any society that takes human rights seriously.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the debate concerning the death penalty should be more about its abolition than the safest method to use while executing an inmate. The death penalty has more negative consequences than positive ones as a tool of the criminal justice system. This is made worse by the fact that in case an erroneous death sentence is passed, the option of revocation, if the case is overturned, is no longer viable. Such errors may arise from incompetent members of the legal fraternity involved in capital punishment cases which can be worsened by poor government funding of the legal department. Also, reluctance by some members of the medical profession to participate in processes that enhance life destruction may make the legal process of death sentence convictions more difficult. Capital punishment should, therefore, have no place in the current penal system.
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