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Introduction 

 

The scene:  

Connor, a confident lawyer-to-be, is tiredly hurrying through his final paper for his 

last submission of the semester. The heading reads, “Defending the Capital 

Punishment”. As his typing stops, he begins proofreading the last paragraph he 

wrote and slowly dozes off… 

In his dream, he wakes up and prepares to assist his instructor, Anna Beck, in a 

criminal case. But when he enters the courtroom, he sees no familiar face. He 

does notice, however, that the 

courtroom wall reads “Final 

Debate Day”. Then, an unfamiliar 

“prosecutor” catches his 

attention, he hurriedly walks 

towards him.  

 

Connor:  Are you the 

prosecutor on 

this case?  

Strange Man:  No, why would there be a prosecutor here? It’s a debate, not a 

court. Though I will be debating, yes.  

Connor:  What? But I was supposed to be in the courtroom right now, I 

have a very important case to handle.  



Strange Man:  You are exactly where you’re supposed to be, young man. 

You’ve got to defend the capital punishment as your final 

submission to pass this semester.  

 

Connor seems perplexed.  

 

Strange Man:  Don’t worry, no pressure, haha. After all, it’s just an 

assignment.  

Connor:  …and who are you?  

Strange Man:  I am your opposition, you will be debating against me. You 

might have heard my name in some of your classes, Johnny 

Frank Garrett.  

Connor:  You mean the guy who got wrongfully executed in ‘92?  

Johnny:  Yes, that is me. But don’t worry, I won’t be offended by your 

insistence on keeping the capital punishment, I know your 

grade depends on it. I will not, however, cut you any slack. This 

cost me my life.  

 

Before Connor had the chance to respond, he heard “All Rise!” and a “Judge” for 

the debate appeared in the courtroom. Connor’s jaw dropped, to his dismay, it 

was Anna, his instructor. Then she begins speaking… 

 

Anna:   Hello, Connor. Welcome to your final exam. I hope you are 

prepared because your grade depends on it, you must win this 

debate to pass your semester.  

Connor:   But Ma’am, I already wrote the paper- 

 

Anna cuts him off.  



 

Anna:   Connor, you may proceed. 

 

 

 

 

An Eye for an Eye, a Life for a Life 

A confused Connor instantly collects his thoughts and recalls his first argument 

from the paper he was writing the night before, and so he clears his throat and 

carefully words his first few sentences.  

 

Connor:      Well, to begin with, once you commit murder, there is no punishment 

fairer than the death penalty.  

Johnny:      Ah, here comes an eye for an eye.  

Connor:      Yes, of course. When you kill, you have violated someone’s right to 

life. And so you must be punished in the same manner.  

Johnny:       Well, I must inform you that this argument is inherently flawed, my 

friend. Don’t you think it is ironic that you punish someone for 

violating someone’s right to life BY taking away THEIR right to life? 

Connor:  But they violated that right first.  

Johnny:  I am an actual believer that human life is so very precious that not 

even a murderer should be deprived of it. If you truly believed this 

right is important in all its essence, you wouldn’t advocate for the 

capital punishment because that ALSO involves someone’s right to 

life being taken away. The right to life applies to all people. As Cesare 

Beccaria rightly pointed out, this law legitimizes the same behavior it 

is condemning.  



Connor:  Yes, you’re right and it does apply to all people, however, one forfeits 

their right to life as soon as they violate another’s.  

Johnny:  Okay. So you’re saying that because a person has killed someone, 

their right to life is automatically nulled. Even if we do agree that 

some sort of invisible moral code allows for that to happen, how 

come this does not apply to all crimes? After all, isn’t law about 

uniformity? 

Connor:  I’m not sure I follow.  

Johnny:  I mean, if retribution is such an important aspect of punishment, why 

is it uniquely applied to murder only? By that standard, a person who 

rapes another should be subjected to rape and a person who steals 

from another should have something stolen from him. As their 

respective rights to have their bodies or properties protected are 

revoked when they violated those rights of someone else.  

Connor:  Well, that’s just absurd. You can’t just steal from a thief as a 

punishment.   

Johnny:  But you can kill a murderer as a punishment?  

 

Connor was left speechless. He knew his argument had been weakened and he 

panicked. But just then he saw someone sitting in the audience and he had an 

idea… 

 

Connor:  May I call a witness?  

Anna:  Permission granted.  



Connor:  Mr. Immanuel Kant, please take the stand and share your 

thoughts on the death penalty.  

 

A lean and thoughtful-looking man took the stand and began 

speaking…  

 

Kant:  I believe retribution is the only rightful punishment 

because equality is the key to a fair trial. If… he has 

committed a murder, he must die. In this case, there is no substitute 

that will satisfy the requirements of legal justice. There is no 

sameness of kind between death and remaining alive even under the 

most miserable conditions, and consequently there is also no 

equality between the crime and retribution unless the criminal is 

judicially condemned and put to death. 

Connor:  I rest my case.  

 

 

Sameness of Kind, Is It?  

Johnny looked at Connor’s triumphant smile and a light smirk formed on his own 

face.  

 

Johnny:  Okay, so just to be clear, there is no sameness of kind between death 

and “remaining alive even under the most miserable conditions”, yet 

there is sameness of kind between a murder in which the victim was 

absolutely unaware of his looming death and waiting 10 years on 

death row with absolutely no certainty of your fate? 

 

Connor turns pale.  



 

Johnny:  Mr. Kant has given me the perfect opportunity to present this as my 

first argument. According to our friends here, the only fair way of 

serving justice is by giving a punishment that is same in kind. Okay, 

that’s understandable. But because the appeals process for death 

sentences is protracted, those condemned to death are often cruelly 

forced to endure long periods of uncertainty about their fate. How is 

waiting for your death in prison for years at end a “sameness of 

kind”?  

Connor:  But it is impossible to recreate the exact same crime 

that the murderer committed.  

Johnny:  Exactly my point, young man. Let me introduce you 

to someone who has articulated this eloquently. Mr. 

Camus, kindly join us. Albert Camus comes up to the 

stand, looking unsettled and somewhat ferocious.  

 

 

Camus:  What is capital punishment if not the most 

premeditated of murders, to which no criminal act, 

no matter how calculated, can be compared? If there were to be a 

real equivalence, the death penalty would have to be pronounced 

upon a criminal who had forewarned his victim of the very moment 

he would put him to a horrible death, and who, from that time on, 

had kept him confined at his own discretion for a period of months. It 

is not in private life that one meets such monsters. 

Johnny:  So my question to all of you is, is the crime really the same as the 

punishment? Moreover, how does the opposition explain death 

penalty for crimes other than murder, like rape? 

 

Johnny pauses and looks at Connor.  



 

Johnny:  I rest my case.  

 

 

Blaze the Trailblazer  

Connor realized that Johnny was more prepared than he had originally expected, 

surely he had seen nothing as yet. He still had to win the debate to pass the 

semester though, so with renewed vigor and a different approach, he stood up to 

present his next argument. 

 

 

Connor:  Okay, so maybe we can’t prove that 

retributivism is all that fair. You can’t deny, 

however, that it acts as a deterrent for the 

rest of the society and potential offenders 

are discouraged to commit crimes due to the death penalty.  

Johnny:  I’m afraid you are wrong, young man. It does make sense to expect 

such a deterrent effect to exist but this theory has no truth to it. 

Most empirical research on the deterrent effects of capital 

punishment seem to suggest that it has no unique effect. In fact, 

many scientists believe that it is no more a deterrent than life 

imprisonment and some US states without the death penalty have 

even reported lesser crimes than those which have the death 

penalty. In essence, the death penalty is useless in terms of 

deterrence.  

 

Johnny pauses for a minute to see Connor is taken aback by this shocking 

revelation.  

 



Johnny:  Even if it was a successful deterrent, Connor, would you say it is fair 

to lay the entire burden of deterring others from committing crimes 

on an offender? Is that really a just concept? Is it up to one offender 

to unfairly endure a disproportionately harsh punishment in order to 

set an example for others? Is deterrence even a morally sound 

concept?  

 

 

Dead Men Don’t Reoffend  

Connor:  Very well, we can’t prove that capital punishment prevents other 

people from offending, but surely there’s no doubt that it prevents 

the convicted from reoffending.  

Johnny:  So does life imprisonment, what’s your point?  

Connor:  Hmm…you’re right, but you’re neglecting the instances of escape. 

There’s always the chance of inmates escaping and reoffending. This 

chance is 0% in capital punishment.  

Johnny:  That’s correct, numbers don’t lie. So here are a few numbers for you, 

as well. Every year, on average 2.2 million people are incarcerated in 

the U.S., between 2000 and 2018, 2353 inmates escaped prison 

successfully. So for these 18 years, we had a percentage 0.001% 

successful escapes in the entire country, I don’t know about you 

Connor, but I would classify that as a pretty rare occasion and you 

can imagine if someone investigates what percentage of these 

escapes were by convicts on death row, it would be even lower.  



Connor:  But the chance is still there, you can’t 

deny that, and what if that escapee kills 

someone again? Maybe the percentage 

is low but 2353 is still not a small 

number of escapees.  

Johnny:  Agreed, but this is the total number of 

escapees, and not just death row 

inmates. We don’t have the stats for 

death row inmates who escaped but I imagine if we investigate it, it’d 

be pretty low considering the proportion of criminals on death row. 

Even so, taking this very slim chance into account, you’re saying that 

we should put inmates on death penalty solely due to the fact that 

there’s a negligible chance they might escape and kill someone 

again?  

Connor:  I mean…I don’t know, maybe? 

Johnny:  And instead of focusing on improving our prisons and training our 

prison staff to avoid these escapes, we should rid the justice system 

of one of its CORE jobs which is to prevent reoffending and put this 

entire burden on the offender so we are able to justify their 

execution? I mean, if we’re going to kill people 

because our prisons can’t serve their purpose and 

keep people imprisoned, we might as well just 

abolish the entire concept of imprisonment since 

it’s utterly useless.   

Connor:  Well, now that you put it that way.  

Johnny:  I believe prevention of escapes is not a job for you 

and me, but the justice system. Unfairly punishing 

offenders because the system fails at its job is 

downright ridiculous. 

 

 



Do Souls Get Exonerated?  

Johnny was enjoying this debate, it was almost too pleasing for him to finally 

express his concerns about the capital punishment. He stands up, buttons his suit, 

and begins speaking… 

 

Johnny:  I am sure it comes as no surprise to any of you that the justice system 

is flawed and has its limitations. People are wrongfully convicted and 

executed. 2620 people were on death row in the U.S. as of January 

1st, 2020. According to a study published in the Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Science, at any given point, 4% of the people on 

death row were, and are likely to be innocent. 4% may not sound like 

a lot but that makes 104 people executed for crimes they did not 

commit. A hundred and four. This only accounts for people on death 

row for 2020, if I begin counting all executions in the history of the 

U.S., we’d be here for a while.  

 

Connor:  Yes, that’s true. But it is possible to fashion laws in a way that only 

those guilty of these crimes are executed.  

Johnny:  Unfortunately, I don’t think that is possible considering the justice 

system is made of humans, who are flawed and it is based on 

evidence that is also collected and examined by humans, and humans 

make mistakes. It is impossible to ensure that 100% of the time all 

those put to death row are guilty of the crimes they are convicted 

for. Errors are inevitable even in a well-run criminal justice system.  

Connor:  Perhaps, you are right about that.  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/criminal-justice


Johnny:  It doesn’t end there, it has also been noted that, like all other areas 

of their lives, minorities are disadvantaged even in the legal system. 

The historical application of capital punishment shows that any 

attempt to single out certain kinds of crime as deserving of death will 

inevitably be arbitrary and discriminatory. Other factors that 

preclude the possibility that capital punishment can be fairly applied 

include the fact that the poor, the ethnic and religious minorities 

often do not have access to good legal assistance and racial prejudice 

motivates predominantly white juries in capital cases to convict black 

and other nonwhite 

defendants. In 2019, 52% of 

people on death row were 

black when they only make 

13% of the U.S. population. 

This means that not only are 

people wrongfully executed, 

but minorities are more 

unfairly executed than white 

people.  

 

The courtroom went silent for a few moments.  

 

Johnny:  I would also like to shed light on the fact that the malpractices 

surrounding police investigations has also resulted in many wrongful 

executions. One of the victims of such unfairness is here with us 

today. Arridy, please join us.   

 

Joe Arridy walked towards the witness stand and sat down, with a toy train in his 

hands.  

 

Johnny:  Joe, can you tell us why you have a toy train with you?  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/crime-law


Joe:  I love this train, the prison guard gifted it to me during my time in 

prison.  

Johnny:  And you still play with toys? 

Joe:   Yes of course, what else must I play with? 

Johnny:  This is my friend Joe, he was executed on January 6th, 1939 at the age 

of 23. He was convicted of the rape and murder of 15 year old 

Dorothy Drain but his real fault was being mentally disabled, for that 

is what the police manipulated to get a coerced confession out of 

him. The prison warden he was telling us about, had described Joe as 

“the happiest man on death row”, and that is because he did not 

even comprehend what was happening to him. He did not even know 

what the word ‘rape’ meant because his mental capacities were that 

of a 2 to 4 year old. In 2011, 72 years after his death, he received a 

full and unconditional posthumous pardon. He was robbed of his life 

without reason. There have been many like him and myself who have 

been wronged by this punishment so I ask why this penalty is still in 

place when all the evidence suggests it does more harm than good? 

It makes no sense especially when there are better, morally sound 

ways of punishing offenders while also leaving room for exoneration 

if wrongfully convicted because as far as I am concerned, souls do 

not get exonerated but breathing humans do.  

 

Johnny’s words suck all the air out of Conner’s lungs. He finds himself out of 

breath and begins gasping for air, as he sucks in what seems like the last of 

oxygen, he wakes up to his alarm and realizes he has missed his submission 

deadline and so he wonders…am I being punished for defending the death 

penalty?  
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