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This book synthesizes scholarly reflections with personal accounts from prison
administrators and inmates to show the harsh reality of life on death row.
Gruesome Spectacles tells the sobering history of botched, mismanaged, and painful
executions in the U.S. from 1890 to the present. Since the book's initial publication in
2014, the cruel and unusual executions of a number of people on death row, including
Clayton Lockett in Oklahoma and Joseph Wood in Arizona, have made headlines and
renewed vigorous debate surrounding the death penalty in America. Austin Sarat's
book instantly became an essential resource for citizens, scholars, and lawmakers
interested in capital punishment—even the Supreme Court, which cited the book in its
recent opinion, Glossip v. Gross. Now in paperback, the book includes a new preface
outlining the latest twists and turns in the death penalty debate, including the recent
galvanization of citizens and leaders alike as recent botched executions have unfolded
in the press. Sarat argues that unlike in the past, today's botched executions seem less
like inexplicable mishaps and more like the latest symptoms of a death penalty
machinery in disarray. Gruesome Spectacles traces the historical evolution of methods
of execution, from hanging or firing squad to electrocution to gas and lethal injection.
Even though each of these technologies was developed to "perfect" state killing by
decreasing the chance of a cruel death, an estimated three percent of all American
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executions went awry in one way or another. Sarat recounts the gripping and truly
gruesome stories of some of these deaths—stories obscured by history and to some
extent, the popular press.
Pre-University Paper from the year 2000 in the subject American Studies Miscellaneous, grade: 14 Punkte, St.-Irmengard-Gymnasium, course: LK Englisch,
language: English, abstract: People have been humiliated, mutilated and killed -daily
were atrocities in the name of the law commited. Reigns of terror invented methods,
which brought the inhuman aspect in man to light. The victims suffered from
unbelieveable pains. And still today there exist methods, which mean torture and pain
for the offenders as well as for the victims - even in the USA. The history of capital
punishment in the territory which is now known as the USA starts in the 17th Century,
when the American colonies imposed the death sentence not only for 14 offenses as
England prescribed it, but also for fewer crimes. The first known execution was of
Daniel Frank. He was put to death in 1622 in the Colony of Virginia for the crime of
theft. In the 19th century politics and advances of technology influenced the use of the
death penalty a lot. On August, 6, 1890 murderer William Kemmler was the first person,
who has been executed in the electric chair. After a short-lived abolition movement
which led to the repeat of numerous state death penalty statutes in 1900, Kansas was
the first state who abolished capital punishment in 1907. Eight more states followed suit
over the next 10 years. Then two sensational murder cases restarted the debate over
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the death penalty in the 1920s. As a result of this a time of death penalty support
followed. For example two Italian immigrants were electrocuted in Massachusetts for
two murders. Finally the peak of the U.S. executions was reached in the 1930s,
averaging 167 a year. The decline of executions in the 1960s was caused by growing
doubts about the death penalty. That means that after Luis Jose Monge who died in the
gas chamber at Colorado State Penitentiary, an unofficial moratorium on executions
began. The 1970s was an eventful decade for capital punishment. It first saw the death
penalty canceled and then reinstated.
The increase in the number of countries that have abolished the death penalty since the
end of the Second World War shows a steady trend towards worldwide abolition of
capital punishment. This book focuses on the political and legal issues raised by the
death penalty in "countries in transition", understood as countries that have transitioned
or are transitioning from conflict to peace, or from authoritarianism to democracy. In
such countries, the politics that surround retaining or abolishing the death penalty are
embedded in complex state-building processes. In this context, Madoka Futamura and
Nadia Bernaz bring together the work of leading researchers of international law,
human rights, transitional justice, and international politics in order to explore the social,
political and legal factors that shape decisions on the death penalty, whether this leads
to its abolition, reinstatement or perpetuation. Covering a diverse range of transitional
processes in Asia, Africa, Latin America, Europe, and the Middle East, The Politics of
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the Death Penalty in Countries in Transition offers a broad evaluation of countries
whose death penalty policies have rarely been studied. The book would be useful to
human rights researchers and international lawyers, in demonstrating how transition
and transformation, ‘provide the catalyst for several of interrelated developments of
which one is the reduction and elimination of capital punishment’.
The fifth edition of this highly praised study charts and explains the progress that
continues to be made towards the goal of worldwide abolition of the death penalty. The
majority of nations have now abolished the death penalty and the number of executions
has dropped in almost all countries where abolition has not yet taken place.
Emphasizing the impact of international human rights principles and evidence of abuse,
the authors examine how this has fueled challenges to the death penalty and they
analyze and appraise the likely obstacles, political and cultural, to further abolition.
They discuss the cruel realities of the death penalty and the failure of international
standards always to ensure fair trials and to avoid arbitrariness, discrimination and
conviction of the innocent: all violations of the right to life. They provide further evidence
of the lack of a general deterrent effect; shed new light on the influence and limits of
public opinion; and argue that substituting for the death penalty life imprisonment
without parole raises many similar human rights concerns. This edition provides a
strong intellectual and evidential basis for regarding capital punishment as undeniably
cruel, inhuman and degrading. Widely relied upon and fully updated to reflect the
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current state of affairs worldwide, this is an invaluable resource for all those who study
the death penalty and work towards its removal as an international goal.
Provides evidence of discrimination in the administration of capital punishment
Seminar paper from the year 2007 in the subject American Studies - Culture and
Applied Geography, grade: 1-, University of Frankfurt (Main) (Institut fur England- und
Amerikastudien), course: Social Issues in U.S. Supreme Court History, 9 entries in the
bibliography, language: English, abstract: Die Arbeit verschafft einen Uberblick uber die
Todesstrafe in der USA. Dabei wird versucht die gesamte Geschichte der Todesstrafe
von der Kolonialzeit bis heute zu skizzieren. Anhand ausgewahlter Falle des Obersten
Gerichtshofes (vor allem aus den 1960er Jahren) werden Verfassungsmassigkeit etc.
bestimmter Falle diskutiert. Insgesamt verschafft die Arbeit einen guten Uberblick uber
das gesamte Todesstrafensystem der USA (nur auf jurisitischer, nicht politischer oder
moralischer Ebene) Electrocution, lethal injection, gas chamber, hanging, shooting,
beheading or stoning are different ways or instruments to execute a person who is
sentenced to death. Death penalty or capital punishment means the intentional killing of
a person who is guilty to have committed a certain crime. After a legal trial, the person
is sentenced to death. The way by which the death is put into effect depends on the
country and its laws. Death penalty or capital punishment is a very controversial topic
concerning political, judicial and moral issues. This paper will be about the death
penalty prior in the United States of America. In part I, I will present some facts and
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figures as well as give a short introduction to death penalty in general. I think it will be
also necessary to outline the history of the death penalty in the United States. I will give
a short overview of the most important developments from colonial times until the
1950s. The 1960s constituted a big challenge for the legality and constitutionality of the
death penalty. That is why I will analyze this period in particular in Part II of this work. I
will present selected Supreme Court Cases and their decisions. Thus, I will try to e

A professor of social psychology explores the history of execution in America,
weighing its social costs, discussing its potential benefits and problems, and
building a new model for understanding the politics behind the death penalty.
This book includes perspectives from a broad range of victims. including family
members of the crime victims; convicted persons whose rights are violated by the
justice system through wrongful convictions, unequal and discriminatory
application of justice, lack of a due process, imposition for crimes that do not
meet the most serious crimes threshold or to the categories of perpetrators that
should be protected from the death penalty (minors, persons with mental or
intellectual disabilities, pregnant women), as well as third parties including family
members of the convicted person (especially children and primary caretakers)
and persons included in criminal proceedings or executions (such as
prosecutors, judges, lawyers and executioners). It is argued in this thought
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provoking book that the states right to execute violates the right to life and
negatively reflects on human rights of its citizens in general.
"From one of the most brilliant and influential lawyers of our time comes an
unforgettable true story about the redeeming potential of mercy. Bryan
Stevenson was a gifted young attorney when he founded the Equal Justice
Initiative, a legal practice dedicated to defending the poor, the wrongly
condemned, and those trapped in the furthest reaches of our criminal justice
system. One of his first cases was that of Walter McMillian, a young man
sentenced to die for a notorious murder he didn't commit. The case drew
Stevenson into a tangle of conspiracy, political machination, and legal
brinksmanship - and transformed his understanding of mercy and justice
forever."--Back cover.
After forty years of increasing prison construction and incarceration rates, winds
of change are blowing through the American correctional system. The 2008
financial crisis demonstrated the unsustainability of the incarceration project,
thereby empowering policy makers to reform punishment through fiscal prudence
and austerity. In Cheap on Crime, Hadar Aviram draws on years of archival and
journalistic research and builds on social history and economics literature to
show the powerful impact of recession-era discourse on the death penalty, the
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war on drugs, incarceration practices, prison health care, and other aspects of
the American correctional landscape.
Capital Punishment: The Defining Issues for the Next Generation, comprised of
original chapters authored by nationally distinguished scholars, is an ambitious
effort to identify the most critical issues confronting the future of capital
punishment in the United States and the steps that must be taken to gather and
analyze the information that will be necessary for informed policy judgments.
Contributors will articulate the most pressing issues of administration, litigation,
legislation, and executive action confronting the future of capital punishment, and
identify research strategies designed to supply answers to those questions. The
book represents a valuable academic contribution, particularly within criminal
justice and law, and promises to be of interest as well to policymakers and
practitioners. It will be published a generation after the Supreme Court?s
landmark decision in Gregg v. Georgia (1976) heralded the ?modern era? of
capital punishment, and at a time when the efficacy and operation of the death
penalty are under intensive scrutiny by governmental study commissions
throughout the country. The book is organized into six sections: (A) Institutional
and Disciplinary Perspectives on the Death Penalty; (B) Capital Punishment:
Public Policy Perspectives; (C) The Death Penalty as Applied; (D) Participants in
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the Capital Punishment Process; (E) The Punishment of Death; and (F)
Interdisciplinary Perspectives: Toward a Research Agenda for the Future.
Seminar paper from the year 2013 in the subject English - Discussion and
Essays, grade: 2-, , language: English, abstract: Great Britain is an important
country in the world. Everyone knows it and has already heard about it. But it has
a very extensive history, which is not acquainted to everybody. In this work I can
not explain the entire historical development of Great Britain, I have to restrict it
to the history of death penalty, but there will be some connections to historical
events. Today, the death penalty is no longer practiced in Great Britain. But in
former times it was usual that the death was set to a normal punishment for
different kinds of crime. Until the 1950s it was a tradition to kill the law-breakers.
The peak of the death penalty in Great Britain was the 18th century. At this time,
there were over 200 offenses which were punishable by death. Often the judge
decided if the offender is guilty or not. Since 1861 the offenses were limited to
slayer, high treason, piracy and arson. Additional since 1868 the executions were
no longer for public. A commission, which was selected by the government, wrote
a report about the pro and contra of the death penalty. Because of this report,
death penalty was now only punished for a heavier murder, for example when a
police officer was killed in service.
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America's leading writer about the law takes a close, incisive look at one of
society's most vexing legal issues Scott Turow is known to millions as the author
of peerless novels about the troubling regions of experience where law and
reality intersect. In "real life," as a respected criminal lawyer, he has been
involved with the death penalty for more than a decade, including successfully
representing two different men convicted in death-penalty prosecutions. In this
vivid account of how his views on the death penalty have evolved, Turow
describes his own experiences with capital punishment from his days as an
impassioned young prosecutor to his recent service on the Illinois commission
which investigated the administration of the death penalty and influenced
Governor George Ryan's unprecedented commutation of the sentences of 164
death row inmates on his last day in office. Along the way, he provides a brief
history of America's ambivalent relationship with the ultimate punishment,
analyzes the potent reasons for and against it, including the role of the victims'
survivors, and tells the powerful stories behind the statistics, as he moves from
the Governor's Mansion to Illinois' state-of-the art 'super-max' prison and the
execution chamber. Ultimate Punishment, this gripping, clear-sighted, necessary
examination of the principles, the personalities, and the politics of a fundamental
dilemma of our democracy has all the drama and intellectual substance of
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Turow's celebrated fiction.
Many studies during the past few decades have sought to determine whether the
death penalty has any deterrent effect on homicide rates. Researchers have
reached widely varying, even contradictory, conclusions. Some studies have
concluded that the threat of capital punishment deters murders, saving large
numbers of lives; other studies have concluded that executions actually increase
homicides; still others, that executions have no effect on murder rates.
Commentary among researchers, advocates, and policymakers on the scientific
validity of the findings has sometimes been acrimonious. Against this backdrop,
the National Research Council report Deterrence and the Death Penalty
assesses whether the available evidence provides a scientific basis for
answering questions of if and how the death penalty affects homicide rates. This
new report from the Committee on Law and Justice concludes that research to
date on the effect of capital punishment on homicide rates is not useful in
determining whether the death penalty increases, decreases, or has no effect on
these rates. The key question is whether capital punishment is less or more
effective as a deterrent than alternative punishments, such as a life sentence
without the possibility of parole. Yet none of the research that has been done
accounted for the possible effect of noncapital punishments on homicide rates.
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The report recommends new avenues of research that may provide broader
insight into any deterrent effects from both capital and noncapital punishments.
Discusses the controversial issue of whether the death penalty is a fair
punishment, debating both sides of the argument.
A landmark dissenting opinion arguing against the death penalty Does the death
penalty violate the Constitution? In Against the Death Penalty, Justice Stephen
G. Breyer argues that it does: that it is carried out unfairly and inconsistently, and
thus violates the ban on "cruel and unusual punishments" specified by the Eighth
Amendment to the Constitution. "Today’s administration of the death penalty,"
Breyer writes, "involves three fundamental constitutional defects: (1) serious
unreliability, (2) arbitrariness in application, and (3) unconscionably long delays
that undermine the death penalty’s penological purpose. Perhaps as a result, (4)
most places within the United States have abandoned its use." This volume
contains Breyer's dissent in the case of Glossip v. Gross, which involved an
unsuccessful challenge to Oklahoma's use of a lethal-injection drug because it
might cause severe pain. Justice Breyer's legal citations have been edited to
make them understandable to a general audience, but the text retains the full
force of his powerful argument that the time has come for the Supreme Court to
revisit the constitutionality of the death penalty. Breyer was joined in his dissent
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from the bench by Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Their passionate argument has
been cited by many legal experts — including fellow Justice Antonin Scalia — as
signaling an eventual Court ruling striking down the death penalty. A similar
dissent in 1963 by Breyer's mentor, Justice Arthur J. Goldberg, helped set the
stage for a later ruling, imposing what turned out to be a four-year moratorium on
executions.
The first historical study—and a riveting account—of the last execution in Michigan.
"This book explores the various trends in public opinion that influence crime
prevention efforts, create public policy, and reform criminal law. It discusses three
core issues: the role of free will and determination; the search for the root cause
or causes of crime; and the effects of studying crimes versus studying
criminals"--Provided by publisher.
Annotation In the US, murderers, particularly those sentenced to death, are
usually considered as entirely different from the rest of us. Sociologist Susan F.
Sharp challenges perspective by reminding us that those facing a death
sentence, in addition to being murderers, are brothers or sisters, mothers or
fathers, daughters or sons.
NEW YORK TIMES EDITORS’ CHOICE • A deeply reported, searingly honest
portrait of the death penalty in Texas—and what it tells us about crime and
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punishment in America “If you’re one of those people who despair that nothing
changes, and dream that something can, this is a story of how it does.”—Anand
Giridharadas, The New York Times Book Review WINNER OF THE J.
ANTHONY LUKAS AWARD In 1972, the United States Supreme Court made a
surprising ruling: the country’s death penalty system violated the Constitution.
The backlash was swift, especially in Texas, where executions were considered
part of the cultural fabric, and a dark history of lynching was masked by gauzy
visions of a tough-on-crime frontier. When executions resumed, Texas quickly
became the nationwide leader in carrying out the punishment. Then, amid a
larger wave of criminal justice reform, came the death penalty’s decline, a trend
so durable that even in Texas the punishment appears again close to extinction.
In Let the Lord Sort Them, Maurice Chammah charts the rise and fall of capital
punishment through the eyes of those it touched. We meet Elsa Alcala, the
orphaned daughter of a Mexican American family who found her calling as a
prosecutor in the nation’s death penalty capital, before becoming a judge on the
state’s highest court. We meet Danalynn Recer, a lawyer who became
obsessively devoted to unearthing the life stories of men who committed terrible
crimes, and fought for mercy in courtrooms across the state. We meet death row
prisoners—many of them once-famous figures like Henry Lee Lucas, Gary
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Graham, and Karla Faye Tucker—along with their families and the families of their
victims. And we meet the executioners, who struggle openly with what society
has asked them to do. In tracing these interconnected lives against the rise of
mass incarceration in Texas and the country as a whole, Chammah explores
what the persistence of the death penalty tells us about forgiveness and
retribution, fairness and justice, history and myth. Written with intimacy and
grace, Let the Lord Sort Them is the definitive portrait of a particularly American
institution.
Two distinguished social and political philosophers take opposing positions in this
highly engaging work. Louis P. Pojman justifies the practice of execution by
appealing to the principle of retribution: we deserve to be rewarded and punished
according to the virtue or viciousness of our actions. He asserts that the death
penalty does deter some potential murderers and that we risk the lives of
innocent people who might otherwise live if we refuse to execute those deserving
that punishment. Jeffrey Reiman argues that although the death penalty is a just
punishment for murder, we are not morally obliged to execute murderers. Since
we lack conclusive evidence that executing murderers is an effective deterrent
and because we can foster the advance of civilization by demonstrating our
intolerance for cruelty in our unwillingness to kill those who kill others, Reiman
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concludes that it is good in principle to avoid the death penalty, and bad in
practice to impose it.
A New York Times Bestseller A New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice
The “highly evocative, deeply moving” true account of the extraordinary life and
brutal death of Mildred Harnack, the American leader of one of the largest
underground resistance groups in Germany during WWII—“a stunning literary
achievement” (Kai Bird, author of The Outlier and co-author of Pulitzer Prizewinning American Prometheus) Born and raised in Milwaukee, Mildred Harnack
was twenty-six when she enrolled in a PhD program in Germany and witnessed
the meteoric rise of the Nazi party. In 1932, she began holding secret meetings in
her apartment—a small band of political activists that by 1940 had grown into the
largest underground resistance group in Berlin. She recruited working-class
Germans into the resistance, helped Jews escape, plotted acts of sabotage, and
collaborated in writing leaflets that denounced Hitler and called for revolution. Her
coconspirators circulated through Berlin under the cover of night, slipping the
leaflets into mailboxes, public restrooms, phone booths. When the first shots of
the Second World War were fired, she became a spy, couriering top-secret
intelligence to the Allies. On the eve of her escape to Sweden, she was
ambushed by the Gestapo. At a Nazi military court, a panel of five judges
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sentenced her to six years at a prison camp, but Hitler overruled the decision and
ordered her execution. On February 16, 1943, she was strapped to a guillotine
and beheaded. Historians identify Mildred Harnack as the only American in the
leadership of the German resistance, yet her remarkable story has remained
almost unknown until now. Harnack’s great-great-niece Rebecca Donner draws
on her extensive archival research in Germany, Russia, England, and the U.S. as
well as newly uncovered documents in her family archive to produce this
astonishing work of narrative nonfiction. Fusing elements of biography, real-life
political thriller, and scholarly detective story, Donner brilliantly interweaves
letters, diary entries, notes smuggled out of a Berlin prison, survivors’ testimony,
and a trove of declassified intelligence documents into a powerful, epic story,
reconstructing the moral courage of an enigmatic woman nearly erased by
history.
Over the past three decades, the United States has embraced the death penalty
with tenacious enthusiasm. While most of those countries whose legal systems
and cultures are normally compared to the United States have abolished capital
punishment, the United States continues to employ this ultimate tool of
punishment. The death penalty has achieved an unparalleled prominence in our
public life and left an indelible imprint on our politics and culture. It has also
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provoked intense scholarly debate, much of it devoted to explaining the roots of
American exceptionalism. America’s Death Penalty takes a different approach to
the issue by examining the historical and theoretical assumptions that have
underpinned the discussion of capital punishment in the United States today. At
various times the death penalty has been portrayed as an anachronism, an
inheritance, or an innovation, with little reflection on the consequences that flow
from the choice of words. This volume represents an effort to restore the sense of
capital punishment as a question caught up in history. Edited by leading scholars
of crime and justice, these original essays pursue different strategies for
unsettling the usual terms of the debate. In particular, the authors use
comparative and historical investigations of both Europe and America in order to
cast fresh light on familiar questions about the meaning of capital punishment.
This volume is essential reading for understanding the death penalty in America.
Contributors: David Garland, Douglas Hay, Randall McGowen, Michael Meranze,
Rebecca McLennan, and Jonathan Simon.
The New York Times Bestseller What if everything you think you know about
addiction is wrong? Johann Hari's journey into the heart of the war on drugs led
him to ask this question--and to write the book that gave rise to his viral TED talk,
viewed more than 62 million times, and inspired the feature film The United
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States vs. Billie Holiday and the documentary series The Fix. One of Johann
Hari's earliest memories is of trying to wake up one of his relatives and not being
able to. As he grew older, he realized he had addiction in his family. Confused,
not knowing what to do, he set out and traveled over 30,000 miles over three
years to discover what really causes addiction--and what really solves it. He
uncovered a range of remarkable human stories--of how the war on drugs began
with Billie Holiday, the great jazz singer, being stalked and killed by a racist
policeman; of the scientist who discovered the surprising key to addiction; and of
the countries that ended their own war on drugs--with extraordinary results.
Chasing the Scream is the story of a life-changing journey that transformed the
addiction debate internationally--and showed the world that the opposite of
addiction is connection.
From 1965 until 1980, there was a virtual moratorium on executions for capital
offenses in the United States. This was due primarily to protracted legal
proceedings challenging the death penalty on constitutional grounds. After much
Sturm und Drang, the Supreme Court of the United States, by a divided vote,
finally decided that "the death penalty does not invariably violate the Cruel and
Unusual Punishment Clause of the Eighth Amendment." The Court's decisions,
however, do not moot the controversy about the death penalty or render this
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excellent book irrelevant. The ball is now in the court of the Legislature and the
Executive. Leg islatures, federal and state, can impose or abolish the death
penalty, within the guidelines prescribed by the Supreme Court. A Chief
Executive can commute a death sentence. And even the Supreme Court can
change its mind, as it has done on many occasions and did, with respect to
various aspects of the death penalty itself, durlog the moratorium period. Also,
the people can change their minds. Some time ago, a majority, according to
reliable polls, favored abolition. Today, a substantial majority favors imposition of
the death penalty. The pendulum can swing again, as it has done in the past.
Capital punishment is irrevocable. It prohibits the correction of mistakes by the
justice system and leaves no room for human error, with the gravest of
consequences. There is no evidence of a deterrent effect of the death penalty.
Those sacrificed on the altar of retributive justice are almost always the most
vulnerable. This book covers a wide range of topics, from the discriminatory
application of the death penalty, wrongful convictions, proven lack of deterrence
effect, to legality of the capital punishment under international law and the
morality of taking of human life.
The perennially controversial issue of capital punishment has generated
especially passionate debate in recent years. In this book, two noted experts on
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crime provide a geo-historical perspective on capital punishment, showing vividly
the incoherencies and contradictions in policies and practices across the country.
Going back to the earliest U.S. executions, the authors challenge the belief that
capital punishment serves as a deterrent. Using state-of-the-art methods drawn
from geographic information systems (GIS), they illustrate the culture of capital
punishment and its impact on selected groups, mapping the execution of women,
for example, and the origin and diffusion of electrocution, the gas chamber, and
lethal injection. This book will be indispensable to anyone--scholar, policy maker,
or lay person--who must be informed on the issue of capital punishment.
Why does the United States, alone among Western democracies, still have the death penalty?
It's not a new question, but David Garland provides fresh answers from a multilayered
analysis...The title hints at the most provocative part of Garland's answer. In American history,
the "peculiar institution" is slavery. Anyone who thinks its vestiges were wiped out by the
Emancipation Proclamation or civil rights laws should read this book and think again.
Seminar paper from the year 2007 in the subject History - America, University of North Florida,
12 entries in the bibliography, language: English, abstract: According to the NAACP Legal
Defense and Educational Fund Fall 2006 report, the total number of death row inmates
amounts to 3,344. There are roughly 41 percent black and 45 percent white prisoners awaiting
their execution. Since the reinstatement of capital punishment in 1976, 1047 people have been
executed. (Death Row 1, 5). Among all U.S. states allowing the death penalty, California,
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Texas and Florida have the most criminals on death row (Death Row 29). Normally, major
reasons in favor of capital punishments are retribution, deterrence, and the general protection
of society. Many people experience poetic justice and indemnification when murderers receive
their death sentences. They disregard the unproportional, high cost of the capital punishment
process which evolves due to repeated appeals and prisoners spending years or even
decades on death row (Banner 295).
Argues that understanding the impact of past injustices faced by some peoples can help us
understand and overcome injustice today.
In 1982, Sister Helen Prejean became the spiritual advisor to Patrick Sonnier, the convicted
killer of two teenagers who was sentenced to die in the electric chair of Louisiana’s Angola
State Prison. In the months before Sonnier’s death, the Roman Catholic nun came to know a
man who was as terrified as he had once been terrifying. She also came to know the families
of the victims and the men whose job it was to execute—men who often harbored doubts about
the rightness of what they were doing. Out of that dreadful intimacy comes a profoundly
moving spiritual journey through our system of capital punishment. Here Sister Helen confronts
both the plight of the condemned and the rage of the bereaved, the fears of a society shattered
by violence and the Christian imperative of love. On its original publication in 1993, Dead Man
Walking emerged as an unprecedented look at the human consequences of the death penalty.
Now, some two decades later, this story—which has inspired a film, a stage play, an opera and
a musical album—is more gut-wrenching than ever, stirring deep and life-changing reflection in
all who encounter it.
Powerful, wry essays offering modern takes on a primitive practice, from one of our most
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widely read death penalty abolitionists As Ruth Bader Ginsburg has noted, people who are well
represented at trial rarely get the death penalty. But as Marc Bookman shows in a dozen
brilliant essays, the problems with capital punishment run far deeper than just bad
representation. Exploring prosecutorial misconduct, racist judges and jurors, drunken
lawyering, and executing the innocent and the mentally ill, these essays demonstrate that
precious few people on trial for their lives get the fair trial the Constitution demands. Today,
death penalty cases continue to capture the hearts, minds, and eblasts of progressives of all
stripes—including the rich and famous (see Kim Kardashian’s advocacy)—but few people with
firsthand knowledge of America’s “injustice system” have the literary chops to bring death
penalty stories to life. Enter Marc Bookman. With a voice that is both literary and journalistic,
the veteran capital defense lawyer and seven-time Best American Essays “notable” author
exposes the dark absurdities and fatal inanities that undermine the logic of the death penalty
wherever it still exists. In essays that cover seemingly “ordinary” capital cases over the last
thirty years, Bookman shows how violent crime brings out our worst human instincts—revenge,
fear, retribution, and prejudice. Combining these emotions with the criminal legal system’s
weaknesses—purposely ineffective, arbitrary, or widely infected with racism and misogyny—is a
recipe for injustice. Bookman has been charming and educating readers in the pages of The
Atlantic, Mother Jones, and Slate for years. His wit and wisdom are now collected and
preserved in A Descending Spiral.
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