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THE POPULIST BIND: DEATH PENALTY ABOTION
AS AN ANTI-DEMOCRATIC DECISION

Abstract
The continued application of the death penalty in the United States marks the country as 

DQ�H[WUHPH�RXWOLHU�DPRQJ�LWV�DOOLHV�DQG�OLNH�PLQGHG�QDWLRQV� LQ�WKH���VW�FHQWXU\��,Q�RUGHU�WR�H[SODLQ�

$PHULFD¶V�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�WKLV�FULPLQDO�SXQLVKPHQW��VFKRODUV�KDYH�VRXJKW�WR�¿UVW�H[SORUH��ZKDW�H[SODLQV�

YDULDWLRQ� LQ� D�:HVWHUQ� GHPRFUDF\¶V� UHWHQWLRQ� RU� DEROLWLRQ� RI� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\"� ,Q� DQ� DWWHPSW� WR�

eliminate intervening variables present in past studies, this paper provides a comparative historical 

analysis of death penalty abolition movements in Great Britain and the United States. While many 

scholars have asserted that cultural dispositions explain the survival of capital punishment in the United 

States, this analysis ultimately supports the contentious hypothesis that the U.S. has not abolished the 

death penalty because the nation is more democratic in structure and practice than Great Britain. 

 
Introduction

As three countries abolish the death penalty every year, over two-thirds of the world has 

QRZ�DEDQGRQHG�H[HFXWLRQ�DV�DQ�DFFHSWDEOH�SXQLVKPHQW�IRU�FULPH�WRGD\��$PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��������

%HJLQQLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� UHSHDO� RI� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� LQ�:HVWHUQ� (XURSHDQ� QDWLRQV� GXULQJ� WKH� ����V�� D�

sweeping international trend towards abolition has pressured even Rwanda, a nation still prosecuting 

JHQRFLGH�UHODWHG�DWURFLWLHV��WR�UHMHFW�H[HFXWLRQ�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�MXVWLFH�LQ�������'HVSLWH�WKLV�

emerging global norm, the United States is consistently ranked among the top six nations with the 

PRVW�FRQ¿UPHG�H[HFXWLRQV��OHG�RQO\�E\�&KLQD��,UDQ��6DXGL�$UDELD��DQG�,UDT��'3,&�³$Q�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�

3HUVSHFWLYH´��������6LQFH�WKH�UHWHQWLRQLVW�FRXQWULHV�DUH�DOPRVW�H[FOXVLYHO\�GHYHORSLQJ�RU�XQGHPRFUDWLF�

nations, capital punishment as a policy places the United States in a distinctly unfamiliar category, 

UHPRYHG�IURP�LWV�DOOLHV�DQG�OLNH�PLQGHG�QDWLRQV�LQ�WKH���VW�FHQWXU\��7KLV�SROLF\�GLYHUJHQFH�ZDV�UHFHQWO\�

highlighted when the United States declined to vote alongside a record number of countries in the 

8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�*HQHUDO�$VVHPEO\�IRU�D�ZRUOGZLGH�PRUDWRULXP�RQ�H[HFXWLRQV�LQ�1RYHPEHU�������'3,&�

³81�'HDWK�3HQDOW\�5HVROXWLRQ´��������

It has been suggested that the United States and European nations “are now farther divided 

RQ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�WKDQ�RQ�DQ\�RWKHU�PRUDOO\�VLJQL¿FDQW�TXHVWLRQ�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�

SROLF\´��=LPULQJ�������������:KLOH�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�VDZ�WKH�DEROLWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�UHFHQWO\�
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LQ� &RQQHFWLFXW� LQ� ����� DQG�0DU\ODQG� LQ� ������ WKLUW\�WZR� $PHULFDQ� VWDWHV� VWLOO� UHWDLQ� H[HFXWLRQ� DV�

D� SXQLVKPHQW� IRU� PXUGHU� �'3,&� ³<HDU� (QG� 5HSRUW´� ������� 6LQFH� $PHULFDQ� VXSSRUW� IRU� WKH� GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�KDV�GHFOLQHG�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�IURP����SHUFHQW�LQ������WR����SHUFHQW�LQ�������*DOOXS��������LW�LV�

DQ�DSSURSULDWH�WLPH�WR�LVRODWH�WKH�URRWV�RI�$PHULFD¶V�VWDXQFK�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��:LWKRXW�

SURYLGLQJ�D�YDOXH�MXGJPHQW�RQ�WKH�DSSURSULDWHQHVV�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�D�SROLF\��WKLV�SDSHU�VLPSO\�

VHHNV�WR�DSSO\�D�KLJK�OHYHO�RI�VFUXWLQ\�WR�DQ�RIWHQ�RYHUORRNHG�EXW�VLJQL¿FDQW�SROLF\�GLYHUJHQFH�LQ�WKH�

:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG��$Q� LQIRUPHG�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�$PHULFD¶V� UHWHQWLRQ�RI� WKH�SROLF\�EHJLQV�ZLWK� WKH�EDVLF�

TXHVWLRQ��ZKDW�H[SODLQV�YDULDWLRQ�LQ�D�:HVWHUQ�GHPRFUDF\¶V�UHWHQWLRQ�RU�DEROLWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\"�

7KLV� SDSHU�ZLOO� EHJLQ�ZLWK�6HFWLRQ� ����� D� OLWHUDWXUH� UHYLHZ�RI� WKH�PDMRU� WKHRULHV� WKDW� SDVW�

scholars and social scientists have put forth in regards to death penalty politics in modern Western 

GHPRFUDFLHV��6HFWLRQ�����SUHVHQWV�D�MRLQW�K\SRWKHVLV�WKDW�ZDV�FRQVWUXFWHG�EDVHG�RQ�UHFHQW�DFDGHPLF�

OLWHUDWXUH� LQ� WKH� ¿HOG�� 6HFWLRQ� ���� SURYLGHV� DQ� RYHUYLHZ� RI� WKH� PHWKRGRORJ\� HPSOR\HG� WR� WHVW� WKH�

K\SRWKHVLV� DQG� 6HFWLRQ� ���� VWDWHV� WKH� ¿QGLQJV�� 6HFWLRQ� ���� H[SORUHV� LPSOLFDWLRQV� RI� WKH� ¿QGLQJV� RQ�

the sustainability of death penalty abolition in Europe and potential death penalty abolition in the 

8QLWHG�6WDWHV�� 6HFWLRQ� ���� DFNQRZOHGJHV� WKH� OLPLWDWLRQV�RI� WKH� VWXG\�DQG�SXWV� IRUWK� VXJJHVWLRQV� IRU�

IXWXUH�UHVHDUFK��)LQDOO\��6HFWLRQ�����SURYLGHV�D�FRQFOXVLRQ�DQG�D�ORRN�WR�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�WUDQVDWODQWLF�GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�SROLWLFV�LQ�WKH���VW�FHQWXU\��

Literature Review
7KH�¿UVW�VWHS�LQ�WKLV�DFDGHPLF�LQTXLU\�LV�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�SRSXODUO\�FLWHG�DQVZHUV�WR�$PHULFD¶V�

LGLRV\QFUDWLF� UHWHQWLRQ� RI� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� DQG� DVVHVV� WKHLU�PHULW� LQ� WKH� VRFLDO� VFLHQFH� ¿HOG�� 7ZR�

YDULDEOHV�WKDW�DUH�RIWHQ�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�SXEOLF�IRUXP�DUH�WKH�QDWLRQ¶V�KRPLFLGH�UDWH�DQG�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�

VSHFLDO�LQWHUHVWV��7KH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�NQHHMHUN�H[SODQDWLRQ�IRU�$PHULFD¶V�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LV�

the assertion that high homicide rates, spurred by lack of gun control and urban crime, make the death 

penalty a more urgent mechanism than in small European nations. While the United States homicide 

rate is higher than most European countries, the national murder rate has dropped dramatically from 

DOPRVW�����LQ������WR������LQ�������'3,&�³0XUGHU�5DWHV�1DWLRQDOO\�DQG�%\�6WDWH´��������$GGLWLRQDOO\��

if high homicide rates are a compelling variable for death penalty retention, the internal state-by-state 

WUHQGV�RI�DEROLWLRQ�LQ�$PHULFD�RIIHU�DQ�HQWLUHO\�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�WUHQG���)RU�H[DPSOH��0DU\ODQG��D�VWDWH�

ZLWK�RQH�RI� WKH�KLJKHVW�PXUGHU� UDWHV� DW� ������ MXVW� DEROLVKHG� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\� LQ�������0HDQZKLOH�

7H[DV��D�VWDWH�ZLWK�D�PXUGHU�UDWH�RI�RQO\�������UHWDLQV�DQG�DFWLYHO\�XVHV�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��,Q�WKLV�ZD\��

the homicide rate answer does not emerge as a prominent variable. 

Secondly, individuals are often apt to attribute retention of any potentially outdated policy 

WR� WKH� LQÀXHQFH�RI� VSHFLDO� LQWHUHVWV�� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�D� ODFN�RI�SRZHU� LQ� WKH�DQWL�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DGYRFDF\�

community. Ironically, the United States was one of the success sites for death penalty reformers led 

E\�&HVDUH�%HFFDULD¶V�GRFWULQH�LQ�WKH�����V��+RRG�	�+R\OH�������:KLOH�WKH�SROLF\�GHFLVLRQV�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�LQ�(XURSHDQ�QDWLRQV�ZHUH�FHUWDLQO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�OREE\LQJ�JURXSV�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DGYRFDF\�RI�

OHDGHUV�OLNH�6\GQH\�6LOYHUPDQ�LQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ��QHLWKHU�DFWRUV�FDQ�FRPSDUH�WR�WKH�PDVVLYH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�

lobbyist giants like Amnesty International and the American Civil Liberties Union in the United States 

WRGD\��)XUWKHUPRUH�� WKH�VXUYLYDO�RI� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�D�SROLF\� LV�SHFXOLDU�DPRQJ�RWKHU� OHJLVODWLYH�

issues because the pro-death penalty lobby is hardly an organized force at the national or state level. 

&RQVLGHULQJ�WKLV�ORJLF��QHLWKHU�KRPLFLGH�UDWHV�QRU�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�VSHFLDO�LQWHUHVWV�DUH�UHFRJQL]HG�DV�
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VLJQL¿FDQW�YDULDEOHV�XQGHU�UHYLHZ�WRGD\��

A review of the literature concerning death penalty abolition in different countries has revealed 

WKH�SUHYDOHQFH�RI�WZR�VLJQL¿FDQW�FRPSHWLQJ�WKHRULHV��FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH��*XHVV�

������������%XLOGLQJ�RQ�SUHYLRXV�ZRUN��WKLV�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ�H[DPLQHV�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VHV�

DQG�ORQJLWXGLQDO�FDVH�VWXGLHV�WKDW�LGHQWLI\�DW�OHDVW�RQH�RI�WKHVH�WKHRULHV�LQ�WKH�¿QGLQJV��7KLV�QDUURZLQJ�

process exposed an ongoing academic debate over whether political structure or cultural disposition is 

WKH�GH¿QLQJ�YDULDEOH�WKDW�H[SODLQV�D�:HVWHUQ�GHPRFUDF\¶V�SROLF\�WRZDUGV�H[HFXWLRQ��$IWHU�UHYLHZLQJ�D�

UDQJH�RI�¿QGLQJV��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�DFDGHPLF�OLWHUDWXUH�QRZ�VODQW�KHDYLO\�WRZDUGV�D�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH�

explanation. 

In the comparative historical analysis “Transatlantic Perspectives on Capital Punishment,” 

Austin Sarat and Jurgen Martschukat explore the historical differences between the United States and 

Europe and identify both cultural disposition and political structure as key indicators of abolition (Sarat 

DQG�0DUWVFKXNDW��������7KH�DUWLFOH�¿UVW�GLVFXVVHV�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQ��IRU�H[DPSOH�KRZ�

WKH�$PHULFDQ�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�³YHVWLJH�RI�IURQWLHU�PHQWDOLW\´��,ELG�������7KH�DXWKRUV�WKHQ�

GLVFXVV� WKH� LQÀXHQFH� RI� D�PRUH� ³SRURXV´� SROLWLFDO� VWUXFWXUH�� IRU� H[DPSOH� KRZ� WKH� WZR�\HDU� WHUP� LQ�

WKH�8�6��+RXVH�RI�5HSUHVHQWDWLYHV�WLHV�SXEOLF�RI¿FLDOV�WR�WKH�HPRWLRQV�RI�WKHLU�FRQVWLWXHQWV��6DUDW�DQG�

Martschukat argue, “the European experience posits this: public opinion tends to follow decisions by 

SROLWLFDO�HOLWHV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�OHDGLQJ�WKHP´��,ELG�������7KH�¿QGLQJV�VXJJHVW�WKDW�FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQ�DQG�

political structure both should be considered as explanations for differences in death penalty politics 

across the Atlantic. 

)RU�\HDUV��PDQ\�FULPLQDO�MXVWLFH�VFKRODUV�KDYH�LQVLVWHG�WKDW�FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQ�LV�WKH�PRVW�

LQÀXHQWLDO� YDULDEOH� LQ� ZKHWKHU� D�:HVWHUQ� GHPRFUDF\� DEROLVKHV� RU� UHWDLQV� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� LQ� WKH�

��VW�FHQWXU\��1RWDEOH�VFKRODUV�RQ�$PHULFDQ�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW��VXFK�DV�=LPULQJ��PDLQWDLQ�WKDW� WKH�

American cultural tradition of punitiveness is the ultimate explanation for its death penalty policies 

�=LPULQJ��������,Q�³&DSLWDO�3XQLVKPHQW�DQG�$PHULFDQ�([FHSWLRQDOLVP�´�6WHLNHU�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�WKHRU\�

WKDW�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�KDV�D�VXE�FXOWXUH�RI�YLROHQFH�GHULYHG�IURP�LWV�:LOG�:HVW�URRWV��6WHLNHU�������

������2WKHU�VFKRODUV�SRLQW�WR�WKH�3XULWDQ�QRWLRQ�RI�D�VRFLDO�GHYLDQW¶V�HVWUDQJHPHQW�IURP�VRFLHW\�DV�D�

key cultural disposition that supports the continuation of the policy in the United States (Grasmick, 

&RFKUDQ��%XUVLN��	�.LPSHO�������������$OO�RI�WKHVH�WKHRULHV�RQ�FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQ�DUH�VXSSRUWHG�E\�WKH�

IDFW�WKDW�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LV�FRPSOHPHQWHG�E\�RWKHU�SXQLWLYH�HOHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�$PHULFDQ�FULPLQDO�MXVWLFH�

system, including the imposition of lengthy incarceration sentences and felony disenfranchisement. 

However, these cultural disposition theories err by highlighting certain cultural facets 

DQG� GLVUHJDUGLQJ� WKRVH� WKDW� FRQWUDGLFW� WKH� K\SRWKHVLV�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� $PHULFD¶V� ³IURQWLHU�PHQWDOLW\´�

PD\� VXJJHVW� D� SURFOLYLW\� WR� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� EXW� $PHULFD¶V� HPSKDVLV� RQ� LQGLYLGXDOLVP� DQG� VHOI�

determination certainly suggests an opposing tension. If the full range of cultural facets is considered, 

WKH� LQÀXHQFH� RI� WKH� FXOWXUDO� GLVSRVLWLRQV� RQ� D� FHUWDLQ� SROLF\� LV� PXFK� PRUH� FRPSOLFDWHG� WKDQ� WKH�

UHGXFWLRQLVW�WKHRULHV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�WRGD\��:KLOH�HDFK�RI�WKH�FXOWXUDO�FRQFHSWLRQ�WKHRULHV�DGG�LQWHUHVWLQJ�

dimensions and contribute to a multi-causal explanation, cultural disposition theories alone paint an 

overly simplistic picture for this policy divide between like-minded Western democracies (Sarat and 

0DUWVFKXNDW�����������,Q�RUGHU�WR�¿OO�LQ�D�SHUFHLYDEOH�JDS��VFKRODUV�KDYH�VWDUWHG�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�

of political structure as a critical variable in death penalty abolition across Western democracies. 

In “The Myth of the Dedicated Public Servant,” Gerber and Johnson shift the debate by 

5RVH
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LOOXVWUDWLQJ� KRZ� SROLWLFDO� VWUXFWXUH� DORQH� FDQ� LQÀXHQFH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� SROLWLFV� �*HUEHU� 	� -RKQVRQ�

�������,Q�KLV�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�(XURSH��*HUEHU�SRVLWV�WKDW�WKH�

American democratic structure has historically bound the nation to retention while the European 

GHPRFUDWLF�VWUXFWXUHV�KDYH�DOORZHG�IRU�PRUH�ÀH[LELOLW\��,Q�JHQHUDO��WKH�SURFHVV�RI�IUHTXHQW��RSHQ��DQG�

direct elections encourages American political candidates to use appeals to pathos in order to capitalize 

RQ�WKH�SXEOLF¶V�IHDU�DQG�LQVHFXULW\�� �*HUEHU�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�RQFH�SROLWLFLDQV�KDYH�FDPSDLJQHG�DV�WRXJK�

RQ�FULPH��WKHLU�GHFLVLRQV�LQ�RI¿FH�GR�QRW�JLYH�SURSHU�ZHLJKW�WR�DQ\�SRZHUIXO�VRFLDO�VFLHQFH�GDWD�WKDW�

PD\�FRQWUDGLFW�WKHLU�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��*HUEHU�	�-RKQVRQ�������������7KLV�SRSXOLVW�ELQG�

is not found in the prototypical European democracy with institutions that remove decision-making 

from popular demand. Through his evaluation, Gerber suggests that political structure deserves more 

attention as a variable in the transatlantic study of death penalty abolition. 

In “Civilized Rebels: Death Penalty Abolition in Europe as Cause, Mark of Distinction, and 

Political Strategy,” Hammel adds an important dimension to the political structure theory by contrasting 

WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�$PHULFDQ�SRSXOLVP�DQG�(XURSHDQ�HOLWLVP��+DPPHO��������+DPPHO�DUJXHV�WKDW�(XURSHDQ�

intellectuals considered opposition to the death penalty a “mark of distinction” that demonstrated their 

VXSHULRULW\�WR�WKH�PDVVHV��+DPPHO�������������,Q�VWDUN�FRQWUDVW��$PHULFD¶V�SRSXOLVWV�KDYH�DOZD\V�EHHQ�

hostile to any semblance of elitism in politics. In this way, American populist attitudes have minimized 

the opportunity for strong independent political leadership on the issue, which is often essential on the 

SDWK�WR�DEROLWLRQ��%\�EXLOGLQJ�RQ�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�*HUEHU�DQG�-RKQVRQ��+DPPHO�HQKDQFHV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�

structures theory and further supports its validity as a fresh explanation for variation in a Western 

GHPRFUDF\¶V�SROLF\�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��

Research Question
 Together, recent scholars have created the foundation for a hypothesis that is worth 

exploring. A literature review on this complex issue reveals a provocative idea: is abolition or retention 

RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�VWHHUHG�E\�D�:HVWHUQ�QDWLRQ¶V�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH�RI�GHPRFUDF\"�.HHSLQJ�LQ�PLQG�

WKH�GLPHQVLRQ�DGGHG�E\�+DPPHO��SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH�WKHRU\�FRQVLGHUV�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�D��LQVWLWXWLRQDO�

make-up and b) the decision-making practices that accompany these institutions. The theory must be 

two-fold because both elements inform each other in a cycle. With this relationship in mind, I seek to 

WLJKWHQ�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�K\SRWKHVHV�SUHVHQWHG�E\�*HUEHU�	�-RKQVRQ�DQG�+DPPHO�E\�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�

LQÀXHQFH�RI�GLIIHULQJ�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUHV�WKURXJK�D�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�

and Great Britain. 

Hypothesis

The United States has not abolished the death penalty because American political institutions 

are more democratic in structure than Great Britain. In this hypothesis, “more democratic” refers to 

a) an institutional make-up that gives constituents immediate control over their representatives and 

E��SRSXOLVW�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�WKDW�HQFRXUDJH�UHVSHFW�IRU�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�RYHU�D�SXEOLF�RI¿FLDO¶V�

individual conscience. 
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Methodology
A comprehensive comparative historical analysis of the United States and Great Britain is 

an appropriate method for substantiating the controversial premise of this hypothesis. A comparative 

historical analysis is a type of explanatory research that uses systematic comparison between two cases 

and the analysis of processes over time in order to explain large political phenomena and often predict 

SRVVLEOH�RXWFRPHV�WR�FXUUHQW�HYHQWV��0DKRQH\��������$V�GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ��PDQ\�

scholars have used comparative historical analyses or longitudinal studies of the United States and 

Europe as a framework for examining the factors of successful and unsuccessful movements for death 

SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ��6RFLDO�VFLHQWLVWV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�WHQG�WR�DJUHH�³VFUXWLQ\�RI�WKH�WUDQVDWODQWLF�VLWXDWLRQ�RI�

capital punishment and punitiveness is crucial if we are to understand where America is on the road to 

DEROLWLRQ�DQG�ZKDW�WKH�(XURSHDQ�H[SHULHQFH�KDV�WR�RIIHU´��6DUDW�DQG�0DUWVFKXNDW������������

Given the diversity of legal systems and political cultures across Europe, I suggest the 

alternative strategy of a comparative historical analysis of the United States and Great Britain. After all, 

PDQ\�(XURSHDQ�FRXQWULHV��VXFK�DV�,WDO\�DQG�)UDQFH��PDLQWDLQ�D�FLYLO�ODZ�V\VWHP�ZLWK�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�OHJDO�

procedures. With a collective ancestry, the United States and Great Britain share a common law system, 

basic cultural customs, and long history of using execution as the ultimate sanction. By comparing two 

nations that are so closely related in legal system and cultural custom, third variables can be easily 

isolated and set aside as explanations. In this way, a comparative historical analysis of the United States 

DQG�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�KHOSV� WR�QDUURZ� WKH� VHDUFK� IRU�ZKDW�PD\�H[SODLQ� YDULDWLRQ� LQ�D�:HVWHUQ�QDWLRQ¶V�

retention or abolition of the death penalty. 

This comparative historical analysis focuses on three crucial time periods in the historical 

HYROXWLRQ�RI�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ��,Q�WKH�¿UVW�VHFWLRQ��,�H[DPLQH�

WKH� HDUO\� KLVWRULFDO� URRWV� RI� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� LQ� 8�6�� DQG� *UHDW� %ULWDLQ� LQ� RUGHU� WR� FRQ¿UP� WKDW�

similar legal developments did indeed occur in both regions. A review of this time period is critical 

for validating the basic premise of the comparative historical analysis and a logical elimination of 

LQWHUYHQLQJ�YDULDEOHV��,Q�WKH�VHFRQG�VHFWLRQ��,�H[DPLQH�WKH�WLPH�SHULRG�RI�WKH�����V�����V��GXULQJ�ZKLFK�

WKH�¿UVW�PDMRU�GLYHUJHQFH� LQ� FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�SROLF\�PDQLIHVWHG�EHWZHHQ� WKH� WZR�QDWLRQV��:KLOH�

WKH�ODVW�H[HFXWLRQ�LQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�RFFXUUHG�LQ������DQG�WKH�0XUGHU��$EROLWLRQ�RI�WKH�'HDWK�3HQDOW\��

$FW�RI������VXVSHQGHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�VDQFWLRQ�IRU�PXUGHU��WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�VLPLODU�

QDWLRQDO�PRUDWRULXP�SHULRG�IRU�H[HFXWLRQV�IURP������WR������ZKLOH�WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�UHYLHZHG�WKH�

constitutionality of the practice. However, America diverged with Great Britain at this time when the 

Supreme Court ruled in Gregg v. Georgia that the death penalty did not violate the Eighth Amendment 

DQG�WKHUHIRUH�FRXOG�QRW�EH�DEROLVKHG�E\�IHGHUDO�PDQGDWH��,Q�WKH�¿QDO�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV��

,�H[DPLQH�WKH�WKLUG�FUXFLDO�WLPH�SHULRG��WKH�����V��7KH�����V�ZDV�WKH�XOWLPDWH�SHULRG�RI�GLIIHUHQWLDWLRQ�

in capital punishment policy, as the United States dramatically expanded the institution through 

“tough on crime” political efforts while the British House of Commons repeatedly denied motions to 

re-institute capital punishment in Great Britain.  

In examining these three crucial time periods, the comparative historical analysis employs 

several methods of original research to accurately track trends in death penalty politics, including 

polling data, discourse analysis and documentary analysis. In terms of historical polling, the data came 

from Ipso MORI for Great Britain and Gallup for the United States. In terms of discourse analysis, 

the paper relies on archived articles from The Times (referred to as the London Times in the United 
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6WDWHV��DQG�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV��)LQDOO\��LQ�WHUPV�RI�GRFXPHQWDU\�DQDO\VLV��WKH�SDSHU�XVHV�WUDQVFULSWV�

IURP�SURFHHGLQJV�LQ�WKH�%ULWLVK�+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV�DQG�VSHHFKHV�PDGH�E\�$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�RI¿FLDOV��

Ultimately, this paper uses original documents and other primary sources to test a new structural 

WKHRU\�RQ�KRZ�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�SROLWLFV�KLVWRULFDOO\�SURJUHVVHG�LQ�WZR�PDMRU�:HVWHUQ�GHPRFUDFLHV��

Findings

%DFNJURXQG
%HIRUH�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�WKH�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV�DUH�SUHVHQWHG��D�EULHI�LQTXLU\�LQWR�

the differences between American and British political structures is required. The United States is 

essentially a collection of democratic states with an enormous breadth of political dispositions and 

GLYHUVLW\��$�FHQWUDO�WHQHW�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�IHGHUDO�LQVWLWXWLRQ�LV�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�VWDWHV¶�ULJKWV��ZKLFK�

is based on a fundamental respect for local determinism. In contrast, Great Britain, like many other 

European democracies, is a smaller, more centralized parliamentary democracy. This structural 

distinction is important because, while Great Britain can only abolish the death penalty on a federal 

level, the American federal government has the default option of letting the contentious issue work 

itself out in the state legislatures. Since only eighteen American states have abolished the death penalty 

�'3,&�³<HDU�(QG�5HSRUW´��������WKLV�SURFHGXUDO�VWUDLQ�DORQH�FRXOG�DFFRXQW�IRU�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ODJJLQJ�

behind its European counterparts in death penalty abolition. 

While the United States is sometimes referred to as one of the most direct representative 

GHPRFUDFLHV� LQ� WKH�ZRUOG�� WKH�%ULWLVK�GHPRFUDF\� LV�FRPSOHPHQWHG�DQG� LQÀXHQFHG�E\�SROLWLFDO� UHOLFV�

from a time past. The British government still involves their constitutional monarchy and maintains 

a House of Lords, a legislative body with hereditary and appointed members. While the British House 

of Commons certainly supplements the political structure with elected representatives, it is important 

to note that even the most democratic legislative body in Great Britain is not held hostage by public 

VHQWLPHQW�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH� 3ULPH�0LQLVWHU� KDV� WKH� SRZHU� WR� VHW� WKH� GDWH� RI� JHQHUDO� HOHFWLRQV� DV�

ORQJ�DV�LW�GRHV�QRW�H[FHHG�D�¿YH�\HDU�JDS��:KLOH�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DWWHPSWV�WR�FUHDWH�VRPH�GLVWDQFH�

from the public with six-year terms in the Senate as opposed to the diminutive two-year House of 

5HSUHVHQWDWLYHV� WHUPV�� HYHQ�8�6�� 6HQDWRUV� DUH� JLYHQ�QR�ZKHUH�QHDU� WKH�SROLWLFDO� ÀH[LELOLW\� DIIRUGHG�

%ULWLVK�JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FLDOV��

(DUO\�+LVWRULFDO�5RRWV
Despite these structural differences, the shared historical roots of capital punishment in 

Great Britain and the United States can be traced back as far as American independence. In fact, the 

ceremony of public execution in colonial America was modeled after that of early modern England and 

&RQWLQHQWDO�(XURSH��:KHQ�WKH�,WDOLDQ�MXULVW�&HVDUH�%HFFDULD�PDGH�ZDYHV�LQ�(XURSH�ZLWK�KLV�WUHDWLVH�

DJDLQVW� FDSLWDO� SXQLVKPHQW� 2Q� &ULPHV� DQG� 3XQLVKPHQW� LQ� ������ WKH� )RXQGLQJ� )DWKHU� %HQMDPLQ�

Rush, sometimes referred to as the “American Beccaria,” adopted and utilized these ideas in his push 

for abolition in America. The United States and Great Britain followed a similar timeline with the 

privatization of execution in the 19th century. As the masses became increasingly uncomfortable with 

the concept of public execution, the ceremony was moved behind closed doors. Privatization occurred 

LQ�PRVW�PDMRU�(XURSHDQ�FRXQWULHV� IURP������WR������DQG�LQ�WKH�1RUWKHDVWHUQ�UHJLRQ�RI� WKH�8QLWHG�
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6WDWHV�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������6SLHUHQEXUJ������������

Although some states like Rhode Island and Wisconsin abolished the death penalty altogether 

LQ� WKH�PLG�����V�� LW� ZDV� QRW� XQWLO� WKH� 3URJUHVVLYH� 3HULRG� WKDW� $PHULFD� VWDUWHG� WR� VHH� D� VLJQL¿FDQW�

VKLIW�LQ�VWDWH�SROLF\��,Q�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�GHFDGHV�RI�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\��VL[�VWDWHV�RI¿FLDOO\�DEROLVKHG�FDSLWDO�

punishment and many others imposed strict restrictions on its application (DPIC “History of the Death 

3HQDOW\´��������8QWLO�WKH�����V��SROLWLFDO�GLVFRXUVH�LQ�$PHULFD�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�FRQFHQWUDWHG�ODUJHO\�

on classifying capital crimes and debating different humane execution methods. The dialogue hardly 

touched the option of abolition. Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, abolitionist campaigns had pushed the 

British Parliament to severely limit the use of capital punishment in the Homicide Act of 1957. 

����V�����V��7KH�5HÀHFWLYH�0RUDWRULXP

1. Great Britain: A Successful Moratorium

Historical trends with respect to the death penalty in the United States and Great Britain 

IROORZHG�D�SDUDOOHO�HYROXWLRQ�XQWLO�D�FULWLFDO�SHULRG��WKH�PLG�����V��,Q�������WKH�%ULWLVK�3DUOLDPHQW�YRWHG�

WR�VXVSHQG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�IRU�DQ�H[SHULPHQWDO�¿YH�\HDU�SHULRG�ZLWK�WKH�0XUGHU��$EROLWLRQ��$FW�RI�

������7KLV�ELOO�ZDV�SLRQHHUHG�E\�/DERXU�SROLWLFLDQ�6\GQH\�6LOYHUPDQ�DQG�JHQHUDWHG�D�OLYHO\�GHEDWH�RYHU�

SROLWLFDO�FRQVFLHQFH�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��$IWHU�D�ULJRURXV�¿YH�\HDU�UHYLHZ�RI�VRFLDO�VFLHQFH�UHVHDUFK�

DQG�FDUHIXO�DQDO\VLV�RI�FULPH�UDWHV��WKH�%ULWLVK�3DUOLDPHQW�YRWHG�ZLWK�D�PDMRULW\�RI�����WR�UHQHZ�WKH�

0XUGHU�$FW�DQG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�D�VDQFWLRQ�IRU�PXUGHU�ZDV�SHUPDQHQWO\�DEROLVKHG�RQ�'HFHPEHU�����

������³������03V�9RWH�WR�$EROLVK�+DQJLQJ´���������,QWHUHVWLQJO\��DW�WKH�WLPH�RI�WKH�LQWURGXFWLRQ�RI�WKLV�

bill, Sidney Silverman represented an overwhelmingly pro-death penalty constituency. Even after the 

0XUGHU�$FW�RI������SDVVHG��6LOYHUPDQ�ZRQ�UH�HOHFWLRQ��+DPPHO�������������7KLV�SDUWLFXODU�FDVH�SRLQWV�

WR�WKH�OHYHO�RI�SROLWLFDO�ÀH[LELOLW\�DIIRUGHG�%ULWLVK�SROLWLFLDQV�WR�YRWH�LQ�DFFRUGDQFH�ZLWK�WKHLU�FRQVFLHQFH��

HYHQ�LI�LW�FRQÀLFWV�ZLWK�WKH�ZLOO�RI�WKH�FRQVWLWXHQF\��

In order to examine my hypothesis, I cross-referenced public polling data in Great Britain 

RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LQ�WKH�����V�LQ�VHDUFK�IRU�D�JDS�EHWZHHQ�SRSXODU�VHQWLPHQW�DQG�WKH�GHFLVLRQ�RI�

the British House of Commons. Since central British polling organization Ipsos MORI was founded at 

WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�GHFDGH��SROOLQJ�GDWD�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LQ�WKH�����V�FDQ�RQO\�EH�JOHDQHG�IURP�GLJLWDOO\�

archived articles in The Times. Nevertheless, a cross-reference of articles in The Times illustrates 

WKDW�SULYDWH�SROOVWHUV�IRXQG�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�SXEOLF�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��0\�¿QGLQJV�ZLWK�

the polling data were further substantiated by a documentary analysis of archived transcripts of the 

SURFHHGLQJV�LQ�WKH�+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV�IRU�WKH�0XUGHU�$FW�RI������

$�WKRURXJK�WH[WXDO�UHYLHZ�RI�GHEDWHV�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�0HPEHUV�RI�3DUOLDPHQW�ZHUH�

IXOO\�DZDUH�RI�WKH�SROOLQJ�QXPEHUV�DQG�FRQVFLRXVO\�GHFLGHG�WR�UHMHFW�WKHP�DV�DQ�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKHLU�YRWH��

,Q�IDFW��PDQ\�SROLWLFLDQV�H[SOLFLWO\�FLWHG�SROOLQJ�QXPEHUV�LQ�WKHLU�VSHHFKHV�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��)RU�H[DPSOH��

0HPEHU�RI�3DUOLDPHQW��03��'XQFDQ�6DQG\V�UHPLQGHG�WKH�3DUOLDPHQW�RQ�-XQH����������WKDW�³UHFHQW�

RSLQLRQ�SROOV�VKRZ�WKDW�RYHU����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\�ZDQW�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�UHVWRUHG´������3DUO��

'HE��+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV���������

)XUWKHUPRUH�� DQ� DQDO\VLV� RI� WKHVH� WUDQVFULSWV� SURYLGHG� LQVLJKW� LQWR� WKH� SROLWLFDO� UKHWRULF�

RI�%ULWLVK� LQWHOOHFWXDO�HOLWLVP��'XULQJ� WKH�ÀRRU�GHEDWHV� LQ������FRQFHUQLQJ� WKH�0XUGHU�$FW��PXOWLSOH�

0HPEHUV�RI�3DUOLDPHQW��03V��XVHG�HOLWLVW�UKHWRULF�WR�HQFRXUDJH�RI¿FLDOV�WR�VHSDUDWH�WKHPVHOYHV�IURP�
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WKH�HPRWLRQV�RI�WKH�PDVVHV�LQ�WKH�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�SURFHVV��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQ�'HFHPEHU�����������03�

+RJJ�JDYH�D�SDVVLRQDWH�VSHHFK�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV�LQ�ZKLFK�KH�FDOOHG�RQ�03V�WR�YRWH�

in accordance with their conscience and the social science research presented to the assembly. 

“It is precisely because we regard the question of the death penalty as a matter for the 

individual conscience and on which the House of Commons may very well prove itself to be out 

of tune with a considerable body of public opinion, that we felt, and we think now, that when 

a decision is reached, it should be reached in a way to ensure that it has the maximum moral 

DXWKRULW\�EHKLQG�LW�´������3DUO��'HE��+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV������

MP Hogg, a Conservative Member of Parliament, went on to suggest that the government was 

ZLVH�LQ�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�³GLYRUFH�WKLV�VXEMHFW�IURP�WKH�HPRWLRQDO�DWPRVSKHUH�RI�DQ�HOHFWLRQ�\HDU´������3DUO��

'HE��+RXVH�RI�&RPPRQV��������,Q�VXEVHTXHQW�GD\V�RI�GHEDWH��03V�IURP�WKH�/DERXU�DQG�&RQVHUYDWLYH�

Party echoed this sentiment. On the same day, MP Winnick suggested that the determination of some 

moral issues is best left to educated politicians. 

“Unfortunately, some hon. Members opposite want to make hanging an election issue. We 

are told that public opinion is in favor of hanging. That has been indicated in the opinion polls. 

If we (British Parliament) had listened to public opinion, slavery and public executions would 

not have been abolished in our country. It is sometimes right for the House to take the lead, 

and it would be right to do so tomorrow night.” (793 Parl. Deb. House of Commons, 973)

 

It is important to note here that even the idea of “making hanging an election issue” would 

VHHP� IRUHLJQ� WR�$PHULFDQ� FLWL]HQV�ZKR� H[SHFW� WKHLU� SROLWLFDO� OHDGHUV� WR� YRWH� DORQJVLGH� WKH�PDMRULW\�

RI� FRQVWLWXHQWV�RQ�DOO� LVVXHV�� ,QGHHG��PDQ\�VSHHFKHV�RQ� WKH�ÀRRU� UHIHUUHG�GLUHFWO\� WR� WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�

Burkean trusteeship, a political theory of representation that “allows elected representatives to deny 

WKHLU�FRQVWLWXHQWV�RQ�PDWWHUV�RI�KLJK�SULQFLSOH´��+DPPHO������������

2QH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VXUSULVLQJ�¿QGLQJV�LQ�WKH�GRFXPHQWDU\�DQDO\VLV�ZDV�WKDW�HYHQ�WKH�%ULWLVK�

SXEOLF� FHOHEUDWHG� 3DUOLDPHQW¶V� GHWDFKPHQW� IURP� SRSXODU� RSLQLRQ�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� LQ� 7KH� 7LPHV� LQ�

)HEUXDU\� ������5�$��%LFNIRUG�6PLWK�ZURWH� LQ�D�/HWWHU� WR� WKH�(GLWRU�� ³LV�DQ�DSSHDO� WR�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�

YDOLG�LQ�WKLV�PDWWHU�RI�VRFLDO�DGYDQFH"�,�ZRXOG�VXJJHVW�WKDW�RQ�RFFDVLRQ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�VKRXOG�EH�OHG�

UDWKHU�WKDQ�EH�DOORZHG�WR�GR�WKH�OHDGLQJ´��%LFNIRUG�6PLWK��������6HYHUDO�RWKHU�/HWWHUV�WR�WKH�(GLWRU�

ZHUH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�7KH�7LPHV�IURP������WR������WKDW�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�VHQWLPHQW�RI�%LFNIRUG�6PLWK��7KH�

discourse analysis suggests that this type of Burkean trusteeship was accepted by at least some of the 

British public as a legitimate approach to political representation on the issue of death penalty abolition.

���7KH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��$�)DLOHG�0RUDWRULXP�

� &XULRXVO\��ZKHQ�WKH�%ULWLVK�3DUOLDPHQW�DSSURYHG�WKH�0XUGHU�$FW�RI������DJDLQVW�

WKH�ZLOO�RI����SHUFHQW�RI�WKHLU�FRQVWLWXHQWV��$PHULFDQ�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�ZDV�DW�DQ�DOO�WLPH�

ORZ��,Q�������D�+DUULV�6XUYH\�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�RQO\����SHUFHQW�RI�$PHULFDQV�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�

�%RKP������������,Q�IDFW��*DOOXS�SROOLQJ�RI�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�VXSSRUW�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�IURP�WKH�����V�

RQZDUG�KDV�UHYHDOHG�D�Y�VKDSH�SURJUHVVLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�����V�DV�WKH�QDGLU��*DOOXS��������7KH�$PHULFDQ�
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JRYHUQPHQW�ODXQFKHG�LQWR�LWV�RZQ�H[SHULPHQWDO�PRUDWRULXP�LQ������ZKHQ�WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�UXOLQJ�

LQ�)XUPDQ�Y��*HRUJLD�WHPSRUDULO\�KDOWHG�H[HFXWLRQV�IRU�IRXU�\HDUV��7KH�MXVWLFHV¶�GHFLVLRQ�WR�HYDOXDWH�

FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�LQ�)XUPDQ�ZDV�KHDYLO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�SROOLQJ�DQG�D�GHFOLQH�LQ�SXEOLF�

VXSSRUW�ZDV�FLWHG�DV�D�SRWHQWLDO�PHDVXUH� IRU� ³HYROYLQJ�VWDQGDUGV�RI�GHFHQF\´� �)DOFR�DQG�)UHLEXUJHU�

����������

,Q�������*DOOXS�WUDFNHG�WKH�ÀXFWXDWLRQ�RI�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�RSLQLRQV�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�)XUPDQ�

DQQRXQFHPHQW�� ,Q� WKH� SUH�)XUPDQ� SROO�� ��� SHUFHQW� RI� $PHULFDQV� VXSSRUWHG� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\��

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�SRVW�)XUPDQ�SROOLQJ�GDWD��IRXU�PRQWKV�DIWHU�WKH�UXOLQJ��VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�

KDG� LQFUHDVHG� E\� �� SHUFHQWDJH� SRLQWV� �%RKP� ������ ����� 'HDWK� SHQDOW\� LVVXHV� UHFHLYHG� VLJQL¿FDQW�

PHGLD�DWWHQWLRQ�XQWLO������ZKHQ�*UHJJ�Y��*HRUJLD�UXOHG�WKDW�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�ZDV�QRW�³FUXHO�DQG�

unusual” and therefore dissolved the de facto moratorium in the states. Since it was unlikely that the 

Gregg v. Georgia decision would be reversed in the next few decades, the opportunity to review the 

FRQVWLWXWLRQDOLW\�RI�VWDWH�H[HFXWLRQ��D�SURFHVV�VXSSRVHGO\�LQGHSHQGHQW�IURP�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�LQÀXHQFH��

was exhausted for the time being. 

As the issue of the death penalty received heightened media attention and scrutiny in 

WKH�����V��SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�ZDV� WUHDWHG�DV� WKH�PRVW� LPSRUWDQW�EDURPHWHU� IRU� WKH� OHJLWLPDF\�RI�FDSLWDO�

punishment in America. In fact, many Americans launched petition campaigns to restore the death 

SHQDOW\�LQ�VWDWHV�GXULQJ�WKH�)XUPDQ�PRUDWRULXP�SHULRG��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�0DUFK�RI�������DQ�RUJDQL]HG�

effort to gather more than a half a million signatures for a constitutional amendment to restore the 

death penalty was supported vigorously by then Californian Governor Ronald Reagan (“A Death Penalty 

LV�3HWLWLRQV�$LP´��������$�VWDWH�VHQDWRU�ZDV�TXRWHG�LQ�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV�IRU�VXJJHVWLQJ��³WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�

will never be properly resolved until the people have had the opportunity to decide the issue” (“A Death 

3HQDOW\�LV�3HWLWLRQV�$LP´��������

)XUWKHUPRUH�� PDQ\� SROLWLFLDQV� VXJJHVWHG� WKDW� VWDWH� OHJLVODWRUV� VKRXOG� ¿QG� D� ZD\� WR�

VXEYHUW� WKH� )XUPDQ� PRUDWRULXP� LQ� RUGHU� WR� EHWWHU� UHSUHVHQW� WKH� ZLOO� RI� WKHLU� FRQVWLWXHQWV�� )RU�

example, NY Assemblyman Vito P. Battista was quoted in the New York Times for advocating that 

ODZ\HUV� ³SXW� DQ� DUJXPHQW� LQ� WKH� SURSHU� OHJDO�PXPER�MXPER´� VR� WKDW� WKH� VWDWH� FRXOG� GLVUHJDUG� WKH�

SRWHQWLDO� XQFRQVWLWXWLRQDOLW\� RI� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� �³2SSRQHQWV� &ODVK� RQ� 'HDWK� 3HQDOW\´� ������� $�

review of the media coverage of political speeches in the time period suggests that conservative and 

liberal politicians alike were reaching out to a constituency that largely favored the death penalty 

and therefore heartily echoed their wishes for retention coming out of the moratorium period in the 

����V���

1990s: “Tough on Crime” Decade

���*UHDW�%ULWDLQ��$EROLWLRQ�6ROLGL¿HG

 As support for capital punishment remained high in Great Britain, there were 

IRXUWHHQ�XQVXFFHVVIXO�DWWHPSWV�WR�UHLQVWDWH�LW�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������+RRG������������$V�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�

entered what America experienced as the “tough on crime” decade, the British Parliament remained 

VWHDGIDVW�LQ�WKHLU�GHIHQVH�RI�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ�HYHU\�WLPH�D�ELOO�ZDV�SURSRVHG�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��,Q�������

���SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�SXEOLF�VWLOO�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��D�GHFUHDVH�RI�D�PHUH�IRXU�SRLQWV�IURP�

WKH�����V��'3,&�³,QWHUQDWLRQDO�3ROOV�DQG�6WXGLHV´��������:LWK�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ¶V�
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KXPDQ� ULJKWV� VWDQGDUGV� DQG� WKH� JUDGXDO� DFFOLPDWLRQ� WR� D� MXVWLFH� V\VWHP� ZLWKRXW� H[HFXWLRQ�� SXEOLF�

VXSSRUW�IRU�H[HFXWLRQ�GURSSHG�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�ZKHQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�DGRSWHG�WKH�6L[WK�3URWRFRO�RI�WKH�

(XURSHDQ�&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�+XPDQ�5LJKWV��,SVRV�025,��������)RUW\�\HDUV�DIWHU�WKH�0XUGHU��$EROLWLRQ��

$FW�RI�������WKH�,SVR�025,�DJHQF\�GRFXPHQWHG�D�GUDPDWLF�GURS�LQ�VXSSRUW�IRU�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�DW�

WKH�WXUQ�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\��ZLWK�RQO\�����VXSSRUW�LQ�������,SVRV�025,�������

7KH�PRVW�UHFHQW�%ULWLVK�ODUJH�VFDOH�SROO�LQ������LOOXVWUDWHG�D�SRSXODFH�VSOLW�GRZQ�WKH�PLGGOH��

����LQ�VXSSRUW�DQG�����DJDLQVW�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW��,SVRV�025,��������,Q�IDFW��LQ�������DQ�,QWHUQHW�

EDVHG�FDPSDLJQ�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�5HVWRUH�-XVWLFH�KDV�JDWKHUHG�VLJQL¿FDQW�PRPHQWXP�ZLWK�D�SHWLWLRQ�WR�

UHLQVWLWXWH� FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW� IRU� FKLOG�DQG�SROLFH�RI¿FHU�PXUGHUHUV��7KLV� FDPSDLJQ� LV�XWLOL]LQJ� WKH�

British government e-petition website, a new democratic measure that allows the public to submit 

SURSRVDOV� WR�EH�GHEDWHG� LQ�3DUOLDPHQW�� ,I� WKH�5HVWRUH�-XVWLFH�H�SHWLWLRQ�JDWKHUV�PRUH� WKDQ���������

VLJQDWXUHV��0HPEHUV�RI�3DUOLDPHQW�KDYH�DJUHHG� WR�RSHQ�XS�GHEDWH�RQ� WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�UH�FRQVLGHU� WKH�

LVVXH�RI�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�.LQJGRP��&DIH��������&RQVLGHULQJ�WKLV�IUHVK�GHYHORSPHQW�

in European death penalty politics, the political proceedings in the coming years will be pivotal in the 

evaluation of the sustainability of the “anti-democratic abolition” of the death penalty in Great Britain.

���7KH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��$EROLWLRQ�'HOD\HG

&RQVLGHULQJ�WKH�LQÀXHQFHV�RI�WKH�³WRXJK�RQ�FULPH´�DJHQGD�LQ�SROLWLFV��LW�LV�QR�VXUSULVH�WKDW�

VXSSRUW� IRU� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\� LQ�$PHULFD�SHDNHG�DW����SHUFHQW� LQ�������&ULPH�SROLWLFV� LQ� WKH�����V�

created a climate where any position perceived as “soft on crime” was a serious political liability for 

FRQVHUYDWLYHV� DQG� OLEHUDOV� DOLNH� �*HUEHU� ������ ������ ,Q� WKLV� WLPH� SHULRG�� JRYHUQPHQW� OHDGHUV� FRXOG�

EH�VHHQ�³HFKRLQJ�WKH�ORZHVW�OHYHOV�RI�SXEOLF�DQJHU�DQG�IHDU´��,ELG���������%HFDXVH�5LFKDUG�1L[RQ�KDG�

HIIHFWLYHO\�XVHG�WKLV�SODWIRUP�WR�WDS�LQWR�WKH�HOHFWRUDWH¶V�SDWKRV��5HSXEOLFDQ�SROLWLFDO�VWUDWHJLVWV�SXVKHG�

a conservative crime and punishment agenda nationwide. In March 1991, President George Bush Sr. 

gave a rousing speech that framed an actively utilized death penalty as instrumental in “giving back our 

VWUHHWV�WR�$PHULFD¶V�IDPLOLHV´��%XVK��������)RU�RQH�RI�WKH�PRUH�H[WUHPH�H[DPSOHV�LQ�SROLWLFDO�GLVFRXUVH��

1HZW�*LQJULFK�SURSRVHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�IRU�GUXJ�VPXJJOLQJ�LQ�������FLWLQJ�KLV�UHDVRQLQJ�DV��³,�KDYH�

made a decision that I love our children enough that we will kill you if you do this” (“Gingrich Suggests 

Tough Drug Measure” 1995). 

7KH� H[SHFWDWLRQ� RI� ³WRXJK� RQ� FULPH´� UKHWRULF� ZDV� QRW� FRQ¿QHG� WR� 5HSXEOLFDQV� DQG�

DJJUHVVLYHO\�LQ¿OWUDWHG�WKH�'HPRFUDWLF�OHDGHUVKLS�DJHQGD��,Q�WKH������SUHVLGHQWLDO�GHEDWH��'HPRFUDWLF�

Governor Mike Dukakis was asked if he would support the death penalty for someone that raped and 

killed his wife. Dukakis infamously appalled audiences when he insisted that his opposition of the death 

SHQDOW\�ZDV�LQGHSHQGHQW�IURP�WKRVH�HPRWLRQV��2Q�WKH�QLJKW�RI�WKH�GHEDWH��'XNDNLV¶V�SROOLQJ�QXPEHUV�

GURSSHG�IURP�����WR������7HUU\��������$IWHU�WKLV�SROLWLFDO�GHEDFOH��'HPRFUDWLF�RI¿FLDOV�ZHUH�XUJHG�

WR�VWLFN� WR�FRQVHUYDWLYH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�SRVLWLRQV��)RU�H[DPSOH��'HPRFUDWLF�3UHVLGHQW�%LOO�&OLQWRQ�UDQ�

three television advertisements for re-election that emphasized the expansion of death penalty statutes 

�*HUEHU� ������ ������ &ULPH� FRQWURO� ZDV� VR� FHQWUDO� WR� QDWLRQDO� SROLWLFV� WKDW� FDSLWDO� SXQLVKPHQW� KDG�

EHFRPH�³RXU�QDWLRQ¶V�OLWPXV�WHVW�IRU�PHDVXULQJ�VXLWDELOLW\�WR�KDQGOH�DOO�WKH�GHOLFDWH�DIIDLUV�RI�KLJK�RI¿FH��

HYHQ�WKRVH�KDYLQJ�QRWKLQJ�WR�GR�ZLWK�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW´��*HUEHU�������������

While death penalty statues had been primarily determined in state legislatures, the federal 

9LROHQW� &ULPH� &RQWURO� 	� /DZ� (QIRUFHPHQW� $FW� RI� ����� DQG� WKH� $QWLWHUURULVP� DQG� (IIHFWLYH� 'HDWK�
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3HQDOW\� $FW� RI� ����� SDVVHG�ZLWK� VZHHSLQJ� ELSDUWLVDQ� VXSSRUW� LQ� &RQJUHVV� GXULQJ� WKLV� WLPH� SHULRG��

:KLOH�WKH�¿UVW�DFW�H[SDQGHG�WKH�SXQLVKPHQW�WR�DSSO\�WR�VL[W\�QHZ�RIIHQVHV��HYHQ�VRPH�QRQ�KRPLFLGDO�

crimes, the second piece of legislation tightened habeas corpus laws in an attempt to speed up and 

UHGXFH� WKH� FRVW� RI� H[HFXWLRQ��7KH�SRSXODULW\� RI� WKH� ³WRXJK� RQ� FULPH´� DJHQGD�GLG�QRW� MXVW� LQÀXHQFH�

QDWLRQDO� OHJLVODWLRQ�EXW�DOVR� MXGLFLDO�DQG�SURVHFXWRULDO�GLVFUHWLRQ��7KH�����V�VDZ�D� WUHPHQGRXV� ULVH�

LQ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�H[HFXWLRQV�QDWLRQZLGH��IURP�����WR������DQ�LQFUHDVH�RI�QHDUO\�����SHUFHQW�EHWZHHQ�

GHFDGHV��*DOOLKHU�����������7KLV�$PHULFDQ�GHYHORSPHQW� LQ�WKH�����V�SURYLGHG�D�FOHDU� MX[WDSRVLWLRQ�

ZLWK�%ULWDLQ¶V� JUDGXDO� ³SKDVLQJ�RXW´� RI� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQ� GHVSLWH� WHPSRUDO� YDULDWLRQV� LQ� GHDWK� SHQDOW\�

opinion. 

    

6XPPDU\�RI�WKH�)LQGLQJV
7KH�¿QGLQJV�RI�WKH�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV�LQ�ERWK�FULWLFDO�WLPH�SHULRGV�VXSSRUW�WKH�

hypothesis of the study. Considering that policy-making in democracies is invariably multi-causal, the 

¿QGLQJV�PHUHO\�VXJJHVW� WKH� UHOHYDQFH�RI�D� VWUXFWXUDO�YDULDEOH� WKDW� WUDQVFHQGV� WKH� LQÀXHQFH�RI�RWKHU�

YDULDEOHV�HIIHFWLQJ�D�:HVWHUQ�GHPRFUDF\¶V�DEROLWLRQ�RU�UHWHQWLRQ�RI� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�

the United States, a comparative historical analysis reveals that, at a decisive turning point, “more 

democratic” institutions and practices hindered the country on the path to death penalty abolition. 

7KH�8�6�� HPHUJHG� IURP� WKH� ����V� UH�DI¿UPLQJ� WKH�PRUDO� OHJLWLPDF\� RI� FDSLWDO� SXQLVKPHQW� EHFDXVH�

$PHULFDQ� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� LQFOXGLQJ� WKH� LQGHSHQGHQW�6XSUHPH�&RXUW��ZHUH� VWUXFWXUDOO\� LQÀXHQFHG�E\�D�

FKDQJH�LQ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ��$V�SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�SHDNHG�LQ�WKH�����V�ZLWK�WKH�DGYHQW�

of “tough on crime” agenda, death penalty retention was further entrenched by American political 

leaders who echoed popular sentiment to score well in their campaigns. In a broad sense, the death 

SHQDOW\�GHEDWH�DW�WKHVH�WZR�MXQFWXUHV�LQ�KLVWRU\�VHUYH�DV�D�SHUIHFW�H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�IXQFWLRQLQJ�RI�WKH�

quintessential American democracy, in institutional make-up and decision-making practices. At the 

SROLWLFDO�WLSSLQJ�SRLQW�IRU�WKH�QDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LVVXH�LQ�WKH�����V��LW�ZDV�$PHULFD¶V�GLUHFW�

democratic institutions that held the country back from abolishing the death penalty at the Supreme 

Court level or gaining momentum in the state legislatures. 

In the case of Great Britain, a comparative historical analysis reveals that, at a decisive 

turning point, “less democratic” institutions and practices spurred the nation forward on the path to 

death penalty abolition. The distanced political system allowed British politicians to make the initial 

OHDS� RI� DEROLVKLQJ� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� LQ� WKH� ����V� WKURXJK� WKH�0XUGHU�$FW� GHVSLWH� WKH� IDFW� WKDW� ���

percent of constituents supported the mechanism. The British Parliament exercised accepted practices 

of Burkean trusteeship, a theory of political representation that allowed them to gamble on the fact that 

JHQHUDO�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�ZRXOG�GHFUHDVH�DIWHU�WKH�SXEOLF�VDZ�WKH�FULPLQDO�MXVWLFH�V\VWHP�

IXQFWLRQLQJ�ZLWKRXW�WKLV�XOWLPDWH�VDQFWLRQ��+LVWRU\�IROORZHG�FRXUVH��DV�WKH�%ULWLVK�SXEOLF¶V�VXSSRUW�IRU�

UHVWRUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�GHFOLQHG�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�IURP�WKH�RULJLQDO�����WR�����WRGD\��$W�D�ULSH�

WLPH� LQ�KLVWRU\�� LW�ZDV�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ¶V�ÀH[LEOH�GHPRFUDWLF�VWUXFWXUH� WKDW�DOORZHG�WKH�DEROLWLRQ�RI� WKH�

death penalty as an “anti-democratic” decision. If the British political structure had been structured like 

the United States, this comparative historical analysis suggests that this variable would have resulted in 

GHDWK�SHQDOW\�UHWHQWLRQ�LQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�LQ�WKH�����V��

 While there is a lot of focus on moving American public opinion towards death penalty 

abolition in the United States, a comparative historical analysis of the United States and Great Britain 
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makes a preliminary suggestion that abolition of the death penalty has been an “anti-democratic” 

SKHQRPHQRQ� KLVWRULFDOO\�� )XUWKHUPRUH�� WKH� KLVWRULFDO� FDVH� VWXG\� RI� *UHDW� %ULWDLQ� SURSRVHV� WKDW�

abolishing the death penalty as an “anti-democratic” decision can precipitate a drastic fall in public 

VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��7KLV�VXSSRUWV�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�RWKHU�VRFLDO�VFLHQWLVWV��VXFK�DV�6DUDW�DQG�

0DUWVFKXNDW��ZKR�VXJJHVW�WKDW�PDQ\�(XURSHDQ�GHPRFUDFLHV�KDYH�RQO\�DFFRPSOLVKHG�VROLGL¿HG�DEROLWLRQ�

E\�WDNLQJ�D�VWHS�DKHDG�RI�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ��)RU�H[DPSOH��*HUPDQ\�DEROLVKHG�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�HDUO\�

DV������DQG�DWWHPSWV�LQ�WKH�����V�WR�UHLQVWLWXWH�WKH�SUDFWLFH�EDVHG�RQ�SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�ZHUH�FRQWLQXDOO\�

UHMHFWHG�E\�WKH�SROLWLFDO�HOLWH��'HPOHLWQHU�������������:KHQ�)UDQFH�DEROLVKHG�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�LQ�

������WKH�)UHQFK�SXEOLF�FRQVLVWHQWO\�SROOHG�DW�D����WR����SHUFHQW�PDMRULW\�LQ�IDYRU�RI�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�

�+DPPHO�������������1RQHWKHOHVV��D�FRXSOH�GHFDGHV�ODWHU��SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�IRU�FDSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�KDV�

GZLQGOHG�FRQVLGHUDEO\�WR����SHUFHQW�LQ�*HUPDQ\�DQG����SHUFHQW�LQ�)UDQFH��,SVRV�025,��������:KLOH�D�

blanket statement about these different European nations must be corroborated with further analysis, 

a preliminary review does suggest that this process of “anti-democratic abolition” is not simply a British 

political phenomenon. 

0RVW� LPSRUWDQWO\�� WKH�UHVHDUFK�¿QGLQJV�VHUYH� WR�ZHDNHQ�WKH�SRSXODU�FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQV�

theory, or the idea that retentionist nations have cultures that are inherently more inclined towards 

violence and revenge. This theory was informally cited recently in international headlines in September 

�����ZKHQ�WKH�DXGLHQFH�RI�D�5HSXEOLFDQ�SUHVLGHQWLDO�GHEDWH�HUXSWHG� LQ�DSSODXVH� IRU�*RYHUQRU�5LFN�

3HUU\�EHFDXVH�KH�H[HFXWHG�����SHRSOH�GXULQJ�KLV�WLPH�DV�JRYHUQRU�RI�7H[DV��+RZHYHU��WKH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�

implication of the “anti-democratic” phenomenon is that European countries like Great Britain 

cannot claim to have drastically different cultural dispositions informing their political opinions at 

WKH�WLPH�RI�DEROLWLRQ��:KHQ�SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�KRYHUHG�DURXQG����SHUFHQW�LQ�*UHDW�

%ULWDLQ��KLVWRU\�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKDW�DEROLWLRQ�ZDV�WULJJHUHG�E\�VWUXFWXUH�LQ�VSLWH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�FXOWXUDO�

GLVSRVLWLRQV��7KH� ORJLFDO� LQYHUVH�RI� WKLV�¿QGLQJ� LV� WKDW�$PHULFD¶V� UHWHQWLRQ�RI� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DQG�

FXUUHQW�VXSSRUW�RI����SHUFHQW�GRHV�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�VXJJHVW�D�FRXQWU\�WKDW�LV�FXOWXUDOO\�PRUH�DWWDFKHG�

to retribution or death as the ultimate sanction. The “anti-democratic” phenomenon found in this 

FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV�FODUL¿HV�WKDW�DQ�LUUHFRQFLODEOH�FXOWXUDO�GLYLGH�DORQH�GRHV�QRW�XUJH�WKH�

policy rift to persist between the United States and other European democracies. 

Implications for Future Research
7KH� ¿UVW� LPSOLFDWLRQ� IRU� IXWXUH� UHVHDUFK� VWHPPLQJ� IURP� WKLV� VWXG\� LV� WKH� H[DPLQDWLRQ�

of the sustainability of death penalty policy as an “anti-democratic” decision in the Western world. 

$OWKRXJK� $PHULFD¶V� VWDWH�E\�VWDWH� DEROLWLRQ� SURFHVV� PRYHV� VORZO\� DORQJVLGH� ORFDO� SXEOLF� RSLQLRQ��

moderate change over time may dig a deeper trench in the long run. While the “anti-democratic” 

decisions to abolish the death penalty in Great Britain and Europe could prove unsustainable and lead 

WR�FDOOV�IRU�UHVWRUDWLRQ��GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ�LQ�(XURSH�LV�XQLTXH�EHFDXVH���VW�FHQWXU\�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�

governmental organizations have locked states into this particular policy preference. Even though 

HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�RQFH�DFKLHYHG�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ�DJDLQVW�WKH�SRSXODU�ZLOO�RI�WKH�SHRSOH��WKH�VWDWH¶V�

refusal to execute its own citizens has become a cornerstone of European collective principles on 

KXPDQ�ULJKWV��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�PDNHV�DEROLWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�D�UHTXLUHPHQW�

for member-states and any candidates that wish to be considered for accession. Additionally, the 

Thirteenth Protocol of the European Convention ensures that nations in the Council of Europe cannot 
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temporarily suspend their obligation to right to life and restore the death penalty in times of crisis. In 

this way, Europe has created a supranational structure that severely weakens the chances of any nation 

UHVWRULQJ�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�D�SROLF\�EDVHG�RQ�SRSXODU�GHPDQG��7KLV�VWXG\�SXWV�IRUWK�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�

RI�VXSUDQDWLRQDO�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�RQ�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ�DV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�VXEMHFW�IRU�

future research. 

 Social scientists and this comparative analysis have further supported the notion that 

“successful and sustainable abolition of capital punishment has never been a result of great popular 

GHPDQG´� �=LPULQJ�DQG�+DZNLQV������� �����&RQVHTXHQWO\��ZKDW�ZLVGRP�GRHV� WKLV� ³DQWL�GHPRFUDWLF´�

phenomenon leave for America and the thirty-two states that continue to retain capital punishment 

WRGD\"�,I�PRVW�FRXQWULHV�KDYH�PDQDJHG�³DQWL�GHPRFUDWLF�DEROLWLRQ´�DQG�SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�KDV�GHFOLQHG�LQ�WKH�HQVXLQJ�\HDUV��WKHQ�$PHULFD¶V�GLUHFW�DQG�DFFHVVLEOH�GHPRFUDF\�JLYHV�ELUWK�

WR�D�SRSXOLVW�ELQG�LQ�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�$PHULFDQ�VWDWHV��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�6RXWK��,Q�WKH�VWDWHV�ZLWK�KLJKO\�

DFWLYH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�PHFKDQLVPV��VXFK�DV�7H[DV��VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LV�VWLOO�DV�KLJK�DV�����

�5DPVH\��������URXJKO\�SDUDOOHO�WR�³WRXJK�RQ�FULPH´�¿JXUHV�LQ�WKH�����V��$GGLWLRQDOO\��WKRXJK�VRPH�

state legislatures like Delaware are posturing for possible abolition in the future, death penalty repeal 

E\�HDFK� VWDWH�PD\�QHHG� WR�SDVV� D�SXEOLF� UHIHUHQGXP�EDVHG�RQ�GLIIHUHQW� VWDWH� ODZV��)RU� H[DPSOH�� LQ�

1RYHPEHU�������&DOLIRUQLD�SXW�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEROLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�EDOORW�EXW�3URSRVLWLRQ����ZDV�GHIHDWHG�

E\�������WR�������ZKHQ�WKH�SXEOLF� WRRN�D�GLUHFW�YRWH� �0LQW]��������*LYHQ� WKHVH� IDFWRUV��JUDVVURRWV�

FDPSDLJQV� KDYH� D� ORQJ� MRXUQH\� DKHDG� RI� WKHP� LI� WKH\� KRSH� WR� JDOYDQL]H� SXEOLF� VHQWLPHQW� WRZDUGV�

abolition on a state-by-state basis and overpower the American structural bind that only allows change 

from the bottom up instead of top down. 

�1HYHUWKHOHVV��WKH�KLVWRULFDO�¿QGLQJV�RI�³DQWL�GHPRFUDWLF´�DEROLWLRQ�LQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�GR�QRW�

QHHG� WR� LPSO\� WKDW�$PHULFD¶V� SRSXOLVW� ELQG� HOLPLQDWHV� WKH� FKDQFH� RI� DQ� LPPLQHQW� FKDQJH� LQ� GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�SROLF\��)LUVW��WKH�UROH�RI�EROG�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUVKLS�LV�QRW�WR�EH�GLVUHJDUGHG��$OWKRXJK�LW�LV�D�UDULW\�

in American politics, the adoption of a Burkean trustee position has been known to occur in state politics 

on execution. While few American political representatives are willing to vote against the preferences of 

their constituents and risk looking “soft on crime,” former New York Governors Hugh Carey and Mario 

Cuomo and former California Governor Jerry Brown are three exceptions to this rule. These governors 

YHWRHG�GHDWK�SHQDOW\� OHJLVODWLRQ�GHVSLWH� WKH�VWURQJ�ZLOO�RI� WKHLU�VWDWH�FRQVWLWXHQWV��%RKP������������

0RVW�UHFHQWO\��0DU\ODQG�*RYHUQRU�0DUWLQ�2¶0DOOH\�WRRN�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�SROLWLFDO�ULVN�ZLWK�KLV�UXPRUHG�

ELG�IRU�WKH������$PHULFDQ�SUHVLGHQF\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SXVK�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�UHSHDO�LQ�WKH�0DU\ODQG�OHJLVODWXUH�

�-DFREV�������� ,I� WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\� HPHUJHV� DV� D�QDWLRQDO� WRSLF� IRU�GHEDWH� LQ� WKH������SUHVLGHQWLDO�

HOHFWLRQV��WKH�SXEOLF�GLVFRXUVH�DQG�UKHWRULF�VXUURXQGLQJ�*RYHUQRU�2¶0DOOH\¶V�FDPSDLJQ�FRXOG�VHUYH�DV�

an excellent case study in the populist politics of death penalty abolition going forward. 

Limitations of Study
As in any honest academic inquiry, this study has weaknesses and limitations that could be 

LPSURYHG�XSRQ�LQ�IXWXUH�UHVHDUFK��7KH�¿UVW�OLPLWDWLRQ�FRQFHUQV�WHFKQLFDO�ÀDZV�ZLWK�H[DPLQLQJ�SXEOLF�

SROOLQJ�GDWD� LQ�D�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�DQDO\VLV��DFURVV� WLPH�SHULRGV�DQG�DFURVV�DJHQFLHV��)LUVW�� WKH�

VWXG\�ZDV�FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�RULJLQDO�SROOLQJ�GDWD�LQ�WKH�����V�LQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�EHFDXVH�

WKH� ,SVR�025,� SROOLQJ� DJHQF\�ZDV� IRXQGHG� D� \HDU� DIWHU� ������1HYHUWKHOHVV�� WKH� KLVWRULFDO� DQDO\VLV�

substantiated claims by using a cross-reference of London Times articles and archived transcripts of 
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the British Parliament debates that cite the same numbers. On a broader level, when examining polling 

GDWD�DFURVV�GHFDGHV�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�DJHQFLHV��LW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�FRQVLVWHQF\�DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�WKH�

TXHVWLRQV�DVNHG�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�VXUYH\V��)RU�H[DPSOH��*DOOXS�DQG�RWKHU�DJHQFLHV�QRZ�RIWHQ�DVN�$PHULFDQV�

to gauge their support for the death penalty if life without parole is the alternative sanction. Research 

has shown that when individuals are presented with another tough alternative to the death penalty, 

WKH\� DUH�PXFK� OHVV� OLNHO\� WR� VXSSRUW�GHDWK�SHQDOW\� UHWHQWLRQ� LQ� WKH�SROOV� �&OHDU�	�&ROH������� ������

)RU� H[DPSOH�� LQ� D�0D\������7H[DV�7ULEXQH�SROO�� 7H[DQV� VXSSRUWHG� WKH� GHDWK� SHQDOW\� ����ZLWKRXW�

DOWHUQDWLYHV�OLVWHG�DQG�H[SUHVVHG�����VXSSRUW�IRU�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DV�D�SUHIHUHQFH�RYHU�OLIH�ZLWKRXW�SDUROH�

�5DPVH\��������7KHVH�DUH�MXVW�D�IHZ�GLVFUHSDQFLHV�WKDW�XVXDOO\�DFFRPSDQ\�WKH�ODUJH�VFDOH�DQDO\VLV�RI�

public polling data and compel the tolerance of a slight margin of error. 

The second limitation is the intellectual limitations of the researcher in removing all value 

MXGJPHQWV�IURP�WKH�VRFLDO�VFLHQFH�UHVHDUFK��,Q�HYDOXDWLQJ�ZK\�D�SROLF\�GLYHUJHQFH�H[LVWV��UHVHDUFKHUV�

VWULYH� WR� WUDQVFHQG� YDOXH� MXGJPHQWV� RU� ELDVHV� FRQFHUQLQJ� WKH� FRQWHQW� RI� WKH� SROLF\� XQGHU� UHYLHZ��

However, how the researcher approaches such a complex policy divergence is inherently affected by 

the assumption that abolition is a positive or negative trend. Additionally, researchers evaluating the 

FXOWXUDO�GLVSRVLWLRQV�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�FRXQWU\�FDQQRW�EH�HQWLUHO\�LVRODWHG�RU�LPPXQH�WR�WKH�LQÀXHQFHV�RI�WKH�

very culture under review. In order to mitigate any unconscious management of information, this study 

calls for other researchers who are unfamiliar with the content of the policy or who are diametrically 

RSSRVHG� WR� DEROLWLRQ� WR� UH�H[DPLQH� WKH� ³DQWL�GHPRFUDWLF´� SKHQRPHQRQ�� )RU� $PHULFDQ� UHVHDUFKHUV�

KRSLQJ� WR� FLUFXPYHQW� WKH� XQFRQVFLRXV� LQÀXHQFH� RI� DQ� $PHULFDQ� FXOWXUDO� PHQWDOLW\�� UHVHDUFK� LQWR�

Belarus, the only remaining European retentionist country, is highly encouraged as an excellent 

VXSSOHPHQW�WR�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�WKLV�VWXG\��

Conclusion
By eliminating intervening variables present in past studies, this comparative historical 

analysis of death penalty politics in Great Britain and the United States hopes to move the literature 

FORVHU� WR� D� ULFKHU� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI�ZKDW� H[SODLQV� YDULDWLRQ� LQ� D�:HVWHUQ� GHPRFUDF\¶V� UHWHQWLRQ� RU�

abolition of the death penalty. While a few American states will likely abolish death penalty in the 

coming decade, the politically entrenched regions of the South and Midwest will continue to aggravate 

WKH�WHQVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�:HVWHUQ�(XURSH�RYHU�WKLV�VLJQL¿FDQW�SROLF\�GLYHUJHQFH���

“Triggering events” will shine a light on this division and hopefully catalyze meaningful public debate 

DQG� IXUWKHU� DFDGHPLF� LQTXLULHV� RQ� WKH�PDWWHU�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH� 1RUZD\� JXQPDQ� $QGHUV� %HKULQJ�

%UHLYLN��ZKR�NLOOHG����SHRSOH�LQ�D�VXPPHU�FDPS�LQ�-XO\�������VHUYHG�WR�WHVW�DQG�UHLQIRUFH�(XURSH¶V�

newly ingrained principles on the death penalty. When the Norway mass killer received a maximum 

RI����\HDUV�IRU�RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUVW�PDVV�VKRRWLQJV�LQ�KLVWRU\��RXWUDJH�RYHU�1RUZD\¶V�OHQLHQF\�VSDUNHG�D�

cross-Atlantic comparison with another recent notorious murderer James Holmes, who is awaiting 

WUDLO�DQG�SRVVLEOH�H[HFXWLRQ�LQ�&RORUDGR�IRU�NLOOLQJ����SHRSOH�GXULQJ�D�%DWPDQ�PRYLH�VFUHHQLQJ��7KH�

coinciding of these two “triggering events” and the subsequent ways the U.S. and European systems 

KDQGOH�SROLFLHV�KHUHDIWHU�ZLOO�SURYLGH�\HW�DQRWKHU�LQWHUHVWLQJ�KLVWRULFDO�MX[WDSRVLWLRQ�IRU�WKH�FRQWLQXHG�

VWXG\�RI�WKLV�SROLF\�GLYHUJHQFH�LQ�WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG��Ɉ
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