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controversial (and irreversible) method of control is for 
the state to put the deviant to death. The most common 
argument for using the death penalty, more formally 
known as capital punishment, is to deter people from 
crime. The idea is that not only will the person who has 
committed the crime be punished, but also others will be 
deterred from committing such a crime because they 
know that the death penalty is a possibility for them too.

However, the death penalty does not deter murder 
(Alarcon and Mitchell 2011; Radelet and Lacock 2009). In 
addition, it costs far more to use the death penalty than 
prison as a punishment. For example, a study in California 
showed that over $4 billion has been spent on 13 execu-
tions there since 1978, a cost of $308 million per execu-
tion. Because of the costs of a capital trial, various appeals 
processes (many of which are mandated by law to avoid 
mistakes), and special death row incarceration require-
ments, the cost is much greater than for life imprisonment 
(Alarcon and Mitchell 2011).

Moreover, more murders occur in states with the death 
penalty than in those without it. In 2015, the average mur-
der rate in death penalty states was 5.15 per 100,000 per-
sons, whereas the average murder rate of states without 
the death penalty was 4.13 (Death Penalty Information 

Center 2017). Thirty-two states allow the death penalty, 
but a movement is now underway in several states with 
Republican legislatures to abolish it for financial and reli-
gious reasons (Death Penalty Information Center 2016; 
ProCon.org 2016).

Few Global North countries use the death penalty, and 
in 2007, the United Nations passed a resolution calling on 
all nations to abolish it as “cruel and unusual punishment” 
(Amnesty International 2012; United Nations News Center 
2010). As you can see from Figure 6.11, the United States 
is one of the few countries that uses the death penalty. A 
total of 22 countries carried out executions in 2013, with 
Iran and Iraq having high numbers of executions, China’s 
true numbers unknown but suspected to be in the thou-
sands every year, Saudi Arabia with 79, and the United 
States with 39 (Amnesty International 2014). Only China 
and Yemen officially recorded more executions in 2010 
than the United States (World Coalition 2012).

Thinking Sociologically
How can you explain the higher murder rates in U.S. 
states that have the death penalty? Why do you think 
the United States still allows for the death penalty 
when most nations do not?

FIGURE 6.11  Global Status of the Death Penalty, 2015
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Source: Death Penalty Information Center (2015).


