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convicted by a jury of his peers, and the record has been reviewed by an 
appellate court, the gallows may cheat him of his life, but sooner or later 
we will all be cheated.”72 Of course, this statement is not debatable, but 
whether it justifies killing innocent people can be argued. Illinois governor 
George Ryan gained national press in 2000 when he declared a morato-
rium on the death penalty in his state on the basis that innocent individuals 
had been sentenced to death.

Moral arguments are also raised by opponents of the death penalty. In 
particular, some argue that it is simply wrong for the state to kill offenders. 
Those invoking this argument contend that the government sinks to the 
same level as offenders when it performs executions. The “Ethical Decision 
Making” box in this chapter describes an actual crime occurring in prison. 
Reading it may open your mind to the moral issues regarding the death 
penalty (for both supporters and opponents of the death penalty).

Opponents of the death penalty have also argued that, rather than 
deterring crime, the application of the death penalty may actually cause 
more crime. Research on the death penalty over a 57-year timeframe found 
that homicide rates tended to increase in the months following an execu-
tion.73 Those who support this brutalization perspective suggest that the 
violent nature of the death penalty teaches other individuals to be violent 
themselves. Put more bluntly, they argue that the death penalty “contributes 
to creating a climate of brutal violence”74

Supporters of the death penalty cite several justifications for the sanction. 
First, some argue that it sends a message to all Americans about appropriate 
behavior. According to this perspective, without the death penalty, crime 
rates would be even higher in some states. (Opponents of the death penalty 

  
ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

THE DEATH OF A PRISON NURSE

The following case involves the death of a prison nurse. 
Read the description provided by the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration and answer the 
questions that follow:

On the afternoon of October 25, 2010, Employee#1, 
a 55-yr-old female prison nurse, was treating inmates 
for alcohol withdrawal at a county detention facility. 
As medications were being administered, one of the 
inmates grabbed an unsecured metal desk lamp and 
violently struck the nurse in the head. The severely 
injured nurse slumped to the floor and was rushed to 
a nearby hospital, where she was immediately place 

on emergency life support. She died from her injuries 
three days later.

YOU DECIDE

1.	 Based on the information provided, what are the 
reasons you would or would not support the death 
penalty in this case?

2.	 Should the prison be held liable on any level for the 
inmate’s behavior?
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