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The death penalty and 
international pressure : 
should the American people listen? 

By Marc Jacquand, ECPM USA

Death penalty opponents often struggle with the question of international pressure and its impact on national developments. On the one hand, they find solace and strength in the political, financial and moral support they receive from foreign organizations and world leaders. On the other, in the current context of hyped up patriotism, the inclusion of the international community in the internal debate may be perceived by the public and its political representatives as unsolicited foreign meddling. Any reliance on or link with institutions abroad may then reduce a local or national organization’s credibility. Figuring out what the appropriate balance is even more relevant weeks and months ahead of a presidential election, where patriotism and sensitivity to international pressure are among the most popular electoral themes.  In a context where one candidate is an adamant supporter of the death penalty and the other is staunchly opposed, except in the case of terrorism, the line between politicization and partisanship is a fine line indeed, one that is often blurred by international activism.  

The debate over the international community’s role and place in America’s death penalty system found its most vivid illustration when the Supreme Court decided, last year, to outlaw capital punishment for mentally handicapped persons and when, earlier this year, it struck down the sodomy law in Texas. In justifying the majority ruling, the justices mentioned either international public opinion or legal decisions from the European Court of Justice. In both cases, these references to foreign elements triggered angry rebuttals from dissenting justices. 

To some, these two decisions marked the first crack into the isolationist armor while others decried the potential loss of American sovereignty. While this tug of war crystallizes America’s current ambivalent stance over its relations with the world, it nonetheless debunks the notion that America remains impervious to external factors and international moods. While isolationist slogans are politically useful and convenient in the short term, they usually fail to deter Americans’ inherent openness to the world. Since inception, America’s history is one of active interaction with the world. From goods to people and ideas, America and the world mutually influence each other. In fact, America is a puzzle made of international pieces. From its social composition, to its economic structure to its political tenets, America’s origins are essentially internationalist. Our founding fathers believed America to be unique precisely because it rose above the petty nationalism of European countries that led to so many conflicts, and because it was the place where people from around the world would come to live under certain ideals. To ignore the voices from abroad makes America so much like what its founders ran away from. Today, this link persists. Hence, when the international community speaks, America should listen, because amid the chatter, there are voices that seek to maintain and nurture this relationship. On the death penalty, things are no different despite the apparent stalemate. After all, features of America’s criminal code and capital punishment statutes have European origins. Surely we could also listen when the international community speaks of abolition.

Yet, in the end, the path to abolition, if America eve chooses it, will find its source within the American fabric, from its “guts”. What international opinion can do is find its way to the roots, as it has from this country’s inception. It can’t be placarded. While other countries may impose such a momentous decision on its recalcitrant citizens, the nature of American democracy requires such a transformation to come from the base, as a result of a collective decision at the grassroots level. Any decision imposed from above, or from outside, will not embed itself into the collective psyche.. The international community should recognize this yet it should not relent. First and foremost, death row inmates need to know that someone, out there, cares. Abolitionist organizations need the support. Public opinion needs the nagging reminder. Yet, international influence can only be effective if it is fair, unbiased, moderate, and devoid of any ideological motivation. Slogans that combine an opposition to the death penalty with a vilification of America’s capitalist greed will certainly avoid the risks of being heard. Patient initiatives that highlight the merits of abolition and illustrate ways to overcome psychological barriers to abolition will be welcome by the general public. The American public knows the difference. 

So when the international community does speak on the death penalty, it should remain aware of the many pitfalls that plague the complex relationship it seeks to establish with America. In this context, the Second World Congress against the Death Penalty, sponsored by the ECPM network
 and Penal Reform International will present an interesting opportunity to put this relationship to the test. For three days, members of parliament, lawyers, judges, professors and representatives from many communities and professional organizations from around the world involved in the issue will gather to explore themes such as alternatives to the death penalty, victims’ rights, crime prevention and the role of international coalitions.  If the World Congress is solely against the death penalty, the American people should listen. If, weeks before the presidential election, it presents the need to challenge and question the arguments for sending people to death in a non-partisan manner, the America people should listen. If, at time of international conflict and division, it offers an opportunity to celebrate our common humanity, the America people should listen, and remember their international origins.







� The ECPM Network is a network of abolitionist organizations, comprised of the groups “Together against the Death Penalty” in Canada, France, Belgium and Austria, and the “End to Capital Punishment Movement” in the USA.
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Montreal 2004, the 2nd World Congress against the death penalty. October 6-9. www.montreal2004.org

Information and registration : montreal2004@abolition-ecpm.org (514) 864 6389 

Medias: media@abolition-ecpm.org (514) 392 0110


