
 

April 26, 2015 

Douglas A. Berman 

Arguments Against Death Penalty Abolition 
Prevail in Great Intelligence Squared Debate 
I have long been a fan of the Intelligence Squared debate series, which I often hear on my local NPR 
station (and which too often leads me to stay in my car longer than I had intended).  I was especially 
excited when I learned that the series was finally going to focus on the death penalty.  The live debate 
took place earlier this month, and this NPR link provides access to the 50-minute audio recording, as 
well as this account of the event (with my emphasis added): 

The death penalty is legal in more than 30 states, but the long-controversial practice has come under 
renewed scrutiny after a series of botched executions in several states last year. 

Opponents of capital punishment argue that the death penalty undermines the fair administration of 
justice, as wealth, geography, race and quality of legal representation all come into play, with uneven 
results. 

But proponents of the death penalty believe capital punishment serves a moral and social purpose in 
American society. They argue that while the administration of the penalty is not perfect, improvements 
can be made in the justice system to address some opponents' concerns without doing away with the 
punishment altogether. Some people deserve to die, they say, for committing certain types of crime. 

Two teams faced off over these questions in the latest event from Intelligence Squared U.S., debating 
the motion, "Abolish The Death Penalty." In these Oxford-style debates, the team that sways the most 
people to its side by the end is the winner. 

Before the debate, 49 percent of the audience at the Kaufman Music Center in New York voted in favor 
of the motion, while 17 percent were opposed and 34 percent were undecided. After the event, 54 
percent agreed with the motion and 40 percent disagreed, making the team arguing against abolishing 
the death penalty the winners of the debate. 

For The Motion 

Diann Rust-Tierney became the executive director of the National Coalition to Abolish the Death 
Penalty in 2004. With 30 years of experience in public policy and litigation advocacy, she manages the 
operations of NCADP and directs programs for the organization and its 100 affiliate organizations.... 

http://www.npr.org/series/6263392/intelligence-squared-u-s
http://www.npr.org/2015/04/22/400445794/debate-is-it-time-to-abolish-the-death-penalty


Barry Scheck is the co-founder and co-director, with Peter Neufeld, of the Innocence Project and a 
professor at the Cardozo School of Law. Known for landmark litigation that has set standards for forensic 
applications of DNA technology, he and Neufeld have shaped the course of case law nationwide, leading 
to an influential study by the National Academy of Sciences, as well as important state and federal 
legislation.... 

Against The Motion 

Robert Blecker is a professor at New York Law School, a nationally known expert on the death penalty 
and the subject of the documentary Robert Blecker Wants Me Dead. After a brief stint prosecuting 
corruption as a New York special assistant attorney general, he joined New York Law School, where he 
teaches constitutional history and criminal law, and co-teaches death penalty jurisprudence with leading 
opponents.... 

Kent Scheidegger has been the legal director of the Criminal Justice Legal Foundation since 1986. A 
nonprofit, public interest law organization, CJLF's purpose is to assure that people who are guilty of 
committing crimes receive swift and certain punishment in an orderly and constitutional manner. 
Scheidegger has written over 150 briefs in U.S. Supreme Court cases.... 

I think it is fair to assert that both sides in this debate had a "dream team" arguing, and I also think it is 
very notable that an audience in New York City by its votes determined, essentially, that arguments 
against abolition of the death penalty are more compelling than argument for abolition. For that reason 
(and many others), anyone interested in the death penalty should find 50 minutes to listen to this 
terrific IS debate. 

 


