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Jesuit Social Services opposes Capital Punishment

“The increasing reliance on the death penalty in some countries diminishes us all and offers the tragic illusion that we can defend life by taking another life. It is not only what the death penalty does to the offenders, but what it does to us. It undermines our respect for life.”

-Peter Norden SJ

Introduction

The recent second anniversary of Australian citizen, Van Nguyen’s execution in Singapore in December 2005 is a tragic reminder for many Australians of a life cut short because of the power of the State. There are many Victorians still alive who remember a similar public campaign to prevent the execution of the last man hanged here, Ronald Ryan. The media prominence given to the six young Australians currently on death row in Indonesia serves as another stark and confronting reminder that the death penalty operates in other parts of the world. 

These recent high profile cases involving Australians who have become victims of foreign countries severe criminal sentencing systems, call on us as a nation to speak out in solidarity with the thousands of other people, who are most often poor and vulnerable, who are executed in different countries each year. A nation cannot embrace a human right solely for its own citizens. A human right by definition is an entitlement that all citizens must have. This is why it is incumbent upon Australia and other countries that oppose capital punishment, to speak out in defence of this opposition on behalf of other societies where this penalty is imposed.

Jesuit Social Services has a demonstrated role in speaking out on behalf of vulnerable and voiceless people. Jesuit Social Services involvement in human rights, criminal and social justice enables us to have a credible voice in speaking out on these matters. We believe that in maintaining our opposition to capital punishment, we add weight to the body of Australians who hold the same stance on this issue. This lobby is well represented with highly respected advocates such as human rights advocate and barrister Julian Burnside who has written compellingly in defence of this stance. His position is an uncompromising one which sees capital punishment as unjustified, no matter where, no matter what the crime, no matter who the criminal.

Underlying principles for opposing capital punishment

The critical issue underlying Jesuit Social Service’s opposition to capital punishment is our commitment to the sacredness and dignity of all human life as one of the most fundamental and inviolable, human rights.  

An examination of statistics of the countries that execute their own citizens and foreign nationals reveals that those who lose their life to the power of the State represent the most vulnerable, marginalised, economically deprived members of that society.  The practice clearly discriminates against those in society with the least voice and ability to mount a strong defence. 

Jesuit Social Services endorses the views of the Australian Catholic Social Justice Council, which acts with the mandate of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference, which is opposed to the death penalty for the following reasons:

· The death penalty is an offence against the dignity and sanctity of all human life, which must be respected even in those who have done great evil. Every human being has the right to life

· The use of the death penalty undermines a society’s respect for life and contributes to a culture of vengeance and death.

· The use of the death penalty is incompatible with the message and practice of Jesus Christ, who preached forgiveness rather than upholding the law of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”

· The death penalty is cruel and unnecessary. All societies now have other ways of protecting themselves from violent criminals.

· The death penalty denies those who have committed crimes the chance to repent and reform.

· The death penalty does not appear to have reduced crime rates in those States where it is applied.

· It is illogical and ineffective to oppose killing by means of State killings.

· No criminal justice system is infallible and there is always the danger that the innocent may be put to death.

· In many countries the death penalty is applied in a way that discriminates against the poor, marginalised, disadvantaged and members of minority groups.

Anne Tuohey,
December 2007

� Burnside, J, In cold blood, The Age, 2/11/07





