
 

Cornell Political Union 
Resolved: Should the U.S. abolish the Death Penalty? 

 
 

Debate on 02/1/17 with Guest Speaker Professor Sandra Babcock, Clinical 
Professor of Law at Cornell Law School 



Speaker (Prof. Sandra Babcock) 
In our premier event of the semester, Sandra Babcock, a clinical professor of law at 

Cornell Law School, joined the Cornell Political Union to discuss the implications of abolishing 
the death penalty in the United States amidst evolving international norms. 

Babcock, arguing for the abolishment of the death penalty, described three major reasons 
why the US should move to eliminate the practice from all states. Overwhelming international 
consensus against the death penalty was the first, as Babcock noted that 109 countries have 
abolished the death penalty, while 48 others have the penalty on the books, but opt not to carry 
out executions. In 2015, only 25 countries carried out death sentences, but 90% of those 
executions were carried out by four countries: China, Iran, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia. Europe is 
largely abolitionist, as is most South and Central America, singling out the US as the only major 
western democracy to still hold to the tradition. 

Secondly, Babcock pointed out that the US is a signatory to many treaties and obligations 
that interfere with the upholding of the death penalty. Article 6 of the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Liberties infers a general movement away from forms of torture and 
eventually the death penalty, and the lack of toleration for the death penalty has become 
customary international law. 

Lastly, Babcock described how the US stands as a world leader in human rights, and 
should live up to its potential by following the norms of the 109 countries who have already 
eliminated the sentence. Babcock also mentioned the moral side of ending the death sentence. 
Prisoners that are given the death sentence often spend long periods of time in solitary 
confinement, leading to psychological torture, as well as undergo painful deaths because of 
ineffective chemical compounds in the injections. 

Questions were asked concerning ways to implement the abolition, and whether the 
effects of the change in the law would be positive. Babcock simply replied that it would be 
helpful for other allied countries to push US legislators in the right direction, and a state by state 
basis may be entertained considering the recent elections. The overall outcome would be positive 
for the public and the prison industry, and eliminate entertaining alternatives to lethal injections, 
such as firing squads, from ever gaining traction. When asked about the pharmaceutical 
industry’s reactions to a potential abolition, she replied that pharmaceutical companies are 
strongly opposed to the death penalty, and the chemicals are usually made by compounding 
companies with unsafe practices. 

During the debate, students entertained keeping the death penalty after Babcock’s speech 
in support of abolition. While many sided with Babcock, stating that the death penalty causes 
many discrepancies in international treaties and between states, as well as incurs major costs to 
the national economy, some believed others steps needed to be made in human rights law before 
the death penalty could be removed. Other forms of torture, such as waterboarding, needed to be 
eliminated before the death penalty in a methodical manner to produce meaningful customary 
law. 



Other students realized that since the death penalty is retributive, it should be reserved for 
the most extreme cases, because the country doesn’t have a worthy alternative for very heinous 
crimes outside of a lifetime of imprisonment, which only puts more pressure on the U.S. 
economy. Also, if the prison industry and the U.S. Congress don’t plan on creating a system of 
rehabilitation for criminals of this nature, then the death penalty should remain in place until 
laws can be put into place. 

Lastly, students brought up the inherent bias of the death penalty, and how the 
sensationalism of the media portrays each case differently depending on the race and culture of 
the victim.  

 

Union Votes Affirmative on a 25-5 decision 
 

 


