AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL 

BUILDING BRIDGES:

TALKING ABOUT THE DEATH PENALTY AND HUMAN RIGHTS

As AI members, we may be called on to explain our mandate and viewpoint to new members or non-members. While most people sympathize with much of our work, they may have trouble understanding our unconditional opposition to the death penalty (DP). Here are some suggestions for creating a dialogue:

1) STAY CALM: Most people have strong opinions on this issue, and DP supporters can get very emotional. Meet their passion with a calm and reasoned response, and always keep your cool. Your attitude and demeanor will impress them even if your words do not. If all else fails, stress that you respect the person’s opinion, and move on to somebody else.

2) KNOW YOUR STUFF: Prepare yourself by reading AI literature on the DP and human rights. Have extra pamphlets available to hand out. Practice your presentation within your group.

3) STAY FOCUSED: While there are many arguments you can use to make your point, always return to AI's basic position: the death penalty is a violation of basic human rights. We believe that basic human rights are universal (belong to all people) and fundamental (must never be violated). The most fundamental of all is the right to life. Respect for human dignity and the inherent value of each human life is the principle on which all human rights are based.

4) ANSWER THE RIGHT QUESTION:  Listen carefully, and identify their main reason for supporting the death penalty. Common attitudes include retribution (an eye for an eye) deterrence (it fights crime) and moral values (they deserve to die). Ask questions to identify their core reason for supporting executions, then address their personal concern directly.

5) FIND COMMON GROUND: We all share legitimate concerns about violent crime. Stress that AI sympathizes with victims of violence (after all, many POCs are victims of state violence). Identify a group of people that you both agree should not be executed  -- mentally retarded offenders, juveniles, people who may be innocent. Encourage people to see the DP as a human rights issue rather than as “crime and punishment” 

6) PLANT A SEED: You won't convert people in a thirty-second dialogue, so don't try. Make one point, but make it well. Commonly, support of the DP is based largely on misinform​ation; if you can raise a legitimate doubt in peoples’ mind by giving them another perspective, then you've done a good job. It takes time for people to re-examine their position, so don't push too hard or too fast. Find a small crack in the wall of the other person's certainty, and make it larger-​- time will do the rest.

7) BE SPECIFIC: Use a real-life case to make the issue meaningful to people. (“If Canada had the death penalty, David Milgaard, Donald Marshall and Guy Paul Morin would be dead”). Cases in the US illustrating the unfairness of the DP are ideal examples, since our societies and legal systems are so similar.

8) KEEP TRYING: None of us are born abolitionists. The more you learn and the more often you discuss the issue, the easier it gets to convince people that executions are a cruel, unnecessary and unacceptable violation of human dignity.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Amnesty International USA has produced a series of short fact sheets on specific death penalty topics such as juvenile offenders, mental illness and racial discrimination. The series is available at:

http://www.amnestyusa.org/abolish/

Browse the Amnesty International Website Against the Death Penalty for useful reference documents, including AI answers to the 15 most commonly asked questions on the death penalty:

http://web.amnesty.org/pages/deathpenalty-index-eng

The Death Penalty Information Center is a one-stop source for accurate and current information on almost every aspect of the death penalty in the USA:

http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org
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