
Give me life without parole or give me the guillotine 

By James Steinbauer 

 There is a saying that a few of the Jesuit priests at my high school used to exclaim 

during social justice classes: We kill people who kill people to show people that killing 

people is wrong. 

 Though simplistic, this statement soundly depicts the vast hypocrisy behind the 

United States toleration of capital punishment.  

 In January, just a year after Ohio botched the lethal injection execution of Dennis 

McGuire — who appeared to writhe in pain for 26 minutes during an execution that 

should have lasted 10 — Gov. John Kasich postponed all seven scheduled executions in 

the state for 2015.  

 The delay is designed to give the state time to find a supply of new drugs during a 

time when Ohio and other death penalty states are struggling to mix lethal cocktails that 

can unfailingly and humanely end an inmate’s life.  

 But is the current method of killing someone humane?  

 The utterance of that question is riddled with hypocrisy. Proponents of capital 

punishment like to play off lethal injection as just putting people to sleep — peaceful and 

kind. However, at the end of the day, the state is still killing someone. The death 

certificate reads “Homicide by the State of Ohio.” 

The nationwide problem with lethal injection prompted states to seek alternative 

drugs from international providers and time after time they received the same answer — a 

resounding no.  

In response, states have begun adopting grisly and archaic substitutes in an 

attempt to keep their executions on schedule.  

Last May, Tennessee Gov. Bill Haslam signed a bill that would revive the electric 

chair if lethal drugs become unavailable. Oklahoma Gov. Mary Fallin signed a bill that 

would permit the unprecedented use of nitrogen gas if the state’s current methods were 

ruled unconstitutional. In March, Utah revived the firing squad, overturning a ban placed 

on the method of execution in 2004.  

So when the current method fails, instead of moving forward, states find it 

intuitive to revert back to their abolished means of execution.  



 Have they forgotten all the reasons we moved past these barbaric means of 

execution in the first place? The public no longer attends hangings in the town square or 

watch blasphemers burn at the stake. Socrates drank hemlock tea for his execution. The 

history books are quick to describe his death as a romantic toast followed by a quick 

sleep, but fail to mention the feelings of suffocation, severe pain, convulsions and 

relentless vomiting.  

  Killing people is not the romantic, righteous act that sci-fi books or HBO make it 

out to be. It is gruesome, it is distressing and it is almost always painful.  

Execution by electric chair, what was once thought to be painless, gives victims 

the same feeling as having a heart attack. Although there are few, if any ways to deduce 

how painful death by firing squad is, it took Ronnie Lee Gardner of Utah two minutes 

two die in 2010 — two minutes too many. It is said that Marie Antoinette blinked when 

her head was pulled from the guillotine basket and held up for the crowd on the Palace de 

Concorde.  

 It is true that capital punishment is saved for the worst of the worst of the worst 

— the people who committed heinous crimes. Having said that, isn’t responding with an 

equally heinous act just finishing what they started? Finalizing their initial act of 

inhumanity?  

 And when it comes to those guilty, the people who are truly evil, doesn’t death 

seem too good? I would rather see them die serving a life sentence — if only for the 

conscience of the state and its citizens.  


