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Ten Possible Angles for Opinion Essays


 1. defining a term

 2. giving a historical view of a situation

 3. explaining a situation that exists today

 4. comparing a situation in different places

 5. giving a relevant personal experience

 6. talking about a friend's experience/some friends' experiences

 7. discussing situations in the newspapers, on TV, in a video, in a movie or show

 8. giving an opinion

 9. giving a reason and support for an opinion (one or more paragraphs)

10. giving a larger philosophy that encompasses an opinion


Capital Punishment

by Mary Christian


Capital punishment is another term for death penalty. It means taking the life of criminals for some crime they have committed, usually, but not always, murder. Capital punishment is sometimes the penalty for spying or treason, acts which harm the entire nation without necessarily killing anybody.


Throughout the history of modern civilization, capital punishment has been used less and less. Human rights have become important in most countries, and through the years we have seen that the rich and powerful have had to give up certain privileges. It used to be that stealing could result in the death penalty in many cases. This was a way the ruling classes could protect their wealth and position. Nowadays, democracies and constitutional governments make it harder for the politically powerful to control the lives of the poor so completely.


In America today, we still have capital punishment, and its popularity here is growing rather than decreasing. People want retribution for horrifying acts committed against innocent people. Others believe that the death penalty is a deterrent that, if used often and consistently, will eventually cause criminals to think twice before taking somebody else's life. However, there are psychologists and politicians who don't believe that there is a deterrent effect because most murders are committed in moments of passion, or temporary insanity.


In Europe, where countries have the most advanced technologies, capital punishment has been abandoned. The idea of taking a life, even by a government, is considered unjustifiable, and the penalty against murderers is life imprisonment.


Personally, I have often found myself divided between two views of the issue. On one hand, I agree that human life is sacred and that nobody, not even a collective group like a government, should be able to take it away. On the other hand, I have seen three friends of mine killed by people who, for one reason or another, have become animals and who don't really seem to be humans anymore. One of my friends was stabbed over 50 times by a teenager who robbed him. I don't think that the life of this vicious killer, even though a child, is very "sacred."


This notwithstanding, one friend of mine became a heroin addict through years of hanging out with the wrong people. He found his life slipping away, little by little, and he was trapped in a world of drug selling and addiction. At one point, he became so desperate for drugs that he killed a drug dealer who would not give him any more because he could no longer pay for them. This is a case of two very desperate people, in a very desperate world, becoming victims of each other because of a larger victimization that neither could see, the entire drug industry that trapped them both. In the end, I'm not sure that my friend committed the murder.


So many people have appeared on the front page of the newspaper or on TV who have been portrayed as animals and monsters. We recently saw the report of a man who went on a killing spree across the nation because he was angry about something, maybe about being rejected by a homosexual lover. He was clearly crazy. At some point in his life, he snapped. Was he a victim of society's impossible demands on people to look beautiful, be popular, have money, and so forth?


I can't believe that we will ever follow the advice of Jesus, but I think that we should abandon the concept of the justice system the way we know it. People who are angry and commit crimes need more love, not less. Of course, we must lock up dangerous lunatics who kill people, but our attitude should be one of sorrow for the killer, not hatred. I am philosophically against punishment of any kind. I don't think anybody can punish another human being. That is up to God.


I have read the New Testament several times, and I keep thinking about the message of Christ, that nobody is good except God and that nobody should throw the first rocks unless they are completely clear of evil themselves. This is hard to practice in the real world, but I wonder how society would be different if we abandoned the idea of punishment, not just capital punishment, altogether. Maybe, it is our need to be better and more powerful than others that causes crime in the first place. Maybe, the need to punish simply results in more anger, and more crimes, and a further need to punish. Maybe, Jesus was warning that this was an unbreakable circle, this trap of retribution for crimes, causing more anger and a greater need to commit more crimes. "There is none good but one, and that is God,” He said. 


Jesus, of course, was right, about this and everything. Love is the answer to all problems. We need to love ourselves and love other people. We need to love people even more when they are hurting and causing pain to others. Retribution solves nothing. It's a cancer that grows. Love is a remedy for that cancer; it is the only thing that makes diabolical anger go away.   [860 words]
Instructions: John Justice is a proponent of the death penalty in certain cases. He believes that capital punishment is not only justified but essential in any society that hopes to maintain order and harmony. Pretend that you are John Justice and write a rebuttal to (disagreement with) Mary Christian’s essay. Use some of the same “ten possible angles” for writing in order to support your position. Refer to some of the points in her essay to prove that you have read and understood it.
[ESLprof.com/handouts/Comp/ExpositoryCompTenAngles.doc]


