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Preface to the Chinese Edition

The publication of a Chinese language edi-
tion of this book is a pleasure, of course, but
also something of a challenge. What might Chi-
nese students and scholars find worth investiga-
ting in this profile of death penalty practices
and conflicts in the recent history of the United
States? With so many differences between the
cultures and legal systems of the United States
and China, how might the results of U. S. re-
search carry lessons for Chinese readers?

There are four findings from this research
report that may have value for Chinese scholars
and researchers. The first is the rapidly chan-
ging conceptions of capital punishment in all
developed nations. The first section of thisstudy
shows that basic conceptions of the death penal-
ty have changed both in Europe ( Chapter 2)
and in the United States ( Chapter 3) over the
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25 years after 1977. In Europe, the transformation has been from a
criminal justice to a human rights perspective. In the United States,
the symbolic transformation has been from state purposes, such as de-
terrence, to victim services. But these two contrasting changes have
both happened quite suddenly. There is no real status quo for capital
punishment anywhere late in the 20th century, only contrasting regimes
of swift change.

A second obvious conclusion from this study is that empirical data
on the number of death sentences and executions is absolutely essential
to comprehending how various systems work in practice. In the United
States, states that have similar definitions of capital crimes have rates
of execution that are vastly different, as shown in Chapter 4. Without
data on death sentences and executions, the entire death penalty sys-
tem is an unknown quantity. This is the current situation in China.

A third finding of this study has direct application to the People’ s
Republic of China - and that is the importance of studying the subnation-
al variations in death penalty policy. Chapters 4 and 5 of this book show
the major variations by region and state in the United States. Even within
the category of states in the United States with capital punishment for hom-
icide, we discover execution rates that differ by more than 100 to 1. China
is a large and diverse nation with decentralized discretion in many aspects
of death penalty policy. The study of the size and the causes of variations
among different regions and political units in the PRC is one important pri-
ority for Chinese death penalty scholarship.

Fourth, Chinese readers might also regard the tensions and
tradeoffs of American death penalty practice as a preview of coming at-
tractions if economic development in China is followed by efforts to cre-
ate substantial legal protections for persons accused of capital crimes.
The United States is the only nation that has attempted to combine spe-
cial due process protections with the routine availability of the death
penalty for the top grades of murder. The result has been frustrating,
expensive and unsatisfactory from the perspective of both the efficient
administration of justice and the values of due process. It is by no.
means clear that a policy of state execution can ever meet exacting legal
standards.

Franklin E. Zimring
Berkeley, California
June 2006
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