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Stuart Banner's The Death Penalty is a richly detailed overview of American attitudes
toward and implementation of capital punishment throughout its past. Banner decries
what he sees as today's prevailing "smug condescension" to history, and states that
executing a fellow human in the 17th and 18th centuries, though exponentially more
common than today, was "just as momentous" an act. He traces changing technology
and venues as well as the relatively constant arguments--legal, philosophical, and
religious--of proponents and opponents. The book is rich with fascinating sidelights,
among them the chilling practice of "symbolic" executions, the idea that dissections,
viewed as a sort of punishment beyond death, were thought to act as deterrents to
capital crime, and how the rise of newspapers as a mass medium hastened, in part, the
demise of public hangings. The Death Penaltyis free of polemic and cant, admirably
disinterested, and at once rigorous yet thoroughly accessible.
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