WHY WE MUST STOP EXECUTIONS

On the evening of January 19, 1996 our 23 year-old son Joshua “JoJo” White was driving home from work at Martin Luther King Middle School in San Francisco where he counseled and tutored troubled adolescents. At the corner of 16th and Carolina Streets JoJo and three friends encountered an agitated youth who approached the car accusing them of trying, in his words “to fuck with me”. As JoJo and his friends tried to reassure him that was not so, the young man pulled a gun from his coat and fired into the car. JoJo’s last words before the fatal shot was fired were “Peace brother, one love”. The bullet pierced his heart and he died within seconds in the arms of his friend Equipto.

JoJo developed an empathy with troubled youngsters. It grew from his own experiences in the playgrounds and classrooms of San Francisco. At age 12 he was diagnosed with dyslexia and was placed in special education classes with other “problem” children. Being a typically competitive adolescent he was at first shamed and then angered to be considered part of society’s lesser achievers. But it was in those classrooms that his most important education began. He learned from the inside how it felt to be disrespected by others. Over the following school years JoJo saw how devastating poverty, racism, inequality and violence can be to young hearts and tender egos. He saw that many of these children were being tracked into a wasteland of disrespect, despair, drugs, violence and prison. (See Children’s Defense Fund’s recent report, America’s Cradle to Prison Pipeline) 

We don’t know who killed our son; there’s no name, no fingerprints, not even a clear description since it happened so fast in the dim light of evening. But we do know why he died. And we do know that the young man who killed him was as much a product of our society as the gun he used. 

JoJo died because he was caught, like millions of others, in the violent turmoil of a society at odds with itself. He was the victim of social conflicts spawned by a vast and growing inequality of wealth and opportunity that divides our communities, cities, and nations into fearful, hostile, and sometimes violent factions. One response to this structural violence is a lashing out at real or perceived injustice and a lack of hope so unbearable and seemingly unchangeable as to drive some of us to outrageous acts of violence. 

Some say this tragic situation has always been and always will be our fate and that we’d better get used to it because “you can’t change human nature”. They say the best we can hope for is to identify and punish or execute as many of the “bad guys” as possible. So we create bigger police forces, more prisons, larger armies, smarter missiles, and more civilized ways to torture and to execute our most dangerous domestic and foreign “enemies”, all at the expense of a fading American dream. And yet, as in Iraq, the violence continues. 
    THERE IS AN ALTERNATIVE TO THIS CYCLE OF VIOLENCE

We are not the first “civilization” to choose this road of “law and order”. Dr James Gilligan in his book, Preventing Violence, points out that policy makers have been selling the “get tough on crime” recipe for violence reduction for over 5000 years and it hasn’t worked yet. He points to government statistics to show that capital punishment is no deterrent as it has never reduced violent crime. To the contrary, the only policies, he shows, that have consistently reduced individual violence has been the reduction of structural violence, that is, a reduction of inequality, injustice and subsequent humiliation and shame. Internationally statistics prove that over one hundred thirty countries that have no death penalty enjoy considerably less violent crime than the countries that execute. And in the U.S. states that do not execute are safer than states that do.

Having lost our only child to murder and having lived with that horror for 12 years, we deeply understand the heartbreak and even the rage of others who have experienced similar loss. We hear their cries for justice. We too want justice. Like many other survivors of murder victims we have come to know, we reject vengeance and more killing. We seek instead a higher justice that changes the social and economic conditions that foster violence. By stopping government executions here in America we can take a giant responsible step of rejecting and reducing violence in our own country. By doing so we will set a loving, courageous and hopeful example for all our children.
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