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Abstract: A nation’ s death penalty concept is closely related to the definition of life and death in its
culture, and the Chinese concept of “a life for a life” is based on the unique understanding of life in
Chinese culture. Influenced by ancestor worship, the traditional Chinese people living under their
“ancestral patronage” pursue a good death, and believe that those who have suffered a violent death
would become a ghost that haunt the world. The belief that the ghost of one who was wrongly put to
death or was murdered could never rest has motivated Chinese people to pursue a life for a life. In
contemporary China, with the weakening of the belief in the concepts of good death and violent death,
Chinese are attaching less importance to the notion of a life for a life. Nevertheless, the belief that
wronged ghosts could never rest still motivates some relatives of the victim in murder cases to seek
death penalty for the murderer. Today, a life for a life, as a basic principle, is still the dominant
standard of justice, even in death penalty settlement, in China. Different from the principle of “life
for a life” that most Chinese accept, the mainstream idea in the law circle is that the death penalty,
as the product of backward culture, should be abolished. Meanwhile, since the Supreme People s
Court took back the power to review death sentences in 2007, there has been a major change in Chi-
na’ s policies on death penalty and strict control of the number of death sentences has become a very
important task of Supreme Peoples Court. Under the condition in which the principle of a life for a life
is still adhered to by most people, making the abolition of the death penalty or gradual reduction of
the number of execution of death sentence in murder cases as the target of the reform of the death pen-
alty system may deviate from public values and cause the breakdown of the linkage between law and
society.

Key Words: good death, violent death, a life for a life, death penalty concept, cultural explanation
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