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Abstract

Public anthropology may be seen as a new way that produces and distributes
anthropological knowledge, and it also reflects the acknowledgement among
anthropologists that the anthropological knowledge could have contributed more to the
issues relevant to the public interests. This article takes the case of the debates over the
death penalty and demonstrates the extent legal anthropology may engage in the debates
by putting up new questions for different parties involved. I argue that the major theme
underlying the abolition of death penalty is one of human rights and democracy, which
is Western derived, and this creates difficulty in translating it to the public. Instead,
legal anthropology bases its findings on ethnographic investigation and comparison,
thereby being able to connect indigenous legal knowledge into the public forum such
that the popular and the Western belief may be in a channel of communication to
reshape the debates over the death penalty. In this regard, I propose two new questions
legal anthropology can do to bring to attention to the public. One is being able to close
to the belief systems within culture (especially with regard to life and death). Second,
transformation mechanisms could be constituted for substituting the debt generated out
of the crime. I conclude that legal anthropology’s engagement may rearticulate the public
debate, one of the ways public anthropology can do to the public interests.
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