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Preface to the Third Edition

Much has changed in the legal world of the death penalty since this book was first conceived in 2003.
Over this span of 10 years there have been more than 500 executions and 1,175 new death sentences.
During this period the United States hit and surpassed the 1,000-execution post-Furman milestone
(1,347 executions as of October 1, 2013). But during that same time, the rates of death sentences
and executions have declined precipitously. Six states have abolished the death penalty—five since
the last edition of this book—and several others are considering doing so. There also have been
42 exonerations of individuals on death row who were found to be innocent, including six due to
DNA testing.

By all measures, the popularity and use of the death penalty is on the decline. Increasing awareness
of the flaws and failures of the death penalty system, as well as increasing concerns about the financial
costs of the death penalty, seem to have played a role in this decline, as has the now virtually universal
availability of true life sentences. That being said, we still remain one of the most prolific nations in
terms of executions and the only Western nation to carry out executions at all. Furthermore, though it
seems to be occurring in only a shrinking minority of jurisdictions, the death penalty continues in
earnest in some states and localities. Texas surpassed 500 executions this year; states such as North
Carolina, which has had no executions since 2006, are taking measures to revitalize and expand the
death penalty and speed up executions. The death penalty remains a criminal sanction that presents
us with many contradictions and controversies and increasingly evokes ambivalence among lawmakers
and the public alike.

Violence in the United States has also declined significantly over the last decade, though it may be
hard to tell given that we are presented with increasingly stark images of violence on a seemingly daily
basis. Highly publicized cases of extreme and mass violence seem to have proliferated in the last few
years, often drawing attention as capital or potentially capital cases. Just in the last two years, there has
been a terrorist bombing at the Boston Marathon as well as twelve mass shootings, including a partic-
ularly horrific massacre of young children in a grade school in Newtown, Connecticut. Though many of
these violent acts end with the offender’s suicide, in cases in which the offenders live, such as the man
who opened fire in a Colorado theater killing 12 people and injuring another 58, or one of the men who
set off the bombs in Boston, the death penalty enters the public consciousness almost immediately.
Both of these cases are still in progress at the time of this writing, so it is unknown whether they will
result in death sentences. But there is no denying that cases such as these challenge us to think very hard
about violence and killing and, by extension, the death penalty. When we are faced with horrors such as
these, it is easy to understand why the death penalty persists. It is also easy to understand why the death
penalty often evokes great emotion and conflict in our society.

The death penalty remains a hotly debated topic in the United States and a potent public policy in
certain locations. In much of the United States, the public continues to support it and, in some cases,
demand it. However, it also continues to be a lightning rod of sorts, drawing attention to many of the
problems and controversies within criminal justice. Issues of cost, public safety, deterrence, retribution,
justice, wrongful conviction, rehabilitation, redemption, race, and discrimination are illuminated
through the magnifying glass that is the death penalty. As such, we believe that an understanding
and analysis of the legal and constitutional issues surrounding the death penalty serve the broader
objective of better understanding the criminal justice system. It is our hope that, throughout this book,
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xviii  Preface to the Third Edition

we have served this objective and that we have provided insight into the often complex and confusing
world of the U.S. Supreme Court and its death penalty jurisprudence.

In this revised third edition, we have again maintained the overall structure and much of the content
from the prior two editions. But there is also much that is new and improved. We present eight new case
briefs and discuss many more new cases throughout the book, recalibrating our commentary on the
major constitutional issues in line with the ever-evolving jurisprudence. We also added to the coverage
of important peripheral legal and social issues, such as racial disparities in the criminal justice system,
life sentences for juveniles, public opinion, wrongful convictions, and state trends in abolition of the
death penalty.

Over the last five years, Supreme Court activity in terms of death penalty cases did not take on the
same pace or volume that it had in previous decades. However, the legal developments, issues, and
challenges—many of which have stemmed from prior Supreme Court decisions—have flourished
and will likely continue to spur further involvement by the Court for the foreseeable future.

Scott Vollum, Ph.D.
Duluth, MN

October 1, 2013
The case briefs added in the third edition are:

Chapter 4: The Mentally Impaired and the Death Penalty
Bobby v. Bies (2009): Reassessment of mental retardation for the determination of eligibility for
the death penalty.

Ryan v. Gonzales/Tibbals v. Carter (2013): Competence to assist counsel during appellate
processes.

Chapter 7: The Right to Effective Assistance of Counsel and the Death Penalty
Wood v. Allen (2010): Counsel’s failure to present evidence of mental retardation in capital
mitigation.
Maples v. Thomas (2012): Counsel’s failure to meet a filing deadline and “cause” to excuse a
consequent procedural default.

Chapter 8: Due Process and the Death Penalty
Cone v. Bell (2009): Procedural default of habeas corpus claim following a lack of proper review
by a state court; application of the Brady rule when evidence was suppressed.
Connick v. Thompson (2011): Section 1983 lawsuit based on wrongful conviction and
establishing liability of state agents.

Chapter 10: Appeals, Habeas Corpus, and the Death Penalty
Stewart v. Martinez-Villareal (1998): The AEDPA’s successive petition restriction and the
filing of successive habeas corpus petitions when previous petitions were dismissed as
premature.

Skinner v. Switzer (2011): The use of Section 1983 lawsuits to compel DNA testing in claims of
actual innocence.



Preface to the Second Edition

The death penalty, in the context of the United States Constitution and the Supreme Court, is constantly
evolving. In this, the second edition of The Death Penalty: Constitutional Issues, Commentaries, and
Case Briefs, we try to reflect this evolution by presenting the most recent Supreme Court cases and the
issues inherent in them that have occurred in the years since we published the first edition of this book.
As I write this preface, we have just come off the longest hiatus in executions since the death penalty
was reinstated following the Supreme Court decision in Gregg v. Georgia. This informal moratorium
resulted from the Court’s decision to consider the constitutionality of the execution method of lethal
injection. The case was Baze v. Rees, one of the most recent among the new cases analyzed and dis-
cussed in this book, and the Court held that lethal injection is a constitutionally permissible method
of execution. The first execution since September 25, 2007, was carried out on May 6, 2008, when
William Earl Lynd was executed in Georgia by lethal injection at 7:51 p.m. As I write this, Mark
Schwab is scheduled to be executed by lethal injection in Florida for the rape and murder of an
11-year-old boy; it will be the tenth execution of the year. There are more than 20 executions scheduled
to take place over the coming months.

Over the last several years executions have slowed, but the Supreme Court’s consideration of con-
stitutional issues pertaining to them certainly has not. During the four years since the first edition of this
book was published, the Supreme Court has made significant decisions about, among other things,
racial disparity in capital jury selection, mental impairment as a mitigating factor in capital sentencing,
standards of effectiveness of legal representation for capital defendants, jury instructions pertaining to
aggravating and mitigating evidence, evidence of actual innocence in habeas corpus petitions, and,
most recently, the constitutionality of lethal injection as a method of execution and the constitutionality
of the death penalty in cases of the rape of a child when the victim is not murdered. The makeup of
the Court has also changed in the years since this book was first published. Chief Justice William H.
Rehnquist has been succeeded by new Chief Justice John G. Roberts, and Justice Sandra Day O’Connor
has been succeeded by Justice Samuel Anthony Alito Jr. Justice Alito’s first death penalty opinion was
in Holmes v. South Carolina (briefed in Chapter 8), and Chief Justice Roberts has written several opin-
ions in death penalty cases and penned the plurality opinion in Baze v. Rees (briefed in Chapter 11).

Although the structure and much of the content in this second edition remains the same as in the
original edition, there is much that is new and revised. There are 17 new cases briefed and many more
new cases discussed throughout the book. The added case briefs are:

Chapter 3: Racial Discrimination and the Death Penalty
Miller El v. Dretke (2005): Racially disparate questioning in jury selection
Snyder v. Louisiana (2008): Exclusion of prospective black jurors without racially neutral
explanations

Chapter 4: The Mentally Impaired and the Death Penalty

Singleton v. Norris (2003): Forcefully medicating an inmate for competency in order to be
executed

Tennard v. Dretke (2004): Mental retardation as mitigating factor when unrelated to crime
Panetti v. Quarterman (2007): Mental competency to be executed

Xix
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Chapter 6: Juries, Jurors, and the Death Penalty
Uttecht v. Brown (2007): Trial court judge’s role in death qualification

Chapter 7: The Right to Effective Assistance of Counsel and the Death Penalty
Rompilla v. Beard (2005): Counsel’s failure to make a reasonable effort to contest evidence
supporting a death sentence
Schriro v. Landrigan (2007): Defendant’s interference with counsel’s strategy and the
presentation of mitigating evidence

Chapter 8: Due Process and the Death Penalty
Deck v. Missouri (2005): Shackling of a capital defendant during sentencing phase of trial
Holmes v. South Carolina (2006): Introduction of third-party guilt evidence

Chapter 9: Aggravating and Mitigating Factors in Death Penalty Cases
Kansas v. Marsh (2006): Death sentence when aggravating and mitigating factors are equal in
weight
Brewer v. Quarterman (2007): Statutory restrictions on jury instructions regarding the
consideration of mitigating factors

Chapter 10: Appeals, Habeas Corpus, and the Death Penalty
Nelson v. Campbell (2004): Right to bring a lawsuit challenging the method of execution
House v. Bell (2007): Habeas corpus appeals on the grounds of actual innocence
Lawrence v. Florida (2007): Suspension of AEDPAs statute of limitations while awaiting
habeas corpus decision

Chapter 11: Evolving Standards of Decency and the Eighth Amendment’s Ban on Cruel and
Unusual Punishment
Baze v. Rees (2008): Constitutionality of lethal injection as a method of execution
Kennedy v. Louisiana (2008): Constitutionality of the death penalty for nonhomicide cases of
sexual assault against a child

Only one case brief has been removed (the 2003 case of Miller-El v. Cockrell has been replaced by
the more recent 2005 case of Miller-El v. Dretke). Discussion surrounding past cases and the rich
history and lineage of Supreme Court decisions in capital cases has been preserved but has been sup-
plemented by numerous new decisions and updated information on the many related death penalty
issues. In the end, we believe that the second edition of this book significantly strengthens and
bolsters what was already a valuable and unique book and offers the reader the most comprehensive
and up-to-date collection and consideration of constitutional issues and Supreme Court decisions
pertaining to the death penalty.

Scott Vollum, Ph.D.
Harrisonburg, Virginia
July 1, 2008



Preface and Introduction to the
First Edition

Death as a form of punishment was used in the United States even before the American colonies
became a republic. For a long time, the death penalty was—and still is—an option available to the state
when dealing with serious offenders, and the public accepted it as such without many legal or political
challenges. In recent times, however, issues have arisen concerning the constitutionality and wisdom of
this ultimate sanction. This has spawned numerous court cases, decided over several decades, that have
sought to declare this form of punishment unconstitutional, or that attempted to refine and polish some
of its features. These cases and what they say are the focus of this book.

Constitutionality and the wisdom of imposing the death penalty are two separate issues, although they
tend to be treated as one in some quarters. Constitutionality is an issue addressed and resolved by the
courts, while the wisdom of imposing it is a political question to be resolved by political decision-makers
who represent the public. This book focuses on the constitutionality issue. Whether the death penalty is
wise or desirable as a form of punishment is for political entities to eventually determine and resolve.

Numerous books and articles have been written on the death penalty. This book secks to add a legal
dimension to existing literature by bringing together all the major cases decided by the United
States Supreme Court on the death penalty. The first case decided by the Court on the death penalty
was Wilkerson v. Utah in 1878. The cut-off date for the cases briefed in this book was July 1,2013. A total
of 72 cases are briefed here. As in any project in which choices are involved, subjectivity played a role in
determining which cases from among the many decided by the Court are sufficiently important to justify
inclusion among the briefed cases. That determination, including the “Top Ten Most Significant Death
Penalty Cases,” was made by the authors based on their familiarity over the years with death penalty cases.

THE BOOK’S PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE

This text is written to fill a need for a book that gathers and synthesizes all the legal issues related to the
death penalty, bringing together both fundamental presentation and discussion of these issues with
short case briefs of key Supreme Court cases. There is no such book available to the general public
at present, except perhaps those used in law schools and in full case form. It classifies the death penalty
cases according to legal issues, provides a commentary on the various subtopics, and then presents legal
materials in an easy-to-digest and understandable form. The main audiences of the book are undergrad-
uates and criminal justice practitioners. The book should also prove useful, however, for anyone who
has an interest in the legal issues surrounding the death penalty.

THE BOOK'S CONTENT

The book consists of 12 chapters, subclassified into four parts.
Part I (Chapters 1 and 2) introduces the history of the death penalty and then discusses the foun-
dation cases of Furman v. Georgia and Gregg v. Georgia.
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Part II (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) focuses on constitutional issues and specific groups. These groups are
those discriminated against because of race, mental impairment, or due to their having committed seri-
ous crimes at a young age. These offenders are treated differently by the Court.

Part I1I (Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11) constitutes the major thrust of the book. It addresses con-
stitutional issues such as the role of juries and jurors, the right to effective assistance of counsel, the
right to due process, aggravating and mitigating circumstances, appeals, habeas corpus, and the concept
of evolving standards of decency.

Part IV (Chapter 12) addresses the current death penalty issues and trends in the United States,
including the flaws in its administration of which awareness and acknowledgment seem to be growing
rapidly. The trends of declining use of the death penalty are discussed, asking what they might foretell
about where things are headed in regard to this controversial criminal sanction. We end with a consid-
eration of this possible future of the death penalty in the United States.

FORMAT

Every chapter starts with commentaries on the general case law on a subtopic, followed by a chart of the
cases briefed in the chapter, and then the case briefs. The case brief approach to the study of law is
deemed more effective for undergraduates and field practitioners who do not have the time or the incli-
nation to go into a prolonged reading of United States Supreme Court cases. A case brief acquaints the
reader with the case by summarizing its facts, issues, reasons, and holding. This is done in the interest of
brevity, but hopefully not at the expense of accuracy.

A WORD ON LEGAL REFERENCING AND ACCESS TO ORIGINAL CASES

Every case briefed in this book contains a case citation. For those who may need some guidance in
understanding case citations, the legal citation used in this book is similar to those used in law books
and articles. To illustrate, let us use the following citation: Gregg v. Georgia, 428 U.S. 153 (1976).
Gregg v. Georgia is the case title, 428 refers to the volume where the case starts, U.S. means the United
States Reports (the official government publisher of United States Supreme Court cases), 153 refers to
the page where the case starts, and 1976 refers to the year the case was decided.

Anyone who wants to read the case of Gregg v. Georgia as originally printed may therefore go to
any law library, pull out Volume 428 of the United States Reports, then go to page 153, where the case
starts. Some Supreme Court decisions are short, while others are very long.

The original decisions of the United States Supreme Court in these cases are readily available on the
Internet. To find these cases, go to the Supreme Court’s Website at www.supremecourtus.gov and click
on “Opinions,” then the year of the decision. If more research is desired on a case, perform an Internet
search, then choose the U.S. Supreme Court decision from the many results. There will likely be many
entries on that case, including the decisions of the lower courts that were appealed and commentaries on
the case. Make sure the case is the U.S. Supreme Court decision and not that of the trial court, the court
of appeals, or of a state supreme court.

2005
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