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		Abstract

		Justice Stephen Breyer recently made international headlines when he emphasized that reforms to the capital punishment process have apparently failed to ameliorate the rampant arbitrariness, capriciousness, and bias that led the U.S. Supreme Court to temporarily invalidate the death penalty over forty years ago.  According to the Justice, the primary cause of this failure has been the Courtâ€™s backpedaling on the very substantive and procedural protections it initially articulated as necessary for the constitutional administration of the death penalty.  The Courtâ€™s capital punishment jurisprudence initially underscored the importance of social scientific evidence in assessing the fairness of capital punishment systems, but now the Court routinely minimizes, or outright ignores, social science evidence on the operation of the death penalty.  This has led to the growing disjunction between the Courtâ€™s rhetoric and the reality of capital punishment.  Justice Breyer underscored the Courtâ€™s responsibility in holding death penalty systems accountable and called for full briefing on the basic question of the social realities of the administration of capital punishment.

Meaningful death penalty reform, if possible, requires a more prominent role for social science in death penalty decision-making.  In this Article, I develop a doctrinally anchored statistical model that carefully disentangles and evaluates questions of arbitrariness, bias, and disproportionality in capital charging.  I begin by discussing the Courtâ€™s inconsistent efforts to rationalize and regulate capital punishment systems.  I then adopt a framework of statistical inference in an effort to provide greater definitional and analytical clarity.  Finally, I describe a set of analytical tools uniquely suited for diagnosing capital charging errors that closely aligns with the Courtâ€™s conceptualization of unacceptable arbitrariness.  I illustrate the usefulness of the model on data involving actual death penalty-eligible defendants from Georgia.

My analysis reveals that death penalty charging practices are highly inconsistent, irrational, and disproportionate, both within and across jurisdictions in Georgia.  The Article concludes by explaining how the empirical model might be used to improve accuracy and consistency in capital charging systems through empirically informed front-end charging screening. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: capital punishment, death penalty, criminal law, criminal procedure

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: C01, K14, K40

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Thaxton,  Sherod, Disciplining Death: Assessing and Ameliorating Arbitrariness in Capital Charging (2016). Arizona State Law Journal, Vol. 49, No. 1, 2017, UCLA School of Law, Law-Econ Research Paper No. 16-03, UCLA School of Law, Public Law Research Paper No. 16-08,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2741980
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Sherod Thaxton (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) - School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					385 Charles E. Young Dr. East
Room 1242
Los Angeles, CA  90095-1476
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://law.ucla.edu/faculty/faculty-profiles/sherod-thaxton
				

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) - Luskin School of Public Affairs 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					3250 Public Affairs Building
Los Angeles, CA  90095-1656
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://luskin.ucla.edu/person/sherod-thaxton
				

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) - Department of Sociology  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					264 Haines Hall
375 Portola Plaza
Los Angeles, CA  90095
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://soc.ucla.edu/people/sherod-thaxton
				

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      132

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,205

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  392,354

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        1 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       44 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    University of California, Los Angeles School of Law, Law & Economics Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                University of California, Los Angeles School of Law, Law & Economics Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            5,108

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              415

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Mark P. McKenna at UCLA School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    University of California, Los Angeles School of Law, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                University of California, Los Angeles School of Law, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,745

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              956

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Mark P. McKenna at UCLA School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Rights & Liberties eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Rights & Liberties eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            2,108

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,686

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Criminal Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Criminal Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,279

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,327

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Paul H. Robinson at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Corrections & Sentencing Law & Policy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Corrections & Sentencing Law & Policy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,150

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,652

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Sharon Dolovich at University of California, Los Angeles - School of Law, Margo Schlanger at University of Michigan Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              981

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           25,041

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Steve Sanders at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              858

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           17,888

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jessica Eaglin at Cornell Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Criminal Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Criminal Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              793

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,806

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jeannine Bell at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Empirical Studies eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Empirical Studies eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              659

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,797

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Corrections & Rehabilitation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Corrections & Rehabilitation eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              207

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,211

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.094 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

