The Baldus study

D. Baldus, C. Pulaski, and G. Woodworth, Equal Justice and the Death Penalty (Boston:  Northeastern University Press 1990).

A study of death sentences in the state of Georgia.  Some results:

Defendants who kill W get CP in 11% of cases

Defendants who kill B get CP in 1% of cases

CP in 22% cases of B defendant, W victim

CP in 8% cases of W defendant and W victim

CP in 1% of cases of B defendant and B victim

CP in 3% of cases of W defendant and B victim

So black defendants who kill whites have greatest chance of getting CP.

Controlling for 39 nonracial variables (income class of defendant and victim, mode of killing, etc.), Baldus, et. al., found that the odds of being executed were 4.3 times greater for defendants who killed whites than for defendants who killed blacks.
Overall, 4% of black defendants received CP; 7% of white—chiefly because blacks are more likely to kill blacks than whites.

Again controlling for nonracial variables, the study found that other things equal (e.g. same race of victim, other variables the same), black defendants are 1.1 times likely to get CP as whites.

The Baldus study was cited in the U.S. Supreme Court case McClesky v. Kemp (1986), in which a black defendant (McClesky) was sentenced to death for killing a white police officer in Georgia.  McClesky argued the sentence violated the Equal Protection clause of the 14th Amendment, since statistically (as the Baldus study showed) he stood a greater chance of getting the death penalty on account of the victim being white.

The Court rejected McClesky’s argument, on the grounds that general trends did not prove the existence of discrimination among the jury who decided his particular case.

McClesky was executed by electrocution in 1991.

More recent studies, including studies of states other than Georgia,  have similarly found that killers of whites are more likely to be sentenced to death than killers of blacks.  (For references, see http://www.aclu.org/DeathPenalty/DeathPenalty.cfm?ID=9312&c=62; I’ll post this link on our coursepage.)

