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|. Introduction

The jurisprudence of death is rife with expressions of concern for symmetry, for putting prosecutors and de-
fense attorneys on equal footing at capital trials. Nowhere is this more evident than in the debate over the ad-
missibility of victim impact evidence. Three of the four Justices writing opinions in Payne v. Tennessee, [FN1]
concurring with the result that victim impact evidence is not per se inadmissible under the Eighth Amendment,
relied at least in part upon symmetry as a basis for their judgment. [FN2] Scholars defending the decision have
advanced the same rationale. [FN3] Some lower courts have interpreted this as the main lesson of Payne. [FN4]
In simplest terms the argument is that since defendants are able to introduce any and all mitigating evidence, no
matter how attenuated its connection might be to an evaluation of culpability, surviving victims should be able
to do the same. [FN5]

This notion of symmetry has been largely unexamined. Critics of Payne have generally argued that balancing
is not a worthwhile goal, tacitly accepting *472 the notion that admitting victim impact evidence is analogous to
allowing unrestricted mitigating evidence to enter trials. [FN6] But it is not symmetrical at all. The policy objec-
tion to unrestricted mitigating evidence is that, antithetical to the principles of Furman v. Georgia [FN7] and
Gregg v. Georgia, [FN8] it introduces an element of arbitrariness to death sentencing. Gregg requires the consid-
eration of aggravating evidence to be structured. Contrarily, in the view of some, [FN9] the rule announced in
Lockett v. Ohio, [FN10] derived in part from Woodson v. North Carolina, [FN11] requires that the defendant be
permitted to offer any and all mitigating evidence, no matter its quality or relevance. Arbitrariness results--a jury
may idiosyncratically credit some irrelevant mitigating evidence and, thus, spare a defendant deserving of death.
Thisis unjust from aretributive standpoint, a windfall to the defendant. The defendant has received less punish-
ment than he deserves. [FN12]

*473 Defenders of victim impact evidence say that if the defendant is allowed to offer mitigating evidence
of questionable relevance, the surviving victims should be able to offer aggravating victim impact evidence,
even if it is of questionable relevance. [FN13] Victim impact evidence carries with it its own risk of arbitrari-
ness: a jury may credit some irrelevant testimony and, as a result, sentence an undeserving defendant to die.
[FN14] So be it, proponents say, what is good for the goose should be good for the gander, an argument en-
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dorsed by the Supreme Court. Victim impact evidence has been deemed constitutional as a symmetrical response
to a defendant's mitigating evidence, a justification upon which state supreme courts have repeatedly relied in
upholding victim impact evidence against state constitutional claims. [FN15] But they are apples and or-
anges.Defenders of victim impact evidence respond to the objection to mitigating evidence not by diminishing
the arbitrariness that mitigating evidence supposedly introduces, but by introducing a different kind of arbitrari-
ness into the sentencing phase. Mitigating evidence and victim impact evidence are not symmetrical in any way.
They rely on fundamentally different kinds of inferences, their misapplication leads to different kinds of error,
and they embrace different views of human nature.

Conventional mitigating evidence is premised upon an inference that runs forward in time; something in the
defendant’s past suggests that he is less culpable for a future act. Most victim impact evidence is premised upon
a backward-looking inference; future events--the effects of the crime upon surviving family members-
-retroactively enhance the culpability of the defendant. [FN16]

In his famous concurrence in Walton v. Arizona, Justice Scalia announces that he “will not, in this case or in
the future, vote to uphold an Eighth Amendment claim that the sentencer's discretion has been unlawfully re-
stricted.” [FN17] The concern again is symmetry. “ The [Furman] doctrine,” he writes, “exists for the purpose of
introducing certainty and stability into the law.” [FN18] But “the Woodson-L ockett principle has frustrated this
very purpose from the outset--contradicting the basic thrust of much of our death penalty jurisprudence.” [FN19]
Justice Scalia's argument is often favorably cited in lower court decisions, without critical examination. [FN20]
The claim on symmetry is again flawed.

*474 Aggravating circumstances and mitigating evidence serve different purposes; the errors generated by
their putative misapplication are different in kind, not degree. The argument against the unstructured considera-
tion of aggravating evidence, the argument Gregg credited, is that some defendants not deserving of death may
receive the death penalty, aretributive injustice. The argument against the unstructured consideration of mitigat-
ing evidence--Justice Scalia's concern--is that some defendants deserving of death may not receive the death
penalty. This is also a retributive injustice, but a qualitatively different retributive injustice. The two errors are
categorically distinct, analogous to the distinction between the conviction of the innocent and the release of the
guilty. It is unhelpful to treat these injustices as analogous.

In whole or in part, the principle of retribution guides those who support the death penalty on policy grounds
and who defend it against constitutional challenges. [FN21] Retribution is the idea that people should get what
they deserve, no more and no less. The concept is simple; the practice is more complicated. The Supreme Court
has offered conflicting answers on basic aspects of how this calculation is to be made, its inconsistency nowhere
more evident than in the context of victim impact evidence and appeals to symmetry.

The issue of calculating how much punishment a particular defendant deserves is complicated by two prac-
tical problems. First, a temporal problem: crimes and trials do not occur in an instant. Suppose a year passes
between the crime and the trial. In the year, the defendant claims to have found God and to have talked a fellow
inmate out of committing suicide. How much weight if any should be afforded to his reformation? What if thirty
years passes between a crime and its discovery and in the interim the defendant, a doctor, has devoted his life to
the care of the needy in a third-world country? Answering these questions requires the expression of a basic
view about the nature of self: Is the person an indivisible unit or can he change over time? Can he evolve into
someone as distinct from one of his younger selves as he is from his siblings or parents?
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Second, there is a corporeal problem: judges and juries are fallible. Retribution might allow, in theory, for
the precise calculation of desert on the basis of the defendant's act, his mens rea, and certain mitigating factors.
In the real world the computation would be complicated by problems of proof. It may not be possible to know
with complete certainty the defendant's mental state at the time of the crime. And if the weighing of the evidence
isto be left to juries, as it often is, some may reach mistaken conclusions; that is, sentences may differ from the
ideal quantum of punishment calculated by the omniscient judge. Some juries may sentence undeserving people
to die; others may spare *475 deserving defendants. It is possible, as is routinely done in criminal trials in the
assessment of guilt, to shape the rules to reduce one type of error at the expense of the other. So the question
presents itself: Which type of error should count more?

Payne offers unequivocal answers to these questions. With respect to the risk of error, the possibility of im-
posing an undeservedly harsh punishment is to be treated no different than the possibility of imposing an un-
deservedly lenient punishment. And Payne embraces an evolved view of the victim: the defendant should be
held accountable not just for the qualities of the victim known to him, but for al of the victim's characteristics
and for the subsequent indirect effects of the crime, whether foreseeable to the defendant or not.

The Court offers conflicting, sometimes internally contradictory, answers to these questions in dealing with
mitigating evidence. The Court's basic premise with respect to mitigating evidence is that the defendant must be
allowed to present any and all evidence he deems relevant. This suggests a view of the self as an indivisible unit.
If it were possible for a person to evolve, it would seem reasonable for states to exclude certain classes of mitig-
ating evidence. Just as one cannot be held accountable for something done in the distant past, the argument
would proceed, one's culpability cannot be diminished by something that happened during childhood. The Court
rejects this approach.

If the Court had taken a hard and fast rule against the admissibility of post-crime evidence it would be easy
then to condemn the Court's tolerance of victim impact evidence as fundamentally inconsistent, but the jurispru-
dence of mitigating evidence is not so clear on this temporal issue. Under Skipper v. South Carolina, [FN22] de-
fendants are allowed to offer post-crime, pre-trial mitigating evidence, such as adjustment to prison. Ford v.
Wainwright [FN23] precludes the execution of the insane, even if the defendant was sane at the time of the of-
fense. These cases suggest a world view that defendants can evolve and that they should be punished on the
basis of who they are at the time of punishment, not who they were at the time of the crime. But the Court has
also said that a defendant is not entitled to habeas relief on the basis of evidence discovered after trial--even if
that evidence disproves the sole aggravating factor upon which he was sentenced and even if it proves his inno-
cence. [FN24] Too much can be made of any of these cases. Insanity is a special case, even for retributivists.
The habeas decisions may be driven more by process concerns than substance. It seems fair, though, to say this:
the Court has not expressed a consistent world view on the nature of self and the relevance of post-crime evid-
ence, and the answers that the Court has offered on *476 these questions with respect to mitigating evidence are
in tension with the answers it has offered with respect to victim impact evidence.

The overall picture is a universe riddled with basic contradictions, one that seeks to punish people on the
basis of what they deserve without agreement about how that calculation is to be made. Should punishment be
determined based upon the defendant as constituted at the time of the offense, at the time of trial, or at the time
of punishment? Is the relevant victim the person as known to the defendant at the time of the crime or as known
by those the victim left behind? How should the risk of erroneously answering these questions be weighed? Is
the error of executing a man who deserves less punishment than death equivalent in magnitude to failing to ex-
ecute a man who deserves to die? Arguments for symmetry ring hollow in the absence of agreement on answers
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to these fundamental questions. Such arguments are commonplace in the jurisprudence of death, but they are
rarely symmetrical in truth. Without consensus on premises, real congruity can never be established. Perhaps it
is possible to reconcile these inconsistencies. Perhaps the inconsistencies further suggest the conclusion that
Justice Blackmun and so many have reached before: retribution may not be a workable basis for determining
punishment and, furthermore, no mechanism exists that can determine with certainty who deserves to die and
who does not. [FN25]

Part 11 of this article demonstrates the significance of symmetry to the Supreme Court's decision in Payne.
Three of the four Justices writing in concurrence with the result in Payne relied in part on symmetry. The other
main argument offered is that victim impact evidence is relevant to impress upon the jury the magnitude of the
defendant's crime--but the Court recognizes and does not preclude the use of victim impact evidence to invite
comparisons among victims. In light of the inadequacy of the other arguments advanced, symmetry is arguably
the guiding rationale of the decision. At the very least, it invites the suggestion that if symmetry had been differ-
ently understood, the outcome of the case might have been different.

Part |11 sets out a framework for evaluating arguments of symmetry. The Part categorizes the different infer-
ences that might be drawn into the culpability of the defendant based upon when the conduct occurs, who en-
gages in the conduct, and whether the inference to be drawn looks forward or backward. Four time periods are
potentially relevant: the entire period before the crime, *477 the moment of the crime, the period between crime
and trial, the period after trial and before execution of the sentence. Within all of these time periods two sets of
actors are relevant: the defendant and the victim and, after the victim's death, those affected by the death of the
victim. Both backward- and forward-looking inferences can be drawn from certain conduct. A defendant's reli-
gious transformation following the crime may suggest that she is retrospectively less responsible since she had
the capacity for contrition and prospectively suggests that she is less of a future threat. Part |11 also sets out the
Supreme Court's approach to each category of evidence and, where appropriate, objections that have been made
to these approaches.

Part IV examines the symmetry arguments in detail and identifies truly symmetrical responses to the con-
cerns with mitigating evidence. If defendants are allowed to introduce all mitigating evidence, the argument
goes, prosecutors should not be restricted from introducing other kinds of aggravating evidence. One problem is
that defendants cannot respond to victim impact evidence symmetrically: they cannot introduce negative evid-
ence about the victim. [FN26] More significantly, this argument responds to the criticism that mitigating evid-
ence introduces arbitrariness into sentencing by introducing more arbitrariness still. A truly symmetrical re-
sponse to mitigating evidence would be to allow the prosecution to introduce pre-crime, defendant-based ag-
gravating evidence not just for rebuttal purposes, but as part of its case in chief. If the defendant is allowed to ar-
gue that he is less responsible because of his poor parenting, the prosecutor in an appropriate case should be al-
lowed to argue that a defendant is more responsible because of his good upbringing. Whether the problematic
case Skipper is philosophically sound or not, the symmetrical response is clear: if the defendant is allowed to in-
troduce post-crime, pre-trial mitigating evidence, the prosecution should be allowed to offer post-crime, pre-trial
aggravating evidence. If a defendant can argue that his adjustment to prison mitigates his culpability, a prosec-
utor should be allowed to argue that the defendant's failure to adjust to prison aggravates his culpability.

These responses directly counter the arbitrariness that mitigating evidence allegedly introduces, rather than
introduce a new kind of arbitrariness. The argument against mitigating evidence is that it gives defendants a
windfall by sparing some death-deserving defendants. Introducing victim impact evidence counters this by ad-
mitting irrelevant evidence that will lead to the execution of some defendants who do not deserve to die; a sym-
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metrical response counters by diminishing the number of people that enjoy the windfall.

The difference between these two approaches--between responding to arbitrariness by countering it directly
or by introducing another kind of arbitrariness that works in favor of the other party--is qualitative. This is the
intuition that undermines Justice Scalia's argument in Walton that structuring mitigating evidence is the symmet-
rical response to structuring aggravating *478 evidence. The arbitrariness resulting from each leads to different
risks: with unstructured mitigating evidence, there is the risk that a deserving defendant will be spared, and with
unstructured aggravating evidence, the risk is that an undeserving defendant will be executed. These risks are
not of equivalent significance.

S0 it is questionable whether victim impact evidence produces symmetry. Still another concern, and the
subject of Part V is whether symmetry is a virtue. Generally speaking, symmetry is not a goal of the criminal
justice system. Evidentiary rules do not put prosecutors and defendants on equal footing; in some instances this
inequality is constitutionally required. If asymmetry is embraced as it is in the determination of guilt, it is not
apparent why it should be prohibited in the determination of sentence. An excessive punishment is just as much
a retributive injustice as the conviction of an innocent person. This Article concludes with some thoughts on the
inconsistencies in the Court's view of self, and suggests that for a penalty premised upon giving defendants as
much and no more than they deserve, the inability to answer basic questions about symmetry should cause great
pavise.

[1. The Significance of Symmetry

The Supreme Court first considered the use of victim impact evidence in Booth v. Maryland, [FN27] holding
that in capital sentencing the Eighth Amendment barred consideration of the emotional impact of the crime on
family members and the family members' opinions of the crime and the defendant. In South Carolinav. Gathers,
[FN28] the Court extended Booth to prohibit prosecutorial comment on a victim's individual qualities. Follow-
ing the retirement of Justice Powell, the author of the Booth opinion, and Justice Brennan, the Court recon-
sidered the admissibility of victim impact evidence in Payne, reversing its decisions in Booth and Gathers.
[FN29]

In Payne the concern for balance is ubiquitous. Writing for the majority, Justice Rehnquist argues that the
Court's decision in Booth to exclude victim impact evidence

unfairly weighted the scales in a capital trial; while virtually no limits are placed on the relevant mit-
igating evidence a capital defendant may introduce concerning his own circumstances, the State is barred
from either offering “a quick glimpse of the life” which a defendant “chose to extinguish,” or *479
demonstrating the loss to the victim's family and to society which has resulted from the defendant's hom-
icide. [FN30] Justice Rehnquist offers Payne's own case as an example for the potential unfairness:

The capital sentencing jury heard testimony from Payne's girlfriend that they met at church; that he
was affectionate, caring, and kind to her children; that he was not an abuser of drugs or alcohol; and that it
was inconsistent with his character to have committed the murders. Payne's parents testified that he was a
good son, and a clinical psychologist testified that Payne was an extremely polite prisoner and suffered
from alow 1Q. None of this testimony was related to the circumstances of Payne's brutal crimes. In con-
trast, the only evidence of the impact of Payne's offenses during the sentencing phase was Nicholas
grandmother's description--in response to a single question--that the child misses his mother and baby sis-
ter . . .. [T]he testimony illustrated quite poignantly some of the harm that Payne's killing had caused;
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there is nothing unfair about allowing the jury to bear in mind that harm at the same time as it considers
the mitigating evidence introduced by the defendant. [FN31] The Tennessee Supreme Court expressed the
same view. Upholding Payne's conviction, the court wrote:

It is an affront to the civilized members of the human race to say that at sentencing in a capital case, a
parade of witnesses may praise the background, character and good deeds of Defendant (as was done in
this case), without limitation as to relevancy, but nothing may be said that bears upon the character of, or
the harm imposed, upon the victims. [FN32]

Symmetry was an important consideration for the individual Justices. Concurring in the judgment in Payne,
Justice Scalia writes: “The Court correctly observes the injustice of requiring the exclusion of relevant aggravat-
ing evidence during capital sentencing, while requiring the admission of all relevant mitigating evidence.”
[FN33] Justice Souter repeats the symmetry concern in his own concurrence: “Indeed, given a defendant's option
to introduce relevant evidence in mitigation, sentencing without such evidence of victim impact may be seen as
a significantly imbalanced process.” [FN34] Though he did not write an opinion in Payne, Justice White ex-
pressed a concern for symmetry in Booth. [FN35] State supreme court judges have relied upon the *480 sym-
metry claim to defend victim impact evidence against state constitutional challenges. [FN36] Commentators de-
fending Payne have likewise pointed to balancing as an essential rationale of the decision. [FN37]

Though symmetry is arguably the essential rationale of the decision, it is certainly not the only argument ad-
vanced. The majority and concurring justices rely upon considerations of federalism [FN38] and the practical
impossibility of eliminating victim character evidence at the guilt phase. [FN39] It is difficult to imagine either
of these considerations as the ratio decidendi of Payne. Only the relevance argument may be considered to have
weighed as heavily on the Justices' decisions as concerns of symmetry. The argument advanced is that harm,
generally speaking, is relevant. [FN40] This concern was articulated by Justice Rehnquist in Booth when he ar-
gued that victim impact evidence is relevant for offering the jury “a quick glimpse of the life which a defendant
chose to extinguish.” [FN41] The intuition is that such evidence is relevant to impress upon the jury the mag-
nitude of the taking of a human life and is fair to admit because, as Justice Souter argues, the consegquences of a
murder to a surviving victim are reasonably foreseeable to the defendant. [FN42]

It seems fair to say that the majority was not entirely comfortable with this argument. Moreover, the notion
that ensuing harm is categorically relevant has been widely criticized. [FN43] The use of victim impact evidence
to impress the magnitude of the crime upon the jury presents a practical concern and an evidentiary issue. The
practical concern, as Payne himself argued, [FN44] is that it allows for the possibility that juries will treat more
harshly defendants whose victims were assets to their community than those whose victims made lesser contri-
butions. This concern was central to the Court's decision in Booth. [FN45] The *481 Payne Court responds by
saying that victim impact evidence is, “[a]s a general matter . . . not offered to encourage comparative judgments
of thiskind.” [FN46] The Court does not say, however, that such judgments will not be made or that it is imper-
missible for ajury to make them. In fact, many state courts have allowed judgments of this kind. [FN47]

This invites the evidentiary question whether the unfair prejudicial value of victim impact evidence substan-
tially outweighs its relevance. Payne can be read, most clearly through Justice Souter's concurrence, as rejecting
a blanket proclamation of this kind by the Supreme Court. [FN48] But if victim impact evidence is offered
solely to offer a glimpse into the life of the victim--and not to invite comparative judgments--its probative value
is miniscule, if it has any at all. Justice Stevens said precisely this in his dissent: “The fact that each of usis
unique is a proposition so obvious that it surely requires no evidentiary support.” [FN49]

If the Payne Court believed that victim evidence was relevant in the conventional sense, it would have been
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unnecessary to even mention symmetry. One does not often read a court decision saying relevant evidence will
be admitted because of considerations other than relevance. It is either relevant or it is not. The fact is that vic-
tim impact evidence is not relevant in the conventional sense, and even if it is relevant, it is highly problematic
because of the comparative judgments it inevitably invites. It is thus not surprising that the majority opinion in
Payne and two of the three concurring opinions explicitly appeal to symmetry as a justification for the admissib-
ility of victim impact evidence. These arguments invite the question whether Payne might *482 have been de-
cided differently but for arguments of symmetry. At the very least they suggest that the notion of symmetry
should be closely examined.

I11. Classifications Of Inferences Into Culpability

Symmetry is not defined in Payne. It is presumably the notion that because certain kinds of evidence are ad-
mitted as bearing on the defendant's culpability, other analogous kinds of evidence should also be admitted.
Evidence is analogous if the nature of the inference from the evidence to the defendant's culpability is of the
same kind. This Part characterizes the nature of the different inferences that might be drawn into the cul pability
of the defendant, classifying these inferences based upon the time period and actor from which they are drawn.

Four time periods are relevant: all time before the moment of the crime, the moment of the crime, time
between the moment of the crime and trial, and time between trial and the execution of the sentence. Two actors
are relevant: the defendant and the victim. [FN50] All inferences are either aggravating or mitigating; that is,
they either enhance or diminish the culpability of the defendant. Inferences can look either forward or back in
time.

Figure 1. Relevant Time Periods in Death Sentencing

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
The concern of this Part is not what inferences ajury actually draws; rather, this Part seeks to define the uni-
verse of actions from which the sentencer might reasonably draw inferences into culpability. It is axiomatic, for
example, that actions taken by the defendant at the moment of the crime are relevant in assessing the blame of
the defendant. This is not to say that a jury should find a particular item of evidence aggravating or mitigating,
just that it belongs to a class of evidence from which inferences into culpability might reasonably be drawn.

*483 Consider this situation: a masked defendant, armed with a knife, robs a neighborhood convenience
store manned by a single attendant. The perpetrator has not contemplated the killing of the store manager in ad-
vance of the crime. On the contrary, he specifically prefers that the robbery be carried out without harm to oth-
ers. In the course of the robbery, the perpetrator's mask becomes dislodged. The perpetrator is known to the
store manager. Realizing that the store manager will now be able to identify him, the perpetrator decides that, re-
grettably, the manager must be killed. He slices the carotid artery of the store manager, killing him instantly.

Different juries might reach different conclusions about the manner in which the defendant killed the store
manager. A jury might conclude that the callousness of the act showed that the defendant possessed low regard
for human life. At the same time, another jury might conclude that the swiftness of the murder suggested that the
defendant, though a killer, did not desire for the victim to suffer and hence possessed greater regard for human
life than the average murderer. Either of these inferences is permissible. The issue is not which of these conclu-
sions juries would or should draw. The issue is whether the information is of a type from which juries might
reasonably draw inferences into the culpability of the defendant. The manner of the killing is indisputably such
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an instance.

By contrast, suppose unbeknownst to a killer, his victim has decided to donate all of the profits from the op-
eration of his store to a charitable organization that fights AIDS in Africa. Some juries might find the defendant
more morally blameworthy based upon these additional facts. The inference would not be reasonable, though,
since the victim's munificent decision was not known or reasonably foreseeable to the defendant. The informa-
tion is not of a kind that juries could reasonably rely upon in assessing the culpability of defendants. Identifying
and classifying the situations in which such reliance is reasonabl e is the subject of this Part.

A. Inferences to Be Drawn from the Moment of the Crime

1. The defendant.

The most direct inference to be drawn into the culpability of the defendant is from the defendant's actions at
the time of the crime. It may not be clear whether rapists deserve to be treated more or less harshly than murder-
ers, or whether all murderers deserve to die or only some, and if only some murderers deserve to die which ones
do and which ones do not. [FN51] But it is not seriously disputed that the defendant's state of mind and the crim-
inal act itself are the most important factors to be considered in assessing the culpability of the *484 defendant.
Many statutory aggravating factors are based upon the nature of the act committed. [FN52] In some jurisdic-
tions, more than three quarters of murder convictions resulting in death sentences involve aggravating evidence
derived from the nature of the act committed. [FN53]

In Florida, for example, seven out of fourteen statutory aggravating factors stem from the defendant's con-
duct at the moment of the crime. [FN54] Three go to the defendant's motive in committing the crime: “[t]he cap-
ital felony was committed for the purpose of avoiding or preventing a lawful arrest or effecting an escape from
custody,” “[t]he capital felony was committed for pecuniary gain,” and “[t]he capital felony was committed to
disrupt or hinder the lawful exercise of any governmental function or the enforcement of laws.” [FN55] Three
aggravating factors derive directly from the defendant's conduct: “[t]he defendant knowingly created a great risk
of death to many persons,” “[t]he capital felony was especially heinous, atrocious, or cruel,” and “[t]he capital
felony was a homicide and was committed in a cold, calculated, and premeditated manner without any pretense
of moral or legal justification.” [FN56] Florida law also includes a broad contemporaneous felony aggravator.
[FN57]

Some scholars have justifiably criticized several of these aggravating factors as either too broad or as insuf-
ficiently aggravating to merit inclusion as a statutory death-qualifying factor. [FN58] But these arguments ad-
dress whether *485 particular aggravating factors are consistent with the goals of the Supreme Court outlined in
Furman and Gregg; that is, whether they help to curtail arbitrariness in death sentencing. The issue is whether
the consideration of behavior incident to the crime can be channeled in a manner to generate consistent sen-
tences. [FN59] No scholar has taken the position that behavior incident to a crimeisirrelevant to assessing culp-
ability.

Nor is behavior incident to the crime relevant only by virtue of its relationship to a statutory aggravating
factor. The federal government [FN60] and some states [FN61] allow the sentencing authority to consider non-
statutory aggravating factors, that is, potentially aggravating evidence deemed relevant by the judge in an indi-
vidual case but not listed in the jurisdiction’'s death penalty statute. Some scholars have criticized the admissibil-
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ity of non-statutory evidence as increasing arbitrariness in death sentencing, [FN62] but again that concern is
based upon consistency, not relevance. Therisk isthat juries will inconsistently interpret non-statutory aggravat-
ing evidence. No commentator has taken the position that such evidence does not bear on cul pability.

2. Thevictim.

From a moral standpoint, the status of the victim at the moment of the crime is of no apparent relevance. A
defendant who kills a police officer is no more culpable by virtue of the status of his victim unless he knew, or it
was foreseeable to him, that the victim was or might be a police officer. All that can be seen as bearing on the
culpability of the defendant is the defendant's beliefs about the victim. [FN63] If a defendant believed a person
to be a priest or a police officer and nevertheless killed the person, these beliefs might be seen as enhancing the
culpability of the offender. Conversely, if the defendant believed the victim to be a genocidal maniac, his culp-
ability might be mitigated. This is true even if the belief were mistaken, so long as the mistaken belief was not
entered into recklessly or negligently. All other things being equal, we would presumably judge less harshly the
murderer who reasonably but mistakenly believed his victim to be an international terrorist than we would the
murderer who thought he was killing an ordinary shopkeeper, but who unbeknownst to him and through sheer
good luck, for him and the world, killed an international terrorist. All that is relevant is the defendant's belief.
The jury could reasonably *486 see the defendant's belief about the nature of the victim as bearing on the de-
fendant's culpability. The accuracy of that belief is purely a matter of moral luck.

This answer appears to be different from a legal and constitutional standpoint. Consider the killing of a
peace officer, one of the most common aggravating circumstances. [FN64] Twenty-five state statutes include an
aggravating circumstance of this kind. [FN65] It would seem that the victim's status as a peace officer would
only be relevant if it were known to the defendant. [FN66] Yet, only seven of the twenty-five statutes require
that the offender knew or reasonably should have known that the victim was a peace officer. [FN67] From are-
tributive standpoint, a better argument could be made for punishing more harshly a defendant who mistakenly
believed he was killing a peace officer than one who unknowingly killed a peace officer.

The tempting response is that victim-status aggravators may be based upon considerations other than retribu-
tion: these populations are at special risk and hence require special protection. But the deterrence argument is
unpersuasive. If the defendant could not reasonably have known that his victim was a peace officer, the extra
penalty based upon the status of the victim is of no deterrent value. [FN68]

The peace officer aggravating factor is not an isolated circumstance. A dozen states have aggravating cir-
cumstances based upon the victim's young age or old age, infirmity, or other trait suggesting the victim to have
been unusually vulnerable. [FN69] Delaware's aggravating factors include that the victim was more than sixty-
two years old, [FN70] was severely handicapped or disabled, [FN71] or was pregnant. [FN72] None of these
factors require that the defendant knew or should have known of the qualifying circumstance. [FN73] Absent a
requirement of *487 actual or constructive knowledge, no justification for victim-status aggravating circum-
stances can be found in retribution or deterrence. Y et such circumstances abound and no constitutional challenge
has been offered against them.

It bears noting that the effect of this anomaly is unidirectional: a defendant may receive the death penalty by
virtue of the victim's status, even if the status is unknown to the defendant; but no defendant is spared the death
penalty by virtue of the victim's status. [FN74] One is not spared the death penalty because, unknown to him, he
has killed a terrorist or a murder suspect. This point has important implications for the discussion of symmetry
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that follows below.

In summary, it seems fair to say that evidence arising from the crime itself is almost universally accepted,
though this may include some aggravating evidence--for example, victim status, if unknown to the defendant-
-that is of no relevance. The result is depicted in Figure 2 below. In this diagram and those that follow, evidence
admissible against or in favor of the defendant based upon his own actions is represented by atriangle, and evid-
ence admissible against the defendant by virtue of the victim's actions or status is represented by a circle. Figure
2 depicts an incongruity: the defendant’s time-of-crime actions are admissible both for aggravating and mitigat-
ing inferences; the victim's status can only enhance culpability. [FN75]

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
Figure 2. Admissibility of Evidence from Moment of the Crime

*488 It bears noting that the crime creates a new universe of relevant actors. From the moment of the crime
on, the victim is no longer an actor, but his murder creates a host of new indirect victims: the victim's survivors,
who may or may not be relevant.

B. Inferences Drawn from Events Preceding the Moment of the Crime

1. The defendant.

a. Pre-crime mitigating evidence.

Most mitigating evidence concerns events occurring prior to the moment of the crime that a jury might see
as diminishing the culpability of the defendant. Such evidence characteristically includes hardships the defend-
ant endured, such as abuse or lack of moral guidance, or physical events, such as brain injuries, addictions, or
the like. The inference is that because of the adversity suffered by the defendant, he was and is less able to reas-
on morally or to control his impulses, and hence might be regarded as less cul pable than another defendant who
did not have these obstacles to overcome.

The inference to be drawn from events of this kind is forward-looking; the notion is that whatever damage is
caused by these events affects the defendant on an ongoing basis. A traumatic childhood injury damaging the
frontal lobe of a defendant (the portion of the brain that regulates impulse control) is relevant only on the as-
sumption that the injury affects the behavior of the defendant in perpetuity. If it were possible to cure brain dam-
age, and a defendant were in fact cured, the injury would be of no relevance in assessing culpability, unless the
act of suffering and recovering from the injury were in some way traumatic.

It is possible to imagine three broad ways in which mitigating evidence might be incorporated at the senten-
cing phase of atrial. One option would be to statutorily assign weight to a variety of mitigating factors and leave
it to the jury to determine factually whether the factors are present in a particular case. The second option would
be to statutorily define what kinds of mitigating evidence are relevant and leave it to the jury to decide how
much weight the evidence should be afforded in a particular case. The third is to allow the unstructured consid-
eration of mitigating evidence, leaving it to the jury to decide what factors do in fact mitigate and how much
weight to be assigned to each.

© 2009 Thomson Reuters. No Claim to Orig. US Gov. Works.



15STNLPR 471 Page 11
15 Stan. L. & Pol'y Rev. 471

The first view has appeal from the standpoint of reducing arbitrariness, but suffers from a serious practical
flaw. Under this approach it would be possible at any moment in time to brand each and every human being with
a culpability score by which their responsibility for their criminal acts would either be discounted or enhanced,
as appropriate. In calculating the culpability index, childhood abuse might receive some mitigating considera-
tion, brain damage still more; citizens who attended the best schools and had stable childhoods might receive a
culpability-enhancing score, on the theory that they should *489 have known better than the average person.
Scores might change over time as conditions become exacerbated or abated.

But even if it were possible to develop a model for this hypothetical culpability index, it would not do to re-
veal the culpability assessments made under it to the public. The practical consequence of this openness would
be to undermine the deterrent effect of the law. Citizens with low culpability indices would have less incentive
to conform with the law since they would know that their responsibility--and hence their sentence--would be dis-
counted. Consider, for example, the behavior of a would-be criminal--a victim of extensive child abuse-
-contemplating a crime punishable by death. If the potential defendant knew that abuse victims had been pre-
judged to be less responsible than ordinary citizens and hence less deserving of the death penalty, the threat of
the death penalty would deter him that much less since he could count on the benefit of his mitigating cul pability
factors. [FN76] From the standpoint of deterrence, it is better to leave it uncertain to the defendant whether a
mitigating factor will be present in his case, and whether the jury will find the factor to diminish his cul pability.
[FN77]

The practical options are thus for the legislature to define what mitigating evidence is relevant and leave it to
the jury to decide how much weight the evidence should be afforded in a particular case, or to alow all poten-
tially mitigating evidence to be considered, leaving it to the jury to decide what factors do in fact mitigate and
how much weight to be assigned to each. Either approach leaves it to individual juries to assign how much
weight mitigating evidence should be afforded. This opens the door to two potential sorts of error: the risk that a
jury will mistakenly find a factor to diminish culpability, and the risk that a jury will mistakenly fail to attribute
weight to mitigating evidence that did in fact diminish the defendant's culpability.

In death sentencing, the Supreme Court has placed great weight on minimizing the second kind of error.
Lockett v. Ohio [FN78] holds that the Eighth Amendment guarantees a death-charged defendant the right to
present any evidence that he or she believes might be perceived by the jury as mitigating, regardless of whether
the state legislature and the judge believe the evidence is of a kind from which juries might reasonably draw in-
ferences. [FN79] Lockett derives *490 from the rule in Woodson v. North Carolina, [FN80] ruling mandatory
death sentences unconstitutional on the grounds that fairness requires the individual circumstances of the de-
fendant's case to be considered. [FN81]

By its holdings in these cases, the Supreme Court has expressed a clear preference for the third approach
over the second: states may not restrict the types of mitigating evidence that a defendant may offer. Some state
statutes amount to a hybrid of the second and third approaches. The Texas death sentencing statute, approved by
the Court in Jurek v. Texas, [FN82] makes no explicit reference to mitigating evidence. The jury is required to
answer three questions in the sentencing process, the second of which is “whether there is a probability that the
defendant would commit criminal acts of violence that would constitute a continuing threat to society.” [FN83]
The question offers the only mechanism through which a defendant may offer mitigating evidence. The Court
upheld the statute despite the narrow lens through which mitigating evidence might be considered since the
second question, despite its narrowness, allowed the sentencer to consider “whatever mitigating circumstances’
the defendant might be able to show. [FN84] It is thus constitutional for a state to structure the manner in which
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the jury considers mitigating evidence, but it may not restrict the quantity and quality of mitigating evidence that
the defendant may offer to inform that consideration, no matter how narrow the lens through which it is viewed
might be. [FN85]

The Supreme Court's approach to mitigating evidence, and the subject of mitigating evidence generally, is
the source of some controversy. One line of criticism is that the Lockett requirement reintroduces arbitrariness
into death sentencing. Justice Scalia argues that the Furman-Gregg principle of guided discretion and the Wood-
son-Lockett principle of individualized sentencing are fundamentally incompatible. [FN86] The point seems ir-
refutable and most commentators have conceded it. [FN87] The significance of this limitation to the *491 Su-
preme Court's approach to mitigating evidence is the subject of Part IV.B below. [FN88]

Another line of criticism is that not all types of mitigating evidence should be admissible. Some observers
express skepticism about whether certain kinds of events, regularly offered by defendants, truly bear on culpab-
ility. [FN89] Child abuse is horrible and undoubtedly has a serious effect on its victims, but the inference that
abuse as a child makes one less criminally responsible is too attenuated to be reasonable. A third line of criti-
cism goes a step further--even if certain kinds of events do diminish impulse control and moral reasoning ability
the conditions do not diminish culpability since the offenders retain the basic ability to distinguish right from
wrong. [FN90] On this view, only the criminally insane should be excused. Mitigating evidence should be inad-
missible unless it suggests the defendant |acks the capacity to tell right from wrong.

b. Pre-crime aggravating evidence.

Certain types of behavior that precede the crime may be admissible as aggravating evidence against the de-
fendant. Several state statutes make commission or conviction for a prior offense an aggravating circumstance.
[FN91] The Model Penal Code [FN92] and several states [FN93] count as an aggravating circumstance that
“[t]he murder was committed by a convict under sentence of imprisonment.” These aggravating circumstances
look exclusively at prior behavior by the defendant.

Though constitutional, the link between such aggravating circumstances and the culpability of the offender
is less clear. Aggravating factors of this kind are generally defended on grounds of incapacitation [FN94] or
general deterrence. [FN95] Some have argued that they might also be defended on retributive grounds, the argu-
ment being that someone who has been punished before, and hence is on specific notice of the wrongfulness of
his actions, is more culpable than afirst- time offender. [FN96] But this argument only has force if the offender
repeats the *492 exact crime for which he was previously punished. Some commentators have reasonably ques-
tioned whether offender characteristic aggravators are properly seen as bearing on culpability. [FN97]

Pre-crime behavior may also be admissible as non-statutory aggravating evidence. As noted above, the fed-
eral government and several states allow the sentencing authority to consider aggravating evidence not specific-
ally enumerated in the jurisdiction’'s death penalty statute. [FN98] The Supreme Court approved the use of non-
statutory evidence in Barclay v. Florida. [FN99] Although a death sentence “may not rest solely on a non-
statutory aggravating factor,” information not directly related to statutory aggravating and mitigating factors is
admissible “as long as that information is relevant to the character of the defendant or the circumstances of the
crime.” [FN100] In Barclay, the trial judge considered the defendant's criminal record--pre-crime behavior--as a
relevant non-statutory aggravating factor, a practice the Supreme Court condoned. [FN101]

2. Thevictim.
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It is not seriously argued that prior behavior of the victim is admissible for the mitigating inference that
might be drawn into the defendant's culpability. A defendant cannot practically argue that because a victim was
a bad person that he (the defendant) should be deemed less responsible. [FN102] Some victim impact statutes,
however, may be broad enough to allow certain positive past victim *493 behavior to be offered as enhancing
the culpability of the offender. These points are taken up in greater detail in the discussion of victim impact
evidence below. [FN103]

3. Summary.

Pre-crime behavior on the part of the defendant is generally admissible both for the aggravating and mitigat-
ing inferences that might be drawn from it. This is true despite the fact that the link with culpability is, in most
instances, far more attenuated than with time-of-crime behavior. It is also true despite the fact that the considera-
tion of all mitigating evidence, required by Lockett, and all aggravating evidence, permitted by Barclay, intro-
duces arbitrariness into sentencing.

But for victim impact statutes, pre-trial behavior on the part of the victim would be inadmissible as reflect-
ing on the defendant's cul pability.

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
Figure 3. Admissibility of Evidence Preceding the Crime

C. Inferences Drawn from Behavior of the Defendant Occurring Between the Moment of the Crime and the Trial

Classifying inferences becomes more difficult when the mitigating behavior in question arises subsequent to
the moment of the crime. Consider Skipper v. South Carolina. [FN104] A South Carolina jury convicted Skipper
of capital murder and rape. During the sentencing phase, the State introduced evidence of Skipper's history of
sexual assault. [FN105] As part of the mitigation case, Skipper and his former wife testified that Skipper had
comported himself well during his seven and one half months in jail between arrest and trial. *494 Skipper fur-
ther testified that he had earned the equivalent of a high school diploma during his time in jail and that, if sen-
tenced to life imprisonment, he intended to behave well and work so that he could contribute money to help sup-
port his family. [FN106] The trial court excluded, however, the testimony of two jailers and a “regular visitor”
to the jail who would have testified that Skipper had made a “good adjustment” to prison. [FN107]

One could imagine drawing both forward- and backward-looking inferences from Skipper's adjustment to
prison. The backward-looking inference is that because Skipper adjusted well to prison he is a better person than
we otherwise knew and is hence less culpable for the crime. The forward-looking inference is that because Skip-
per adjusted well to prison he isless likely to be a threat to the prison community in the future. Though this was
not an aggravating factor upon which South Carolinarelied, during closing arguments the prosecutor contended
that Skipper would pose disciplinary problems and might rape other prisoners. [FN108]

In a 6-3 decision, both the mgjority and dissent agreed that, on the facts of the case, due process required
that Skipper should have been given the opportunity to rebut the prosecution's charge. [FN109] Since in his clos-
ing comments the prosecutor emphasized and exaggerated petitioner's misconduct in prison after his arrest,
Skipper should have been allowed to offer evidence of his good behavior in prison. The magjority and dissent
differed in the other permissible uses of Skipper's proffered evidence.
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The dissent drew a distinction between the forward- and backward-looking inferences. On the dissent's view,
it would be legitimate for the defendant to introduce evidence of good behavior in jail if and only if the issue
were injected into the case by the prosecution. Absent such an argument by the prosecution, evidence of adjust-
ment to prison should be excluded since it “has no bearing at al on the ‘circumstances of the offense,’” since it
concerns the defendant's behavior after the crime has been committed.” [FN110] In other words, only the for-
ward-looking inference is permissible, and then only if relevant to the case. [FN111]

*495 The majority held that Skipper's adjustment to prison was admissible for all purposes. The Court
premised its decision on the doctrine of Lockett and Eddings, writing, “Although it is true that any such infer-
ences would not relate specifically to petitioner's cul pability for the crime he committed, there is no question but
that such inferences would be ‘mitigating’ in the sense they might serve ‘as basis for a sentence less than
death.”’ [FN112] The Court added,

Consideration of a defendant's past conduct as indicative of his probable future behavior is an inevit-
able and not undesirable element of criminal sentencing: “any sentencing authority must predict a con-
victed person's probable future conduct when it engages in the process of determining what punishment to
impose.” The Court has therefore held that evidence that a defendant would in the future pose a danger to
the community if he were not executed may be treated as establishing an “aggravating factor” for pur-
poses of capital sentencing. Likewise, evidence that the defendant would not pose a danger if spared (but
incarcerated) must be considered potentially mitigating. Under Eddings, such evidence may not be ex-
cluded from the sentencer's consideration. [FN113]

The Court thus held that both possible inferences to be drawn by the jury from Skipper's adjustment were
permissible. The jury could properly conclude that Skipper's adjustment reflected positively on his character and
hence diminished his responsibility. It could also properly conclude that his adjustment made him, prospect-
ively, less likely to be athreat to the prison population.

The consideration of post-trial mitigating evidence introduces a further ambiguity into the sentencing
scheme: Should the culpability of the defendant be assessed on the basis of the defendant's desert as calculated
at the time of the crime or at the time of trial? Derek Parfit offers an example to illustrate this dilemma: a man,
age ninety, after deservedly receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, confesses to injuring a police officer in a drunken
brawl when he was a teenager, more than seventy years ago. [FN114] Parfit suggests that given the changes he
has undergone, the Nobel Peace Prize winner no longer deserves to be punished for what he did: “Just as
someone's deserts correspond to the degree of complicity with some criminal, do his deserts now, for some past
crime, correspond to the degree of psychological connectedness between himself now and himself when com-
mitting the crime.” [FN115]

Parfit's view is that it does not make sense to regard a human being as a single entity over the course of its
lifetime. Rather, he conceives of humans as *496 horizontal slices of themselves--the twenty-year-old me, the
thirty-year-old me, and so on. These entities may be quite different from one another. Humans are capable of
change; their changed selves deserve to be treated individually.

But Parfit's view is not the prevailing conception of desert. The conventional retributivist view is that the
Nobel Peace Prize winner deserves to be punished for his crime, no matter what may have happened in the inter-
im. [FN116] No doubt mixed in with thisis a practical skepticism that if Parfit's view were adopted, criminals
would routinely feign contrition or reform to gain favor in punishment. [FN117]
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So retributivists would favor punishing the Nobel laureate for his crime, and retributivism is a significant, if
not the major, aspect of the Supreme Court's defense of the death penalty, yet Skipper seems to take the side that
the ninety-year-old Nobel winner, not his younger self, is the morally relevant entity for sentencing. If behavior
subsequent to the crime is deemed admissible, it must be so on the theory that the relevant moral agent is the de-
fendant as constituted at the time of trial. Skipper's adjustment to prison is irrelevant to assessing his culpability
at the time of the crime; it is useful only for its forward-looking inference--in offering insight into the culpability
of Skipper at the time of the trial.

The counterargument could be offered that Skipper's adjustment to prison is being accepted as evidence for
the backward-looking inference that might be drawn into the culpability and future dangerousness of the time-
of-the-crime Skipper. Indeed, during the closing arguments, the prosecutor contended that “petitioner would
pose disciplinary problems if sentenced to prison and would likely rape other prisoners.” [FN118] Because arel-
evant aggravating factor in the case is itself forward-looking, it becomes problematic to identify the self that the
Court is regarding as relevant for sentencing: Skipper's adjustment to prison is either admissible to show that
time-of-the-crime Skipper is not as much a future threat, or that time-of-the-trial Skipper was (in retrospect) less
of afuture threat. The distinction is subtle and likely academic since little time passes between the crime and tri-
al, and the Court does not addressiit.

Other evidence from the opinion, though, suggests that the Court, consciously or not, is adopting the view
that the time-of-trial defendant is the relevant self for assessing cul pability. The majority opinion made clear that
the evidence of Skipper's adjustment to prison was admissible not only because future dangerousness was at is-
sue in the case, but also for its insight into the defendant's character. [FN119] Justice Powell argues in his con-
currence that *497 Skipper's adjustment to prison could offer no insight into his character at the time of his of-
fense. [FN120] The point seems fair.

Two possibilities are imaginable in Skipper's case: he is sincere in his adjustment to prison or he is acting
well only in the hopes of securing more favorable treatment at trial. [FN121] If his adjustment is honest, it offers
at most attenuated insight into his time-of-crime character since Skipper may have changed. On the other hand,
if Skipper is contriving good behavior, it offers no positive insight into his character at any time. He may have
had an epiphany or a moral awakening, or may have otherwise been rehabilitated. All of these events reflect well
on the time-of-the-trial Skipper, but say nothing about the time-of-the-crime Skipper. Without disproving these
possibilities, if they are capable of being disproved, Skipper's adjustment to prison offers no insight into his
time-of-the-crime self. The only fair inference that might be drawn from his adjustment is into the character of
the person heis at the time of trial.

While some ambiguity exists, the fairest reading of Skipper is that the time-of-the-trial defendant is the rel-
evant moral agent. Under this view, post-crime, pre-trial mitigating evidence is admissible both for the prospect-
ive and retrospective inferences it may offer into the character of the defendant. The question is whether Skipper
isthe exception in itsworld view or the rule. [FN122]

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
*498 Figure 4. Admissibility of Defendant-Based Evidence Between Crime and Trial

D. Inferences Drawn from Behavior of the Defendant Occurring After the Trial and Before the Execution of the
Sentence
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While the Court in Skipper required that a defendant be allowed to offer mitigating evidence arising sub-
sequent to the crime and before trial, the Court has been generally reluctant to extend this requirement to mitig-
ating evidence arising subsequent to trial.

The notable exception to this trend is evidence of insanity arising subsequent to trial and conviction. In Ford
v. Wainwright, [FN123] the Court held that the Eighth Amendment prohibits a state from executing a prisoner
who is insane at the time of the execution. There was no evidence that Alvin Ford was incompetent at the time
of his offense or histrial and conviction for murder in 1974. [FN124] It was only eight years later that he began
to manifest changes in behavior suggesting psychosis. Starting in 1982, Ford developed an obsession with the
Ku Klux Klan and a delusional belief that the Klan and others had targeted him in a complex conspiracy de-
signed to force him to commit suicide. [FN125] Ford began referring to himself as the Pope and reported having
nine new justices appointed to the Florida Supreme Court. [FN126] One doctor concluded that Ford suffered
from “a severe, uncontrollable, mental disease which closely resembles ‘Paranoid Schizophrenia With Suicide
Potential’--a ‘major mental disorder . . . severe enough to substantially affect Mr. Ford's present ability to assist
in the defense of his life.”” [FN127] Another examining psychiatrist further concluded that there was “no reas-
onable possibility” that Ford was *499 dissembling. [FN128] Finding that no state permitted execution of the in-
sane, the Court concluded that evolved standards of decency did not permit such executions. [FN129]

One could argue that in reaching this conclusion the Court again resolves the question whether the relevant
self for purposes of calculating punishment is the defendant as constituted at the time of the crime, or some later
point, in favor of the evolved defendant. The traditional retributivist position would be that Ford's insanity sub-
sequent to the crime is irrelevant to assessing his culpability. Ford deserves the death penalty if he was sane at
the time of his offense and death is the deserved punishment for his crime. On this reading of Ford, the Court is
implicitly accepting the Skipper view of self.

Some compelling reasons suggest, though, that Ford may not offer significant insight into where the Court
stands on the time-of-the-crime-self/future-self debate. For one, insanity, uniquely among mitigating evidence,
can arise subsequent to the crime. The Court has held the death penalty disproportionate for several classes of
offenders--the very young, [FN130] the insane, [FN131] and the mentally retarded. [FN132] Unlike insanity, in-
dividuals could not fall into these other classes post facto; one cannot suddenly become young or retarded. In-
sanity is also unique in that it completely undermines the rationale for punishment from the standpoint of the of-
fender. All but the most severely retarded [FN133] and the very, very young [FN134] are capable of distinguish-
ing right from wrong and understanding what is about to be done to them. Ford did not know why he was being
executed, made no connection between his crime and the impending punishment, and sincerely believed that he
would not ultimately be executed because he could control the Governor through mind waves. [FN135] Some
retributivists also believe that insanity is a special case since the executed defendant cannot understand what is
being done to him. [FN136]

It is most important, though, in assessing the significance of Ford, that no state took the position that only
the defendant's state of mind at the time of the *500 crime mattered. To the contrary, no state permitted the exe-
cution of the insane. Thus, it was not necessary for the Court to address the problematic philosophical issue, as it
did in Skipper. Under the Court's essentially empirical approach to proportionality, the Court was obligated to
preclude the execution of the insane on the basis of the existing consensus, regardless of whether the consensus
was intellectually consistent.

Evans v. Muncy [FN137] suggests a greater skepticism by the Court toward post-trial mitigating evidence.
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The facts of Evans are unusual. In March 1984, a Virginia jury sentenced Evans to death on the basis of a single
aggravating factor: that if allowed to live, Evans would pose a serious threat of future danger to society.
[FN138] Evans was incarcerated at Mecklenberg Correctional Facility. On May 31, 1984, six death row inmates
attempted to escape. The inmates armed themselves with makeshift knives and took hostage twelve prison
guards and two female nurses. The hostages were stripped and bound. Evans stepped in to calm the riot. Accord-
ing to witnesses he saved the lives of several hostages and prevented the rape of one of the nurses. Ricardo
Holmes, one of the officers taken hostage said, “1t is my belief that had it not been for Evans, | might not be here
today.” [FN139] Officer Harold Crutchfield testified that during a period when the attempted escapees left the
hostages unattended, Evans attempted to open the door of the closet where the hostages were being held and free
the guards. By all accounts, Evans' actions during the riot were consistent with his exemplary behavior during
some ten years on death row. [FN140]

Following the riot, Evans sought a writ of habeas corpus in the United States District Court for the Eastern
District of Virginia, urging that his sentence be reconsidered in light of his conduct during the riot. Evans argued
that these events undermined the factual finding upon which his death sentence had been predicated. The Dis-
trict Court stayed the execution and ordered a hearing. [FN141] The Court of Appeals reversed and vacated the
stay. [FN142] Without opinion, the Supreme Court declined to impose the stay. Justice Marshall dissented.

Without a majority opinion it is difficult to know what informed the majority's decision. Justice Marshall's
dissent, though, suggests that at least part of the debate focused on whether post-conviction mitigating evidence
bore on the culpability of the defendant. He clearly held the view that it did:

*501 It may indeed be the case that a State cannot realistically accommodate postsentencing evidence
casting doubt on a jury's finding of future dangerousness; but it hardly follows from this that it is Wilbert
Evans who should bear the burden of this procedural limitation. In other words, if it isimpossible to con-
struct a system capable of accommodating all evidence relevant to a man's entitlement to be spared death -
-no matter when that evidence is disclosed--then it is the system, not the life of the man sentenced to
death, that should be dispatched. [FN143]

But just as too much could be made of Ford, too much can be made of Evans. The absence of a majority
opinion makes it impossible to know the guiding rationale. And the hypothesis that the majority found Evans
subsequent behavior irrelevant to assessing his culpability is not the only possible explanation for the decision.
Evans may simply be a creature of habeas jurisprudence. It is not entirely clear what inference Evans urged to be
drawn from his conduct; we could imagine both forward- and backward-looking inferences. The forward-1ook-
ing assessment is that Evans, perhaps a changed man, perhaps not, is, in either case, no longer athreat to society.
The backward-looking inference is that the jury's assessment of the threat Evans presented to society was mis-
taken. In assessing future dangerousness, the jury made a prediction. Now with the benefit of time having
passed, it is no longer necessary to rely on that prediction: it is known, at least for the time that has passed since
trial, whether that prediction was in fact accurate.

One could imagine several objections to the backward-looking inference. That Wilbert Evans did not com-
mit a crime does not prove that he was not a threat; it just proves that in the conditions under which he was in-
carcerated, he did not commit a crime. It is impossible to know what might have happened otherwise or what
might happen in the future. Such is the nature of all predictions. That things turned out in a certain way does not
undermine the quality of the prediction. The issue is whether areliable process generated the prediction.

If Evans were decided the other way--that is, if evidence of subsequent behavior were required to be con-
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sidered--the process of assessing future dangerousness would effectively be wait-and-see. Legitimate objections
can be raised to the use of future dangerousness as an aggravating factor-- virtually all murderers present some
risk of being a future threat; arguably the factor does not narrow at all. [FN144] But once the factor is adopted,
the wait-and-see approach presents some obvious difficulties. For one, the logical extension of the approach isto
wait to execute the defendant until the last moment before he dies, thus obtaining the maximum amount of in-
formation possible about the *502 actual risk of danger he presents. This result seems absurd since it would un-
dermine the asserted justifications for the death penalty and extend what proponents claim is the already uncon-
scionably long period of time it takes to carry out executions. The only answer is to make a determination of
guilt and desert at some point in time, do the best that can be done to ensure that the determination is accurate,
and live with the consequences. The argument would continue that the determination of risk made at the time of
trial is more reliable than a post-conviction reevaluation. As Justice Powell suggested in Skipper, death row in-
mates would be highly incentivized to be on their best behavior in jail. Their subsequent conduct might suggest
very little about the true threat that they pose.

This objection parallels the concern of the Court in Herrera v. Collins, [FN145] which held that evidence of
actual innocence is not, by itself, a constitutional basis to bring a habeas corpus claim. The Herrera Court raised
the analogous reductio ad absurdum to Evans: if innocence, like desert, were a matter that could be continually
reevaluated, the defendant would be entitled to infinite trials. [FN146] The best that can be done is to ensure that
the determination of guilt is as reliable as possible and live with the consequences. [FN147] The argument con-
tinues that the determination of guilt made at trial is more reliable than one made subsequently: memories fade,
witnesses disappear. The process of reassessing guilt, like the initial determination, like any determination, is
imperfect. If one accepts the premise that all processes are fallible, then it makes sense to demand that procedur-
al determinations be at some point treated as final. [FN148]

So the backward-1ooking inference to be drawn into guilt or desert from post-trial behavior is unsatisfying or
unworkable. And the forward-looking inference is unreliable because of the risk of insincerity on the part of the
defendant. Who is to say how he will behave, or what threat he will pose, when he is not under threat of execu-
tion?

It seems fair to say, in sum, that the Supreme Court has expressed explicitly in Herrera and implicitly in
Evans a general skepticism about the *503 relevance of post-conviction mitigating evidence, though it is im-
possible to say whether that skepticism is grounded in a particular view of the relevant self or in a practical de-
sire for finality in procedural adjudications. Ford creates an exception to this rule for evidence of subsequent in-
sanity, which may be ajustifiably exceptional case.

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
Figure 5. Post-Trial Evidence

E. Victim Impact Evidence

Victim impact statutes characteristically allow or require--either through a pre-trial statement based upon in-
terviews or through testimony--the admission of evidence describing the personal characteristics of the victim
(victim character evidence), the emotional impact of the crimes upon survivors (family impact evidence),
[FN149] and the survivors' opinions and characterizations of the crime and the defendant (family opinion evid-
ence). [FN150] Each of these kinds of evidence presents different issues.
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*504 Victim character evidence is pre-crime behavior by the victim that bears on the defendant's culpability.
It is admissible for the forward-looking inference that might be drawn from it: that because the victim was a
good person during his life, the culpability of the defendant is greater. Gathers offers a representative example
of victim character evidence. Gathers brutally murdered and sexually assaulted Richard Haynes, a mentally un-
stable homeless man. [FN151] Inferring from some religious articles and a voter registration card found on
Haynes at the time of his death, the prosecutor argued at closing that Haynes had been a man of faith who cared
about his community. [FN152] The Court found this evidence irrelevant in Gathers, but reversed itself in Payne.

Family impact evidence is post-crime, pre-trial behavior by the surviving victims offered for the backward-
looking inference that the defendant's culpability is greater because of the consequences of his crime. For ex-
ample, at Pervis Payne's trial, the prosecution offered the testimony of Mary Zvolanek, the mother of Chrisse
Christopher. Payne brutally and repeatedly stabbed Christopher and her two-year-old daughter Lacie. Christoph-
er's three-year-old son Nicholas was present during the murders. Talking about Nicholas, Zvolanek testified,

He cries for his mom. He doesn't seem to understand why she doesn't come home. And he cries for
his sister Lacie. He comes to me many times during the week and asks me, Grandmama, do you miss my
Lacie. And | tell him yes. He says, I'm worried about my Lacie. [FN153]

Family opinion evidence is the surviving family's opinion of how the defendant should be punished. It is
opinion evidence, not direct evidence, and hence, not classifiable in the same manner as the other kinds of vic-
tim impact evidence.

Victim character and family impact evidence are ailmost certainly admissible only for the aggravating infer-
ences that might be drawn from them. [FN154] Theoretically, victim impact evidence could be rebutted either
through impeaching the State's witnesses or by offering direct countering evidence. Some victim impact statutes
allow for the possibility of rebuttal. [FN155] It is difficult to imagine circumstances under which a defense attor-
ney would dare to *505 impeach such a witness or offer rebuttal evidence that the victim was a bad person or
somehow deserving of death.

In the case of victim character evidence it is possible, though, to imagine a scenario under which a court
might allow evidence of avictim's poor character. If the poor character were known to the defendant, this might
arguably mitigate the defendant's culpability. With victim impact evidence, the unrebuttability issue is absolute.
A defendant cannot offer victim benefit evidence; that is evidence to show that the surviving family members
lives have been improved by the death of the direct victim. Such evidence would irreparably damage the client's
interests, and would almost certainly be inadmissible.

But for victim impact statutes, victim impact evidence would almost certainly be inadmissible. Victim im-
pact evidence raises questions of relevance. Booth and Gathers were premised upon the notions that only evid-
ence bearing on blameworthiness is relevant to sentencing and that evidence of harm to the surviving victims
does not bear on blameworthiness. [FN156] Payne held that evidence of resulting harm does bear on blamewor-
thiness. [FN157] Victim impact evidence is admissible to impress upon the jury the full magnitude of the de-
fendant's crime, to show each victim's “uniqueness as an individual human being.” [FN158] The Payne Court re-
jected the concern expressed in Booth that victim impact evidence invited a jury to find that “defendants whose
victims were assets to their community are more deserving of punishment than those whose victims are per-
ceived to be less worthy.” [FN159] The Payne Court wrote, “As a general matter . . . victim impact evidence is
not offered to encourage comparative judgments of thiskind . . .” [FN160] The Court did not say, however, that
this inference was impermissible; it implied merely that it was undesirable. Thus, victim impact evidence is ad-
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missible because its primary aim is to show the uniqueness of the victim, despite the possibility that ajury might
compare the value of one human life to another.

It seems possible then, if not likely, that the Court would argue that victim impact evidence is admissible
only unidirectionally. Some lower courts have reached this conclusion. [FN161] A defendant offering negative
victim character evidence or surviving victim benefit evidence would be offering such evidence only to invite
the inference that the victim's life was less valuable than the life of a good person and hence mitigate the cul pab-
ility of the defendant. Though this inference is not impermissible under Payne, the evidence would be inadmiss-
ible since its exclusive aim would be to invite this kind of inference. Negative victim character evidence and
surviving victim benefit evidence do not in any way bear on the fullness or less-than-fullness of a human life.

*506 Victim impact evidence runs through, but not past, the moment of trial. If pre-trial victim impact evid-
enceisrelevant, it follows that post-trial victim impact evidence would be relevant too. But no mechanism exists
through which such evidence might be introduced. [FN162]

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
Figure 6. Victim Impact Evidence

IV. Notions of Symmetry Examined

This Part examines the claims on symmetry articulated in Payne and in Justice Scalia's concurrence in
Walton. Payne creates a false symmetry: the analogous response to the concern with mitigating evidence is to al-
low pre-crime aggravating evidence about the defendant. Scalia's position is also a false symmetry: the unres-
tricted use of mitigating and aggravating evidence presents categorically different policy considerations.

A. Good-for-the-Goose Symmetry

Proponents of victim impact evidence argue that if a defendant is allowed to present unlimited mitigating
evidence, some or much of which is of questionable relevance, then the prosecution should not be precluded
from offering victim impact evidence, even if that evidence is of questionable relevance. What is good for the
goose should be good for the gander.

So isthis the symmetrical response? Proponents of victim impact evidence argue that it rebalances the scales
unfairly tipped by the admission of unlimited *507 mitigating evidence. But even if admitting unlimited mitigat-
ing evidence is wrong, the admission of victim impact evidence is not a wrong that counteracts the other wrong.
It isjust another wrong.

Recall the three main objections to the Supreme Court's approach to mitigating evidence: (1) that the re-
qguirement of Lockett reintroduces arbitrariness into death sentencing, (2) that not all mitigating evidence bears
on culpability, and (3) that even if certain kinds of mitigating evidence do bear on culpability, they are irrelevant
unless they suggest that the offender lost the basic ability to tell right from wrong. [FN163] Victim impact evid-
ence is not responsive to the third concern; it does not in any way bear on the defendant's ability to distinguish
right from wrong. The first and second concerns merge in some sense. The practical concern with alowing all
mitigating evidence is that it will lead to increased arbitrariness. Some distinctive features of the second concern
are addressed below. [FN164] It seems fair to say that the basic objection to mitigating evidence is that it in-
creases arbitrariness. Thus, the question is whether victim impact evidence counters this effect.
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The simple answer is that victim impact evidence only increases arbitrariness in death sentencing. The con-
cern with mitigating evidence that juries will have different reactions to mitigating evidence and hence may not
treat like cases alike is present in the same way with victim impact evidence. Juries may have idiosyncratic reac-
tions to victim impact evidence. The resulting unpredictability may be more insidious in the case of victim im-
pact evidence than with mitigating evidence. The inference from mitigating evidence runs forward in time, while
the inference from victim impact evidence runs backwards. Victim impact evidence is a lottery in every sense;
subsequent events are used to retrospectively reflect upon the culpability of the defendant. While it may be fore-
seeable to a murderer that his crime will have potentially devastating consequences, the precise results cannot be
foreseen. They, hence, have no bearing on the culpability of the defendant. [FN165] Moreover, at least some
kinds of mitigating evidence bear on the culpability of the defendant.

The arbitrariness concern is only remedied by victim impact evidence if the objection to mitigating evidence
arbitrariness is that the resulting uncertainty is one-sided in favor of the defendant. No defendant will receive the
death penalty who otherwise would not by virtue of a jury idiosyncratically crediting mitigating evidence that
does not truly bear on culpability; that is, thereis no risk of Type | error. All that could happen is that a defend-
ant will be unjustly spared (call this Type Il error). This point is discussed at greater length in Part IV.B below.
Victim impact evidence will not increase Type Il error; it will not affect the number of defendants unjustly
spared. It will only lead to an increase *508 of Type | error; some defendants will be sentenced to die whom oth-
erwise would have been spared. Victim impact evidence does not diminish arbitrariness; it increases it, though
the resulting additional arbitrariness will be one-sided in favor of the prosecution.

It seems doubtful that increasing arbitrariness to balance the resulting mistakes is a legitimate aim of punish-
ment, though some parts of the Court's opinion in Payne hint at precisely this point. How exactly does victim
impact evidence work to balance the scales? The Payne Court cites Justice White's dissent in Booth:

[T]he State has a legitimate interest in counteracting the mitigating evidence which the defendant is
entitled to put in, by reminding the sentencer that just as the murderer should be considered as an indi-
vidual, so too the victim is an individual whose death represents a unique loss to society and in particular
to his family. [FN166]

The most direct response to the concern that mitigating evidence creates arbitrariness would be to curtail the
arbitrariness by allowing state legislatures to classify the kinds of mitigating evidence that might be presented at
trial. But what if one proceeds on the presumption that Lockett precludes this course of action? [FN167] The
symmetrical response would be to allow pre-crime defendant-based aggravating evidence. Mitigating evidence
is offered for the inference that because of the defendant's upbringing or physical condition, he is less respons-
ible than the average criminal defendant. Pre-crime aggravating evidence would be offered for the inference that
because of the defendant's upbringing or physical condition he is more responsible than the average criminal de-
fendant. A prosecutor could point to a defendant's good schooling and parenting and argue that the defendant
should have understood better than the average person the immorality of his actions. Contra-mitigating evidence
is admissible now for rebuttal purposes. The argument here is that the symmetrical response would be to allow
prosecutors to offer pre-crime defendant-based aggravating evidence as part of their case in chief at the senten-
cing phase.

The relationship between mitigating evidence and pre-crime defendant-based aggravating evidence is far
more symmetrical than between mitigating evidence and victim impact evidence. Mitigating evidence and pre-
crime defendant-based aggravating evidence are both offered for a forward-looking inference, that because of
the defendant's particular personal history he is more or less responsible for the crime than the average person.
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Put another way, there is x-axis symmetry between mitigating evidence and pre-crime defendant-based aggrav-
ating evidence. (See Figure 7 below.)

*509 The objection to both kinds of evidence is identical: the relationship between certain past events and
the crime may be too attenuated to credit; certain types of personal history events should not be relevant at all.
The objection to mitigating evidence is that it puts the defendant's character at issue, when some aspects of his
character are not relevant to culpability. Pre-crime defendant-based aggravating evidence puts the defendant's
entire character at issue. It directly addresses the concern with Type Il error--fewer defendants will un-
deservingly be spared the death penalty by virtue of irrelevant character evidence--and it creates no additional
risk of Typel error.

TABULAR OR GRAPHIC MATERIAL SET FORTH AT THISPOINT ISNOT DISPLAYABLE
Figure 7. Symmetry of Reponses to Pre-Crime Mitigating Evidence

Pre-crime mitigating evidence and victim impact evidence are apples and oranges. Conventional mitigating
evidence is offered for a forward-looking inference. Victim impact evidence is offered for a backward-looking
inference. Though some conventional mitigating evidence is surely irrelevant, it all concerns a relevant moral
actor, the defendant. Victim character evidence concerns a relevant actor only if the victim is a member of a
class that triggers a statutory aggravating circumstance. No family impact evidence concerns any relevant moral
actor.

One could imagine the response that this mischaracterizes the breadth of mitigating evidence that is offered
on behalf of the defendant. The defendant is not only able to offer pre-crime evidence for its forward-looking
mitigating evidence. Skipper and Ford suggest that the defendant is also able to offer post-crime evidence for its
backward-looking mitigating inference. Even if Ford is viewed as an aberration, there is still Skipper to answer
for. Skipper seems to suggest that the defendant is able to offer evidence that he is a changed person since the
time of the crime and that a jury might reasonably rely upon such evidence in assessing the defendant's cul pabil-
ity. Skipper adopts an evolving view of self: people change over time and the cul pability of their different selves
should be assessed separately.

Victim impact evi