
The Power of Innocence

Frank R. Baumgartner

UNC-Chapel Hill, Political Science Department

Frankb@unc.edu

Amplifying the Voices of Exonerated Death-Row Survivors: 

How to Maximize the Power of Innocence

Witness to Innocence

October 23-25 2009





The More One Knows é

ÂMost people donõt think about the death penalty 

much

ÂMost peopleõs minds are firmly made up about it 

because of their religious background

ÂAbout 2/3 of US supports it, in the abstract

ÂMoving from abstract notions to concrete facts 

is key

ÂNo one expects government to work perfectly

ÂPutting a face on what that means is why we are 

here



Innocence as an Argument

ÂThere are many reasons to be opposed to the 

death penalty.

ÂWhat mobilizes you to be here in this room may 

or may not be an effective argument to people 

who do not already agree with you.

ÂMobilizing your own constituency:  Moral 

outrage might work.

ÂConvincing potentially hostile individuals to 

soften their support:  Innocence works.



Focus on errors, imperfections, flaws

ÂMost Americans support DP in abstract

ÂConfirmation bias blinds people to much 

evidence, such as lack of deterrence effect

ÂBut many may not know:

ÂHow rare it is, how arbitrary

ÂNumber of errors, what this means in human terms

ÂFalsity of the argument about òclosureó for families

ÂCost

ÂPossible alternative uses of those funds





Possible counter-arguments

ÂRehnquist:  òPerfect the mechanisméó

ÂMore resources to the defense

ÂLonger trials, more delays, etc.

ÂCosts well summarized by Dick Dieterõs recent 

report and currently affecting many communities

ÂBetter to spend this money on other purposes

ÂScalia:  òWhatõs a few errorséó

ÂVery unpopular argument

Â Impossible to make with Ray Krone, Delbert Tibbs, 

or Freddie Pitts in the room!





Tipping points

ÂAt any given time, public attention tends to 

focus on just a few aspects of a complex debate.

ÂOccasionally these òflipó as attention shifts

ÂThis has occurred in the past 10 years or so

Â Innocence is associated with an entire cluster of 

arguments about flaws, costs, practical problems

ÂKey is the shift away from the abstract to the 

practical

ÂòDiscovery of innocenceó has already saved 

many


