INDEPENDENT LENS
“Race to Execution”

Tuesday, March 27, 2007
10:00-11:00 p.m. ET
– Film Investigates America’s Death Penalty Through the Lives of Two Death Row Inmates — One White, One Black — Revealing How Race Influences the Legal Process–
“Race to Execution,” a powerful film that explores the deep and disturbing link between race and the death penalty in America, follows the stories of two Death Row inmates, Madison Hobley of Chicago, Illinois, and Robert Tarver of Russell County, Alabama. The documentary interweaves their compelling personal stories to reveal how race affects the capital punishment system. “Race to Execution” airs as a presentation of the Emmy Award-winning INDEPENDENT LENS, hosted by Terrence Howard, on Tuesday, March 27, 2007, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS. 

“Race to Execution” reveals that the race of both the victim and the accused deeply influences the legal process: from how a crime is investigated to the deployment of police resources, to the interrogation and arrest of major suspects, to how media portray the crime and ultimately, jury selection and sentencing. Beyond DNA and beyond innocence, the shameful open secret of the capital punishment system is, and always has been, a matter of race.

In Chicago in 1987, Madison Hobley, a young medical technician married to his high school sweetheart, suffered a nightmarish end to his everyday dreams. When seven people, including Hobley’s wife and son, died in an apartment house blaze, Hobley was accused of setting the fire. Hobley’s story illustrates the underbelly of race and capital punishment in Illinois — police brutality, falsified evidence and an incompetent trial defense counsel. Hobley was eventually exonerated by Governor George Ryan, who was convinced of the fallibilities of capital punishment, when he commuted the sentences of every inmate on the state’s death row in January 2003.

Robert Tarver, an African-American man accused of murdering Hugh Kite — a white man, general store owner and mainstay of his rural Alabama community — was sentenced to death less than four months after the murder on September 15, 1984. The prosecutor at Tarver’s trial rejected all but one of the African Americans qualified for jury service. Eleven white Alabamans and one African American composed the “jury of his peers.” As prosecutors have long known, a trial can turn on who’s sitting in the jury box. Recent research indicates the extent to which the make-up of the jury affects sentencing: when five or more white males sit on a capital trial jury, there is a 70 percent chance of a death penalty outcome. If there are four or fewer white males, the chance of a death sentence is only 30 percent. 

“Race to Execution,” which includes commentary from legal experts, journalists and correspondents, concludes with the exoneration of one man and the execution of another. In both cases, race is a factor impossible to avoid. “I no longer ask, do these people who committed these crimes deserve the death penalty,” states Bryan Stevenson, whose appeal on behalf of Tarver was denied because racial bias in jury selection was not raised by his defense in the original trial. “I ask, does society deserve to kill people, when they’re so unwilling to engage in an honest conversation about the impact of race?”

Rachel Lyon (producer/director) is an Emmy Award-winning documentary filmmaker with significant experience in academia. She has directed several acclaimed documentaries, including “Mr. Dreyfuss Goes to Washington” for the History Channel, SHADOW OVER TIBET for PBS and the Emmy-Award winner, “Men Who Molest” for PBS’ FRONTLINE. Lyon has created more than 60 documentaries for PBS, NBC, CNN, National Geographic and the History Channel, among others. She serves as assistant professor in the Department of Media Studies at Queens College.
Jim Lopes (co-producer) is an entertainment and media attorney. A Harvard graduate, he has experience in film, television and music. He was formerly an executive with a subsidiary of MCA-Universal, where he first worked with Rachel Lyon. Later, Jim Lopes as general counsel for CBS/Fox Video, licensing hundred of films. More recently, he has served as VP and associate general counsel for Reader’s Digest and its music, publishing and television divisions. He is currently producing a documentary about the Cape Verdean whaling families of New England.
Professor Charles Ogletree (narrator) has examined complex issues of law and human rights in the classroom, on the Internet, in the pages of prestigious law journals, in the everyday world of the public defender in the courtroom and in public television forums where these issues can be dramatically revealed.
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■ The “Stolen” interactive companion Website (pbs.org/racetoexecution) features detailed information on the film, including an interview with the filmmaker and links and resources pertaining to the film’s subject matter. The site also features a Talkback section for viewers to share their ideas and opinions, preview clips of the film, and more.

