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Definition

In this case, the court decided that it was not
always a “cruel and an unusual” punishment to
execute an individual with mental retardation.
This was determined by a review of societal
views at the time (in 1989). Specifically, societal
views necessitate the “evolving standards of
decency” to determine what is cruel and unusual.
Due to the fact that only a few states prohibited
execution of an individual with mental retarda-
tions at that time, the court ruled that the generally
accepted societal thought did not indicate that
execution of an individual with mental retardation
was indeed an extreme act and thus not ruled to be
cruel and unusual. Moreover, the court ruled that

the “cruel and unusual” clause of the Eighth
Amendment necessitates case-by-case consider-
ation. This decision was the result of a 5-4 ruling
and was regarded as highly controversial. In fact,
in 2002, the US Supreme Court ruled in the case
of Atkins v. Virginia that execution of an individ-
ual with mental retardation is excessive and vio-
lates the Eighth Amendment.
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