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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of Tennessee denied Tony Von Carruthers’s
application for a stay of execution in connection with his federal habeas petition under 28 U.S.C. §
2254. The court reviewed the Tennessee Supreme Court’s determination that Carruthers was
competent to be executed and applied the standards from Ford v. Wainwright, Panetti v. Quarterman,
and Madison v. Alabama. The court concluded that Carruthers had not shown that the state court’s
decision was contrary to or an unreasonable application of clearly established federal law or based on
an unreasonable determination of the facts.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Federal habeas petitioner under 28 U.S.C. § 2254 applied for a stay of
execution after the Tennessee Supreme Court affirmed a state trial
court's determination that he was competent to be executed and denied
a stay.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d), the court deferred to the Tennessee
Supreme Court unless its decision was contrary to, or involved an
unreasonable application of, clearly established Supreme Court
precedent, or was based on an unreasonable determination of the facts.
The court applied the four-factor equitable standard for a stay of
execution, with likelihood of success on the merits treated as crucial.
State factual findings and credibility determinations were given
substantial deference and presumed correct absent clear and
convincing evidence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Carruthers showed a likelihood of success on his claim that the Tennessee Supreme Court
unreasonably applied Ford v. Wainwright, Panetti v. Quarterman, and Madison v. Alabama in finding
him competent to be executed.

2. Whether the Tennessee Supreme Court's competency determination was based on an unreasonable
determination of the facts under 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d)(2).

3. Whether the equitable factors warranted a stay of execution under 28 U.S.C. § 2251.

HOLDINGS

1. Because the Tennessee Supreme Court adjudicated Carruthers's competency claim on the merits, the
district court applied the deferential standards of 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d), rather than reviewing the claim de
novo.

2. Carruthers did not establish a likelihood of success on his claim that he was incompetent to be executed
because the Tennessee Supreme Court's conclusion that he had a rational understanding of the reason for
his execution was not contrary to, or an unreasonable application of, clearly established federal law.

3. The application for a stay of execution was denied because Carruthers failed to show a likelihood of
success on the merits, and the remaining equitable considerations did not overcome the State's
substantial interest in carrying out a lawful and final death sentence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The critical question is whether a “prisoner’s concept of reality” is “so impair[ed]” that he cannot grasp
the execution’s “meaning and purpose” or the “link between [his] crime and its punishment.”” (Section II)

“The finding that Petitioner was competent to be executed is not “so lacking in justification that there was an
error well understood and comprehended in existing law beyond any possibility for fairminded [sic]
disagreement.”” (Section V)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Carruthers was convicted and sentenced to death for the 1994 murders of Marcellos Anderson, Delois Anderson,
and Frederick Tucker. After Tennessee scheduled his execution for May 21, 2026, Carruthers asserted that
schizoaffective disorder, delusions, and paranoia prevented him from rationally understanding the connection
between his convictions, his sentence, and his execution. A state competency hearing included testimony from
Carruthers, former counsel, a psychiatrist who had not recently interviewed him, and a state expert; the state
courts concluded that he understood that the State intended to execute him because of the murder convictions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Carruthers was convicted in Tennessee state court of three first-degree murders and sentenced to death. The
Tennessee Supreme Court set an execution date, remanded for a competency-to-be-executed hearing, and later
affirmed the state trial court's finding that Carruthers was competent to be executed and denied a stay. Carruthers
sought federal habeas relief and an execution stay under 28 U.S.C. §§ 2251 and 2254. The district court applied
AEDPA deference, concluded that Carruthers had not shown a likelihood of success on his Ford and Panetti
competency claim, and denied the stay.
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