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percent white, and 27 percent Hispanic.59 (See How Texas 
Government Works: Justice and the Death Penalty.) Texas 
has also executed six of the sixteen women executed in the 
United States since 1976. Moreover, opponents point out 
the added expense of death penalty cases, which involve 
automatic appeals to the state’s high court, among other 
things. The average time spent on death row is slightly 
over ten years, although the longest time spent there was 
twenty-four years. In 1992, a Dallas Morning News study 
estimated that taxpayers pay $2.3 million for the average 
death penalty case in Texas, compared to $750,000 to 
imprison someone in a single cell at the highest level of 
security for forty years.60 This higher cost comes in every 
case, even those in which the death penalty only might 
be imposed. The cost of the death penalty, coupled with 
the comparatively large number of executions in the state 
each year, places a significant burden on Texas’s taxpayers.

WINNERS AND LOSERS

n many ways, Texans’ preference for a tough approach 
to crime, demands for justice, and ardent support of 
the death penalty sets them apart from much of the 

rest of the country. Texans believe the punishment must fit 
the crime and that the death penalty represents the ultimate 
symbol of justice. However, these political preferences 
come at a high cost to the average Texan. Money spent 
on imprisonment rather than rehabilitation means that 
Texas’s high imprisonment rates translate to significantly 
higher taxes in the state. Embracing the privatization of 

prisons also entails significant costs. When these for-profit centers experience high-
profile breakouts, it is local and state law officials who conduct statewide searches for 
the escaped convicts—and it is Texas’s taxpayers who pick up the cost. Although private 
prisons are often cited for poor conditions, Texas has yet to impose fines on these facilities. 
Texans are also willingly taking on other states’ criminal populations, and Texas leads the 
way in building private prisons intended to house both its own prisoners and those of 
other states. However, the move by the Texas Legislature toward rehabilitation rather 
than punishment may help Texans become winners. As incarceration rates have leveled 
and over $1 billion have been saved, the increased focus on rehabilitation for nonviolent 
criminals clearly makes taxpayers winners.

Texans win and lose with the death penalty. Although it is increasingly unpopular 
nationwide, in Texas the death penalty is revered. On the one hand, Texans, in persisting 
with their policy preference for justice and retribution, “win” in terms of leading the 
country in number of executions carried out. On the other hand, Texans pay the high 
costs associated with ensuring that potential death penalty cases follow due process. In 
appropriating to themselves this cost—one that is significantly higher than the cost of 
life imprisonment—Texans lose.

Alan Ward, whose case is mentioned in the opening of this 
chapter, was executed in March 2016. Ward’s history of mental 
illness raised important questions about who is executed in 
Texas.
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