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Gender and Race on Death Row
At the end of 2010, 3,100 persons were on death row in 36 states.32 An additional 58 

persons sat on death row in the Federal Bureau of Prisons.33 In one recent year, 46 inmates 
were executed, 20 died of natural causes, and 53 were removed from death row. Currently, 
most death row inmates are male (98%) and non-Hispanic white (55%). An additional 14% 
of death row inmates are Hispanic, and 42% are black (Figure 9.5).

Research suggests gender disparity among those sitting on death row. Historically, few 
women have received the death penalty. Since the reinstatement of the death penalty in 
1976, only 14 women have been put to death in the United States. In 2013, only 2% of those 
on death row were women. A portion of this gender disparity occurs because women commit 
fewer crimes that make them eligible for capital punishment. Research findings also show, 
however, that women are less likely to receive the death penalty even when they commit 
crimes equivalent to men who end up on death row.

Disparity is also evident when considering race of those on death row. According to the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 2011, 55% of those on death row were white, 42% were black 
and 3% were some other race.34 A portion of this disparity stems from differential offending 
rates. Yet much of it is due to the race of the victim and the offender. An example of such 
findings comes from research conducted in Harris County, Texas, by Scott Phillips.35 He dis-
covered that, even after controlling for relevant factors such as severity of the crime, prose-
cutors were more likely to pursue the death penalty against black defendants and when the 
victims were white. An interesting aspect of this research was the finding that although the 
district attorney was more likely to pursue a capital conviction based on black defendants and 
white victims, juries were more likely to impose death penalties against white versus black 
defendants. Philips concluded that juries minimize the racially charged behavior of district 
attorneys, but not to the degree that blacks benefitted.

In contrast, consider the work of Katherine Beckett, who examined race and the 
death penalty in cases of aggravated assault in Washington State.36 She found that jurors 
were more than three times more likely to recommend the death penalty for black defen-
dants than for white defendants committing the same crime. In contrast to Phillips’s 
findings, Beckett concluded that prosecutors in Washington were more likely to seek the 

0

19
68

19
72

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
88

19
92

19
96

20
00

20
04

Other

White

Black

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

p
ri

so
n

e
rs

 o
n

 d
e
a
th

 r
o

w

20
08

20
12

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

Figure 9.5  n  Prisoners on Death Row by Race, 1968–2012

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics.




