
461CHAPTER 19  •   The Death Penalty

Public opinion doubtless contributes to the number of states that have retained the death 
penalty, since legislators are more influenced by those currents than judges are. As seen 
in Figure 19.2, 30 states, the federal government, and the U.S. military retain the death 
penalty while 20 states and the District of Columbia have abolished it. (Delaware was 
the 20th state to abolish it, having done so in August 2016.) Executions are down 75% 
since 1996, and only 9 states executed anyone in 2012 (Death Penalty Information Cen-
ter [DPIC], 2013). The fact remains, however, that among the world’s democracies, only 
the United States, Japan, and South Korea retain the death penalty.

Figure 19.3 is a graph of the annual number of executions in the United States since 
the mid-1970s, when states were coming to terms with the Supreme Court’s Furman v. 
Georgia decision, which precipitated a brief moratorium on the death penalty from 1972 
to 1976. As of September 2016, 1,437 executions have taken place in the United States 
over the last 40 years.

  METHODS OF EXECUTION  
USED IN THE UNITED STATES
The United States has historically used a variety of methods of execution. Table 19.1 lists 
methods used in the 20th century, the number of people executed by each method since 
1976, and the jurisdictions authorizing each method. A short description of each method 
follows.

Hanging. The most common form of execution has been hanging. Although hanging 
seems fairly simple and “low tech,” a number of factors have to be considered to assure 
a relatively painless death. The condemned person’s height and weight have to be mea-
sured, the rope lubricated, and the noose placed around the neck with the knot behind 
the left ear. If all is done correctly, the drop should cause a rapid dislocation of the neck; 
if all is not done correctly, the condemned may suffer slow asphyxiation.

Electrocution. The electric chair was introduced in the late 19th century as a more 
humane method of execution than hanging. A person undergoing execution by this 
method is strapped to the chair with belts across the chest, groin, legs, and arms. A 

FIGURE 19.1    �Gallup Poll on Public Attitudes About  
the Death Penalty, 1937–2015

Source: J. M. Jones (2014). Copyright © 2014 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. The content is used with 
permission; however, Gallup retains all rights of republication.  
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Hanging: A method 
of execution in which 
the condemned was 
hung, causing either 
the neck to break or 
death by asphyxiation.

Electrocution: A 
person undergoing 
execution is strapped 
to the chair, and 
electrodes are attached 
to the person’s body. 
The person is then 
subjected to a 15- to 
30-second jolt of 
between 500 and 
2,450 volts of 
electricity.
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