
pre-moratorium period, they account for a full 81 percent since 1977,
despite the fact that only 35 percent of the national population resides
in the South.

The issue of the death penalty is more critical now than it was in
1972. Then there were 334 prisoners under sentence of death in the
United States—today there is more than ten times that number.

Chart 1: Total U.S. Executions and Southern States’
Proportion, 1953–2002

Chart 2, also based on DOJ statistics, presents the number of prison-
ers on death row in the United States for the years 1953–2001. Chart 2
reveals that there has been a steep and steady increase of prisoners on
death row from the early 1980s through the end of the century. The low
point in the series was 1973 when there were only 153 prisoners await-
ing execution, and the highest number was 3,601 in 2001. 

The burgeoning death row prisoner population of the post-moratori-
um period was one of the targets of the Republican Contract with
America. Neoconservative politicians promised to speed up the pace of
executions and delivered the means to do so in the Anti-Terrorism and
Effective Death Penalty (ATEDP) Act that was signed into law in 1995.
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