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Introduction 

Both the U.S. and Japan are highly developed countries with differing prison situations- 

the U.S. has witnessed a jump of 60 and 85% since the 1990s, yet, Japan has seen a 10% increase 

(Tkachuk and Walmsley 16). The American and Japanese prison systems and their faults are 

necessary to evaluate because they reveal a common phenomenon that prisons must choose 

between: having humane conditions or a low incarceration rate. The either or predicament relates 

to “Chapter XVI: The Life of the Peasants” that states “it is much better to be a free peasant than 

a serf” (Davis 257). The oppression of peasants is “justified” with the argument that conditions 

could be worse. This illogical argument relates to the idea that a prisoner in American and 

Japanese prisons should be grateful for inhumane prison conditions simply because it could be 

worse and they deserved it, due to their status. These prisons structures differ in the standard of 

living for inmates and the amount they spend on prisons. The U.S. and Japan have inadequate 

prisons with elevated incarceration rates or unwarranted prison conditions, virtually, neither of 

these nations maintains an ideal prison system model. 

Background 

Before delving into the compound comparison of American and Japanese prisons, it must 

be acknowledged that the two have similar ambitions, but contrasting definitions of crime. 
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Prisons in the U.S. and Japan strive “to protect society, to punish individuals convicted of 

crimes, to serve as a deterrent for offenders and those in the wider society” and exist on the 

principles of “exclusion, separation, and confinement” (Ross 309; Fleury-Steiner 411). Japan 

punishes individuals who place their needs above society’s because they believe in collective 

welfare while the U.S. punishes nonviolent crimes. The goal of American and Japanese prisons 

has affected the standard of living for prisoners specifically the safety and punishments enforced.  

Crime is considered to be “an action or an instance of negligence that is deemed injurious 

to the public welfare or morals or to the interests of the state and that is legally prohibited” 

("Crime"). Crime entails different acts in the U.S. and Japan. Unlike Japan, the U.S. imprisons 

individuals for nonviolent crimes such as drug offenses whereas Japan considers pedophilia as a 

mental illness needing treatment (Leonardsen 205; Rich 1). Organized crime has assisted in 

skewing the perception of overall crime statistics. For example, the Japanese mafia is an alternate 

police force that contributes to unreported crimes; nations with high levels of organized crime 

such as Japan, often do not have the resources to handle crimes sufficiently (Schmid 9). These 

factors may lead to a misrepresentation of these countries’ statistical data of low incarceration 

rates. 

Social  

The living conditions in American and Japanese prisons differ regarding safety and 

punishments. American prisoners must worry themselves with high levels of violence, especially 

sexual assault, but American prisons are less brutal in regards to discipline. Ben A. Rich, an 

attorney with a Ph.D. in Philosophy and J.D. from Washington University School of Law, 

reports that “at least 13% of prisoners have been sexually assaulted, and many raped repeatedly” 
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ultimately arguing that rape is a high-stakes problem in the U.S. (2). In comparison to other 

countries, the U.S. deals with a higher percentage of sexual assault. NationMaster, a statistical 

website that compares countries public data, reports that, in 2010, the U.S. is ranked fourteenth, 

with 27 times more rape crimes committed than Japan. Perhaps these high numbers of sexual 

assault reflect the milder and more pervasive punishments imposed in the U.S. There are 

“potentially 20,000 to 80,000 inmates being held in confinement” in the U.S. (O’Connor 84). 

The vast amount of prisoners held in isolation demonstrates the willingness of American prisons 

to send inmates to confinement for a solution. With the U.S.’s readiness to send prisoners to 

solitary confinement, American prisoners undergo milder punishments. For instance, prisoners 

who with multiple violations may spend eight or more months stripped of their privileges and 

will be let “out of the cell for one hour a day: during this period they would exercise, shower and 

make phone calls” (Weschler, “Prison Conditions in the United States” 25). These conditions are 

imperceptible in correspondence to Japanese conditions. The U.S. upholds more humane 

conditions than Japanese prisons, but Japanese prisoners are safer than American prisoners. 

Japanese prisoners are safer in the jail community, but face higher stakes regarding the 

lack of humane treatment, specifically solitary confinement. This is due to Japan’s cruel method 

of isolation as punishment, reducing the likelihood of sexual assault. According to NationMaster, 

Japan is ranked 105th with a rape rate of 52 per 100,000 in 2010. Japan’s callous discipline 

method may contribute to their overall prison safety. Though these controls augment prison 

security, the severity of solitary confinements negatively affects inmates. For instance, a popular 

punishment called Chobatsu is where the guilty are locked up for 23 hours a day, eat bland food, 

are prohibited from exercising, are separated up from other prisoners for up to 60 days and are 
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required to sit still for half of the day (Geraci 87). These stringent conditions prevent prisoners 

from causing trouble in conjunction with sexual assault. Arriving at the Tokyo Detention Center 

in 1988, a male prisoner still behind bars expressed the harsh conditions he was put under when 

he revealed to the Human Rights Watch that “If I spoke I would be punished” (Weschler, “Prison 

Conditions in Japan” 17). This personal example illustrates Japan’s strict regulation of separating 

inmates. Such strict standards and punishments are responsible in part for the lower reports of 

sexual assault. American prisons are less secure than Japanese prisons though American prisons 

enforce milder punishments than Japanese prisons. 

Economic  

The incarceration rates for the U.S. and Japan inherently links itself to prison 

expenditure. The U.S. has an incarceration rate of 753 per 100,000 whereas Japan incarcerates at 

a rate of 63 (Schmitt et. al 2). Higher incarceration rates is supposedly an indicator of lower 

expenditure. A study done by the United Nations forum on drug and crime supports the notion 

that “between money spent on law enforcement” and lower incarceration rate, a link can be 

established (Schmid 16). The more money dedicated to law enforcement, specifically, higher 

levels of incarceration positively correlates with smaller amounts incarcerations. 

Although the U.S. deals with a high incarceration rate, there is a fortified relation, 

according to the UN Crime Survey, who obtained data on criminal justice spending from 

eighty-three countries, “between a country’s economic welfare, measured as Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP), and its expenditure on criminal justice” (Farrell and Clark 11-12). GDP 

“attempts to capture the state of the economy in one number” (“Q&A: What is GDP?”). 

Concerning prisons, in 1997, the U.S.’s GDP was 91 expenditure per capita and Japan’s GDP 
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was 12 expenditure per capita (Farrell and Clark 22). This means that the U.S. spent $91 billion 

of US dollars on inmates, and Japan spent $12 billion of US dollars on inmates. In 2013, the U.S. 

spent 17.50 trillions of dollars of overall GDP with a prison population rate of 737 per 100,000 

and Japan spent 4.80 trillions of dollars with a prison population rate of 62 per 100,000 

(Looman; “International Centre for Prison Studies”). This dramatic increase of expenditure 

illustrates the world’s concern for safety. Both of these pieces of evidence counters the notion 

that more money spent leads to lower levels of incarceration when comparing the U.S. and 

Japan. The U.S. surpasses Japan in incarceration rates, and prison spending. 

Alternative Perspective  

Some argue that stricter punishments as in Japan bring forth results that nations are 

looking for, economically. After all, Japan does maintain low incarceration rates while still 

maintaining a low rape rate, that has subsequently led to one of the lowest prison expenditures 

for a developed nation as mentioned before. However, Japanese inmates suffer from the low 

quality of life within prisons. Even though Japanese prisons have beneficial effects regarding the 

economy, they have detrimental effects on the social aspects of prison. This either-or dilemma 

requires a different model. 

Norwegian prisons provide an ideal model. Norway defies the concept that prison 

systems have to sacrifice either humane prison conditions for a low incarceration rate by 

maintaining both components. The primary goal of Norway’s prison system is to make inmates 

better citizens of society- focusing on rehabilitation rather than punishment (Sterbenz). With 

clear rehabilitation goals, Norwegian society is more accepting towards ex-prisoners and towards 

the penal system (“Anders Breivik: Just How Cushy Are Norwegian Prisons?”). Norway 
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incarcerates at a rate of 70 per 100,000 (Schmitt et. al). This rate is much lower than the U.S.’s 

but is higher than Japan’s. Japan may maintain a lower incarceration rate but fails to uphold 

humane conditions. Norway has humane and safe prison conditions, maintains a relatively low 

incarceration rate, hence spending less. Withal, there are limits to Norway’s prison model, if 

duplicated in other nations. Much of their practices would require larger investments of money 

and present several changes. 

Solution 

Implementing practices of Norwegian prisons into Japanese and American prisons will be 

an uphill battle. The U.S. and Japan should instead start with implementing one practice. Nations 

should redirect the money spent on punishments and the upkeep of severe solitary confinement 

to rehabilitation. Even to a small degree, improvements of aspects of rehabilitation would 

produce results, providing these nations evidence, therefore significantly improve American and 

Japanese prisons. However, money presents a problem. 

Norway spends an average of $90,000 a year on each prisoner whereas the U.S. spends 

an average of $29,000 a year on each inmate (Ahmed; Kincade). Convincing the American 

public to put more three times as much money toward prison spending will be difficult due to the 

stigmatization of ex-prisoners and current inmates (Wozniak). The Bureau of Justice Statistics 

contains no information regarding the money dedicated to each prisoner in Japan when 

consulting their contact Tadashi Moriyana the Associate Professor at the Takushoku University 

in Tokyo. It will be hard to persuade the Japanese population to dedicate more money on 

rehabilitation instead of punishments when public opinion supports the cruelties of their prisons 
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because it keeps their society safe and they are in the dark concerning most matters (Weschler, 

“Prison Conditions in Japan” 24).  

Nevertheless, Norway’s lower recidivism rates may convince American and Japanese 

society that rehabilitation is worth the investment that would result in lowered incarceration rates 

and as a result decreased costs overtime. Recidivism is “a return to prison for a new offense or a 

technical violation within three years of release” (Council of State Governments Justice Center 

12). A decline in recidivism rates equates to an increase in public safety because ex-prisoners are 

return to society as citizens. In this respect, the U.S. maintains a recidivism rate of 52%, Japan 

with 43%, compared to Norway’s 20% (Deady; “Anders Breivik: Just How Cushy Are 

Norwegian Prisons”). Both Japan and the U.S. can improve their high recidivism rates that 

contribute to the prison expenditure.  

Improving the rehabilitation aspect within prisons is the answer. A specific measure that 

would require little to none amount of money is to develop relationships between an officer and a 

prisoner. This relationship between a Norwegian officer aims to “motivate and assist the prisoner 

in the process of rehabilitation… help the prisoner with problems and requests during 

imprisonments” therefore engendering a working relation between the prisoner, in which they 

are being treated as a human being (Johnsen et. al). For instance, Oslo prison in Norway, officers 

are encouraged to remain arms free, to respect inmates, and to support as many human rights as 

possible (“Prisoner in Norway and in Great Britain”). This officer-prisoner relationship 

encourages normalcy that is imperative in an inmate's rehabilitation. Rehabilitation would 

improve conditions such as safety and solitary confinement, incarceration rates and, therefore, 

reduce prison expenditure and incarceration costs primarily decreased recidivism rates.  
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Conclusion 

Essentially, no prison system is without flaws as shown in the observation of Japan and 

the U.S., however, there are practices that these societies can learn from Norway’s progressive 

prison system. Japan fares better regarding prison safety, lower incarceration rates, and a lower 

amount spent on prison expenditure, however Japan fails to exercise humane prison practices. 

Norway showcases noteworthy prisons. None of the nations have perfect prison systems, but 

Norway models prison practices that the U.S. and Japan can emulate.  
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