Introduction: Throughout the United States, China, and Japan, prisoners are forcibly employed for less than a $1/hour in agriculture, manufacturing, public works projects, and dozens of other industries. Their labor produces billions of dollars in goods and services every year, although exact figures are impossible to calculate due to the reticence of the market. The Laogai (“reform through labor”) is a system of labor camps located throughout China which has detained approximately 50 million prisoners in the past 50 years, many of them political dissidents. Prisoners are frequently worked for up to 16 hours a day, medically and nutritionally neglected, and occasionally harvested for their organs. The United States’ penal labor began with the convict lease system, which was predominantly populated by freedman. The practice was outlawed then reinstated under President FDR with the Federal Prison Industries, who run and regulate 109 facilities and 22,000 prisoners. In Japan, the Private Finance Initiative employs convicts for 8 hour work days 5 days a week primarily in infrastructure projects. By allowing private entities to supervise the living and working conditions of prisoners, nations introduce contemporary slavery to their penal systems. When crime and recidivism are high, for-profit prisons receive inexpensive laborers.
Purpose: Determining the effects of profit-seeking firms and agencies on re-incarceration of convicted criminals. This study focuses on recidivism rather than crime in order to measure the effect penal labor has on convicts. Are convicted felons more likely to be re-incarcerated in nations that employ them for penal labor? Are nations with large criminal populations more likely to attract for-profit prisons? Is prison labor effective in reducing criminal behavior?
Method: Examining the relationship between whether or not an industrial or post-industrial nation employs penal labor and the re-incarceration rates of its released convicts. Eighteen nations from Europe, North America, and Asia are included. Three of them currently employ penal labor. Most of the remaining fifteen outlawed penal servitude during the 20th century. The data come from the various ministries of justice and criminology departments of these nations.
