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THE EVENING STAR: WASHINGTON, D.C,,
FRIDAY, JULY 1, 1887
The Japanese Prison System.
To the Editor of Tue Evenine STAR:
I have read with great surprise, in your esteemed paper of
June 25, an extraordinary statement concerning the Japanese
prison system, said to be from the pen of a certain native of that

country, named Tatui Baba. This individual, if he is really
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a Japanese, is unknown to me and my friends here residing.
Whatever the character of the writer may be, I feel myself
constrained to ask for a small share of your valuable space, for
nwoo purpose of correcting his remarkable, not to say malicious
allegations.

As you are aware, the amelioration of prison systems has for
a long time attractcd the earnest attention of enlightened states
men and philanthropists in every civilized country of the world.
None has arrived at perfection, but the amount of progress in
the case of Japan has received the warmest approbation from all
who have had the opportunity of observing it. The government
has exerted its utmost power to reform the errors which existed
in past times, and is admitted by high authority to have attained
a degree of excellence similar to that exhibited in the leading
Western nations. If you go, for example, to the prisons in
Kajibashi, (where Mr. Baba says he was confined), Miyagi,
Sorachi, Kabato, and others; if you investigate critically their
internal regulations and actual condition, and compare them with
similar institutions in America or Europe, you will not, I am
confident, discover any inferiority in the Japanese establishments.
In certain particulars you will probably find indications of superior
I do not desire, Mr. Editor, that this

statement be taken on my authority, or on the authority of any

methods of management.
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single Japanese witness. Any person who will examine the recent.
writings of intelligent travelers, missionaries, and diplomatic re-
presentatives from the West will find similar and even stronger
testimony. The missionaries, especially, take a deep interest in
the condition of prisons in all parts of the East, and their evidence
has been unanimous, in recent years, in declaring that the
discipline, sanitary precautions, regulations for the treatment of
inmates, and general administration of Japanese places of confine-
ment or detention, show a remarkable degree of advancement,
and may fairly be judged by the same standards that are applied
to the best prisons of their own nationalities. Travelers who have
visited Japan expressly for the purpose of reporting upon the
social changes of the past few years have made the jails and
penitential institutions the especial subject of their eulogy, and
have declared that the system now in force not only seems
excellently adapted to the needs of the Japanese people, but might
in many details be advantageously transferred to countries which
profess to stand on a much higher plane of civilization. It is not
for me to claim more than is thus voluntarily accorded by
impartial observers, but if even so much is accepted, it shall
serve to controvert the injurious assertions of a professed native
of the land which he misrepresents.

With respect to Mr. Baba’s statements as to trials, secret



examinations, and the absence of distinction between “political and
common offenders,” I must say they will fall to produce any
effect upon persons who are familiar with the active reforms
which Japan has set on root since having been admitted to the
companionship of Western nations. It would appear that he has
ventured to make these statements only because of the remote-
ness of the country he maligns, and the difficulties which stand
in the way of producing prompt and direect refutation. Speaking
as one well acquainted with the subject, I declare that all trials
in Japan are entirely public, excepting those which are kept
secret in the interest of morality and decency, and that there is
not a nation on the earth where the distinction between political
criminals and those of other classes is more carefully and scru-
pulously guarded. As to his complaint respecting the nonpublicity
of preliminary examinations, I have to remark that the like
practice prevails in most of the European continental nations, and
that therefore it cannot be held up as an exceptional reproach to
Japan.

In conclusion, Mr. Editor, T would observe that if it be true,
by chance, that your informant, Mr. Baba, is a native of Japan, it
would better become him to employ his faculties in supporting

the earnest endeavors of his government and his countrymen

generally to elevate their institutions and promote substantial
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reforms, than to misuse his talents in the attempt to caricature
and degrade these honorable endeavors, with no loftier motive
than that of the socialist, the anarchist, or the nihilist.

I am, sir, respectfully yours, E. NinomIva.

New York, June 29, 1887.

THE EVENING STAR: WASHINGTON, D.C,
SATURDAY, JULY 9, 1887

THE JAPANESE PRISON SYSTEM.

Mr. T. Baba Asserts that His Description

was a Strict Statement of Fact.

To the Editor of Tue EveNiNe Star:

I have read with great curiosity a very vague and arbitrary
assertion made by a person calling himself Ninomiya, and pro-
fessing to be a Japanese, in regard to the Japanese prison system.
By a letter, which is supported neither by experience nor by
fact, he endeavors to contradict what I wrote in your paper of
the 25th ultimo. He evidently knows nothing of the subject
about which he writes. What I stated in my communication is

simple fact, and the result of my own experience and observation.
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That is to say, I described the construction and sanitary arrange-
ment of the prison, the arrangement for bathing, the treatment
and mode of punishment of prisoners, the procedure of the secret
court, and stated the number of cages of prisoners and officers,
and the quantity and quality of food, drink, and -clothing.
But Mr. Ninomiya bases his argument simply on his imagination,
and thus what he says has no weight whatever against a strict
statement of fact like mine, which can be testified to by many of
my friends who are traveling in this country and by others in
Europe.

I have seen many prisons in England and in this country, but
these prisons are paradises compared with the filthy Japanese
prison. It is an established fact, well known to every educated
Japanese, that the present Japanese government does not recognize
any difference between political and common offenders. This was
proved in the recent case of Kono and seven others, who were
punished by seven years’ imprisonment, for a political offense.
They were arrested in the district of Fukusima with about fifty
others and conveyed to the same prison in Kajibashi. They were
scattered through the whole prison, as it is the rule of the
Japanese prison never to keep two accomplices in one cage. They
were all placed in the same cages with murderers and thieves of

the worst character, and were treated in the same way as these.
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Again, Mr. Ninomiya shows his utter ignorance of criminal
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procedure when he attempts to justify the Japanese secret court
by saying that such a system exists in European countries. Such
a secret court as that of Japan, where a prisoner is threatened
by a judge, deceived by false promises of mercy, or sometimes
tortured by being made to stand hours and hours in a severe
winter with iron handcuffs on and bound with a cord—such a court
does not exist in any civilized European country, nor is it possible
to keep a prisoner there in secret confinement six months, one
year or three years, without a public trial. But it is true that
such a secret court once existed in France and it was called the
Bastile.

same position as a judge of a secret court in Japan. But that

The chief commissioner of police stood in exactly the

time has passed, and no such thing exists now. It has ever been
and still is the policy of the present Japanese cabinet to keep up
an appearance in everything and to preserve serious existing evils
They think
that by hiding these evils from the European public they will

or abuses under the coat of superficial refinement.

be able to impose on the supposed credulity of the European
powers, and thus succeed in securing the concessions they desire.

The same idea is clearly reflected in Mr. Ninomiya's letter.
But this will do more harm than good to the Japanese people.

Deception and treachery never succeed. My purpose is to speak



out freely and frankly, to admit all existing imperfections in
Japan, and to show our energy and earnestness in removing these
imperfections. I think this is proper and much the best way ot
winning the confidence of honorable and cultured people in all
countries. But if the Japanese cabinet follows its present policy,
as is suggested by Mr. Ninomiya, in concealing the truth, it will
not be long before the Japanese government will utterly and
entirely forfeit all confidence and sympathy of the civilized
European powers. T. Basa.
[Since the publication of Mr. Baba’s original article and the
reply to it Tue Star has received other correspondence, from which
it appears that the experiences of other Japanese in the native
prisons establish the accuracy of Mr. Baba’s descriptions.—Ep.

Star.)
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