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The issue of whether the United States is soft or hard on 

crime thus depends on how we conceptualize and mea-

sure the concepts of hardness and softness and with which 

countries we compare ourselves. Compared with countries 

that share our democratic ideals, we are tough on crime; 

compared with countries most distant from Anglo-American 

ideals, we are soft, and for that, we should be grateful.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1.	 What is your personal opinion about the hardness or 

softness of the U.S. criminal justice system?

2.	 Should the United States move more toward the average 

sentences for burglars, or is our sentencing too lenient?

3.	 Do you think American public opinion would tolerate the 

21-year prison sentence that Breivik received for killing 

77 people more than the swift execution of murderers 

(assuming an American-style trial and conviction) prac-

ticed in China?
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FIGURE 20.3    �Incarceration Rates per 100,000 Population for Selected 
Countries, 2012

Source: Constructed from figures provided by Walmsley (2015). World Prison Population List.
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