
The Inhumanity of Isolation

You are in a room, six feet by nine feet (Brown). There is a bed, a toilet, a sink, and a slot in the

wall for food trays. Perhaps there is a small glass window. This is where you stay, for twenty-three hours

a day. The only human interactions available to you in this time come from the guards who bring and take

away your food, and the shouting of others in your block through their own metal doors. You can shower

here, or maybe you are taken somewhere else to do it; this is an irregular happening (Solitary Watch).

Once a day, you are allowed out of this room for one to one and a half hours. You go to the exercise yard:

perhaps it is outside, in the sun. Perhaps it is not. After your allotted time, you return to your cell

(Sullivan). You could be here for days. Months. Years.

Welcome to solitary confinement.

There are between 60,000 and 80,000 people being held in some kind of solitary confinement in

the United States on any particular day. The exact number is difficult to measure, but it includes men,

women, and children in prisons and jails across the country (Solitary Watch). According to a report from

the Bureau of Justice Statistics in 2012, almost 20% of inmates in federal and state prisons have been in

solitary confinement (Leonard and White), which is an enormous number, especially for a country with an

inmate population in the millions: “For comparison, the United States has about as many prisoners in

solitary as the United Kingdom has in its general prison population” (“Solitary by the Numbers”). Despite

its widespread use, solitary confinement is a profoundly inhumane system, and both data and human

morality support its abolishment.

To begin with, solitary confinement is not rehabilitative. As with the American prison system as a

whole, its purpose is to punish people for so-called “bad” behavior, rather than work to ensure better

behavior in the future; but locking someone up in a room for days to years at a time will not teach them

how to act. Research done by the American Civil Liberties Union of Texas and Texas Civil Rights Project

in Texas in 2006 showed that prisoners released from solitary there had a 60.8% chance of being

rearrested within three years, which was a 12% larger chance than those released from the general prison

population (Solitary Watch). This means that not only does punishing someone with solitary confinement



not help them, it actually makes them less likely to be a productive member of society afterwards.

Another purpose of solitary housing is to make the general prison population safer. For the most part,

solitary confinement is implemented in response to an inmate’s actions inside prison, which means that no

one is sentenced to it when they are originally convicted of a crime-- it is simply another punishment that

can be added during incarceration, in response to activities like violence or suspected participation in

gang activities (Solitary Watch). However, according to research done in 2019, when Colorado cut down

the usage of solitary confinement in its state prisons by about 85%, violence against staff reached its

lowest point since 2006. Other states that did similarly saw little to no increases in prison violence

(“Solitary Confinement: Inhumane, Ineffective, and Wasteful”).

All of that is assuming, too, that this person was put into isolation because they did something

truly wrong. In reality, there are a variety of different reasons that people are sent to solitary. For example,

many people are put into solitary confinement for rule violations unrelated to violence, such as “for

possessing contraband, testing positive for drug use, ignoring orders, or using profanity” (“Solitary

Watch”). This vastly increases the number of people sent there, and includes inmates who did not actually

threaten others. Besides that, according to a 2003 Human Rights Watch report, those with mental illnesses

make up a horrifying statistic of between one-fifth to two-thirds of inmates in isolation. The idea that

people are held in solitude because of the effects of a difference in their brains is truly wrong and

upsetting, especially considering that solitary confinement is often dramatically worse for those with

mental illnesses, as it can cause their mental condition to steeply decline (“What Does Solitary

Confinement Do To Your Mind?”). Additionally, inmates can sometimes be housed in solitary in order

to-- supposedly-- protect them from others who might endanger them. This is especially common for

LGTBQ+ people, minors imprisoned with adults, and other members of vulnerable minorities inside the

prison (Solitary Watch). While I think that the idea behind this-- protecting at-risk inmates-- is a good one

(although one could argue that taking care of all inmates is, in actuality, a very low bar), its

implementation leaves much to be desired. It basically puts the victim in the position of the offender, all

under the guise of helping them.



Not only does solitary confinement fail in bettering those confined in it, making the rest of prison

safer, and only housing those “deserve” it, it has a huge negative effect on the human mind and mental

health. During the COVID-19 pandemic, mental health in America plummeted as levels of anxiety and

loneliness rose, and countless studies were done that explored and explained the negative consequences of

prolonged isolation and monotony. All this was true even though the majority of people affected still had

unrestricted access to the outdoors, innumerable forms of entertainment, and the technology to interact

with others remotely. None of these outlets are available to inmates locked in solitary confinement, even

though they experience all of these effects-- isolation, boredom, worry, anxiety, loneliness-- on a daily

basis, even without a pandemic. As a direct result of being alone and indoors all the time, inmates in

solitary confinement face devastating mental and physical deterioration. Physical symptoms can include

worsening eyesight, a vitamin D deficiency, hypersensitivity to light and noise, dizziness, lethargy, and

problems with sleep. And the mental health issues it can lead to are just as bad, if not much worse:

anxiety, stress, depression, hallucinations that affect all the senses, paranoia, problems with attention,

concentration, and memory, and thoughts of self-harm and suicide (Leonard and White). A study by the

American Journal of Public Health in 2014 found that “Of the 7 percent of inmates in solitary

confinement, 53 percent committed acts of self-harm, and 45 percent committed acts of potentially fatal

self-harm” (Rienzi). Solitary confinement is so terrible that it makes people believe that they have no

option but to end or endanger their own lives; how could anything this unbearable be legal? And for those

inmates who do get out of isolation, the effects of it often linger, making it harder (and sometimes even

impossible) to adjust to a non-solitary life.

Solitary confinement is not an abstract thing, happening to people “not like us.” It is a form of

torture used in the United States that affects thousands of lives, human lives. There is Terry Albury, an

inmate who wrote to the Bureau of Prisons in April 2020 to express concern about his prison’s

overcrowding during the pandemic: he was put in solitary confinement for ten days on charges of

“inciting a riot” (Reitman). There is Kalief Browder, in solitary confinement at Rikers Island for almost

two years: he struggled to adjust to life in the outside world after returning, and committed suicide at



twenty-two years old (Schwirtz and Winerip). There is Carina Montes, an inmate in solitary confinement

at Rikers who killed herself; she was even on suicide watch at the time (von Zielbauer). There is Ian

Manuel, who was locked in solitary at fifteen years old and did not get out until he was thirty-three:

eighteen years of his life spent there (Manuel).

These are just a fraction of the horrifying experiences undergone by those in solitary confinement.

People are suffering under inhumane conditions and a system that hurts instead of helps. Those inside are

powerless against it, and those outside are complacent in its atrocities. Solitary confinement is a cruel and

unusual punishment in a country that calls itself just, and it needs to be abolished.
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