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Scholarly Book Review
Over the past decades, the prison development in the United States has contributed and facilitated the growth and expansion of maximum security correctional centers in America; these prisons are commonly referred to as supermax facilities. It is important to note that prisons fitting this category have significantly increased since the 1980s. The National Institute of Corrections estimates that by late 1990s, the supermax correctional facilities help over twenty-thousand prisoners. It is keynoting that high-security prisons demand large investment resources though the country and other many states have continued establishing more and relying on supermax prisons. It is believed the separating the most violent inmates plays a critical role in barring other prisoners from committing assaults and indulging in infractions. Other arguments maintain that supermax prisons play a major role in incapacitating prisoners preconceived as being dangerous from injuring their counterparts. There are inconsistencies in the criminal justice system about individuals who should be locked in supermax facilities and how prisoners should be treated once in these facilities.
Terry A. Kupers’s book “Solitary: The Inside Story of Supermax Isolation and How We Can Abolish It” has critically examined the different issues concerned with solitary confinement of inmates. Through his visits to the correctional facilities, the author depicts and illustrates the situations and the problems encountered by inmates incarcerated in super-maximum facilities. The book has provided insights about how prisoners in high-security prisons are isolated from their counterparts; also, the about has shed light to the nature of punishment that prisoners undergo in the hands of the police officers who are meant to protect and serve the inmates. Prisoners are beaten violently and sometimes face sexual abuse. Kupers also explained some of the effects of long-term solitary imprisonment; prisoners develop anxiety, memory problems, and other serious mental illnesses. The confinement also promotes isolation and loneliness, which can lead the prisoners to commit suicide. To critically understand the issues and problems that encountered by inmates in super-maximum prison facilities, the literature aims at reviewing Terry A. Kupers’s book “Solitary: The Inside Story of Supermax Isolation and How We Can Abolish It” University of California Press. ISBN: 9780520292239.
The term “Solitary” refers to extreme isolation where some prisoners are highly and exceedingly separated with fellow prisoners as well as their relatives and other members of the public. Ordinarily, individuals are placed in special housing units or incarcerated in different free-standing centers where the inmates are involuntarily confined for almost twenty-three house a day. Individuals who are viewed as difficult to manage and dangerous to other inmates and the correctional officers are placed within these designated cells where they have no opportunities to social contacts, and they are highly excluded from almost all other prison programs. The book has clearly articulated the circumstances that facilitated the development of solitary confinement in different correctional facilities throughout the United States.
The effectiveness of prison lockdown in 1980s promoted many states to build cellblocks and correctional facilities that promoted solitary confinement. Additionally, the Federal Bureau of Prisons was also focused on establishing super-maximum security facilities, which contain segregation cells. Reiter (2016), supports the idea that super-maximum correction facilities were established as a result of the increased cases of insecurity in prisons. The dangerous prisoners are considered to have the ability to disrupt prisons and the separate confinement of the individuals who are seen as a threat (Reiter, 2019). The prison administrators maintain that supermax facilities have significantly reduced violence across different states in the United States. However, some individuals still feel that the supermax prisons are largely pleased with the intentions of defending the institutions from public critics.
The book has been organized into three parts which contain several chapters. Part one “harsh prison conditions” has explored the bitter truth about solitary confinement. Chapter one has traced solitary confined history and development of modern supermax security facilities. Also, this chapter has examined the condition and the quality of life that prisoners are subjected to while in high-security correctional facilities. The country's oldest prison that confined prisoners to single cells was established in 1773 in Philadelphia, and it was constructed to help in managing the high flow of prisoners. Once in the prisons, the inmates acquired no attention from the correctional officers, and this promoted fights and assaults among the inmates. It is also important to understand that religious groups later opened prisons that provided every inmate with a single room. This system made it possible to separate the prisoners and prevented them from having contact with their counterparts. As a result of overcrowding in Philadelphia cells, the cells constructed to host one prisoner were changed to host two inmates. It is essential to understand that having prisoners sharing cells did not solve the problem of isolation since the inhabitants were still prevented from having social interacting with other prisoners. The establishment of modern supermax correctional facilities started in the 1980s, and they have continued advancing in different ways; this has been possible by the development of technology. Usually, the modern high-security prisons have no major difference from the old prisons; this is because prisoners have to stay alone and only in a few instances that two prisoners are allowed to share one cell. Chapter one has examined the two kids of super-maximum prisons; some high-security facilities are established in the larger prison complexes where cellblocks are located in a separated building. One the other hand, there are systems where the supermax facility fills the entire complex. One example of the modern supermax facilities is the Upstate Correctional Facility located in New York. In these correctional facilities, everything is controlled by technology; for example, the doors are remotely controlled, video cameras monitor the entire facility. According to Rhodes (2007), technology plays a critical role in the management and running of super-maximum prison facilities. The modern high-security correctional facilities are dependent on specialized technology; the computerized prison systems make it possible for the correctional officers to maintain surveillance (Rhodes, 2007). Surveillance friendly layout help in managing inmates the crowded facilities and also help in preventing insecurities.
Chapter two of the book has critically examined the forms of punishments in super-maximum prisons. Ideally, the supermax isolation was adopted as an intervention to the chaos and violence in correctional facilities. There are different rules that evident across different high-security facilities. For instance, the prisoners are required not to cross certain lines; the inmates are required to be at attention when being counted and are prohibited from addressing offers using foul language. Additionally, the prisoners should not have contraband in their cells and are also forbidden from speaking to other inmates when walking around the halls; violation of the rules governing inmates attracts severe punishment. This chapter addresses the extensive nature of punishments that prisoners are subjected to; it is clear that in some prisons, inmates are restricted from accessing phone calls; this denies the prisoners contact with their loved ones. Other forms of punishments that the prisoners are subjected to include denying prisoners commissary, which means that they cannot purchase commodities from the store and taking way their radios and television. There are also cases of actual punishments which can result from restraints. The policies that guide and regulate how lawlessness is dealt with in correctional facilities have also been abused. There are numerous cases where officers use immobilizing gas inappropriately, especially when dealing with prisoners with mental health conditions.
Chapter three of the book addresses the issues of race in correctional facilities. The people of color are imprisoned in higher percentages, and they are also likely to be treated harshly in the cells than their counterparts. The black people are more associated with a culture of violence misconducts in correctional facilities (Silton, 2002). As a result, correctional officers are more likely to use excessive force when dealing with black prisoners. It is estimated that the people of color constitute about 67 percent of the prison population, and these people are highly discriminated than their counterparts white prisoners. There are reports which indicated that in some situations, prison officers might act more lenient towards people of a certain color, and this is seen as racial discrimination by other inmates. This chapter shed light on how prisoners and prison staff may be segregated; thus facilitating whiter prisoners to be served by white workers while the blacks are attended by black workers. It is easy to see racial differences in how the prisoners interact while in the prison yards; the whites occupy designated areas while the blacks occupy other areas.
Part two of the book examines the human damage facilitated by long-term solitary confinement. Chapter four discusses how prisoners are impacted by loneliness in supermax facilities. Confinement for months in the isolated cells tends to facilitate severe psychiatric morbidity and other forms of disability. Additionally, individuals are also more likely to suffer other extreme conditions such as anxiety, severe insomnia, confused thoughts processes, and irrational anger. Examination of psychological and physiological effects that are attributed to solitary imprisonment has proved to be impossible since correctional departments oppose research studies on the prisoners since they are determined in protecting prisons from outside interferences and also want to hide any undesirable occurrences. Solitary confinement discourages social interaction among the prisoners, and this is associated with deteriorated mental state. Fear also tends to build up among the prisoners who are uncertain about what is likely to happen to them. Different organizations, such as the American Psychiatric Association have raised concerns about human damage that is promoted by prolonged isolation.
Chapter five evaluates the relationship between confinement in solitary cells and cases of mental illnesses. Most of the practices that are adopted in high-security correctional facilitate promote mental conditions. Prisons which are crowded and with very few rehabilitation programs tend to facilitate idleness, and this encourages abuses in the supermax correctional facilities. Lonely and individuals with mental illnesses are easily targeted in prisons since it is relatively easy to assault them with any form of retaliation. Therefore, male prisoners with mental conditions are at risk of being raped by other male prisoners. On the other side, sexual assault in women’s prisons is mainly perpetrated by correctional officers working in the facilities. The victimization and continued trauma that individuals with mental conditions are subjected to make their situations more dangerous. The chapter also explains that prisoners with a condition such as mania have found themselves in trouble with officers after experiencing mood swings. The cases of suicide and other forms of self-harm have also significantly increased in super-maximum correctional facilities. Prisoners consider themselves worthless, therefore cutting themselves or they swallow sharp objects. Most often, prisoners with extreme mental conditions are denied proper treatment; this usually happens when the facilities want to obstruct the evidence of problems in prisons.
Chapter six has examined problems faced by women in solitary cells. It is evident that cases of trauma are very high among women prisoners; individuals have reported cases of panic, flashbacks, and have also experienced post-traumatic symptoms. It is also important to note that individuals with mental issues are given a high dosage of medication, and this promotes side effects which cause more problems on the prisoners. Just like their counterparts, women prisoner develop mental illness as a result of solitary confinement. Symptoms of individuals with mental conditions tend to deteriorate despite minimum medical care since they are still locked in isolation. Women also inflict pain and damages on themselves by banging themselves against the walls of the cell, and this causes more damage to themselves. Despite physical abuse, women in solitary confinement are also subjected to involuntary sexual harassment by officers in the prisons (Calhoun & Coleman, 2002). Chapter seven also examined the issues affecting the youth in high-security correction facilities. This chapter has explained that young people are at risk of mental breakdown once they are sent to solitary isolation. The conditions and illnesses faced by adult prisoners are more likely to cause extensive damage in adolescents. The risk of contemplating suicide is high among the youth; demographic risk factors are high among the young people, and this is easily confirmed through the use of psychological assessments. Chapter eight of the book examined different symptoms that are evident after prisoners are released from solitary confinement. The post-release syndrome is attributed to different elements such as limiting the number of people one interacts with, experiencing anxiety when one interacts with unfamiliar people, problems when expressing feelings and concentration difficulties, among others. The syndrome may be easily confused with post-traumatic stress disorder; however, the post-release disorder is attributed to the change in setting and is also linked to being in total isolation for a long time.
Part three of the book is focused on examining alternatives that may be adopted to replace harmful isolation confinement. Chapter nine offers the need for implementing alternatives to explains why prison staff should consider such changes. The chapter has explained some of the steps that should be considered useful in fostering changes in supermax correction facilities; first, it is necessary to ensure that the cycle of violence is ended. This is possible when proper policies are implemented to guide the activities of the correctional officers. Both staff and inmates have a role to play in reducing violence. Offices should not consider cell extractions as the only solution to the problems faced by the prisoners. Prisoners, on the other hand, should observe the rules. Creating mutual respect between the officers and the inmates can promote coexistence. Promoting a sense of agency would help in giving life to prisoners in maximum security prisons. This can help in reducing issues such as depression and other mental conditions. Additionally, providing correctional officers with training would help in solving the culture of punishments in supermax facilities. Chapter ten addresses issues related to mental health treatment. Prisoner with mental health issues should be allowed to access classes and other rehabilitation programs that would help in managing their situations. Different treatment approaches should be adopted for dealing with the various levels of intensity. To manage health problems, several interventions should be considered; they include conducting screening assessment, easy access to mental health care and outpatient treatment programs should also be provided. Development of principles to guide how prisoners should be held may help in improving conditions in high-security prisons.
Chapter eleven has examined cases of disruptive prisoners in supermax facilities. It is necessary to implement an effective mechanism that can help in controlling and managing inmates whose behaviors unwanted. Some of the individuals who may be considered disruptive are those who direct violence outwards and inward.  Prisoners who direct cruelty outward are more likely to harm other inmates, including prison officers. On the other side, however, violence directed inwards can easily harm themselves. This chapter has also addressed how disturbed prisoners should be punished. Unlike where officer use force when prisoners are agitated, correctional staff should be more lenient with inmates with serious mental illnesses, Apply force against the prisoners does not improve behavior, but it causes more harm. Chapter twelve has examined the choice between isolation and rehabilitation. There is a need to replace the supermax correctional facilities with effective rehabilitative approaches. The chapter has explained the need to change trends which have promoted crowding in prisons and that have promoted isolation of prisoners. Sentencing reforms are essential in downsizing prisons, and they may also help in reducing the high punishment prisoners are subjected. Rehabilitation encourages the transformation of the prisoners, and this changes prisoners to become non-deviant citizens (Anderson & Gröning, 2016). Rehabilitative approached will be effective when correctional staffs are provided with the necessary training.
The book “Solitary: The Inside Story of Supermax Isolation and How We Can Abolish It” has offered insights regarding the issues affecting associated with supermax prisons. These correctional facilities are associated with inhumane treatment towards the prisoners; inmates are locked in solitary cells where they have no means of interacting with other inmates. Both men, women, and youth face numerous mental health problems which are attributed to prolonged isolation. There is a need to replace the supermax prisons with rehabilitative centers to facilitate the transformation of the prisoners.
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