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"Infamous Punishment": prison grounds, which are covered instead 
by gray gravel stones. This is no small 
accomplishment since the prison sits adja
cent to the Redwood National Forest and 
the surrounding landscape is lush enough 
to support some of the oldest living things 
on earth. Yet here is where the California 
Department of Corrections has chosen to 
create the most lifeless environment in 
its-or any-correctional system. 

The Psychological Consequences 
of Isolation 

The NPP JOURNAL continues its in
depth coverage of supermaximum secu
rity prisons. In the Fall 1992 issue, we 
ran an overview article, "The Marioni
zation of American Prisons, " and a 
piece on Barlin,nie, the Scottish equiva
lent of our supermax. It operates in a 
very different manner from its u.s. 
counterparts with very different results. 
A third article on California's Pelican 
Bay State Prison, the most restrictive 
prison in the country, focused on its 
severe and restrictive confinement. In 
the following article, University of 
California psychologist Craig Haney 
examines the psychological effects of 
confinement in prisons like Pelican Bay. 

-fE. 

S
ince the discovery of the asylum, pris
ons have been used to isolate inmates 
from the outside world, and often 

from each other. As most students of the 
American penitentiary know, the first real 
prisons in the United States were charac
terized by the regimen of extreme isolation 
that they imposed upon their prisoners. 
Although both the Auburn and Penn
sylvania models (which varied only in the 
degree of isolation they imposed) eventu
ally were abandoned, in part because of 
their harmful effects upon prisoners, 1 

most prison systems have retained and 
employed-however sparingly-some 
form of punitive solitary confinement. Yet, 
because of the technological spin that they 
put on institlltional design and procedure, 
the new super-maximum security prisons 
are unique in the modern history of Amer
ican corrections. These prisons represent 
the application of sophisticated, modern 
technology dedicated entirely to the task of 
social control, and they isolate, regulate, 
and surveil more effectively than anything 
that has preceded them. 

The Pelican Bay SHU 
The Security Housing Unit at California's 

Pelican Bay State Prison is the prototype 
for this marriage of technology and total 
controI.2 The design of the Security 
Housing Unit-where well over a thou
sand prisoners are confined for periods of 
six months to several years-is starkly 
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austere. Indeed, Pelican Bay's low, win
dowless, slate-gray exterior gives no hin.~, 
to outsiders that this is a place where ... 
human beings live. But the barrenness. of 
the prison's interior is what is most s#r
tling. On each visit to this prison I have 
been struck by the harsh, visual sameness 
and monotony of the physical design and 
the layout of these units. Architects and 
corrections officials have created living 

When prisoners do get out of their cells 
for "yard," they are released into a barren 
concrete encajiement that contains no 
exercise equipment, not even a ball. They 
cannot see any of the surrounding land
scape because of the solid concrete walls 
that extend up some 20 feet around them. 

Bare concrete walls form an exercise "yard" at Pelican Bay where prisoners 
engage in solitary recreation. An opaque roof covers half the yard; the wire 
screen which covers the other half provides prisoners with their only view of 
open sky. 

environments that are devoid of social 
stimulation. The atmosphere is antiseptic 
and sterile; you search in vain for human
izing touches or physical traces that 
human activity takes place here. The 
"pods" where prisoners live are virtually 
identical; there is little inside to mark 
location or give prisoners a sense of place. 

Prisoners who are housed inside these 
units are completely isolated from the nat
ural environment and from most of the 
natural rhythms of life. SHU prisoners, 
whose housing units have no Windows, get 
only a glimpse of natural light. One prison
er captured the feeling created here when 
he told me, "When I first got here I felt 
like I was underground." Prisoners at 
Pelican Bay are not even permitted to see 
grass, trees or shrubbery. Indeed, little or 
none exists within the perimeters of the 

Overhead, an opaque roof covers half the 
yard; the other half, although covered with 
a wire screen, provides prisoners with 
their only view of the open sky. When out
side conditions are not intolerably 
inclement (the weather at Pelican Bay 
often brings harsh cold and driving rain), 
prisoners may exercise in this concrete 
cage for approximately an hour-and-a-half 
a day. Their movements are monitored by 
video camera, watched by control officers 
on overhead television screens. In the con
trol booth, the televised images of several 
inmates, each in separate exercise cages, 
show them walking around and around the 
perimeter of their concrete yards, like lab
oratory animals engaged in mindless and 
repetitive activity. 

Prisoners in these units endure an 
unprecedented degree of involuntary, 
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enforced idleness. Put simply: prisoners 
here have virtually nothing to do. Although 
prisoners who can afford them are permit
ted to have radios and small, regulation
size televisions in their cells, there is no 
activity in which they may engage. Except 
for the limited exercise I have described 
and showers (three times a week), there 
are no prison routines that regularly take 
them out of their cells. All prisoners are 
"cell fed"-twice a day meals are placed 
on tray slots in the cell doors to be eaten 
by the prisoners inside. (Indeed, on my 
first tour of the institution one guard told 
me that this was the only flaw in the design 
of the prison-that they had not figured 
out a way to feed the prisoners "automati
cally," thus eliminating the need for any 
contact with them.) Prisoners are not per
mitted to do work of any kind, and they 
have no opportunities for educational or 
vocational training. They are never permit
ted out on their tiers unless they are mov
ing to and from showers or yard, or being 
escorted-in chains and accompanied by 
two baton-wielding correctional officers 
per inmate-to the law library or infir
mary outside the unit. Thus, with minor 
and inSignificant exceptions, a prisoner's 
entire life is lived within the parameters of 
his 80 square-foot cell, a space that is typi
cally shared with another prisoner whose 
life is similarly circumscribed. 

All movement within these units is tightly 
regulated and controlled, and takes place 
under constant surveillance. Prisoners are 
permitted to initiate little or no meaningful 
behavior of their own. When they go to 
shower or "yard," they do so at prescribed 
times and in a prescribed manner and the 
procedure is elaborate. Guards must first 
unlock the padlocks on the steel doors to 
their cells. Once the guards have left the 
tier (they are never permitted on the tier 
when an unchained prisoner is out of his 
cell), the control officer opens the cell 
door by remote control. The prisoner must 
appear naked atthe front of the control 
booth and submit to a routinized visual 
strip search before going to yard and, 
afterwards, before returning to his cell. 
Some prisoners are embarrassed by this 
public display of nudity (which takes place 
not only in front of control officers and 
other prisoners, but whomever else hap
pens to be in the open area around the 
outside of the control booth.) As might be 
expected, many inmates forego the privi
lege of taking "yard" because of the humil
iating procedures to which they must sub
mit and the draconian conditions under 
which they are required to exercise. 
Whenever prisoners are in the presence of 
another human being (except for those 
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can't even take pictures of ourselves" to 
send to loved ones.3 Their isolation from 
the social world, a world to which most of 
them will return, could hardly be more 
complete. 

The operational procedures employed 
within the units themselves insure that 

who have cellmates), they are placed in ,<; even interactions with correctional staff 
chains, at both their waist and ankles." occur infrequently and on highly distorted, 
Indeed, they are chained even before they' unnatural terms. The institutional routines 
are permitted to exit their cells. There are are structured so that prisoners are within 
also special holding cages in which pris~:' close proximity of staff only when they are 
oners are often left when they are being being fed, visually searched through the 
moved from one place to another. window of the cqntrol booth before going 
Prisoners are kept chained even during to "yard," beit).gplaced in chains and 
their classification hearings. I witnessed escorted elsewhere within the institution. 
one prisoner, who was apparently new to There is always a physical barrier or 
the process, stumble as he attempted to sit mechanical restraint between them and 
down at the start of his hearing. Because other human beings. 
he was chained with his hands behind his The only exceptions occur for prisoners 
back, the correctional counselor had to who are double-celled. Yet double-ceiling 
instruct him to "sit on the chair like it was under these conditions hardly constitutes 
a horse"-unstable, with the back of the normal social contact. In fact, it is difficult 
chair flush against his chest. to conceptualize a more strained and per-

The cells themselves are designed so that verse form of intense and intrusive social 
a perforated metal screen, instead of a interaction. For many prisoners, this kind 
door, covers the entrance to the cells. This of forced, invasive contact becomes a 
permits open, around-the-clock surveil- source of conflict and pain. They are 
lance whenever guards enter the tiers. In thrust into intimate, constant co-living with " 
addition, television cameras have been another person-typically a total stranger 
placed at strategiC locations inside the cell- -whose entire existence is Similarly and 
blocks and elsewhere within the prison. unaVOidably co-mingled with their own. 

Because the individual "pods" are small Such pressurized contact can become the 
(four cells on each of two floors), both occasion for explosive violence. It also 
visual and auditory surveillance are facili- fails to provide any semblance of social 
tated. Speakers and microphones have "reality testing" that is intrinsic to human 
been placed in each cell to permit contact social existence.4 

with control booth officers. Many prison- The psychological significance of this 
ers believe that the microphones are used level of longterm social deprivation cannot 
to monitor their conversations. There is be overstated. The destructive conse-
little or no personal privacy that prisoners quences can only be understood in terms 
may maintain in these units. of the profound importance of social con

Psychological Consequences 
The overall level of longterm social 

deprivation within these units is nearly 
total and, in many ways, represents the 
destructive essence of this kind of confine
ment. Men in these units are deprived of 
human contact, touch and affection for 
years on end. They are denied the oppor
tunity for contact visits of any kind; even 
attorneys and experts must interview them 
in visiting cells that prohibit contact. They 
cannot embrace or shake hands, even with 
visitors who have traveled long distances 
to see them. Many of these prisoners have 
not had visits from the outside world in 
years. They are not permitted to make 
phone calls except for emergencies or 
other extraordinary circumstances. As one 
prisoner told me: "Family and friends, 
after the years, they just start dropping off. 
Plus, the mail here is real irregular. We 

tact and social context in providing an 
interpretive framework for all human 
experience, no matter how personal and 
seemingly private. Human identity forma
tion occurs by virtue of social contact with 
others. As one SHU prisoner explained: "I 
liked to be around people. I'm happy and 
I enjoy people. They take that away from 
you [here]. It's like we're dead. As the 
Catholics say, in purgatory. They've taken 
away everything that might give a little pur
pose to your life." Moreover, when our 
reality is not grounded in social context, 
the internal stimuli and beliefs that we 
generate are impossible to test against the 
reactions of others. For this reason, the 
first step in any program of extreme social 
influence-ranging from police interroga-

. tion to indoctrination and "brainwash
ing"-is to isolate the intended targets 
from others, and to create a context in 
which social reality testing is controlled by 
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those who would shape their thoughts, 
beliefs, emotions, and behavior. Most peo
ple are so disoriented by the loss of social 
context that they become highly malleable, 
unnaturally sensitive, and vulnerable to the 
influence of those who control the envi
ronment around them. Indeed, this may be 
its very purpose. As one SHU prisoner told 
me: "You're going to be what the place 
wants you to be or you're going to be 
nothing." 

Longterm confinement under these con
ditions has several predictable psychologi
cal consequences. Although not everyone 
will manifest negative psychological effects 
to the same degree, and it is difficult to 
specify the point in time at which the 
destructive consequences will manifest 
themselves, few escape unscathed. The 
norms of prison life require prisoners to 
struggle to conceal weakness, to minimize 
admissions of psychic damage or pain. It 
is part of a prisoner ethic in which pre
serving dignity and autonomy, and mini
mizing vulnerability, is highly valued. Thus, 
the early stages of these destructive 
processes are often effectively concealed. 
They will not be apparent to untrained or 
casual observers, nor will they be revealed 
to persons whom the prisoners do not 
trust. But over time, the more damaging 
parts of adaptation to this kind of environ
ment begin to emerge and become more 
obvious.5 

The first adaptation derives from the 
totality of control that is created inside a 
place like Pelican Bay. Incarceration itself 
makes prisoners dependent to some 
degree upon institutional routines to guide 
and organize their behavior. However, the 
totality of control imposed in a place like 
Pelican Bay is extreme enough to produce 
a qualitatively different adaptation. 
Eventually, many prisoners become entire
ly dependent upon the structure and rou
tines of the institution for the control of 
their behaviQ,f. There are two related com
ponents to this adaptation. Some prisoners 
become dependent upon the institution to 
limit their behavior. That is, because their 
behavior is so carefully and completely 
circumscribed during their confinement in 
lockup, they begin to lose the ability to set 
limits for themselves. Some report becom
ing uncomfortable with even small 
amounts of freedom because they have lost 
the sense of how to behave without the 
constantly enforced restrictions, tight 
external structure, and totality of behav
ioral restraints. 

Other prisoners suffer an opposite but 
related reaction, caused by the same set of 
circumstances. These prisoners lose the 
ability to initiate behavior of any kind-
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to organize their own lives around activity 
and purpose-because they have been 
stripped of any opportunity to do so for 
such prolonged periods of time. Apathy 
and lethargy set in. They report being tired 
all the time, despite the fact that they have 
been allowed to do nothing. They find it ':;" 
difficult to focus their attention, their ;,; 
minds wander, they cannot concentrate or 
organize thoughts or actions in a coherent 
way. In extreme cases, a sense of profgund 
despair and hopelessness is created. ;:(, 

The experience of total social isolation 
can lead, paradoxically, to social with
drawal. That is, some prisoners in isola
tion draw further into themselves as a way 
of adjusting to the deprivation of meaning
ful social contact imposed upon them. 
They become uncomfortable in the course 
of the little social contact they are permit
ted. They take steps to avoid even that-by 
refusing to go to "yard," refraining from 
conversation with staff, discouraging any 
visits from family members or friends, and 
ceasing correspondence with the outside 
world. They move from being starved for 
social contact to being frightened by it. Of 
course, as they become increaSingly unfa
miliar and uncomfortable with social 
interaction, they are further alienated from 
others and disoriented in their presence. 

The absence of social contact and social 
context creates an air of unreality to one's 
existence in these units. Some prisoners 
act out as a way of getting a reaction from 
their environment, proving to themselves 
that they still exist, that they are still alive 
and capable of eliciting a human 
response-however hostile-from other 
human beings. This is the context in which 
seemingly irrational refusals of prisoners 
to "cuff up" take place-which occur in 
the Pelican Bay SHU with some regularity, 
in spite of the knowledge that such 
refusals invariably result in brutal "cell 
extractions" in which they are physically 
subdued, struck with a large shield and 
special cell extraction baton, and likely to 
be shot with a taser gun or wooden or rub
ber bullets before being placed in leg 
irons and handcuffs. 6 

In some cases, another pattern emerges. 
The line between their own thought 
processes and the bizarre reality around 
them becomes increaSingly tenuous. Social 
contact grounds and anchors us; when it is 
gone, there is nothing to take its place. 
Moreover, for some, the environment 
around them is so painful and so painfully 
impossible to make sense of, that they cre
ate their own reality, one seemingly 
"crazy" but easier for them to tolerate and 
make sense of. Thus, they live in world of 
fantasy instead of the world of control, 

surveillance, and inhumanity that has been 
imposed upon them by the explicit and 
conscious policies of the correctional 
authorities. 

For others, the deprivations, the restric
tions, and the totality of control fills them 
with intolerable levels of frustration. 
Combined with the complete absence of 
activity or meaningful outlets through 
which they can vent this frustration, it can 
lead to outright anger and then to rage. 
This rage is a reaction against, not a justi
fication for, t~ir oppressive confinement. 
Such anger c~not be abated by intensify
ing the very"deprivations that have pro
duced it. They will fight against the system 
that they perceive only as having surround
ed and oppressed them. Some will lash out 

violently against the people whom they 
hold responsible for the frustration and 
deprivation that fills their lives. Ultimately, 
the outward expression of this violent frus
tration is marked by its irrationality, pri
marily because of the way in which it leads 
prisoners into courses of action that fur
ther insure their continued mistreatment. 
But the levels of deprivation are so pro
found, and the resulting frustration so 
immediate and overwhelming, that for 
some this lesson is unlikely ever to be 
learned. The pattern can only be broken 
through drastic changes in the nature of 
the environment, changes that produce 
more habitable and less painful conditions 
of confinement. 

The magnitude and extremity of oppres
sive control that exists in these units helps 
to explain another feature of confinement 
in the Pelican Bay SHU that, in myexperi
ence, is unique in modern American cor
rections. Prisoners there have repeatedly 
voiced fears of physical mistreatment and 
brutality on a widespread and frequent 
basis. They speak of physical intimidation 
and the fear of violence at the hands of 
correctional officers. These concerns 
extend beyond the physical intimidation 
that is structured into the design of the 
units themselves-the totality of restraint, 
the presence of guards who are all clad in 
heavy flak jackets inside the units, the use 
of chains to move prisoners out of their 
cells, and the constant presence of control 
officers armed with assault rifles slung 
across their chests as they monitor prison
ers within their housing units. Beyond this, 
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prisoners speak of the frequency of "cell 
extractions" which they describe in fright
ening terms. Most have witnessed extrac
tions in which groups of correctional offi
cers (the previously described "cell 
extraction team") have entered prisoners' 
cells, fired wooden or rubber bullets and 
electrical tasers at prisoners, forcibly 
chained and removed them from their 
cells, sometimes for the slightest provoca
tion (such as the failure to return food 
trays on command). And many note that 
this mistreatment may be precipitated by 
prisoners whose obvious psychiatric prob
lems preclude them from conforming to 
SHU rules or responding to commands 
issued by correctional officers.7 One pris
oner reported being constantly frightened 
that guards were going to hurt him. The 
day I interviewed him, he told me that he 
had been sure the correctional staff was 
"going to come get him." He stuck his 
toothbrush in the door of his cell so they 
couldn't come inside. He vowed "to hang 
myself or stop eating [and] starve to 
death" in order to get out of the SHU. 

I believe that the existence of such bru
tality can be attributed in part to the psy
chology of oppression that has been creat
ed in and around this prison. Correctional 
staff, themselves isolated from more 
diverse and conflicting points of view that 
they might encounter in more urban or 
cosmopolitan environments, have been 
encouraged to create their own unique 
worldview at Pelican Bay. Nothing counters 
the prefabricated ideology into which they 
step at Pelican Bay, a prison that was des
ignated as a place for the "worst of the 
worst" even before the first prisoners ever 
arrived. They work daily in an environment 
whose very structure powerfully conveys 
the message that these prisoners are not 
human beings. There is no reciprocity to 
their perverse and limited interactions with 
prisoners-who are always in cages or 
chains, seen tlu:ough screens or windows 
or television cameras or protective hel
mets-and who are given no opportunities 
to act like human beings. Pelican Bay has 
become a massive self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Violence is one mechanism with which to 
accommodate to the fear inevitably gener
ated on both sides of the bars. 

Psychiatric Disorders 
The psychological consequences of liv

ing in these units for long periods of time 
are predictably destructive, and the 
potential for these psychic stressors to 
precipitate various forms of psychopath
ology is clear-cut. When prisoners who 
are deprived of meaningful social contact 
begin to shun all forms of interaction, 
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withdraw more deeply into themselves 
and cease initiating social interaction, 
they are in pain and require psychiatric 
attention. They get little or none.8 

Prisoners who have become uncomfort
able in the presence of others will be 

/( unable to adjust to housing in a mainline ... 
prison population, not to mention free "; 
society. They are also at risk of develop- :; 
ing disabling, clinical psychiatric symp~.· . 
toms. Thus, numerous studies have ,., 
underscored the role of social isolation:;· 
as a correlate of mental illness. Similarly, 
when prisoners become profoundly 
lethargic in the face of their monotonous, 
empty existence, the potential exists for 
this lethargy to shade into despondency 
and, finally, to clinical depression. For 
others who feel the frustration of the 
totality of control more acutely, their frus
tration may become increasingly difficult 
to control and manage. Longterm prob
lems of impulse control may develop that 
are psychiatric in nature. 

This kind of environment is capable of 
creating clinical syndromes in even healthy 
personalities, and can be psychologically 
destructive for anyone who enters and 
endures it for significant periods of time. 
However, prisoners who enter these places 
with pre-existing psychiatric disorders suf
fer more acutely. The psychic pain and vul
nerability that they bring into the lockup 
unit may grow and fester if unattended to. 
In the absence of psychiatric help, there is 
nothing to keep many of these prisoners 
from entering the abyss of psychosis. 

Indeed, in the course of my interviews 
at Pelican Bay, numerous prisoners spoke 
to me about their inability to handle the 
stress of SHU confinement. Some who 
entered the unit with pre-existing prob
lems could perceive that they had gotten 
worse. Others had decompensated so 
badly that they had no memory of ever hav
ing functioned well, or had little awareness 
that their present level of functioning was 
tenuous, fragile, and psychotic. More than 
a few expressed concerns about what they 
would do when released-either from the 
SHU into mainline housing, or directly into 
free society (as a number are). One pris
oner who was housed in the unit that is 
reserved for those who are maintained on 
psychotropic medication told me that he 
was sure that the guards in this unit were 
putting poison in his food. He was con
cerned because when released (this year), 
he told me "I know I won't be able to 
work or be normal." 

Many SHU prisoners also reported being 
suicidal or self-mutilating. A number of 
them showed me scars on their arms and 
necks where they had attempted to cut 

themselves. One prisoner told me matter
of-factly, "I've been slicing on my arms for 
years, sometimes four times a day, just to 
see the blood flow." One suicidal prisoner 
who is also deaf reported being cell 
extracted because he was unable to hear 
the correctional officers call count (or 
"show skin"-a procedure used so that 
staff knows a prisoner is in his cell). He 
now sleeps on the floor of his cell "so that 
the officers can see my skin." Another 
prisoner, who has reported hearing voices 
in the past and s~eing "little furry things," 
has slashed his-wrists on more than one 
occasion. Instead of being transferred to a 
facility where he could receive mental 
health treatment-since obviously none is 
available at Pelican Bay-he has been 
moved back and forth between the VCU 
and SHU units. While in the VCU, he saw a 
demon who knew his name and frequently 
spoke to him. As I interviewed him, he told 
me that the voices were cursing at him for 
talking to me. In the course of our discus
sion, he was clearly distracted by these 
voices and, periodically, he laughed inap
propriately. One psychotic SHU prisoner 
announced to me at the start of our inter
view that he was a "super power man" 
who could not only fly, but see through 
steel and hear things that were being said 
about him from great distances. He had 
lived in a board-and-care home and been 
maintained on Thorazine before his incar
ceration. Although he had attempted sui
cide three times while at Pelican Bay, he 
was confident that when he was placed 
back in the mainline he would not have to 
attempt to kill himself again-because he . 
thought he could convince his cellmate to 
do it for him. Another flagrantly psychotic 
SHU prisoner talked about a miniature 
implant that the Department of Corrections 
had placed inside his head, connected to 
their "main computer," which they were 
using to control him electronically, by pro~ 
gramming him to say and do things that 
would continually get him into trouble. 
When I asked him whether or not he had 
seen any of the mental health staff, he 
became agitated and earnestly explained to 
me that his problem was medical-the 
computer implant inserted into his brain
not psychiatric. He offered to show me the 
paperwork from a lawsuit he had rued protest
ing this unauthorized medical procedure. 

When prison systems become seriously 
overcrowded-as California's is (operat
ing now at more than 180% of capacity)
psychiatric resources become increasingly 
scarce and disturbed prisoners are han
dled poorly, if at all. Often, behavior that is 
caused primarily by psychiatric disfunction 
results in placement in punitive solitary 
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confinement, where little or no psychiatric 
precautions are taken to protect or treat 
them. They are transferred from one such 
punitive isolation unit to another, in what 
has been derisively labeled "bus therapy."9 
In fact, I have come to the conclusion that 
the Pelican Bay SHU has become a kind of 
"dumping ground" of last resort for many 
psychiatrically disturbed prisoners who 
were inappropriately housed and poorly 
treated-because of their psychiatric dis
orders-in other SHU units. Because such 
prisoners were unable to manage their 
disorders in these other units-in the face 
of psychologically destructive conditions 
of confinement and in the absence of 
appropriate treatment-their continued 
rules violations, which in many cases were 
the direct product of their psychiatric dis
orders, have resulted in their transfer to 
Pelican Bay. Thus, their placement in the 
Pelican Bay SHU is all the more inappro
priate because of the process by which they 
got there. Their inability to adjust to the 
harsh conditions that prevailed at these 
other units should disqualify them for 
placement in this most harsh and destruc
tive environment, yet, the opposite appears 
to be the case. 

Conclusions 
Although I have seen conditions else

where that approximate those at the 
Pelican Bay SHU, and have testified about 
their harmful psychological effects, I have 
never seen longterm social deprivation so 
totally and completely enforced. Neither 
have I seen prisoner movements so com
pletely regimented and controlled. Never 
have I seen the technology of social con
trol used to this degree to deprive captive 
human beings of the opportunity to initi
ate meaningful activity, nor have I seen 
such an array of deliberate practices 
designed for the sole purpose of prevent
ing prisoners from engaging in any sem
blance of normal social intercourse. The 
technologic'al structure of this environ
ment adds to its impersonality and 
anonymity. Prisoners interact with their 
captors over microphones, in chains or 
through thick windows, peering into the 
shields that hide the faces of cell extrac
tion teams as they move in coordinated 
violence. It is axiomatic among those who 
study human behavior that social connect
edness and social support are the prereq
uisites to longterm social adjustment. Yet, 
persons who have been wrenched from a 
human community of any kind risk 
profound and chronic alienation and 
asociality. 

A century and a half ago, social com
mentators like Dickens and de Tocqueville 
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marveled at the willingness of American 
society to incarcerate its least favored citi
zens in "despotic" places of solitary con
finement. 10 De Tocqueville understood that 
complete isolation from others "produces 
a deeper effect on the soul of the convict," 
an effect that he worried might prove disT 

abling when the convict was released into 
free society. Although he admired the 
power that American penitentiaries wield
ed over prisoners, he did not have the 
tools to measure their longterm effects nor 
the benefit of more than a hundred years 
of experience and humane intelligence 
that has led us away from these destructive 
interventions. Ignoring all of this, places 
like Pelican Bay appear to have brought us 
full circle. And then some. II 

Craig Haney is a professor of psychology 
and director of the program in legal stud
ies at the University of California at Santa 
Cruz. He received a Ph.D. in Social Psy
chology and aJD. degree from Stanford 
University. He has studied and written 
extensively on the psychological efficts of 
living and working in maximum security 
prisons, as well as the backgrounds and, 
social histories of persons accused of vio
lent crimes. Prof Haney has testified in 
numerous state and federal courts about 
conditions of confinement. 

1 In words it appears to have long since forgotten, 
the United States Supreme Court, more than a centu
ry ago, characterized solitary confinement as an 
'infamous punishment' and provided this 
explanation for its abandonment: '[E]xperience 
demonstrated that there were serious objections to 
it. A considerable number of the prisoners fell, after 
even a short confinement, into a semi-fatuous con
dition, from which it was next to impossible to 
arouse them, and others became violently insane; 
others still, committed suicide; while those who 
stood the ordeal better were not generally 
reformed, and in most cases did not recover suffi
cient mental activity to be of any subsequent ser
vice' ... [I] tis ,vithin the memory of many persons 
interested in prison discipline that some 30 or 40 
years ago the whole subject attracted the general 
public attention, and its main feature of solitary 
confinement was found to be too severe.' In re 
Medley, 134 U.S. 160, 168 (1890). 
2 Its predecessor, the federal prison at Marion, 
Illinois, is now more than 25 years old and a tech
nological generation behind Pelican Bay. Although 
many of the same oppressive conditions and 

restrictive procedures are approximated at 
Marion, these comments are focused on Pelican 
Bay, where my observations and interviews are 
more recent and where conditions are more severe 
and extreme. In addition to some of the descriptive 
comments that follow, conditions at the Pelican 
Bay SHU have been described in Elvin, J. 
"Isolation, Excessive Force Under Attack at 
California's Supermax," NPP JOURNAL, Vol. 7, No. 
4, (1992), and White, 1. "Inside the Alcatraz of the 
'90s," California Lawyer 42-48 (1992). The 
unique nature of this environment has also gener
ated some media attention. E.g., Hentoff, N., 
"Buried Alive in American Prisons," The 
Washington Po~t, January 9, 1993; Mintz, H., "Is 
Pelican Bay Too'\rough?" 182 The Recorder, p.1, 
September 19,'J'991; Roemer, J "High-Tech 
Deprivation,':,.Sanjose Mercury News, June 7, 
1992; Ross, J "High-tech dungeon," The Bay 
Guardian 15-17, (1992). The creation of such a 
unit in California is particularly unfortunate in light 
of fully 20 years of federal litigation over conditions 
of confinement in the "lockup" units in four of the 
state's maximum security prisons (Deuel Vocational 
Institution, Folsom, San Quentin, and Soledad). E.g., 
Wright v. Enomoto, 462 F. Supp. 397 (N.D. Cal. 
1976). In a lengthy evidentiary hearing conducted 
before Judge Stanley Weigel, the state's attorneys and 
corrections officials were present during expert testi
mony from numerous witnesses concerning the 
harmful effects of the punitive solitary confinement 
they were imposing upon prisoners in these units. 
Except for some disagreement offered up by 
Departmeut of Corrections employees, this testimony 
went unanswered and unrebutted. Toussaint v. 
Rushen, 553 F. Supp. 1365 (N.D. Cal. 1983), affd 
in part Toussaint v. Yockey, 722 F.2d 1490 (9th 
Cir. 1984). Only a few years after this hearing, and 
while a federal monitor was still in place to oversee 
the conditions in these other units, the Department of 
Corrections began construction of Pelican Bay. In 
apparent deliberate indifference to this extensive 
record, and seemingly without seeking any outside 
opinions on the psychological consequences of hous
ing prisoners in a unit like the one they intended to 
create or engaging in public debate over the wisdom 
of such a project, they proceeded to commit over 
$200 million in state funds to construct a prison 
whose conditions were in many ways worse than 
those at the other prisons, whose harmful effect had 
been litigated over the preceding decade. 
3 Most corrections experts understand the signifi
cance of maintaining social connectedness and 
social ties for longterm adjustment, in and out of 
prison. See, e.g., Schafer, N. "Prison Visiting: Is It 
Time to Review the Rules?" Federal Probation 25-30 
(1989). This simple lesson has been completely 
ignored at Pelican Bay. 
4 Indeed, in my opinion, double-ceiling in Security 
Housing Units like those at Pelican Bay constitutes a 
clear form of overcrowding. As such, it can be 
expected to produce its own, independently harmful 
effects, as the literature on the negative conse
quences of overcrowding attests. 
5 Although not extensive, the literature on the nega
tive psychological effects of solitary confinement and 
related situations is useful in interpreting contempo
rary observations and interview data from prisoners 
placed in punitive isolation like Pelican Bay. See, 
e.g., Heron, W. "The Pathology of Boredom," 
Scientific American, 196 (1957); Burney, C. 
"Solitary Confinement," London: Macmillan 
(1961); Cormier, 8., & Wiiliams, P. "Excessive 
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