[This is excerpted from a larger essay published by Planet Waves a few years ago; the inmate writes under a pen name to avoid the recriminations that would occur if the prison staff knew he was intelligent enough to write.  He did not find out about the congressional hearing until two days ago because their mail is often delayed for weeks, and did not have time to write the large amount he had to say about solitary; he asked me to send you this much, at least. He sends his handwritten articles to me for typing and posting; please contact me for further information or contact: Carol Van Strum, phone 541-528-7151.]
  
NOTES ON LONELINESS

by Enceno Macy 
 
Three years ago, the Federal Bureau of Prisons secretly built two experimental “Communication Management Unit” prisons, one in Terre Haute, Indiana, and the other in Marion, Illinois.  These secret prisons were ostensibly designed to prevent terrorists from communicating with each other or with anyone inside or outside the federal prison system.  In reality, information leaked out through lawsuits and prisoners' families reveals that inmates are sent to the secret facilities for their religious beliefs, unpopular political views, environmental activism, or in retaliation for challenging other rights violations within the federal prison system.
 
The Communication Management Units severely restrict all inmate contact or communication with each other or with family, friends, or other outsiders.  No physical contact whatsoever is allowed. Phone calls are also severely restricted, as is access to educational and employment programs.  Inmates are transferred to the units with no explanation, no due process, and no recourse; the only avenue to complain or appeal is to the authority that placed them there. 
 
Thanks to a [lawsuit brought by the Center for Constitutional Rights], the federal Communication Management Units are no longer a secret.  What is disturbing is that the picture that has emerged is little different from your average state prison.  http://ccrjustice.org/newsroom/press-releases/new-bureau-prisons-rule-discloses-policies-and-conditions-experimental-segre
 
It is in human nature to desire interaction and/or companionship with another living, breathing being.  Some humans find it in other humans, some find it in animals and/or nature, and others can substitute the living, breathing part with spiritual comfort.  But many can't, as is evident in those who have been isolated from all human contact.  This is a common punishment in prison.  They call it segregation, “seg,” which is a form of solitary confinement.
 
Those who are at all familiar with jail know about segregation, or “the hole,” as it's often called.  There are varying degrees of segregation, from total to partial isolation, all involving deprivations of mail, visits, telephone, television, radio, companions, reading material, exercise, or communication.  Inmates are routinely sent to the hole for anything from petty infractions, like taking four books from the library cart instead of three, to serious assaults and volatile behavior. They can be kept there for as little as a few days to months or even years.  Regardless of what a person has done to deserve such treatment, the longer the isolation the higher the possibility of psychosis or serious mental damage occurring.  
 
Desperate for any human interaction, an inmate in the hole will create situations – usually negative – that require as much interaction as possible with prison staff or guards, for as long as possible.  Boredom contributes to some of these incidents, but most of the time the staff dismiss as boredom what are really cries for help. The guards' contempt and indifference increase the loneliness by making inmates feel less than human, cut off from decent treatment or attention. A common result is an inmate in the hole loses all hope and takes his own life.
 
The attitude that convicts deserve such suffering is faulty with regard to segregation, which has far-reaching and unpredictable consequences.  Severe isolation can completely alter a person's perception of himself and of the world, creating a monster of a person whose original crime was not violent at all. That monster will be let out one day, permanently warped and inured to violence.  Society's lust for vengeance has this way of blowing back on it.
 
Aside from the hole, prison involves other forms of isolation.  Sometimes you can be around others 24/7 and feel more alone than if you were by yourself, the connection with others fading over time (or never being a possibility to begin with).  You look around and realize that nobody in your life is anything like you or can possibly relate to you.  As in my situation.
 

. . . . 

 
In prison, loneliness is compounded by the fact that being kept away from society affirms an inmate's sense of unworthiness and unwantedness.  Restrictions on contact with the outside world make reconnecting close to impossible.  Eventually, guys enter back into society with no social tools and even less likelihood of having meaningful relationships or repairing the ones they once had.  Their own kids, wife, and family are strangers. 
 

. . . .

I have been in prison since 1997, when I was fifteen, and the three other prisoners I've met here who qualify as friends are all that kept me alive or sane; when I'm in the hole I know they are out there keeping my memory safe.  This is the only reality I have.  It's all I know.  And part of the reality is that at any moment, for the pettiest reason or no reason at all, this last comfort and hold on sanity can be taken away without notice or recourse.  The feds' experimental Communications Management Units are hardball versions of that reality. 

 

