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Introduction

This research paper focuses on developing an ethics policy concerning the use of solitary

confinement in state prisons. The aim is to address the ethical issues surrounding solitary

confinement, including its impact on mental health human rights, and its effectiveness as a

disciplinary tool. The policy recommendations will be based on empirical research and scholarly

sources, providing the state governor with a well-reasoned framework for making informed

decisions. This paper will follow a structured format, reviewing relevant facts, identifying major

ethical issues, and providing detailed policy recommendations.

Brief Review/Synopsis of Relevant Facts

Topic Selection: The Use of Solitary Confinement

Solitary confinement, also known as administrative segregation, involves isolating

prisoners in a small cell for 22-24 hours a day, with minimal human contact and environmental

stimulation. This practice has been a subject of intense debate due to its psychological effects

and ethical implications.

Historical Context and Current Status

Solitary confinement has been used in U.S. prisons since the early 19th century, initially

intended as a method for inmates to reflect on their crimes and reform. It was believed that

isolation would encourage penitence and personal transformation, aligning with the reformative

ideals of the penitentiary system (Stinneford, 2020). Over time, however, the use of solitary

confinement has expanded significantly, now serving as a disciplinary measure for managing

complex or dangerous prisoners who are deemed a threat to others or the prison environment. As

of recent data, tens of thousands of inmates in the U.S. are held in solitary confinement, often for



CMRJ 500 WEEK 7 PAPER 3

extended periods. This practice is applied for severe infractions and minor disciplinary issues,

leading to widespread use (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020). The extended isolation can last weeks,

months, or even years, raising serious ethical and psychological concerns about its impact on

inmates' mental health and well-being.

Empirical Evidence

Research consistently shows that prolonged solitary confinement has severe

psychological effects on inmates. According to a 2019 report by the American Psychological

Association, inmates in solitary confinement experience significantly higher rates of depression,

anxiety, hallucinations, and suicidal behavior compared to those in the general prison population

(Strong et al., 2020). The extreme isolation and sensory deprivation inherent in solitary

confinement contribute to these adverse mental health outcomes. Studies have also found that the

negative impacts of solitary confinement can persist long after inmates are released, making it

difficult for them to reintegrate into society. Formerly isolated inmates often struggle with social

interactions, maintain heightened levels of anxiety and depression, and face substantial barriers

to employment and stable housing. (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020). These lasting psychological

effects underscore the ethical concerns associated with solitary confinement and highlight the

urgent need for reform to address the humane treatment of incarcerated individuals and support

their successful reentry into the community.

Legal Framework and Controversies

Solitary confinement has been challenged on both legal and human rights grounds due to

its severe psychological and physical impacts on inmates. The Eighth Amendment of the U.S.

Constitution, which prohibits cruel and unusual punishment, has been central to numerous

lawsuits arguing that prolonged solitary confinement violates this standard. Plaintiffs in these
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cases assert that extended isolation inflicts significant mental and physical suffering, amounting

to inhumane treatment. Internationally, the United Nations Mandela Rules, a comprehensive set

of guidelines for treating prisoners, explicitly state that prolonged solitary confinement, lasting

more than 15 days, should be prohibited (Strong et al., 2020). The Mandela Rules recognize that

such extended isolation can amount to torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or

punishment. These international guidelines reflect a growing consensus that the practice is not

only ethically indefensible but also legally questionable, prompting calls for reform in the United

States and beyond to align with human rights standards.

Major Ethical Issues and Underlying Values

Identifying Ethical Issues

The primary ethical issue surrounding the use of solitary confinement is whether it can be

justified, given its significant adverse effects on inmates' mental health and overall well-being.

This critical question encompasses several underlying ethical dilemmas that must be carefully

considered. (Western, 2021). First, there are substantial human rights concerns, as prolonged

isolation can be viewed as a form of psychological torture, violating the fundamental rights to

dignity and humane treatment. Second, the principle of justice is at stake, as the use of solitary

confinement often disproportionately affects marginalized and vulnerable populations, raising

questions about fairness and equality within the criminal justice system. (Western, 2021).

Additionally, the principle of humane treatment is central to this ethical debate. Solitary

confinement's severe psychological impacts—such as increased rates of depression, anxiety, and

suicidal behavior—challenge the moral responsibility of the state to ensure the humane treatment

of all individuals, regardless of their criminal status. These dilemmas underscore the need for

ethical scrutiny and potential reform.
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Human Rights and Dignity

Human rights are central to the ethical debate on solitary confinement, as this practice

significantly impacts the fundamental rights and dignity of inmates. Prolonged isolation inflicts

severe psychological harm, which includes increased rates of depression, anxiety, hallucinations,

and suicidal behavior (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020). These adverse effects raise serious

concerns about violating inmates' fundamental human rights. According to international human

rights standards, everyone has the right to be treated with dignity and respect, regardless of their

legal status. Solitary confinement, significantly when extended beyond short durations, can be

seen as a form of psychological torture (Gomes & Duarte, 2020).. This view is supported by the

United Nations Mandela Rules, which classify prolonged solitary confinement—defined as more

than 15 days—as a form of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment. Such practices undermine

the inherent dignity of the individual, contravening the ethical obligation of the state to ensure

humane treatment. The psychological damage caused by solitary confinement often extends

beyond the period of isolation, affecting inmates' ability to reintegrate into society and maintain

mental health (Western, 2021). This long-term impact highlights the need for a critical

reevaluation of solitary confinement practices and the development of alternatives that uphold

human rights and prioritize the mental well-being and dignity of inmates.

Justice and Rehabilitation

The justice system aims to punish and rehabilitate offenders, preparing them for

successful reintegration into society. However, solitary confinement impedes this rehabilitative

goal (Haney, 2020). Prolonged isolation exacerbates mental health issues, such as depression,

anxiety, and hallucinations, which can persist long after inmates are released. These

psychological impacts make it more challenging for former inmates to reintegrate into society,
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maintain employment, and build healthy relationships. This failure to facilitate successful reentry

raises serious ethical concerns about the justice system's responsibility towards rehabilitation.

Ethically, the justice system must provide conditions that promote the rehabilitation and

reintegration of inmates. Solitary confinement, by its nature, contradicts this responsibility. It

removes inmates from social interaction and meaningful activities, which are essential for mental

health and rehabilitation (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020). The lack of access to educational and

vocational programs, coupled with the psychological torment of isolation, hinders inmates'

ability to develop skills and coping mechanisms needed for life outside prison. Moreover, the

stigmatization and psychological damage caused by solitary confinement often lead to higher

recidivism rates, perpetuating a cycle of incarceration rather than breaking it (Gomes & Duarte,

2020). Therefore, the ethical mandate to rehabilitate offenders necessitates the reevaluation and

reduction of solitary confinement practices in favor of more humane and effective alternatives.

Safety and Order

Proponents of solitary confinement argue that it is a necessary tool for maintaining safety

and order within prisons (Stinneford, 2020). They claim that it is an effective means to manage

inmates who pose a significant threat to others or themselves, preventing violence and ensuring

the facility's security. By isolating those who exhibit violent or disruptive behavior, prison

authorities believe they can protect both staff and other inmates from harm, thus maintaining a

controlled environment.

However, solitary confinement must be balanced against the ethical obligation to treat all

individuals humanely, regardless of their behavior (Haney, 2020). Prolonged isolation can cause

severe psychological harm, including depression, anxiety, hallucinations, and suicidal tendencies.

These effects challenge the ethical principles of human rights and dignity enshrined in domestic
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and international laws. The United Nations Mandela Rules explicitly state that prolonged solitary

confinement, defined as more than 15 days, amounts to torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading

treatment (Western, 2021).

Moreover, the ethical implications extend beyond immediate psychological harm. The

conditions of solitary confinement, characterized by extreme isolation and sensory deprivation,

can exacerbate the very behaviors it seeks to control (Strong et al., 2020). Inmates subjected to

prolonged isolation often struggle with reintegration into the general prison population and

society upon release, undermining the rehabilitative goals of the justice system. Therefore, while

maintaining safety and order is essential, finding a balance that ensures humane treatment,

adheres to ethical standards, and promotes the overall well-being and rehabilitation of inmates is

crucial.

Underlying Values of Opposing Sides

● Safety and Order: Belief that solitary confinement is essential for maintaining

prison security and order.

● Disciplinary Tool: View that it serves as a necessary disciplinary measure for

managing violent or uncooperative inmates.

● Protection: Argument that it can protect vulnerable inmates from harm by

isolating them from the general population.

● Human Rights: Emphasis on the violation of human rights and the psychological

torture inflicted by prolonged isolation.

● Mental Health: Concern over the severe and long-lasting mental health impacts on

inmates.
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● Rehabilitation: Argument that it hinders rehabilitation and reintegration into

society.

Recommendations for Policy Action

Ethical Framework

The ethical framework guiding these recommendations is primarily based on human

rights and the principle of humane treatment. This framework emphasizes the moral duty to

ensure that all individuals, including inmates, are treated with dignity and respect. It highlights

the necessity of upholding fundamental human rights standards, preventing cruel treatment, and

ensuring that the conditions within prisons support the physical and mental well-being of

inmates. By adhering to this ethical framework, the proposed recommendations aim to create a

more just and humane correctional system that prioritizes rehabilitation and respects the inherent

dignity of every person.

Recommendation 1: Limiting the Use of Solitary Confinement

It is recommended that the state implement strict limits on solitary confinement,

reflecting a commitment to ethical treatment and human rights standards (Gomes & Duarte,

2020). To begin with, solitary confinement should be prohibited entirely for vulnerable

populations, including juveniles, pregnant women, and individuals with mental illnesses. These

groups are particularly susceptible to the severe psychological harm caused by isolation, and

their protection should be a priority within the correctional system. This recommendation is

supported by extensive research showing that solitary confinement can exacerbate existing

mental health conditions and cause significant long-term harm (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020).

Furthermore, for the general inmate population, solitary confinement should be strictly

limited to no more than 15 consecutive days. This guideline aligns with the United Nations
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Mandela Rules, which classify prolonged solitary confinement as torture or cruel, inhuman, or

degrading treatment. By adhering to this limit, the state would comply with international human

rights standards, reducing the risk of psychological harm to inmates.

Implementing these restrictions is a matter of legal and human rights compliance and an

ethical obligation. Ensuring the humane treatment of inmates upholds their dignity and

well-being, fundamental principles that should guide correctional policies. The justice system

has a moral duty to treat all individuals, including those incarcerated, with respect and

compassion. This ethical stance reinforces the notion that punishment should not involve

inhumane treatment and that the state has a responsibility to safeguard the mental and physical

health of all inmates.

Moreover, the recommendation to limit solitary confinement is grounded in empirical

evidence. Research consistently demonstrates that prolonged solitary confinement leads to severe

negative impacts, such as depression, anxiety, hallucinations, and suicidal behavior. These

psychological effects can persist long after the period of isolation has ended, making it difficult

for former inmates to reintegrate into society and increasing the likelihood of recidivism. By

implementing these restrictions, the state can mitigate these adverse outcomes and promote a

more rehabilitative approach to incarceration.

The state should adopt strict limits on the use of solitary confinement to protect

vulnerable populations, comply with international human rights standards, and fulfill its ethical

obligations. Limiting solitary confinement to 15 days for the general inmate population and

prohibiting its use for particularly vulnerable groups will help ensure the humane treatment of all

inmates and align correctional practices with ethical and legal standards.

Recommendation 2: Implementing Alternative Disciplinary Measures
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The state should develop and implement alternative disciplinary measures that do not

involve prolonged isolation, which has been shown to cause significant psychological harm.

Instead of relying on solitary confinement, correctional facilities can adopt more humane and

practical approaches (Western, 2021). One critical alternative is to increase access to mental

health services for inmates. Many prisoners struggle with mental health issues, and providing

adequate mental health care can address the root causes of disruptive behavior. This can include

regular counseling sessions, psychiatric care, and support groups that help inmates manage their

mental health more effectively.

In addition to mental health services, the implementation of behavioral therapy can play a

crucial role in rehabilitating inmates. Behavioral therapy programs can help inmates develop

better-coping mechanisms, understand the consequences of their actions, and learn how to

interact more positively with others. These programs can reduce the likelihood of behavioral

issues that might otherwise lead to solitary confinement.

Restorative justice programs offer another valuable alternative. These programs focus on

rehabilitation through reconciliation with victims and the community, encouraging offenders to

take responsibility for their actions and make amends. By involving inmates in restorative

practices, the justice system can promote accountability and personal growth, essential for

successful reintegration into society (Gomes & Duarte, 2020).

Training for correctional officers is also a critical component of implementing these

alternative measures. Officers should be trained in de-escalation techniques and conflict

resolution to manage challenging situations without resorting to isolation. De-escalation training

can help officers defuse potentially volatile situations, while conflict resolution skills can foster a

more positive and cooperative environment within the facility.
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Implementing these alternative disciplinary measures offers several benefits. It provides

correctional officers practical tools for managing inmate behavior without resorting to harmful

isolation practices. This approach aligns with a focus on rehabilitation, supporting the

reintegration of inmates by addressing underlying behavioral and mental health issues.

Moreover, these measures ensure that disciplinary practices are consistent with ethical principles

of humane treatment, respecting the dignity and rights of inmates (Stinneford, 2020).

By developing and implementing alternative disciplinary measures, the state can improve

inmate behavior management, support prisoners' rehabilitation, and uphold ethical standards

within the correctional system. These measures reduce the reliance on solitary confinement and

contribute to a more humane and effective justice system.

Recommendation 3: Establishing Oversight and Accountability Mechanisms

An independent oversight body should be established to monitor the use of solitary

confinement and ensure compliance with the new regulations. This body would play a crucial

role in upholding the integrity and ethical standards of the prison system. By conducting regular

inspections, the oversight body would ensure that correctional facilities adhere to the limitations

on solitary confinement and implement alternative disciplinary measures effectively (Strong et

al., 2020). These inspections would thoroughly review the conditions in which inmates are held,

verifying that they meet legal and ethical standards.

Furthermore, the oversight body would review inmate complaints about solitary

confinement. This function is essential for giving inmates a voice and addressing their concerns

promptly and fairly. By examining and investigating complaints, the oversight body can identify

patterns of abuse or non-compliance and take appropriate action. This process helps protect

inmates' rights and holds correctional facilities accountable for their treatment of prisoners.
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In addition to inspections and complaint reviews, the oversight body should be able to

recommend policy adjustments as needed. This proactive approach allows for continuous

improvement of solitary confinement policies and practices. By analyzing data, monitoring

outcomes, and staying informed about best practices and new research, the oversight body can

provide evidence-based recommendations to enhance the effectiveness and humanity of the

correctional system.

Establishing an independent oversight body would significantly enhance transparency

and accountability within the prison system. Regular public reporting on its findings would

ensure that the operations of correctional facilities are open to scrutiny, fostering trust between

the prison system and the public. This transparency is critical for maintaining public confidence

in the justice system and demonstrating a commitment to ethical and humane treatment of

inmates.

Ensuring compliance with ethical standards and human rights obligations is another vital

role of the oversight body. By enforcing adherence to these standards, the oversight body ensures

that the prison system respects the dignity and rights of all inmates, in line with national and

international human rights laws.

Lastly, the oversight body's continuous evaluation and improvement help ensure that

solitary confinement practices evolve in response to new insights and changing standards. This

dynamic approach promotes a correctional system that meets current ethical and legal

requirements and strives for higher inmate care and rehabilitation standards.

Establishing an independent oversight body is essential for monitoring the use of solitary

confinement, ensuring compliance with regulations, and promoting transparency and

accountability within the prison system (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020). By conducting regular
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inspections, reviewing inmate complaints, and recommending policy adjustments, this body will

help uphold ethical standards, protect human rights, and foster continuous improvement in the

treatment of inmates.

Recommendation 4: Providing Mental Health Support

The state should significantly increase the availability of mental health services for

inmates, addressing both those in the general population and those in solitary confinement. This

initiative should begin with hiring additional mental health professionals to ensure that the ratio

of staff to inmates allows for effective and timely care (Stinneford, 2020). The prison system can

provide more comprehensive mental health services by bolstering the number of qualified

psychologists, psychiatrists, counselors, and social workers.

Regular mental health assessments should be mandated for all inmates. These

assessments are crucial for identifying those who are struggling with mental health issues,

enabling early intervention and continuous support (Haney, 2020). For inmates placed in solitary

confinement, these assessments are even more critical. Given the severe psychological impacts

of prolonged isolation, these inmates must receive frequent mental health evaluations to monitor

their condition and adjust their treatment plans as necessary.

Access to mental health care must be ensured for inmates in solitary confinement. This

care should include individual therapy, crisis intervention, and medication availability when

needed. Regular contact with mental health professionals can mitigate the adverse effects of

isolation, providing inmates with coping strategies and emotional support.

Increasing the availability of mental health services addresses the severe psychological

impacts of solitary confinement and supports overall inmate well-being. Mental health care is not

only a humane response to the conditions of confinement but also a necessary component of



CMRJ 500 WEEK 7 PAPER 14

effective prison management. By addressing the mental health needs of inmates, the state can

reduce incidents of self-harm, violence, and other behavioral issues, creating a safer and more

stable environment for both inmates and staff.

Providing comprehensive mental health services facilitates the rehabilitation of inmates.

By helping inmates manage and improve their mental health, the prison system supports their

ability to participate in educational and vocational programs, maintain positive relationships, and

prepare for successful reintegration into society. Rehabilitation is a fundamental goal of the

justice system, and mental health care is essential to achieving this objective.

Finally, providing adequate mental health care upholds the state’s ethical responsibility to

treat all individuals, including inmates, with dignity and respect. Ensuring inmates receive

mental health services reflects a commitment to human rights and moral principles. It recognizes

that inmates, despite their crimes, retain their inherent dignity and are entitled to humane

treatment.

By significantly increasing the availability of mental health services, the state can address

the severe psychological impacts of solitary confinement, support overall inmate well-being,

facilitate rehabilitation, and uphold its ethical responsibilities. This comprehensive approach to

mental health care is essential for creating a humane and effective correctional system.

Recommendation 5: Promoting Rehabilitation and Reintegration Programs

The state should invest in comprehensive rehabilitation and reintegration programs to

prepare inmates for successful reentry. Such initiatives should include robust educational and

vocational training opportunities, providing inmates with the skills and knowledge necessary to

secure employment upon release (Haney, 2020). These programs are critical in equipping
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inmates with the tools to lead productive lives outside prison, reducing the likelihood of

reoffending.

In addition to education and job training, substance abuse treatment programs are

essential. Many inmates struggle with addiction, which can be a significant barrier to successful

reintegration. By offering effective substance abuse treatment, the state can address one of the

root causes of criminal behavior, helping inmates achieve sobriety and maintain it after their

release.

Support services for transitioning out of prison are equally important. These services

might include counseling, housing assistance, and help with finding employment. By providing a

support network, the state can ensure that inmates have the resources to navigate the challenges

of reentry and build stable, law-abiding lives (Wildeman & Andersen, 2020).

Investing in these programs supports inmates' rehabilitation and reintegration, ultimately

reducing recidivism rates. This holistic approach addresses the factors contributing to criminal

behavior, promoting long-term positive outcomes. Moreover, such an investment underscores the

state's ethical commitment to rehabilitating and reintegrating offenders into society, recognizing

that inmates deserve the opportunity for redemption and a second chance (Haney, 2020).

In conclusion, comprehensive rehabilitation and reintegration programs are essential for

preparing inmates for successful reentry into society. These programs reduce recidivism and

reflect the state's ethical obligation to support the rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders,

fostering a more just and humane criminal justice system.

Conclusion

The use of solitary confinement in state prisons raises significant ethical concerns,

particularly regarding its impact on mental health, human rights, and the principles of humane



CMRJ 500 WEEK 7 PAPER 16

treatment. This research paper has comprehensively analyzed these issues, grounded in an ethical

framework emphasizing human rights and dignity. The recommendations—limiting solitary

confinement, implementing alternative disciplinary measures, establishing oversight and

accountability mechanisms, providing mental health support, and promoting rehabilitation and

reintegration programs—aim to address these ethical dilemmas and ensure the justice system

operates fairly and humanely. By adopting these recommendations, the state governor can uphold

moral standards and work towards a more just and humane correctional system.
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