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Breslow, Jason M.. “What Does Solitary Confinement Do To Your Mind?” Public Broadcasting
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Local Resources & Advocacy Groups
Transitions Program at Santa Barbara City College: The mission of the Transitions Program is
to provide access to higher education to individuals released from the California criminal justice
system, and create a smooth transition from prison to the community college.
gomezn@sbcc.edu
sbcc.edu/eopscare/Transitions.php
Freedom4Youth: Freedom4Youth’s mission is to empower youth and build community in the
juvenile justice system.
info@freedom4youth.org
freedom4youth.org
Juvenile in Justice: Juvenile In Justice is a unique source for images of the American juvenile
justice system, which are made available to all institutions and non-profits aimed at youth justice
system reform.
info@juvenile-in-justice.com
juvenile-in-justice.com
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80 days, three weeks, 72 hours, 800 days...These are the responses of kids
when asked how long they were kept in isolation. Iso, administrative seg,
time-out, disciplinary confinement. All euphemisms for inhumane treatment
of children, essentially locked in closets for extended periods of damaging,
punishing time. — Richard Ross
The Isolated exhibit is the most recent component of Richard Ross’ ten-year effort to document
the juvenile justice system in the United States. In this show, Ross explicitly critiques the pervasive use of solitary confinement with a new set of photographs as well as audio, which he employs
here for the first time. Via the combination of imagery and sound, Ross is an insistent and compelling agitator for reform, rather than a neutral witness of the status quo. His message is clear:
END SOLITARY.
At the center of the gallery is a minimalist facsimile of a typical isolation unit: a small windowless cube equipped with a bare mattress and a speaker playing recordings of interviews with the
numerous young people, aged 10-18, Ross has visited in correctional facilities across the country.
By editing his questions out of the tracks, Ross offers agency to each incarcerated child via their
self-described experience. Alone in the constricted space and hearing the composite of their stories on an endless loop, the listener must simultaneously confront their unique traumas and the
undeniably similar narratives of violence, hunger, drug abuse, mental illness, and neglect.

I got a ticket for armed robbery when I was 12. The foster parents
I had would hit me and my little sister. We ran, but we didn’t have
any place to stay because my brother was in lock-up. I was running
away when I was eight and my sister was six. The foster father I
was with sexually abused us and then to get back at him we would
hit their children. — J.W., Age 15

Like Ross’ previous work about reformatories, the photographs in the Isolated exhibit are loosely
divided into two categories: those depicting the spaces of isolation themselves, and those depicting the children confined in those spaces. In so doing, Ross makes the abstract institution of
imprisonment tangible while underscoring the de-humanizing intent of what he calls “the architecture of authority.” Then, by focusing on individual kids and giving them voice, he upends the
systemic effort to hold them apart from society and strip them of their self-identities.
Two youth look from their respective cells at Cuyahoga County Juvenile Detention Center. There was a ten-year-old in custody in
the facility earlier in the day, but the director got him out almost immediately and was disconcerted that he was brought there.
The boy’s grandmother was in an argument with him, called 911, and insisted he be brought to detention.

I was 15 my first time here. I did 3 months first time. Now I have been in and out six times. I had an escape charge for leaving
a residential health center. There were 24 other kids in the cottage. They tried to charge me with stuff. They identified me as a
Heartless Felon, but I’m not. When I was in here I had to keep fighting. People in here want you to argue with them and want you
to fight them.
When they move me around here they put handcuffs on your hands and sometimes on your feet. It depends on where staff is
taking me. They leave enough space for my wrists sometimes.
—T.D., age 16

In Ross’ stark spatial investigation, picture after picture features what appears to be the same
bleak cell—the grey, featureless room made more uniform and visually numbing through compositional repetition. Closer inspection reveals that the photographs are actually of the nearly identical
segregation units reproduced in prisons across America with barely detectable differences in paint
tone, functional features (light, drain, vent), and construction material. Even the sole, brightly
colored cell offers no respite from the conformity. As they are designed to be, these spaces feel
unbearably tight. With these images, Ross profoundly illustrates the universal consistency with
which this punitive architecture is employed.
Despite, or because of, blurring faces to protect their identities, Ross’ powerful portraits simultaneously highlight the singularity of each child while making the unmistakable assertion that these
could be any children, our children, or even ourselves. In these images, the light—both natural
and fluorescent—hints at the space beyond the confines of the cell and the possibility of another
reality. Along the edge of one photograph a backlit girl in a vivid orange jumpsuit balances precariously on her bed frame, about to take flight like a modern day Icarus. In a long hallway, midway
to another photograph’s vanishing point, a girl stands still and handcuffed, looking up at a diffused
light, ready to be transported both literally and metaphorically. In many, however, the children
appear resigned, bodies slouched and slumped.

Dirt, blood, scratches on the concrete—Ross also records the isolated youths’ marks of time
and self-expression made in and on their oppressively generic cells. These marks accentuate the
essential conflict between the institution, actualized by the space, and the young human beings
that it attempts to restrain. In this exhibit, and with these images in particular, Ross successfully
conveys both a visceral understanding of the inherent and inevitable damage caused by solitary
confinement and the humanity of his subjects.
Sarah Cunningham
Atkinson Gallery Director
September 2015

I’m here for robbery and abduction. I was physically and emotionally abused. I was in foster homes probably 2 years ago. I been in
4-5 foster homes. They just move us around and around. My little brother and little sister moved with me. My mom and dad used
to fight so my mom had an order against my dad and he violated it so he got locked up…and my mom got on drugs. I went into
foster care when I was like 7 or 8. My foster mom would push me around and hit me and stuff like that. — L., age 14

I’ve been here 245 days. I caught a gang case—robbery. I was 12 when I first came here. They have me as a member of the
Heartless Felons. Mom works at the clinic. My dad doesn’t have a job. My mom and dad live together. I have four brothers and
two sisters. I’m the oldest. My dad went on trial when I was nine. I tried to find a way to get it going on my own. He went down
for six years on drug charges. I have been here eight times. I hope they send me home on house arrest. Sometimes when you are
on house arrest it is a set up because the box don’t work—then the police come and get you. I was on the run for a month—then I
turned myself in. I just want to be free. They used to have programs for kids when I was younger but they stopped. I was smoking
for a while, but I didn’t do it for ten months. They gave me RICO charges as a gang member. They had me for assault, vandalism,
menacing, participating in a criminal gang, engaging in corrupt activity, and two conspiracy counts. I fought somebody. Then they
dropped all the charges except the menacing, vandalism, and attempt to participate in a criminal gang. I have a private lawyer. My
parents hired him. It’s all a lot of gang stuff….so the RICO. But I ain’t in no gang. I’m in 10th grade. IEA. In school. Not in special
ed. They charged me as an adult. This is county. The kid I was charged with ain’t going to snitch so they dropped the assault. They
gave me a plea deal. The most time they can give me is 18 months. I do adult at Mansfield. I got into trouble too many times.
— E.V., age 17

Richard Ross
Richard Ross is a photographer, researcher and professor of art based in Santa Barbara, California. Ross has been the recipient of grants from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Annie
E. Casey Foundation, MacArthur and the Center for Cultural Innovation. Ross was awarded both
Fulbright and Guggenheim Fellowships. His most recent work, the — In Justice series, turns a lens
on the placement and treatment of American juveniles housed by law in facilities that treat, confine, punish, assist and, occasionally, harm them. Two books and traveling exhibitions of the work
continue to see great success while Ross collaborates with juvenile justice stakeholders, using the
images as a catalyst for change.

richardross.net
juvenile-in-justice.net

I’m on lock so I wear orange. If you keep on getting institutional
charges they put you on IBRU… it means 30 days lock or something like that. I get an extra charge for destruction of state property, I wrote on the floor. I used a pen and ink—so I took the top
of the pen off and blew the ink out of it. I don’t think I’m an artist.
—L., age 14

Related Events
Documentary Photography as Social Change Agent, a lecture by Hannah Frieser
Wednesday, October 28, 4:30pm, A211
Alternatives to Isolation panel discussion coordinated by Freedom4Youth
Friday, November 13, 4pm, H202
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