From Alcatraz to Marion to Florence

Control Unit Prisons in the United States
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From Alcatraz to Marion to Florence
Contrel Unit Prisons in the United States

by Fay Dowker and Glenn Good

Introduction.

United States Penitentiary Marion was "locked down" on Octcber 27, 1983
after two guards were killed in a solitary continemeqt wing of the prison
known as the Control Unit. FEight years later, the men at Marion remain locked
in their cells twenty-two or more hours a day, almost totally isolated from
any human contact. Having turned Marion into one huge control unit, the
Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP} used it to refine a repressive regimen that
has become the model for similar facilities in many state prison systems. The
proliferation of control units and whole control unit prisons has happened at
a tremendous rate over the past few years.

This article will examine the facts about control units and suggest
reasons for the dramatic increase in their numbers. Any thecry about prisons
is ultimately a theory of the society of which they are a partz. Indead,
Dostoevsky wrote that if you want to understand a scciety, you should lcok
inside its prisons. Thus, the role of control units in the prison system will
be - ~ined in the context of a society based on inequality, exploitation and

rac: . How do they functicn? What is their affact? Can they ke stopped?

Early History of the Marion Control Unit.

U. S. Penitentiary (USP) Marion, located in rural southern Illinois,

opened in 19631, the same year the federal prison at Alcatraz closed. Alcatra:



had gained a reputation as the "end of the line," the federal system's most
repressive prison. Prominent gangsters, such as Al Capcone, and Robert Stroud,
the famous "Bird-Man," were imprisconed there, as were celebrated political
priscners like Rafael Cancel Miranda, the Puertoc Rican National Hero, and
Morton Sobell, co-defendant with Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. However, the

" brutality of ccnditions at Alcatraz proved too controversial in an era when
prisens were supposedly committed to the rehabilitation of prisoners.

Marion was ccnstructed to hold 500 "adult male felons who are difficult
to ceontrol," according to Congressional testimony in 1971 by George Pickett,
then superintendent of Maricn.?® Nonetheless, Alcatraz'e prisoners were viewed
as providing too stiff an initial test of the new facility and so were
transferred to federal prisons other than Marion. HNot until the late 1960's
were some of Alcatraz's former priscners transferred to Marion.? At about the
same time, Marion began 1its transformation into the new end of the line, a
true heir to Alcatraz in its barbaric treatment of prisoners.

The transformation began with the prisoan's implementation in 1968 of a
behavior modification program called Control and Rehabilitation Effort, or
CARE. Prisoners in the program were put in solitary confinement and otherwise
ccerced into participating in group "therapy," which consisted of intense
csychological "attack sessions." The purpose was to bring prisoners under the
staff's control as totally as possible and turn them against other priscnsrs.3
1972 marked a turning point in the program. In July, prisoners began a work
Stoppage to protest a guard's beating of a Mexican pr:'u:":n-ue::.'I Officials
confined all prisoners to their cells for six days, then put seven suspected
strike leaders into segregation (solitary confinement). The strike abated
briefly, then began again. Prisoners were then subjected to a mass reprisal

to end the strike, with sixty men locked in segregation and enrolled in the






