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T EFEMALERE HIGH SECURITY NI T'
a feature documentary by NINA ROSENBL.UM
O Qctober 29, 1986, after more than a decade of planning. the

Federal Bureau of Prisons opened the Female High Security Unit In the basement
of the prison hospital at the Federal Correctional! Institution in Lexingtor,

Kentucky, Seven women were transferred into the sixteen-cell, self-contained
unit, before it was shut down for violating the First Amendment rights of
those incarcerated there. The Bureau of Prisons recently appealed the rederal

court's decision and the verdict is immenent; if the decision is overrturned,
"high security femalies” will be sent to a 150 cell maximum security unit for
women {(modeled after the Lexington unit) which was just opened in Marianna,
Florida. The HSU is at the center of a controversy that includes allegations
of human rights abuses that result from an experimental, clandestine mission
to alter the political views of the inmates through isclation, sensory
deprivation, and behavior modification.

According to psychiatric experts, eighteen months of incarceration in th:s
unit caused profound and irreversible mental and physical deterioration in all
of the inmates. Amnesty International and the American C1v11 Liberties Union
authorized medical reoorts corrcoborate this.

Alejandrina Torres/January 1987 Alejandrina Torres/Janua"y 1988
Federal Prison, Tucson, Arizona FPHSU, Lexington, Kentucky
Before transfer into the FHSU After 12 months in the FHSU

"I believe that our treatment has to become a deterrent,
politically, so that if vyou overstep a certain line, you

will have to pay a very high cost. We've been told up
front that the only way cut for us is to renounce our politica:
beliefs..."

Silvia Baraldini ABC "20/20" interview/January 1988
43U Inmate, Federal Correctional Institution
Lexington, Kentucky

FEMALE HIGH SECURITY UNIT will question the profound implications this trend
in incarceration has for our nation and for the world.
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NINA ROSENBLUM/PRODUCER/DAEDALUS PRODUCTIONS INC.
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No cameras were allowed into the Female High Security Unit until Nina
Rosenblum took the story to ABC "20/20", and the network pressured to gain
entry. Female High Security Unit will feature this exclusive footage,
interviews with the prisconers' families, their attornies, prominent members of
the legal and psychiatric community. Using actual Bureau of Prisons documents
{filmed and written), legal correspondence and archival footage, the film
traces the development of isolation units. FEMALE HIGH SECURITY UNIT exXposes
the secret history of government "brainwashing"” experimentation conducted on
federal prisoners (experiments which began after the Korean war), culminarting
in small group isolation in the Lexington Female High Security Unict.
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BN BRAINWASHING IN AMERICA?

The Women of
Lexington Prison

WILLIAM A. REUBEN AND
CARLOS NORMAN ’

n October 29, 1986, the United States Bureau of

Prisons formally opened a speciai facility for

“*high securirty’’ women prisoners in Lexington,

Kentucky. Built to house sixteen inrnates and the
result of more than a decade's planning, the Female High
Security Unit (H.S5.U.) is a kind of prisen within a prison,
occupying the basement of the Federal Correcuonal Insu-
rate. The unit’s furst (wo inmates were Alejandrina Torres, a
49.year-oid Puerto Rican nationalist, and Susan Rosenberg,
31, a self-proclaimed revolutonary.

The Lexington unit is Amnerica’s second high-secunty
prison. The other is the Federal prison at Manion, [Uinos,
which has the dubious distinction of being the first peniten-
tiary in the United States 10 be investigated by Amnesty [n-
ternational. On June 4 the human rights group announced
its finding that conditions at Marion amounted 10 ''cruet,
inhuman and degrading treatment,'’ in viclation of the min-
imum standards for the treatment of prisoners promulgated
by the United Nations.

The Marion prisen was built to house inmates who had
presented disciplinary problems. The mission of the H.5.U.
at Lexington is hazy, but it is not to reform or rehabilitate
its inmates, who are assigned there by the director of the
Bureau of Prisons.

The two women at H.S.U. are confined to subterranean
cells twenty-three hours a day. They are permitted one hour
of exercise in a yard measuring fifty feet square; upon thar
return they are strip-searched. That daily outing is the oniy
time they see sunlight, except when they leave the facility for
medical or dental trearment. On those occasions they are
handcuffed and manacled by chains around their waists. [n
their cells they are kept under constant surveilance by
guards or television cameras, Whenever they leave the cells,
even to take a shower, they must be accompanied by guards.

William A. Reuben, a former national public relations
direcior of the American Civil Liberties Union, is the author

-..of The Atom.Spy Hoax, The Honorable Mr. Nixon and
" orher books, G

rarlog Norman is the pseudonym. of an ai-

£4

" torney and journalist living in New York City. ..

Torres and Rosenberg charge that they are the subiects of
a pilot study of behavior-modificauon methods, wiuch are
being tested on them and will be applied (0 Fiture io-
habitants of the H.S.U. They say that they are exposed to
various forms of sensory deprivaticn designed (o alter teir
personalities. The lights in their cells glare down on them
contnuously, and they are forbidden to cover tham (o any
way. Nor are they allowed to place photographs or pictures
on the walls, They may wear only prison-issue shoes, under-
garments, drab shirts and culottes. VYirrualiy the oaly con-
tact they are allowed with the outside world coosists of a
fifteen-minute telephone call 1o their lawyers sach week and
a visit with members of their families, separated by a glass
partition, once a month, Guards are instructed not to con-
verse with them, They are denied aceess to the pnson library
as well as the entertainment and recreadonal facilities. They
may read only magazines, books and newspapers that are
approved by prson officials, and are pertrutied only five
books at any one time. For companionship they have a color
lelevision set in their cells. “Only in America,’” says
Rosenberg, *‘can you abuse people, take away ther human
dignity, and then give them a TV and that makes it Q.K."

Rosenberg's lawyer, Mary O'Melveny. who was aliowed
1o visit her client on December 14 and 15 of last vear,
recorded these impressions of condinons at the H.5.U.;

[magine a world without color, any color. Only bnght, high-
glossy white, everywhere one looks. Even wruforms—iudi-
caous clothes selected for ther 'feminine’ 0ok —are
bleached out. Nothing 15 permitted 10 bngnten up. or oven
add contrast to, these bleak, colorless swroundings,

Next, imagine a world without daylight, without irssh air,
Only arificial [luorescent lights—on all of the ume. As-
lificial air —:00 hot or (0o cold but nzver real. The prson
pallor one reads of takes on new meaning: both women
looked gray. . ..

Th= overwhelming sense of lonelinass of this place s all-

. pervading, the isolation s overwhelming. [ts mucn ke step-
ping off the reguiar world into some sort of rozen hmbo
state where an occasional real person floats by, but ajways by
accident and always before one can get ready for enlarged
human contact.

The Lexington prson is a world away rom Manhattan's
Upper West Side, where Susan Rosenberg was rased. {We
interviewed her recently at the Metropolitan Correctional
Center in New York City, where she was be:ng held tempo-
rarily rfor questioming by defense lawvers in an unreciated
case. We were not allowed to talk to Torres.) Rosenberg,
dark-haired with soft features, is the only child of well-off,
middle-cliss parents. Her father is a denust. and her mother
worked in thezater and film production. She was educated at
the Walden School, a progressive pnivaie school, Barnard
College and the City University of New York. Radicalized
by the black power and antiwar movements, she became in-
volved with clandestine revolutionary groups in the late
1570s. She was indicted on conspiracy charges {or her al-
leged panticipation in the 1979 prison escape of black activist
Joanne Chesimard. and in the 1981 Brink's armored<car rob-
bery by former members of the Weather Underground in
which two policemen and a Brink’s secunty guard were kalled.
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Those charges were later dropped for lack of evidence. In
1984 she was arrested for possession of arms and cxplosives
and, two years 3go, convicted on those charges and sen-
tenced to fifry-eight years in prison by Federal Judge Fred-
erick Lacey, who recommended that she be deaied parole.

Alejandrina Torres is also from New York Ciry, but she
was rased in a working-class neighborhood and educated in
public schools. Her family moved to the United States from
Puerto Rico when she was a child. After graduadng frem
high schoeol, she moved to Chicago, where she mammied the
Rev. José Torres, a minister of the United Church of Christ.
She worked 2s an execudve secretary at the University of 1-
linois’s Chicago campus. She became actve in the Puerto
Rican independence movement and, according to the gov-
crnment, was a member of Fuerza Armadas de Liberadon
Nadonal (F.A.L.N.), an underground group that has claimed
responsibility for a oumbér of bombings in the United
States. [o {983 she was arrestad on charges of possassing
weapons and explosives. [n additdon, she was charged with
seditious conspiracy —''‘conspiring (0 use force to cppase
the lawtul authoriry of the U.S. over Puerto Rico.” She was
convicted on these charges in 1985 and sentenced to thirry-
five years 1o prison.

Altbough neither woman was convicted of commitnng
acts of violenies, each recrmived an unusually harsh sentence.
Rosenberg’s term is sixteen tmes {(onger than the average
sentenca meted out to w_&pon_s-posscssion offenders, and
twice the 1985 average for [irst-degres murderers in the
Foderat courts. Both steadfasdy mantain that they never
engazed in violence; neither had a previous crurinal record.

Why, then, did they eod up in a maximum-security fa-
cility? [t could not have been for disciplinary reasons,
because neither woman had beem in any uouble dunng
the time she spent at other Federal prisons. And, in any
case, the H.S.UU, was oot set up for violent or unruly
priscners. According (o a Bureau of Prisons directve dated
Scptember 2, 1936:

The 16-bed High Security Unit for femaies {was] developed

10 meet the peeds for very secure prisoa space for females

it
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where placement in lem secure facliia 3 6ot acpreprate.
Candidates for placement W thy wut T 'Nowe ‘ecae
whose confinement ralses a sanous et of oxeman 1ssaue
for the pwpose of ading the offender’y scane. . .. Ase
signyments to the unit will be made wrthout mxards 1o such
factors as ... discplinary reasons, bu( are a maner of
dassificadons.

Omn March 25, Norman Carlsen, the director of the Bureau of
Prisons, gave the same explanagen for the women's incarcer-
aron ar Lexngton, in response 10 an icqury by Reprosenra-
ove Robert Kastenmeier, chair of the House Subcommines
on Courts, Civil Liberties and the Adm:n:stranon of Justes.
The reasons were spelled out more expliaty o the Au-
gust 19, 1986, Raticnale for Redesignanon, wiuch author-
ized Rosenberg’s wransfer 1o Lexington:
Rosenbay has been assodared with FAIN, Black [ib-
eration Army, and other terrost groups. She also was
thought to have been iovolved 0 an (nc) 1§81 Bnnks Armed
Car Robbeay and has previoudy bern licked (o the Joanne
Chedmard escape in 1979,
Appended, almost as an afterthought, is a statement that the
United States Actomey’s of ice had confirmed dhar the charsss
in connecton with the Brink's case *'had bern dropped. '’ Nat
mentioned is the fact that at Rosenberg's one and only trial
the govenment produced 0o evidencs ing hertotie FLALLUN,,
the Black Liberation Army or any other (T0Mst graup.
Clearly, Rosenberg and Torres were sent to Leangton not
because of any parteular act or behlavior but because un-
named persons might attempt, at some unspeaiisd tims= n
the furure, to heip them cscape. The idea Lhac an :ndividual
can be punished by being subjected 1o specal confinement
for the hypothetical acdons of unidennlied others rather
than her own conduct is a radical departuse from the norms
and established practices of the U.S. legai sysiemn.
Rosenberg contends that conditions at the H.S.U. are

. “'designed to destroy those who are in it, psychologicaily

and physically,'” and **to disintegrate peoplc’s person-
alities.”’ The constant surveilance, the basement ceils, the
absence of fresh air and buman companionsmup, the ever-
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blazing lights—all those things have a single purpose:
*“They are trying to drive us completely out of our minds."’

When Rosenberg sought an explanatioa of why she had
been transferred from the Federal prison in Arizona where
she had been serving her time, officials at Lexington told her
that the decision was, in her words, ‘‘based on an internal
criterion that is secret.’® As she recalled it, ‘*They said, It’s
not disciplinary, it's not punitive, it's got nothing to do with
that,’* and they also said, ‘‘The only way you can get out is
if you change your associations and affiliations.’” We asked
her how she could prove to the authorities’ satisfaction that
she had purged herself of such ties. She said, *‘! think one
would have to go to them voluntarily and say, [ don’t want
to live under these conditions any longer, and, therefore,
I'm sorry. [ will never communicate with these other people,
and, moreover, | will never desire to communicate with
these other people.”

When we asked: Lexington prison officials about the con-
didons described by Rosenberg and her attorney, they re-
fused to comment. Our request to visit the facility was
denied. According to Dave Dove, the facility’s public infor-
mation officer, our presence would pose a threat to securi-
ty. The Bureau of Prisons’ only comment was that *‘condi-
tions of confinement within the High Security Unit at Lex-
ington are closely reviewed and consistent with its mission."’

Little is publicly known about that mission. The planning
and construction of the Lexington H.S.U. was done secret-
ly. And today, despite inquiries by Representative Kasten-
meier and other members of Congress, secrecy continues (o
shroud its operations.

Are the conditions described by Rosenberg a form of
cruel and unusual punishment? Is she correct in charging
that she and Torres are part of an experiment in behavior
modification? Alexa Freeman, a staff counsel with the
American Civil Liberties Union’s National Prison Project,
which has reviewed the correspondence between the at-
torneys for Rosenberg and Torres and Representative
Kastenmeier and the Bureau of Prisons, told us: ‘It would
appear that there are serious questions as to whether these
women’s First Amendment rights are being violated because
of the blanket restrictions controlling visitation and com-
munication and access to reading materials; whether their
Fourth Amendment rights are being violated because of the
frequent strip searches and the constant surveillance, which
would seem to be an intolerable invasion of their privacy;
and whether these inmates’ very assignment to Lexington in
and of itself constitutes cruel and unusual punishment.’’ But
Rosenberg’s charges of psychological coercion should not
be dismissed out of hand.

The idea of brainwashing is not foreign to American
prison policy. In 1962, at a seminar for wardens and
criminal piychologists chaired by James Bennett, then direc-
tor of the Bureau of Prisons, Professor Edgar Schein of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology presented a paper
titled **Man Against Man: Brainwashing.’' Schein had con-
ducted five years of research, funded by the Central In-
telligence Agency, on the brainwashing techniques used by
the North Koreans and the Chinese on American prisoners

of war during the Korean conflict. The most important of
those techniques, Schein said, was placing the subjects in
conditions of extreme isolation: **It is necessary to weaken,
undermine or remove the supports to the oid patterns of
behavior and the old attitudes . .. if change is to take
place.'” Elaborating on this idea, Schein wrote:

Because most of these supports are the face-to-face coafir-
mation of present behavior and attitudes which are provided
by those with whom close emotional ties exist, it is often
necessary to break those enodonal ties. Thiscan bedone . . .
by removing the individual physically and prevenung any
communication with those whom he cares about. . . . [f, at
the same time, the total environment wnflexibly provides
rewards and punishments only in terms of the new behavior
and attitudes to be obtained, and provides new human con-
tacts around which to build up relationships, it is highly like-
ly that the desired new behavior and atutudes will be leamned.
They will be learned as a basic solution (o the problem of
how to survive in the inflexible environment. . . . [ would
like to have you think of branwashing not 1n terms of
politics, ethics and morals, but in terms of the deliberate
changing of behavior and attitudes by a group of men who
have relatively complete control over the environment in
which the captive population lives.

Schein’s paper was enthusiastically endorsed by Bennett,
who told the assembiled wardens, ‘‘We here in Washington
are anxious to have you undertake some of these things . . .
on your own.’’ [t was subsequently published in the schol-
arly periodical Corrective Psychiatry and Journal of Social
Therapy.

In a recent letter to us, Schein wrote that he had had no
contact ‘'of any sort’* with the Bureau of Prisons after pre-
senting his paper, or with anyone *‘in authonty relating to
the treatment of prisoners.’’ He said that hus poiwnt in the
paper was that behavior-modification techmques **have al-
ways been used by people who have power over other
people. . . . What the Chinese did was (0 refine these tech-
niques, and what I did was to describe as clearly as { coulc
what these refinements are.’’

In her book Kind and Usual Punishmen:, Jessica Mitforc
argues that in 1968 the prison psychiatnst at Manon Federa.
Penitentiary, Dr. Martin Groder, *‘applie(d] the proposals
outlined in Dr. Schein's paper to ‘agitators,’ suspected
militants . . . and other troublemakers.'* According 1o Mit-
ford, Groder continued his work at the Behavioral Research
Center, a Federal institution near Butner, North Carolina.

Thus far, despite the questions askéed by Kastenmeter,
Representative Ted Weiss and other legisiators. and more
recently by Amnesty [nternational, which has launched its
own inquiry into the conditions at Lexington H.S.U., the
Bureau of Prisons’ grim wall of silence remains in place.
Recently, two more inmates, Debra Brown and Silvia Bar-
aldini, were assigned to the facility. Brown appears to have
no connection with any political group, but Baraldini was
imprisoned for conspiracy and rackecteening 1n the Brink's
case. Before more join them, Congress and the press should
demand to know what is going on at the Lexungton H.S.U.
and what its **mission’’ really.is. G
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FEREEEEEETET | HUMAN RIGHTS FILM

Human Rights Watch, now
celebrating its tenth anni-
versary, is dramatizing the
worldwide state of human
nghts through a series of
documentary and fiction film
at the Public Theater start-
ing this week. x

........

363 7t Ave 12th |l New York N Y 10001(212) 868-1417
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