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Super-Maximum Prisons
Super-maximum prisons, also called 

supermax prisons, are the most secure and 
restrictive of all prisons and are reserved for 
incarcerating the most dangerous and ruthless 
of offenders. While in theory they are used for 
the most violent and dangerous of offenders, 
there is evidence that this is not case. Today, a 
supermax prison may be a stand-alone prison 
or a specialized unit within a larger prison 
campus with units of different security lev-
els. Prisoners in a supermax prison or unit 
tend to be sentenced to long periods of time, 
be under constant surveillance (generally 
via camera), be confined in their cells 23 to  
24 hours a day (with exceptions), and have no 
access to recreational, educational, religious, 
or treatment activities. Inmates are isolated 24 
hours a day. Paradoxically, while the inmates 
in a supermax facility have virtually no human 

contact, they also have practically no privacy. All inmate activities are electronically moni-
tored. Inmates eat in their cells after their food is slid through a “chuck hole” or “bean slot” 
on the door. These facilities are basic, and some argue that they violate the constitutional 
guarantee against cruel and unusual punishment.

In 2013, an estimated 25,000 prisoners were held in long-term solitary confinement in 
supermax prisons. The average stay in solitary confinement is almost 3 years. The super-
max facility at the Pelican Bay prison has housed inmates in solitary for as long as 20 years. 
The majority of states use solitary confinement to promote staff and inmate safety, though 
it remains questionable if the practice reduces prison violence. In July 2013, more than 
30,000 California prisoners staged a hunger strike to protest the use of solitary confine-
ment.27 Some describe the conditions in a super-maximum prison solitary unit as inhu-
mane and torture.

Currently there is only one federally operated supermax (aka ADMAX) prison. This 
facility opened in 1994 in Florence, Colorado. Known as ADX or “Alcatraz of the Rockies,” 
it houses more than 400 male inmates. As per Federal Bureau of Prisons policy, ADX should 
not house the seriously mentally ill, though some argue that this is simply not the case. 
Undoubtedly, living conditions at ADX are difficult, and the inmates live in extreme isola-
tion. Inmates are locked in their cells alone 23 hours a day. When they are released from 
their cells for 5 hours of recreation each week (again, solitary), they are escorted by at least 
three officers. The facility is designed to prevent inmates from knowing where exactly they 
are located (to prevent escape). Communication with the outside world is not allowed. 
Force feedings have occurred. When an inmate misbehaves, he is place in the “Z-unit,” 
otherwise known as the “black hole.” This area can house up to 148 inmates in com-
pletely dark and fully soundproofed cells. Each black hole cell also has a full set of body 
restraints built into the concrete bed. Five plaintiffs (and six interested parties) housed in 
the Florence special housing unit (i.e., solitary confinement) filed a federal class action 
suit in 2012 against the Federal Bureau of Prisons and officials (Bacote v. Federal Bureau 
of Prisons, later renamed Cunningham v. Federal Bureau of Prisons) alleging “chronic abuse, 
failure to properly diagnose and neglect of prisoners who are seriously mentally ill.”28 As 
of early 2015, settlement negotiations were under way. ADX has housed notorious crimi-
nals, including Theodore Kaczynski (the Unabomber), Dzhokhar Tsarnaev (one of the two 
Boston Marathon bombers), John Walker Lindh (the American Taliban), Robert Hanssen 
(an FBI special agent turned Soviet spy), Zacarias Moussaoui (a conspirator in the 9/11 
attacks), Eric Rudolph (the Olympic Park bomber), and Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols 
(the Oklahoma City bombers).

super-maximum 
prisons: The most 
secure and restrictive 
of all prisons, which 
are (in theory) reserved 
for the most dangerous 
of offenders.

Maximum-security prison. These prisons are designed for the most violent 

offenders. Yet in reality many in these facilities are not the most violent. 

Why would these people be placed in such facilities? What problems does 

this bring for the inmates, guards, and society? If you were the chief of 

prisons of your state, would you ensure only the most violent are housed 

here? Why or why not?
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Video 11.3: 
Life in a supermax prison


