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 On our tour of the Southern Ohio Correctional Facility last week, I witnessed many 

things that are related to class materials.  SOCF is a maximum security prison that functions in 

part as a control prison.  SOCF is where executions take place in Ohio, with the method used 

being lethal injection.  This tour of the prison opened my eyes to many things that we have 

discussed in class, and really made me aware just how intense prison can be. 

 One of the things I noticed was that while we were the ones intruding on the inmates, 

peering at them and obviously being curious, like they were animals at the zoo, we were 

receiving the same curious stares from them.  I was expecting the cat calls and whistles, but 

more than that, the inmates were looking at us in the same way we were looking at them.  The 

structure of the institution, and the way inmates and visitors regarded one another, it reminded 

me of a zoo.   

 This was not my first trip to a prison; last Spring I toured Chillicothe Correctional 

Institution with my Soc 201 class.  However, I noticed dramatic differences between the 

facilities.  At Chillicothe, the inmates have access to the yard, and throughout our tour we were 

in the midst of the general population.  We had a chance to talk to a few inmates about their 

experiences.  The situation at SOCF is very different.  While not all the inmates are members of 

the control units, the few inmates we did encounter on our tour were kept at a distance from us.  

Security was also more intense at SOCF, especially in terms of the number of gates separating 

each part of the prison.  The smallness of the cells, and the fact that previously they had been 



doubles, was appalling to me.  I could hardly imagine one person living for extended periods in 

such a small space, let alone two people.  But because of prison overcrowding, prison officials 

have little options when it comes to housing inmates. 

 The control prison part of SOCF is something that is very relative to course material, 

because Lorna Rhodes’ book Total Confinement specifically discusses maximum security 

prisons and the control unit model.  According to Rhodes, the control unit is used to produce 

control by putting inmates in total exclusion, for 23 hours a day.  However, this drastic use of 

segregation produces extreme uses of the body and extreme states of mind.  For example, 

inmates in control units with no other options have been known to practice self-mutilation or to 

use their body as a weapon, such as throwing concoctions of bodily fluids at guards.  At SOCF, 

they specifically designed a shield that is used to protect guards from projectiles when they are 

delivering food or medications to the inmates.  However, the guards admitted that they very 

seldom use the shield because of time pressure or inconvenience.   

 Another instance of extreme states of mind that we heard about while at SOCF is the 

story about the inmate who covered himself in his own feces and refused to shower.  According 

to Assistant Warden Larry Greene, the stench was horrendous.  However, the design of the 

control unit meant the other inmates on the tier had to contend with the smell and there was very 

little they could do about it.  Rhodes mentions this about the conditions of the units: “In order to 

move up the levels and, perhaps, back to general population, a prisoner must be able to 

impassively endure the indignities of this form of confinement: the constant noise at night, the 

raving man in the next cell…”  (Rhodes 54).  Greene told us that another inmate asked to be let 

out to kill the offending inmate because he could no longer take the smell.  While the inmate was 



not given the chance to kill, the model of the control unit brings out these types of behaviors in 

inmates. 

 Another thing Rhodes mentions about control units is that they create a culture of 

dependence.  The inmates have to rely on the guards for everything, giving the guards all the 

power.  While touring one of the control unit blocks at SOCF, a couple of inmates were 

showering, and the water was off.  These inmates were dependent on the guards to turn the water 

back on in the showers.  The inmates are also dependent on the guards for food, and to be let out 

for their hour of recreation a day.   

 In other parts of the prison that are not control units, the idea of dependence still exists.  

Inmates rely on the guards to let them out of their cells for showers, as we witnessed in one of 

the blocks.  The inmate used a towel to signal the guard that he wanted to shower, and it was at 

the discretion of the guard whether to grant the inmate’s request.   

Discretion is another thing that plays a big role within prisons, and more specifically, in 

control units, according to Rhodes.  The whole idea of the control prison relies on discretion, 

because inmates accused of additional offenses while incarcerated are denied due process.  They 

are not given a fair trial; someone makes the decision to segregate them in a control unit.  Often 

control units are considered cruel and unusual punishment because it is discretionary, and often 

the discretion is based on factors unrelated to the offense, such as race or gang affiliation.  

However, as Rhodes points out, control units are not contended because of the desire to escalate 

security, and once in prison, that can only be done through exclusion and segregation. 

 Maximum security prisons also foster an intensification of will, which occurs in how 

inmates act out.  Not only are there individual inmates trying to attract attention through 



disobedience, disobedience occurs in every inmate because of the pressure to conform.  While 

inmates do have a choice about whether to behave, it is really not a choice because obedience 

can be detrimental.  Among other inmates, obedience is seen as a weakness, and therefore bad. 

 This intensification of will is best illustrated in the example of the riot that occurred 

Easter Sunday, April 11, 1993.  The riot started small, with some rioters beating five inmates to 

death, but soon escalated to the point of 450 inmates partaking.  The riot lasted for 10 days.  The 

riot is just one example of how choice is very limited and often disobedience is the only option. 

 Something else I noticed during the tour of SOCF was the racial disparity of the 

population.  While there was diversity, the majority of the inmates were minorities.  In Marc 

Mauer’s Race to Incarcerate, he addresses the population disparity.  Nationally, nearly half of 

inmates are African American, and 70 percent of new inmates are minorities.  This racial 

disparity is caused by factors such as historical stereotypes of blacks, the composition of 

industrialized inner-cities, plea bargaining that often involves prison time, and racial profiling 

that result in criminal records.  At SOCF, 55 percent of inmates are black and 43 percent are 

white. This disparity is more evident with death row inmates, with 52 percent of Ohio’s death 

row inmates being black and 43 percent being white.   

Throughout the tour I found myself wondering about what crimes the inmates had 

committed.  However, I did find out what one man who was executed at SOCF did to warrant the 

state to condemn him to death.  The most recent inmate to be executed, James Filiaggi, is from 

Lorain County, which is where I am from.  When I asked my mom if she remembered anything 

about the case, she told me that my younger sister goes to high school with his daughter.  I found 

this coincidence both surprising and unusual.  She told me that he chased down his wife and 



murdered her in the neighbor’s house.  What touched me was that now his daughter, who is 

currently a freshman in high school, lost her mother, and then petitioned the state to take the life 

of her father. 

Overall, I enjoyed the tour.  While course readings, lectures, and videos can describe the 

punishment system in the United States, actually visiting a prison illustrates the point so much 

better.  Being inside the prison gives so much more insight into the issues concerning 

imprisonment, and having first hand access to the situation makes understanding the course 

materials that much easier.   

 


