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Solitary Confinement and Consciousness as a Net-
work

In her book Solitary Confinement: Social Death and Its Afterlives, Lisa Guenther
draws on and then expands the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl as she exam-
ines the experiences of prisoners in solitary confinement in America. This text not
only details the excruciating torture that such confinement inflicts upon the vic-
tims of the carceral system, but also suggests a new understanding of what human
consciousness requires to remain consciousness. That instead of the standard under-
standing of our consciousness, that we are more or less perceiving beings indepen-
dent of one another, our consciousness and understanding of being-in-the-world is
dependent on our relationship to other perceiving beings. Guenther writes, “This
multiplicity of perspectives is like an invisible net that supports the coherence of
my own experience, even (or especially) when others challenge my interpretation
of “the facts” These facts are up for discussion in the first place because we inhabit
a world shared with others who agree, at the very least, that there is something to
disagree about” (Guenther, 146)

In this perspective, I seek out social interaction not only because I am a social
animal, but because being around other beings who also perceive and interact with
the world holds the reality of that world into place for me. I can only perceive
the world from the central point of my body. I can only view something like an
apple from one side of a time, but the possibility that there could be an Other — a
“there” to my “here” — perceiving the other side of that apple, holds that reality into
place for me. Guenther goes into detail about how people who are held in solitary
confinement almost invariably begin to lose their grip on that reality when that
relationality is taken from them. An example of this can be found in the writings
of Jack Henry Abbott, who was held in a solitary blackout cell in a US prison with
absolutely no light for 23 days, “I heard someone screaming far away and it was
me. I fell against the wall, and as if it were a catapult, was hurled across the cell to
the opposite wall. Back and forth I reeled, from the door to the walls, screaming.
Insane” (Guenther, 37)

I refer to Guenther’s work here, and her expansion of Husserl’s phenomenol-
ogy, because it offers an understanding of consciousness rarely seen in philosophy:
consciousness is a network, rather than something that exists in a localized, bound-
aried, unit. This perspective might sound familiar to those of us that have studied
David Hume’s bundle theory of the self, which he articulates in his work A Treatise
of Human Nature, in which the mind (or self) is “nothing but a bundle or collection
of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity,
and are in a perpetual flux and movement” (Hume, I, IV, VI). However, Hume’s
bundle theory still articulates the self as more-or-less a contained unit to which our

besides adding more trauma. What we need instead is to find ways to honor what
we still hold within ourselves after loss. We need to cry, to rage, to truly grieve the
loss of continued, dynamic relating while at the same time finding joy and a sense
of the sacred in what of them we still carry with us. What we may find in that path,
I hope, is that when we acknowledge the parts of others that live in us, and us in
them, we will find that we can keep parts of all interrelated beings we cherish alive
through continuing to relate to others.

For me, that means that every day I live, Galaxy will live on. My sweet, joyful
little companion of 13 years. Part of her consciousness is in me and will go on with
me still. Just as part of my consciousness will leave with her to wherever she goes
on to, even if the only place she goes on to is to the earth (there is something holy
even in that, I think). I live because she was in my life. I will live in gratitude for
her gift to me. I will carry part of her on with me always, and give parts of her
consciousness out to others, intertwined with mine in the giving. We will both live
on in that way. And in that way we will never be fully separated.

Onward to whatever is beyond this place, sweet one. I will do my best to see
you there safely. I will make sure your last moments are ones of love. I will send
you on your way with a precious part of me and I will keep the part of you you’ve
entrusted me with safe and close to my heart. Thank you, Gal, for seeing me as far
on my path as you have. I love you.

Bibliography

« Guenther, Lisa. Solitary Confinement: Social Death and Its Afterlives. Univer-
sity Of Minnesota Press, 2013.
« Hume, David. “Book 1, Part 4, Section 6, Treatise of Human Nature.



(88T ToyjUaND)) "UONIE JUBIYIUSIS [[€ JSOW]. UI0IJ PINI0[q PUE S[[D
UT Pa0O0] UTETI YOTUYM ‘SITPO] UMO I} J0] sarxoxd Surfimun se sprend Jo sarpoq
9y} 1N1031 s1ouostid SurmoryPys Aous3e Jo pun| JUSTEAIqUUE U }I9X SSI[AY}IAU
Jey} Inq juswystund pue UOIEI[e}aI JO JDUIOTA U} YIM SIAJISWAY} s1ouosLid 9y}
jsurede punoqal A[a1eWIin [[IM JBY) SUOIOR JO sILIas a[oym e Sureniur ‘uaddey
Suryjawos ayew os[e A9y} Ing ‘spmyj Aipoq s uosiad I1ayjoue Aq UOIJRUTUIBIUOD
JO JeaIT]) TRIIpAWOIq B pue JTjoquiAs © yjoq Sursod YIY IoY3 Y3m s1a01go Aeads
Aoy} op Auo joN 003 ‘dn 31 US> UBd NOA pue — JIYS AUI J8d ULD NOA U} YIYs
Jo 20a1d ® Inq Sumpiou wiJ JI, 109y ur ‘Suies ‘s1odady Iay] jsurede suodeam se
JUSWIpOqUID JB[N][D, JISY} UI S}O[S Y} PUE sajsem A[Ipoq UMO IT9Y} ‘Q0Ue]SISAI JO
SUBIW SB[ 91} JO dUO SUISN I8 SISO B JIYS UMO I} MOIY} OUYM SISUOSTIJ
quawauzfuo) Aip31j08 Ul [Te39p UI 303[qns AISA ST} OJUT SIA[P ISYJUANL) ‘S [[3}
03 Set] 31 18]} ST J1 JeUM 995 PUE ‘SSIUSNOIOSUO0D JUIPUIdIPIdIUT “PIJB[ILIIUT P IOM
-}2U ® Jo SuTpue)SIopuUN Mau Ino purr ul doay s 19] ToAdmol] "Aeme way} Sunoo|
JO _901AISS  9Y} SN S20p 9]elS U] 1By} [NJdJeId oq puB _jIOIABYI( JUSI[OIA JO PULY
JeT]} punore aq o} Juem 3 .uop I yury} o} pasoddns axe apy “A3ayes mo 10y dn payoo]
srenprarput asatjj daay] 03 JYSLI ST J1 Jerf) ST} WOIJ I2JUT 0] SN 9FBINOOUS SIY) JO SUOT)
-01dap 1SOJN JUSUIDIOXS UMO 1191} MOIY] USAS pUR ‘spIeng Yoe)e ‘WIey-J[as A[Jua]
-o1A oym s1ouostid pazerd  Jo ador) oy} PIaIoJUNOIUD dARY SN JO AURY “JUSIAUL
-U02 ATe}I[0S JO SWIIOIA 3T} JO SUOTIOR I} UT Passaidxa A[Tea[o PIau ST} 39S IM
-ooe[d ojur Aj11eaI JO
Surpuejsropun Aw pjoy Jouued suore suorssaxdw Ay A12I1}US SIT UT ST} I0J JUNOIDE
jouued J[os 9y} Jo A109Y} o[punq pajearrajurun d[dwis y -9a10019d 03 AJI[Iqe 1Y)
JSO[ 20UO JE [[B SISSIUSTNONISU0I JUIATEdIdd 19110 9211} B} ISPISUOD JOAD P[nom
I 210J3q Iej Surjeurdn[ey sem [ Jji opuom pJ ‘suonideorad umo Awr Suruorisanb
ATorerpawutut JasAwr putj A[PNI[ AI9A p[nom I }s91YSI[s Y} Ul pajoeal S[EWTU. 91}
93} JO auo J[3UIS ® J0U puUE I00[} Y} 03 Snur orurerdd Awr doip o3 ] 21am ‘Ing ‘31 aa01d
0] s[ewTue AW JO N0 S}IM I} 2IedS PUue nua 3j110AR] AW Yealq o) Suraey A[[enjoe
Qwr INOYIIM dwr 10§ 20e[d ojur A3Tear Jey3 sproy STy} Surmowy] isnf ‘sao91d parapeys
9} 97€313SOAUT 0] OBq UNI A[9JRIPIWUT UST[} pue 199§ o]dnoo & Jjo dojs pinom Addnd
9A®Iq-00} PO YIuOW / AW pue ‘paq a3} Iopun A3ayes jo 2oe[d 23110AL] I9Y 03 }IBp —
MO[[® SaU0q P[O Iy St AP[oInb se — p[nom Axe[eo ur[q e ur WooI 3y} I3[} p[nom
Jed 3], "9uI 0} UOIOe AW Jo AJITeal 91} 109[Ja1 A[jueisur p[nom s3aafqns uraredrad
IDU0 221} 253} ‘$2291d 03 T I9)IRYS PUR I0O[] Y} 0} SNUI O[UIEId) AU MOIU} 0}
I @1om ‘Auedwod 10§ Jed pue sSop om} Awr ym jusunede Aw ur pauryueren(y
"S9SSIUSTIOTOSU0D BNy JOYI0 YIIM Isnf jou pue Iay39503 1 J0NIISU0D
M\ TB3I SE I JO9JI1 0} pue AJ[edI Jet]} 0} 2Je[dIIdUI 03 s103[qns Surareorad 19110
Jo Ayqiqissod oy 3ses] Je noyiim soe[d ojur AJi[esar poy jouued 9| "SIdSUL INO
y3dnoatyy pues 3] s[rej uoridaorad jo jrun AIeII[OS B SB J[3S 9] ‘19AMOY JUSWIUY
-u0d Arejrjos ur paddern s1ouostid Jo JUNOJDE S IIYIUINL) JB A[}SIUOY] JOO[ dM U\
UIYIIM Passaoo1d axe pue 0} I9Ja1 <939 ‘seapr ‘suolssardur ‘suoridedrad ‘soouarradxa

Jo113 Ino ur sn 10J SUTY)AUL SIOP ISAU T OS ‘0) SIAJISINO WO AJnJSurueat
AJ[enjoe jouued 9M JBY} UOIJOR UI UOHIIPRIIUOD B PUER IDUI[OIA B ST ST} MOUN I
"S9AJOSINO UT)IM IPIJINS-ISPINTI B — [IAI] SSIUSNOIISUOD B UO JSBI[ J8 — JIUILIOD
0] pay[se SUIdq oIk 9\ ‘ST IPISUI SSAUSNOIISUOD ISYJ0 Y} JO OUSUBUIAI FUIAI[ 3]}
Jno gnus o3 jdurajje 109J9 UT am ‘ST} Op 0] AI} am USYA\ 'WEBII}S B I9A0 J3pLIq
® JUISSOID Se AJIsea se p[IOM-dU3}-UI-2q 0} SUBUI 1 Jeysm Jo Surpue)sIopun 2Irud
1oy jo 1red e Suraey Jo SSO[ pue YJ0ys J) YIIm [BIP UBD JUO JI SB  JT 1940 393 0}
‘ssaooxd a1} Suore arowr 0} painssaid are 9| ‘JOLIS INO UI SN SreJ ISOU dINJND INO
Jey} 219y ST jSu1vadd auop JON WD | 9Ipjaiajul 0] aNUU0I 71unal :dATyeradur
ue SuTea1ds ‘90uasaId s [93] A ‘SN JABS[ JOU S0P ‘SSIUSNOIISUOI [DNIID T
Jo 11ed 10B] UT PUER ‘SSAUSNOIISUOD INO U0 JoedWIT IIDY], 'S7 UI Way] JO Yonu os Y3
0S[e aA®RY] A31[} 9sNBII( A[ISUI]UT SIOUI 3] [[© SSO] JBL[} [93] M JASI[3( [ ‘ToYIIN,]
“UOTJe[oI U WA} 0} dABS 9M SN JO Jeym ST J] "0S[e Aeme UI0} Ud3q Ser| sn Jo
SuTy1aWos 1.y} S9A[as INO Jo sy3dop 1SaY}Ie] 9] UT J1 [99] A\ OPNIIULJ JO SSIUNIe]S
9} 9yem SIT UI S9AEd] pue Ajpiqrssod Jurpjojun orureuip jo Lol oy} Aeme saxye; I
“UOTJR[o1Ia)UT IO AJ1[iqissod Aue Aeme saxe) 1 ‘A[9]LWIIUT 0] 9JR[IIAJUT dM SIUO
a1]3 10J SUI[[D SIWOD JBIP UM ‘0S "9IUIPUIISURI) UT J[NSII ULD J1 ‘9AO0[ U] "BUINEI)
Ul S)[NS3I STY} ‘90UI[OIA U] ‘SN YJIM Op SSSUSNOIISUO0D I9YJO OS PUE DISY] IABI[ am
S9AJISINO JO SIOW 3] UOTIR[ILIa)UI Jet]) 1odaap pue 108U0] 9] PUE ‘(LM 9)R[S.II9JUT
9M SSIUSNOTISUOD ISYJ0 ATOAD UT SISSIUSTOTISUOD UMO INO JO s)red oABS[ dp\ “I0]
9A91I3 am sauo 3] A[desp dI0WI I0UOY PUE JOLIS INO IOUOY] 19119( UIAD ULD M ST}
Surzru8ooa1 ur 9qARJy 'SAA[PSINO Jo 11ed B 9SO[ 0p oM YIOM]IU B SB SSOUSTIOIISUOD
JNO(e SUOISN[OUOI INO e} IM JI ‘paspu] J[9sA Jo 1red © 150 94 ] Y] S[23] 11, ‘AeS
03 UBY} 1930 1 ure[dXa 0] SPIOM IS0 OU dARY AURJN "9AO] ‘SUIAI] OTWRUAP B 30UO
Sem 319U} 219U M 1Iedy InoA Ur AJUBdRA USPPNS B 3YI[ S]] "SUT[as] sIy} 03 yeads ued
SSO[ JO PUDY By} UMOUY SBY OYM dUOAUY ‘Suipuai © ST ‘9wl) SUO[ B I9AO0 0] PIjJe|
-91I9JUT AJJRTUTIUT JARY M SSIUSNOIISUOI MO[[3] B JO SSO[ o} A[[erdadsa ‘sso]
"W JNOYJIM UO dNUIIUO0D 0} dARY [[,2YS 212y tjjed jey) uo
jutod e ‘peaIp puR MOUY ] ‘ST 2121} YSNOY} USAF "UO SSAUSNOIISUOD I9Y}0 [NJISPUOM
st} Aueduoode 0] auI 10J SINJUSAPE S| J[IYMIII0OM B ‘PIISPISU0D SSUTY) [[e ‘ST
y1eap A[poo3 ayJ, ;ISP SUBSW IIYM _SOJRURL[] PUR ‘[[om 10 A[p00S sUBaw Yorym
N9 SPIOM Y9315 3] WOIJ S9JeUISLIO BISBURYIND PIOM 31} Jey} mouy noA pi(q
“pud 3} UaAd ‘Aol Jo auo aq 03 1] 19Y Jo AJ2ITIUS Y} Juem [ ') Aofud 0] 19y 10j
18318 00} ST SULIDYNS IS UaYM IJI] I9Y PUS 0} IT10YD 1) Sunyewr sapnjour romod
pue A1[iqIsuodsal Jey) pue ‘Our 0} S[qeIUNA AJOITIUD ST OYM IS}0 SUIAI] [NJISPUOM
‘AN ‘9N © Jo SUTaq-[[aMm PUE S]S2IIUI 1]} Ia)Je Y0O[ 0] J[asAwr uodn J1 003 | “Je1f}
UL} 210U I3y MO [ “Ing ‘uing adol 3y} Jo sIeds oY) AIIed sAeme 1Sea Je [[,] o
woxj Aeme sdifs A[euty 31 uaym jey3 A[IyS1} os 9JI[ 1oy ojuo dseid o) juem J 'JsIsal
0] JUBM ] "WBAIOS 0} JUBM ] "}1B3Y AW Y3noIy) 1933ep e oI] S[29J ] "sun] Awr uroxy
ITe Y] [[ SYONS 1 3YI[ S[23] 1 93I.[ 0S SWOO] I dUI YIIm WOOoI 3y} ut Ing ‘yred ay
umop Juryjowros 193U0] Ou ST AJITelIow 19y Jo AJI[eal 9y, ‘9[qelIAdUI pue [elIow



When all other avenues of affirming reality are taken from you, when you have
nothing so convenient as a ceramic cup to smash and nothing so interrelated as
animals to watch flee the sound, when you call to the only living consciousnesses
near you and they are instructed to ignore your calls to the point of acting like you
never spoke at all, what else is there to do but to resort to the only actions that will
promise to hold together a decomposing reality? Severed from the network that
holds our own consciousness to reality, we would all resort to any means necessary
to be touched by that network again, even if it caused only pain.

The Implications of a Networked Consciousness

Guenther’s articulation of consciousness as a network has implications far beyond
the torturous cells of solitary confinement (though we must never forget and never
cease fighting for the liberation of the people we have thus far abandoned to that
torture). Immense is the notion that I require others to reflect reality as they also
need me to do the same. We are not only necessary to one another, but intrinsically
interrelated. I not only need others, but I am others. Were it just about need, then
I would need to be surrounded by others constantly to know what is real. I would
require there to be a living being in the room at all times to know if I really did drop
and break my ceramic mug, but instead it is sufficient that there could be. I need at
least occasional true, living others to reflect reality to me, but even in solitude (not
the extreme, unalterable solitude of solitary confinement, but the simple solitude
of being a room with no other living beings in it) I carry potential Others within
my own consciousness. I drop the mug in a room with no other humans or animals
in it and therefore there is no one but me to react, but I have enough times shared
the experience of reacting to a loud noise or something breaking with Others that
I carry that experience with me. I can know the mug is real, and really broken,
because of this.

Further, this phenomenological account is not the only perspective that lends
itself to the possibility that our consciousness is an interrelated network. To con-
firm this, we need only look at the proof to be found in history, in culture, in lan-
guage, and down to the minutest details of our lives. I — as Hume would agree
full-heartedly with in his bundle-theory — am mostly a complicated conglomera-
tion of all my personal experiences, of all the things I've learned, of all the feelings
I've felt. I am the result of my victories, my failures, my traumas, and my recover-
ies. Not only this, but all of these feelings, all of these lessons learned, all of these
life events, are inherently intertwined with others. I interrelate with others, as they
do with me, and our experiences and histories interact and synthesis into a shared
experience. Even when I am not interacting with a living other — such as when
I read a book of someone who is long dead — their consciousness affects me and

changes me. Speaking even broader than that, it is not just the author of the book in
this example who is affecting me, but every single consciousness they every related to.
Every moment of their life, every heartbreak, every accomplishment, perhaps even
a dog that saved their life just by being there, that lead to them writing the book
that I read now, interacts with and entangles in my own consciousness. I, such as
there can even be a singular I, am the historical product of untold consciousnesses
in the dynamic, ever-unfolding act of interrelation.

Such is the part I play as well. In this network, not one of us has ever lived who
didn’t affect another. Even if I speak to someone only once, and even if they never
consciously think of our conversation again, I have left at least a small part of my
consciousness with them. There is no undoing of relationality. Perhaps knowing
this will allow us all to hold our words, our actions, and even our simple presence
with more intention than we often do.

Interrelated in Life, Ongoing from Death

Here then, is our moment to consider death in the face of an interrelationality that
extends beyond lifetimes. It would be easy, I think, to use this as a sort of denial
of death, and that is far from my aim. Death is a real, inescapable truth that is
unhealthy to deny. There are theories and faiths abound that lay claim to knowl-
edge of what happens after death, but there are many of us that lends no solace
to. Regardless of our individual beliefs, what lays beyond death can only ever be
a speculation, a faith, or a hope. It is my contention, however, that this need not
leave us feeling barren or that the ones we love vanish completely from the face of
the earth the moment their life departs us. If we lend credence to the idea that our
consciousness is part of a network of interrelationality, then we truly do carry those
we intimately interrelate with within us, even after the subject of that relation has
left us.

Finally, here I will speak of Galaxy again. About time, too. I can feel her — the
parts of her that live in me at the very least — wondering when exactly I was going
to bring her into this piece as I so thoroughly promised. The real her, on the other
hand, is breathing pretty heavily on my floor, watching me lovingly in the same
way she has every day we’ve spent together these 13 years. I am contemplating her
death and it’s a such a heavy thing to think of. As she’s gotten older over the years,
I've always had at least a glimpsing eye to her inevitable mortality, accompanied
by a horrible feeling of dread. At the end of summer last year I saw her struggling
to go on even a short hike with me and had a creeping feeling that I wouldn’t have
her with me much longer than the end of the following Spring. I've had the slight
touch of the prophetic in me on multiple occasions through my life and, looking at
her panting now near the end of Spring, I want to curse all that is prophetic and



