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These were men Kate Edwards knew well. They had attended 
the spiritual talking circles she ran as a Buddhist chaplain 
in Wisconsin prisons. Some of them ended up in solitary 
confinement.

“They would start to change in dis-
turbing ways,” recalls Edwards, who 
continued to have contact with sev-
eral of these inmates—now through a 
glass partition, as they sat with hand-
cuffs and leg shackles. “They became 
unkempt, less able to focus. As the 
weeks went by, they would look more 
and more distressed. I was watching 
them disintegrate.”

One man she knew stopped eating. 
Another, while serving a maximum 

360-day term in solitary, attempted 
suicide. In response, she says, he was 
punished with an additional 360 days 
in the hole.

Edwards, a member of a faith-
based prisoner advocacy group called 
Wisdom, helped write a report on the 
use of solitary confinement in Wis-
consin. The group has used a life-
sized replica of a six-by-twelve-foot 
solitary cell, with a recording of the 
deafening racket made by prisoners 

within an actual solitary unit, to drive 
home the harsh realities of this form 
of incarceration to thousands of peo-
ple, in churches and public places. (A 
national group in Washington, D.C., 
has made its own replica.)

It’s been a lonely battle, with in-
tractable bureaucracies on one side 
and a largely indifferent public on the 
other. But now, at long last, there are 
hopeful signs.

“Do we really think it makes sense 
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A solitary cell at Waupun Correctional Institution in Wisconsin.

http://prayforjusticeinwi.org/
http://prayforjusticeinwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Solitary-Confinement-is-Torture.-WISDOM-Brief-3.pdf
https://vimeo.com/112913100
https://vimeo.com/112913100
http://www.nrcat.org/about-us/nrcat-press-releases/1072-st-stephen-episcopal-church-displays-replica-of-solitary-confinement-cell
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to lock so many people alone in tiny 
cells for twenty-three hours a day, 
for months, sometimes for years, at 
a time? That is not going to make us 
safer. That is not going to make us 
stronger. And if those individuals are 
ultimately released, how are they ever 
going to adapt?”

These words were spoken in 
mid-July by President Obama, at the 
NAACP convention in Philadelphia. 
They echo remarks made in March 
by U.S. Supreme Court Justice An-
thony Kennedy, who flatly declared: 
“Solitary confinement literally drives 
men mad.”

Of course it does. This has been 
known for years. Inmates in solitary 
are locked down in tiny cells, with 
nothing to do. They face crushing de-
pression and anxiety. They scream 
and cry. They slash and bite their 
own flesh. They smear feces on the 
walls. They try to kill themselves 
with pens, with paper clips, with 
bed sheets, with the metal from their 
glasses. If they survive, they are often 
punished some more.

Amnesty International calls the 
way solitary is used in the United 
States “a breach of international law.” 
A United Nations official has said the 
use of solitary for more than fifteen 
days may constitute torture, causing 
“harmful psychological effects [that] 
can become irreversible.” A U.N. 
commission, with support from the 
United States, approved rules in May 
banning the prolonged use of solitary 
(defined as more than fifteen days); 
the measure now heads to the Gen-
eral Assembly.

Meanwhile, hundreds of inmates 
in U.S. prisons have served years on 
end in solitary. A 2013 survey by the 
Association of State Correctional Ad-
ministrators garnered length-of-stay 

information from eighteen states. It 
found these states collectively had 
3,100 inmates held continuously in 
segregation for more than one year, 
including 200 in the hole for more 
than ten years.

There are currently an estimat-
ed 75,000 U.S. prisoners in solitary 
confinement, most in state prison sys-
tems. In recent years, there has been 
slow progress toward reducing the 
use of this form of extreme isolation. 
More than a dozen states have pur-
sued new policies, like banning the 
use of solitary for juveniles or inmates 
with mental illness.

New York State has ended the use 
of solitary confinement to discipline 
prisoners under eighteen. Arizona, in 
response to a lawsuit, has expanded 
mental-health treatment options for 
inmates in solitary. New Mexico has 
banned the use of solitary for juve-
niles, mentally ill inmates, and for 
periods of longer than fifteen days.

In Colorado, the number of in-
mates in solitary was slashed from 
about 1,500 in 2011 to about 150 by 
mid-2015. Rick Raemisch, head of 
that state’s prison system, has tes-
tified before Congress that solitary 
confinement is “overused, misused, 
and abused.” Raemisch’s predecessor, 
Tom Clements, was murdered in 2013 
by an inmate who was released direct-
ly from solitary into the community.

“Whatever solitary confinement 
did for that former inmate and mur-
derer, it was not for the better,” Rae-
misch, a former Republican sheriff, 
has written. Raemisch told me in an 
interview that the wholesale use of 
solitary showed how corrections has 
“lost sight of its mission” to rehabili-
tate inmates before they are returned 
to their communities.

“You can’t give up on trying to 

make them better,” Raemisch said, 
“because if you do give up, you’re 
going to make them worse.”

Solitary confinement breaks peo-
ple. It breaks their spirit and 

breaks their mind. It does so predict-
ably, and by design. It dehumanizes 
them, as well as their captors.

In 2014, I wrote a three-day se-
ries that ran in more than a dozen 
papers in Wisconsin. It focused on a 
particular solitary unit in the state’s 
oldest prison: Waupun Correctional 
Institution. It documented forty sep-
arate allegations of abuse involving 
thirty-three inmates, over a three-
year period. Two-thirds of these al-
legations involved a single guard: 
Joseph Beahm. 

Beahm has been accused of abus-
ing inmates in countless internal 
complaints and at least a dozen fed-
eral lawsuits. Most of these lawsuits 
have been rejected by judges; two 
suits were lost after jury trials. One 
case was dismissed because the in-
mate, Marcus Childs, missed a filing 
deadline. He had a good excuse, hav-
ing hung himself to death in his cell. 

Records obtained during the 
course of a five-month investigation 
confirmed the routine use of force 
against inmates in seg, involving 
tasers, pepper spray, knee strikes, 
“wall slams,” and other measures. All 
were described as necessary respons-
es to inmate behavior. In no case were 
guards disciplined; in many cases, in-
mates were.

One inmate, Leighton Lindsey, 
testified in court that he bit a correc-
tional officer in late 2011 in self-de-
fense. He said the officer was holding 
him down while Beahm was beating 
him. Beahm’s report of the incident 
states that Lindsey was subdued 
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with “strong side knee kicks and 
strong side forearm strikes.” Lind-
sey received a bloody gash across 
his forehead, a photo showed, and 
ultimately agreed to a plea bargain 
for biting the guard that added a year 
to his sentence.

In the three months prior to the 
biting incident, Lindsey filed at least 
five internal complaints accusing 
Beahm of harassment and threats, 
as other inmates have done. “He is a 
rogue guard, and you all know it,” he 
wrote in one complaint. “Everybody 
can’t be lying on this guy.” All of Lind-
sey’s complaints were dismissed.

A former inmate, Talib Akbar, 
wrote a letter to the Waupun warden 
in 2012 complaining that he watched 
Beahm throw a handcuffed inmate 
face-first to the floor, pin him down 
with a knee, and yank his head back. 
He noted that Beahm “has a habit of 
this kind of abuse.” The complaint 
went nowhere.

“It’s a psychological warfare envi-
ronment,” said former Waupun in-
mate Marvin Smith, who spent most 
of his seven years at the prison in soli-
tary, which in Wisconsin is called seg-
regation. “They know which inmates 
are weak. They know which inmates 
they can prey upon.” Smith claims he 
heard Beahm taunt Childs during a 
prior unsuccessful hanging attempt, 
before cutting him down: “There you 
go! Ah, ah, ah, a little bit more! You 
can do it. Come on!”

University of Wisconsin law pro-
fessor Walter Dickey, the former head 
of the Wisconsin prison system, said 
segregation “brings out the worst in 
everybody. You’ve got a structure that 
starts a human dynamic between peo-
ple that’s destructive.” He cautioned 
against allowing guards to work in 
solitary for extended periods. 

Wisconsin prison officials confirm 
that Beahm, who has not responded 
to requests for comment, remains as-
signed to the segregation unit at Wau-
pun, along with another guard named 
in multiple complaints. Several other 
guards named in multiple complaints 
have been promoted.

Brian Cunningham, a Waupun 
correctional officer who heads the 
union that represents state prison 
workers, denied to me that abuse of 
inmates by guards is prevalent. But 
he affirmed that working in solitary 
is “an incredibly difficult job to do,” 
in part because the conditions for in-
mates are so bleak.

“You know, he doesn’t come 
out,” he said. “He’s stuck in a cell 
the size of your bathroom. His bed 
is made out of concrete. His toilet is 
bolted to the wall. There is nothing 
good about seg.”

Undeniably, the nation’s courts 
have been actively complicit in 

perpetuating the horrors that go on 
in solitary. 

Last September, a three-member 
panel of judges for the Seventh Circuit 
of the U.S. Court of Appeals tersely 
upheld a district court’s dismissal of 
a lawsuit brought by five Wisconsin 
inmates with diagnosed mental ill-
nesses. The inmates challenged, as 
the panel described it, “harsh segre-
gation conditions that exacerbated 
their mental health issues, causing 
them to attempt suicide, engage in 
other acts of self-harm, and develop 
medical problems.” 

Judge Richard Posner and his two 
colleagues couldn’t find a problem 
with this. They concluded there was 
“no evidence that the defendants be-
lieved the conditions of confinement 
inappropriate for inmates suffering 

serious mental illness or for these 
plaintiffs in particular.” They also 
deemed the conditions of their con-
finement, including “two showers and 
four hours of outside recreation each 
week,” are not unconstitutional. 

Posner and his colleagues also refer 
in passing to segregation as “nonpu-
nitive.” But Wisconsin’s disciplinary 
code for inmates explicitly prescribes 
lengths of stay in segregation as pun-
ishment for certain offences. 

In April 2014, Edward Wall, the 
head of Wisconsin’s Department of 
Corrections, wrote an article to staff 
noting that one state prison security 
director “approved sending an inmate 
to segregation for 180 days for having 
kitchen spices in his cell.” The same 
security director was tossing inmates 
in the hole for not taking their medi-
cations—180 days for a first offense, 
360 days for a second.

“How do any of these things have 
to do with the safety and security of 
the institution?” Wall asked. Or, as 
he put it in a memo written about the 
same time: “Are we placing inmates 
in segregation because we are mad 
at them?”

The State of Wisconsin, under 
Wall, is making modest steps to re-
ducing its use of solitary. The num-
ber of inmates thus confined fell 
from about 1,500 in mid-2014 to 
about 1,000 in mid-2015. New rules 
allow greater flexibility in imposing 
discipline, and new attitudes stress 
rehabilitation over retribution.

Such changes have come from 
the conscience of people within and 
outside the prison system. They are 
a small start. But for advocates like 
Edwards, it’s not nearly enough.

From her perspective, “Solitary is 
torture, and any amount of torture is 
unacceptable.” 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1211986/lindsey-head-wound-from-dec-2011-incident.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1212244/akbar-letter-to-pollard.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCOURTS-ca7-13-03379/pdf/USCOURTS-ca7-13-03379-0.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1212598/vasquez-case-decision.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/doc/303
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/doc/303
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/doc/303.pdf#page=12
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/2188490/wall-article-on-segregation-april-2014opier.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1210961/ed-wall-memo-on-segregation-april-2014.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1373765/jess-memo.pdf


Copyright of Progressive is the property of Progressive, Inc. and its content may not be
copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's
express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.


