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Tamms Closed Maximum Security Facility (C-MAX) 
 

Opened in March of 1998, Tamms C-MAX is located at the southern tip of Illinois, 
360 miles from Chicago. Modeled after the supermax at Pelican Bay, California 
the partially underground facility was designed to hold prisoners in permanent 
solitary confinement.  Conditions in Tamms are tantamount to torture.   
 

Permanent Solitary Confinement 
 

• Many inmates are kept in their cells 24 hours a day 
• Certain inmates are offered one hour a day “yard” – in a small 

concrete cell with no equipment, taken alone 
• No two inmates are ever in the same room 

 
Extreme Sensory Deprivation 
 

• Perforated cell doors severely limit vision  
• No human contact, excluding cavity searches and shackling by 

guards 
• Acoustics make communication near impossible; inmates are 

often able only to hear screams 
 

Social Isolation 
 

• No phone calls to or from family or friends are allowed  
• Visits are no-contact, behind a glass wall, in shackles 
• Many inmates do not have a TV or radio, and none have both 
• Reading materials are very restricted 
• Tamms’ location and visitation policies place serious burdens on 

families of inmates 
 

At Tamms, prisoners are kept in isolation for years on end.  Not surprisingly, 
many men have developed mental illnesses while there.   
  
 Men in Tamms Often 

 
• Cut or otherwise mutilate themselves  
• Attempt suicide 
• Scream uncontrollably for hours on end 
• Cover their cells with their own excrement 
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When mental health treatment is offered at Tamms, it often consists of nothing 
more than stripping the men of their possessions (including their clothes), putting 
them in four-point restraints, subjecting them to twenty-four hour lighting, and 
controlling them with pepper spray and psychotropic drugs. 

 
Why are men sent to Tamms? 
 

No one is sentenced directly to Tamms; they are transferred from other Illinois 
prisons.  It has become a place where men are kept indefinitely with no 
opportunity to appeal. 

 
Some men are sent there for their gang affiliation, some for their behavior, and 
some because they are active litigators, jailhouse lawyers, or because their 
political organizing caused problems for prison administrators.   Some do not 
know why they were placed there. 

   
Some have been there since the day it opened, with no end in sight. 
 
 

 
 -Donnie White 
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Prolonged Solitary Confinement is Torture 
 

There is overwhelming opposition to solitary confinement in the medical 
community.  In “Psychiatric Effects of Solitary Confinement” (Journal of Law and 
Policy, Vol. 22. 325.), Dr. Stuart Grassian states: 

 
During the course of my involvement as an expert I have had the 
opportunity to evaluate the psychiatric effects of solitary confinement in 
well over two hundred prisoners in various state and federal penitentiaries. 
I have observed that, for many of the inmates so housed, incarceration in 
solitary caused either severe exacerbation or recurrence of preexisting 
illness, or the appearance of an acute mental illness in individuals who 
had previously been free of any such illness. (333) 

 
The International Psychological Trauma Symposium (IPTS) agrees.  They argue 
in the “The Istanbul Statement on the Use and Effects of Solitary Confinement” 
that 

 
As a general principle solitary confinement should only be used in very 
exceptional cases, for as short a time as possible and only as a last resort. 

  
Tamms is Torture as Defined by the United Nations 
 

The IPTS argues in its “Istanbul Statement” that  
 

The use of torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment 
is absolutely prohibited under international law (Article 7 of the UN 
convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the UN convention 
against Torture (CAT), for example). The UN Human Rights Committee 
has stipulated that use of prolonged solitary confinement may amount to a 
breach of Article 7 of the ICCPR (General comment 20/44, 3. April 1992). 
The UN Committee against Torture has made similar statements, with 
particular reference to the use of solitary confinement during pre-trial 
detention... 
 
Principle 7 of the UN Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners 
states that ‘Efforts addressed to the abolition of solitary confinement as a 
punishment, or to the restriction of its use, should be undertaken and 
encouraged’. Jurisprudence of the UN Human Rights Committee has 
previously found a specific isolation regime to violate both article 7 and 
article 10 of the ICCPR (Campos v. Peru 9. January 1998). 
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Tamms did not Decrease Illinois Prison Violence 
 

Before Tamms opened, The Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) began 
implementing system-wide reforms to address violence in its prisons.  In “Cruel 
and Usual” (St. Louis Riverfront Times, Feb. 16, 2000), Bruce Rushton argues 
that 
 

By the time Tamms opened two years after reforms began, the number of 
assaults on staff had dropped to a 15-year low despite an escalating 
prison population. Assaults between inmates had also decreased, from 
763 in 1996 to 578. In 1997, a panel of outside experts reported the 
problem was under control: "In the Panel's opinion, gangs do not control 
the prison system today and the degree of influence has been significantly 
reduced.  

 
In “The Effect of Supermaximum Security Prisons on Aggregate Levels of 
Institutional Violence” (Criminology, Vol.41, No.4) Briggs, Sundt, and Castellano 
argue that 
 

Based on the existing research, it is difficult to justify the use of supermax 
on the grounds that it increases prison safety. (1371) 

 
Tamms is a Bad Investment 
 

According to IDOC’s website, housing an inmate at Tamms costs nearly twice as 
much as at any other adult prison in Illinois. 
 

Average Annual Cost per Inmate: 
 

• Menard : $19,190.00 
• Pontiac : $32,121.00 
• Stateville : $32,121.00 
• Tamms : $58,994.00 

 
Tamms’ long-term costs may be much greater, as Pizzarro and Stenius argue in 
“Supermax Prisons: Their Rise, Current Practices, and Affect on Inmates” (The 
Prison Journal, June 2004) 
  

An additional question arises as to whether it is worthwhile to place some- 
one in a supermax facility for the sake of reducing violence and 
disturbances within prisons (which research suggests is not 
accomplished), only to release that individual into society as less capable 
of normal social functioning than when he or she was sent to prison. (261) 
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About Tamms Year Ten 
 

The tenth anniversary of the opening of Tamms C-MAX will be in March of 
2008. 
 
A group of former inmates, families of inmates, artists, and concerned citizens 
formed Tamms Year Ten to mark this unfortunate anniversary.   We believe 
that Tamms has been open ten years too long. 
 
The campaign demands that the Illinois legislature address inhumane 
conditions at Tamms.  Meaningful reforms must be undertaken immediately, 
but we recognize that to end torture in Illinois Tamms must be closed. 
 
Tamms Year Ten is actively working with members of the Illinois General 
Assembly to introduce legislation to improve conditions at Tamms.  Hearings 
are being scheduled for this spring. 
 
Additionally, we are presenting a series of educational, artistic, and prisoner 
support events throughout the spring to mark the tenth anniversary. 
 

Contact: 
 
Nadya Pittendrigh 
773.241.4155 
YearTen@riseup.net 
YearTen.org 

 
Tamms Year Ten Events 
  

• 3/1–Saturday–10:30 AM. A Talk on “Human Contact Deprivation” 
Sacred Heart Parish  
337 S Ottawa St  
Joliet, IL  
 

• 3/3–Monday–4PM. Press Conference and Poetry Reading 
Jane Addams Hull-House Museum 
800 S Halsted 
Chicago, IL  
 

• 3/8–Saturday–2pm. Letter-writing to Tamms Prisoners  
Chicago Freedom School 
230 S Clark 
Chicago, IL 
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• 3/10–Monday–10PM.  Peace Party at Danny’s 

Benefit for Tamms Year Ten 
1951 W Dickens 
Chicago, IL 
 

• 3/15–Saturday–9PM. A Benefit For Tamms Year Ten 
Featuring Elmore James Jr. and Rupert  
The Hideout 
1354 W Wabansia 
Chicago, IL 

 
• 4/17–Thursday–6PM. “You Don’t Remember The Time You Do: Moments in the 

Lives of Prisoners” 
Gene Siskel Film Center 
164 N State 
Chicago, IL 
 

• 4/26–Saturday–11AM. Freedom School Communiversity 
All-day education on the prison industrial complex 
Chicago Freedom School 
719 S State, Suite 3N 
Chicago, IL 
 

 
Tamms Year Ten is Endorsed By: 
 

 
American Friends Service Committee–Chicago, Black People Against 
Police Torture, Campaign to End the Death Penalty, Chicagoland 
Coalition for Civil Liberties and Rights, Citizens For Earned Release, 
Coalition to Reduce Recidivism, Critical Resistance Chicago, Illinois 
Institute for Community Law, Justice Coalition of Greater Chicago, 
Midwest Books to Prisoners, National Alliance Against Racist & Political 
Repression–Chicago, National Lawyers Guild-Chicago, Saving Our Sons 
Ministries, Stateville Speaks, STOPMAX/American Friends Service 
Committee, Raising Awareness to Inspire Others (RATIO), Tamms 
Committee, Tamms Poetry Committee, Voices for Creative Non-Violence 
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“The Supermax Solution” 
Regan Good 
Originally appeared in The Nation - March 3, 2003 

 
The billboard at the east entrance to the remote rural village of Tamms, Illinois, reads 
"Tamms: The First Super Max," and below, in lowercase letters, "a good place to live." 
Inmates at Tamms, who live in a kind of state-sanctioned suspended animation, would 
tend to disagree. 
 
Confined to their cells, alone, twenty-three hours a day, inmates eat, sleep, defecate, 
urinate, read and write (if they are able), watch TV or listen to the radio (if they are 
allowed) in the same 8-by- 12 cell, often for years on end. The monotony, sensory 
deprivation and mandated idleness of supermax confinement is especially torturous for 
inmates who have-or who develop during incarceration, as many do-a serious mental 
illness.  
 
It is this fact that forms the crux of the lawsuit filed against the prison in 1999 by Jean 
Maclean Snyder, a lawyer at the MacArthur Justice Center at the University of Chicago 
Law School. Snyder charges that the treatment of mentally ill prisoners at Tamms 
amounts to cruel and unusual punishment, a violation of their Eighth Amendment rights. 
 
The lawsuit represents four plaintiffs, three of whom have attempted suicide. The 
MacArthur suit, like other challenges to supermaxes, was filed on behalf of the mentally 
ill among the Tamms population, but these suits are, in Snyder's words, "a surrogate for 
generalized legal challenges to supermaxes," which rarely prevail in court. 
 
In what has been interpreted as a direct reaction to the MacArthur Center's lawsuit, 
Tamms opened a special mental health wing, called "J-Pod," in February 2000. This 
high-surveillance unit receives inmates who are broken enough, according to Illinois 
Department of Corrections standards, to be relieved of continual isolation-in essence, 
Tamms created a special unit to combat the effects of its policies, rather than consider 
reforming the regime. Here inmates are allowed daily contact with mental health staff 
and some interaction with other inmates. Even in J-Pod inmates must "earn" their way 
out of Tamms by correcting their behavior. 
 
But as Snyder points out, many mentally ill inmates can't "behave," by definition. And for 
those stuck in solitary confinement, she adds, "there is nothing to be good at, there is no 
behavior allowed." (Since Tamms opened in 1998, only fourteen men have "graduated" 
from the supermax and been sent back to lesser-security prisons.) 
 
Craig Haney, a national expert on the mental health of US prisoners and a professor of 
psychology at the University of California, Santa Cruz, has watched as supermaxes 
have spread unchecked across the nation. Haney was one of the original witnesses in a 
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1994 federal district court lawsuit against California's notorious Pelican Bay isolation 
unit.  
 
The decision in that case stated that the mentally ill could not and should not be made 
to endure supermax conditions. Haney remembers the day he and a colleague first 
toured the facility. "We drove most of the two hours back to the airport without saying a 
word. It was as though we had seen the face of the future of American corrections, and 
it was terrifying. They had come as close as humanly possible to creating a long-term 
storage container for people." 
 
Inmates are not sentenced to supermax; they supposedly "earn" their way in through 
violent behavior, gang affiliation and an accumulation of disciplinary infractions in other 
prisons. 
 
The corrections sector insists these prisons work to keep both guards and other inmates 
safe, and historically, courts have deferred to their opinion. Currently, thirty to thirty-five 
states have supermax facilities, either existing as freestanding prisons or blocks of 
isolation cells in lesser-security prisons.  At any given moment, there are about 25,000 
people in long-term solitary confinement in the United States. 
 
Because they provide J-Pod for their most desperate inmates, Tamms officials believe 
the prison is both escape - and litigation - proof. After three years in operation, Tamms 
remains about half full, currently holding 265 inmates, though it has room for 500. The 
Illinois Department of Corrections says this is evidence of its careful and judicious 
selection; critics say it is evidence of gross overbuilding. 
 
Under current Eighth Amendment jurisprudence, healthy inmates have no meaningful 
legal recourse. Attempts like Snyder's to file challenges on behalf of seriously mentally 
ill inmates have better prospects.  
 
Snyder, who is now waiting for a trial date, has ample evidence of the brutal conditions 
and paucity of treatment facing her mentally ill defendants (although the Southern 
District of Illinois is a difficult place for inmates to get a fair hearing). A recent decision in 
Boscobel, Wisconsin, made it clear that the state must keep the mentally ill out of its 
supermax; another recent case in Florida was settled, with the main concession being, 
once again, that mentally ill inmates have no place in supermax confinement.  
 
Still, in each of these cases the basic supermax paradigm was reaffirmed. So the 
"normal resilience" inmates will remain in their cells, keeping track of time by the sound 
of the metal meal carts clanking down the wings. Ironically, their best hope for transfer 
or legal redress may be their own psychological collapse. 

 


