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The National Council of Churches (NCC) expresses thanks to Chairman Durbin, Ranking 

Member Cruz, and the members of the subcommittee for convening this important hearing on the 

brutal and unjust use of solitary confinement in U.S. prisons and for the opportunity to submit 

written testimony expressing our position. 

 

For more than 63 years the NCC has been the foremost expression of Christian unity in the 

United States. The NCC speaks with the voice of its 37 member denominations from Protestant, 

Anglican, Orthodox, Evangelical, historically African American, and Living Peace Church 

traditions that represent 40 million Christians in over 100,000 congregations. We seek to model 

unity and work together to promote God’s justice, peace, and healing for the world. 

 

Throughout its history, both on its own and with important coalitions such as the National 

Religious Campaign Against Torture (NRCAT), the NCC has called for an end to injustices 

apparent in the criminal justice system and sought to promote a vision of the peaceable kingdom 

and restorative rather than retributive justice. In November 1979 the NCC issued a statement 

entitled “Challenges to the Injustices of the Criminal Justice System.” In this statement the NCC 

called on “…Christians to seek greater justice where the criminal justice system affects persons 

accused or convicted of unlawful conduct and to promote and protect a state of justice in 

society.” Additionally, it stated that “(i)nequitable laws and arbitrary applications of law produce 

gross violations of human rights. Social injustice may be continued or increased by the policy 

and administration of criminal justice.” This statement also applies to solitary confinement when 

it is administered in a manner that is arbitrary, violates human rights norms, and exacerbates 

social injustice. 

 

In November 2007, the NCC adopted “A Social Creed for the 21
st
 Century.” Part of the creed 

called for “(a) system of criminal rehabilitation, based on restorative justice and an end to the 

death penalty.” This commitment to rehabilitation and restoration rather than retribution is based 

on the biblical injunction to forgive and reconcile with others who commit wrong acts, all of 

whom are fearfully made in the image of God. In God’s image humans are created to be in 

loving and just relationship with God and one another. Solitary confinement prohibits fulfillment 

of relationships, a way of being established by God. By seeing the image of God in our 



relationships with others, even those incarcerated, it becomes immoral to try and kill that image 

through the mental, physical, and spiritual torture of solitary confinement. 

 

Particularly troubling about the inhumane use of solitary confinement is its use against 

vulnerable prison populations, including victims of violence, the mentally ill, and women who 

are pregnant. At no time should a victim, a mentally ill person, or a pregnant woman be placed in 

solitary confinement. So called “protective” detention only worsens the condition of the mentally 

ill, degrades pregnant women, and prevents future victims from reporting abuse for fear of being 

placed in solitary confinement. New methodologies must be developed to protect these 

populations without recourse to solitary confinement and to treat rather than punish.  

 

This year, the NCC is embarking on a new priority area, mass incarceration. We do so, in part, 

because people of color suffer disproportionately and unjustly at the hands of a system that 

protects the privileged dominant culture. Unfortunately, there is a lack of sufficient evidence on 

the racial makeup of inmates in solitary confinement. Given that people of color are 

disproportionately represented in prison, it could also be possible that they are disproportionately 

placed in solitary confinement. Additional studies should be mandated to examine whether 

solitary confinement is not only an “administrative” tool but a weapon of racial oppression meant 

to break the soul of an individual with the collateral damage of the trying to break the soul of a 

people. Moving forward, the NCC will seek ways to expose and begin to dismantle the system of 

oppression known as mass incarceration and refocus the work of prisons back to rehabilitation 

and restoration rather than the mere warehousing of undesirables and retribution. 

 

So how can prisons move from just managing the warehousing of inmates to becoming facilities 

where rehabilitation and restoration can happen? First of all, more resources must be given to 

providing adequate staffing and access to inmates by mental health professionals. Even if 

inmates are not suicidal or homicidal, many suffer from depression or anxiety (conditions 

worsened by solitary confinement) that go untreated. Arguably, most inmates in prison have 

some type of either mental illness or other emotional issues that require attention as part of the 

rehabilitation process. 

 

New procedures need to be instituted as well to protect rather than punish victims of abuse at the 

hands of other inmates or guards, especially in cases where women are the victims given the 

additional power dynamics between male guard staff and female inmates. Victims must be 

allowed to have an advocate from outside the prison work on their behalf, provided by the state 

or federal government if the inmate is destitute. 

 

Congress also bears responsibility for responding to the overuse of solitary confinement. The use 

of private prisons concerned solely with the bottom line and not with rehabilitating inmates 

should cease. We ask Congress to allocate the funds necessary to provide adequate staffing and 

facilities to reduce overcrowding and provide more mental health services. It should also 

exercise its oversight powers to hold officials accountable for gross violations of human rights 

such as the overuse of solitary confinement and the punishment of victims of abuse. 

 

While much remains to be done, we are thankful for progress already made in reforming the 

criminal justice system. The Smarter Sentencing Act sponsored by Senator Durbin and co-



sponsored by Senator Cruz is a good first step. Also, Attorney General Eric Holder’s “Smart on 

Crime” initiative provides much needed progress as well. These measures should be viewed as a 

beginning point rather than an end. The NCC commits itself to continue to work with Congress 

and the Administration to alleviate suffering and end the horrible abuse wreaked by solitary 

confinement. In difficult struggles such as this, we continue to be inspired by Christ’s call to 

show compassion to those who are in prison. We are our sisters and brothers keepers. May we 

have the grace to recognize the face of Christ and the presence of God even in some of the 

darkest corners humankind can construct, the solitary confinement cells of our nation’s prisons. 

 

Thank you again for this opportunity. May the peace of God be present to each of you and to 

those who yearn for justice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


