UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF

ILLINOIS

French v. Wills

French - No. 25-cv-1599-DWD - Decided March 24, 2026

SUMMARY

The court grants in part and denies in part defendants’ motion for summary judgment in an inmate’s 42

U.S.C. § 1983 action concerning access to Islamic religious services. The court dismisses the Equal

Protection claim without prejudice for failure to exhaust administrative remedies before filing suit and

dismisses the RLUIPA claim with prejudice because the plaintiff’s transfer mooted his request for

injunctive relief. The First Amendment claim against the prison officials may proceed.
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Defendants moved for summary judgment on exhaustion of
administrative remedies in a prisoner civil-rights action under 42
U.S.C. § 1983. The court granted the motion in part as to the Equal
Protection claim, denied it as to the First Amendment and RLUIPA
exhaustion issues, dismissed the Equal Protection claim without
prejudice, and dismissed the RLUIPA claim with prejudice as moot

after Plaintiff's transfer.

Summary judgment is appropriate when there is no genuine dispute as
to any material fact and the movant is entitled to judgment as a matter
of law. Facts and reasonable inferences are viewed in favor of the
nonmoving party. In prisoner-exhaustion disputes, the court may
resolve contested factual issues through a Pavey evidentiary hearing,
but no hearing is required when no genuine factual dispute exists and

the issue is purely legal.

Unknown; unpublished district-court memorandum and order.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Defendants established that French failed to exhaust available administrative remedies before

filing his First Amendment claim concerning denial of Islamic religious services.

2. Whether Defendants established that French failed to exhaust available administrative remedies before

filing his RLUIPA claim concerning denial of Islamic religious services.

3. Whether French exhausted his Equal Protection claim concerning allegedly unequal religious treatment

of inmates in the East cellhouse before filing suit.

4. Whether French's transfer from Menard mooted his RLUIPA claim because only injunctive relief was

available against the prison official in his official capacity.

HOLDINGS

1. Defendants failed to carry their burden of proving that French failed to exhaust his administrative
remedies concerning the First Amendment claim arising from cancellation or denial of Islamic religious

services. French may proceed on Claim 1.

2. Defendants failed to establish that French failed to exhaust the RLUIPA claim, but the claim must
nevertheless be dismissed with prejudice because French's transfer eliminated his ability to obtain

injunctive relief against the Menard official.

3. French failed to exhaust his Equal Protection claim before filing suit, so Claim 3 must be dismissed
without prejudice.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The exhaustion requirement is an affirmative defense, which the defendants bear the burden of proving.”

(Conclusions of Law, Legal Standards)

“Therefore, Plaintiff may only proceed on Claim 1 under the First Amendment against Defendants Wills and

Sterrett.” (Disposition)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

French, an IDOC inmate formerly housed at Menard Correctional Center, alleged that prison officials denied or
curtailed access to Islamic Taleem and Jumu'ah services and scheduled Taleem at the same time as law-library

access. He also alleged that inmates in the East cellhouse received less favorable religious opportunities than



inmates in other housing units. French filed several grievances, but the grievances concerning cancellation or
scheduling of religious services were not shown to have reached all levels of review before suit, while the
grievance concerning unequal treatment was not fully reviewed by the Administrative Review Board until after
the complaint was filed. French was later transferred to Western Illinois Correctional Center, eliminating his

ability to obtain injunctive relief against the Menard officials under RLUIPA.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The action originated as a multi-plaintiff case filed on June 6, 2024. The court severed Plaintiff French's claims
into this action on August 15, 2025, because he was the only plaintiff seeking emergency injunctive relief and
the exhaustion issues differed among the plaintiffs. Defendants moved for summary judgment, arguing that
French had not exhausted his administrative remedies. The court determined that Defendants failed to establish
nonexhaustion of the First Amendment and RLUIPA claims, but that French failed to exhaust the Equal
Protection claim before filing suit; the RLUIPA claim was independently moot because French had been

transferred from Menard Correctional Center.
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