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My insistence on bringing the brain into this conference was dictated by the 

■fact that there is widespread distrust of disembodied psychological theories 

which are often regarded as insubstantial as dreams. People believe in 

tangible structures to which ideas can be tied and to which they can relate.

The way in which man behaves towards his fellows is determined by the 

brain - that complex organ which is not only concerned with the primitive 

animal need for self-preservation but which has slowly acquired the capacity 

to enable man to transcend his own narrow self-interest. This capacity 

for altruism tends to be relatively highly developed in many political 

detainees so that the task facing the security police during interrogation 

is to try to mobilise the latent power of the ancient animal brain so that 

self-preservation becomes the dominant force determining their behaviour.

The initial encounter with the security police is so anxiety— provoking 

that it automatically diminishes control by the neocortex which, as the 

most highly evolved part of the brain, controls rational thought, judgement 

and the functioning of conscience. The phylogenetically older part of the brain, 

the limbic cortex and hypothalamus, assume command in crisis structures because 

any threat to the organism requires the activation of autonomic and hormonal 

systems which mobilise the body for fight or flight. Neither course is open 

to detainees who are thus deprived of any natural resolution of a profound 

physiological upheaval. The perpetuation of this chaos causes a variety of 

somatic symptoms and a pervasive apprehension.

It is against this background of primitive limbic cortex arousal that 

the environment is then manipulated to further reduce the efficiency of the 

neocortex. A time-honoured technique is the unpredictable alternation of 

sensory restriction and excessive sensory input. It is well known that



the maintenance of conscious awareness and reality testing depends to a

large extent on a varying pattern of environmental stimuli. These are

conveyed to the neocortex through pathways in the brainstem. One of these
i ̂

pathways, the ascending reticular system, regulates arousal and attention 

and influences the cortical response to specific environmental sensory stimuli.

A paucity of such stimuli, especially if coupled with relative physical immobility, 

makes subject become not only less vigilant, but also shifts attention to stimuli 

arising from the centrol nervous system itself. This inner-directed perception 

which is not tempered by external reality leads to disruption of orderly thinking, 

loosening of emotional control, fantasy formation, distorted perception and 

hallucinations. Sensory restriction is then unpredictably interrupted by 

excessive sensory input in the form of prolonged, relentless tenaciously 

single-minded interrogation. Such startling variation in information input not 

only upsets the sense of ti me but makes the detainee unsure of his own personal 

identity and of the dividing line between his own thoughts and those of the 

interrogators and inevitably more open to suggestion.

During interrogation subjects are often made to stand for many hours. This 

not only engenders fatigue and bodily discomfort but affects the circulatory 

( system. A progressive diminution in central blood volume occurs as blood 

pools in the immobile legs and plasma fluid leaks into the tissues. Cardiac 

output and arterial pressure fall ; there is an initial compensatory increase 

in heart rate and vasoconstriction in some areas. The subject ultimately 

manifests restlessness, nausea, slowing of the pulse, reduction of blood supply 

to the brain and disturbance of consciousness and falling. If permitted to lie 

cumbent blood flow to the brain and restoration of full consciousness is 

rapidly restored but if this is prevented epileptic seizures may ensue.



Another highly effective method of increasing cerebral dysfunction is to 

interfere with the sleep/wakefulness cycle — that most striking of all the 

circadian biological rhythms. Sleep, that "balm of hurt minds" is disturbed 

in all political detainees not only by anciety but by keeping cell lights on 

all night, periodic visits by police officers and prolonged sleep deprivation 

during interrogation.

Sleep is not a passive switching— off of consciousness but rather a complex 

state during which marked changes in neurotransmitter, neurohormonal and protein 

synthesis occur in the brain. There are two distinct types of sleep during 

which the electrical activity of the brain as recorded on the electroencephalo

graph registers strikingly different patterns. Most of our sleeping time is 

spent in a slow wave relatively dreamless state but this is interspersed by

periods of fast, deep sleep which is usually accompanied by dreaming and rapid 

eye movements. It is called paradoxical or rapid eye movement (REM) sleep.

Its physiological significance is unknown but selective deprivation of it is 

thought to lead to lessened ego control. Man probably needs to dream because 

if deprived of REM sleep an increased percentage of it appears in subsequent 

sleep.

Total sleep deprivation impairs cognitive efficiency. Subjects cannot 

sustain attention, have difficulty in handling multiple data and when required 

to solve problems tend to react in a stereotyped fashion and ignore information 

from the past. This difficulty in mobilising events of the past has been thought 

to play a significant part in the making of false confessions. Some subjects 

develop psychotic manifestations (illusions and hallucinations) and paranoid 

delusions. Symptoms of neurological dysfunction such as tremor, defective co

ordination and muscle weakness are common.

Recent research has demonstrated marked biochemical changes even at 

intracellular level during sleep deprivation.



The sleep/wakefulness cycle is but one of rrany biological rhythms which 

may be disturbed during detention. Detainees are subjected to relative 

deprivation of sunlight which influences the formation of neuirptransmitters 

via the pineal gland. One well-known effect of this is to disturb the production 

of sex hormones but more widespread effects may well result.

Thus far I have dealt only with so-called non-invasive techniques to induce 

cerebral dysfunction. Less subtle methods are those of physical assault. 

Apparently a recommended method is repeated slapping of the face which causes 

considerable pain but does not leave a mark. The use of electric shocks 

appears to be widely used. Inflicting pain on individuals whose retaliation 

is inhibited must induce intense rage and humiliation which inhibits 

rational thought.

The incidence of head injuries is high amongst detainees. During the 

inquest on Mr Biko one of the district surgeons stated that if called to 

examine a detainee the two diagnoses uppermost in his mind were head injury 

or shamming. It is extremely unlikely that police officers are encouraged to 

inflict severe head injuries on detainees but the danger of this happening cannot 

<"■% be ignored in a situation where a detainee's frustration tolerance has been 

lowered by suffering so that he may provoke assault. The vigour with which 

he is subdued may be excessive. However, repeated minor head injuries may 

well occur during detention - these can lead to an insidious dementia one cf 

the features of the punch-drunk syndrome. This may not be recognised before 

irreversible brain damage has occurred. It is hardly reassuring to hear 

a district surgeon admit at the Biko inquest that he had very little confidence 

in his ability to assess neurological problems.



Insidious neurological damage may also be produced by the administration 

of neurotoxins. My department recently had the disquieting experience of

I ̂

encountering thallium poisoning in a political detainee but have no knowledge 

of how it was acquired. This heavy metal is odourless and tasteless ; it not 

only damages the peripheral nervous system causing a great deal of limb 

pain but also affects the brain so that cognition, emotional control and memory 

are disturbed. It seems inconceivable that anyone could use it deliberately 

on another human being but this case still remains a mystery and the patient 

has now disappeared.

The ascent of man on the evolutionary ladder has been slow and arduous

and accompanied by a progressive development of the neocortex. The human brain

compels respect and wonder. Its integrity must be maintained if we are 

to retain our tenuous separation from the brute.
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