
FIROZ CACHa LIA 

Age : 23

Educational Level : B.A. presently studying B.A. (Hons.)

Detained : 27 November 1981 to 22nd April 1982

Hr Cachalia was interviewed by me and Mrs. A. Hannon on the 27th April, 

1982, five days after his release, in order to evaluate the possible 

psychological effects of detention.

Mr Cachalia reported that for the initial 3 weeks he was held in isolation 

and only had minimal contact with his warders. He stated that his cells 

were sparsely furnished and that he had no reading material. He also 

stated that wnile at John Vorster Square during this initial 3 week period 

the lights in his cell were kept on throughout the night.

There is a considerable amount of documented evidence that social iso

lation and reduced sensory stimulation can be extremely stressful. 

Retrospective reports have been made by single-handed sailors and 

explorers (Ross, 1974), pilots (Bennett, 1961), political prisoners 

(Hinkle & Wolff, 1956) and prisoners of war (Deaton et_ al_, 1977).

Many experimental studies have been carried out to establish the psycho

logical responses to varying conditions of isolation and reduced sensory 

stimulation (eg. Zubek, 1969). However, it should be noted that these 

experimental studies cannot replicate exactly the conditions of detention, 

for obvious ethical reasons.

Mr Cachalia reported that during this initial 3 week period he experienced 

strong feelings of anxiety, despair and depression and that he became 

obsessed with himself and his situation. On a physical level, Mr Cachalia 

reports that he lost his appetite, constantly felt tired and lethargic 

and tnat he was not sleeping well. These reported symptoms concur with 

ttiose reported by people detained in isolation (Hinkle & Wolff, 1956) 

and are common responses to excessive stress (Everly & Rosenfeld, 1981, 

Jam's, 1971). Mr Cachalia reported that he tried to cope with the 

stresses in the following ways : physical exercise, sleep, communication 

with other detainees, fantasy and mental exercises and games. All



these coping strategies have been reported to be useful ways of coping 

with the stresses of solitary confinement (Deaton et al 1977). They 

appear to have assisted Mr Cachalia to cope although he reports that his 

anxiety became so great that ne requested an interview with a senior 

officer in order to find out why he was being held.

Mr Cachalia reports that after 3 weeks, his interrogation began and that 

it lasted for approximately six weeks. Mr Cacnalia's report of his 

interrogation indicates that the interrogation procedures used were very 

similar to the coercive methods used by the communists to elicit 

individual compliance (Biderman, 1957, Hinkle & Wolff, 1956) Basically 

these methoas aim to both increase the amount of pressure/stress on the 

individual and to reduce his ability to cope with it in order to bring 

about a condition of debility, dependency and dread (Farber et al , 1957).

During this period Mr Cachalia reported that he experienced intense 

fear (to the extent of losing control of his bowels on one occasion) 

and that he became very anxious and depressed, at times doubting whether 

or not he would survive the experience either mentally or physically.

He also reported that at that stage he believed both that he would be 

beaten until he gave them what they wanted and that they were capable of 

destroying him physically and mentally. On a cognitive level, Mr Cachalia 

reported that he had difficulty in concentrating, that he began doubting 

his memory and became confused and was not always sure what was reality 

ana what was imagination. On a physical level, Mr Cachalia reported 

feeling tense, having neadaches, being unable to sleep and feeling 

lethargic. These symptoms concur with reports of other people detained 

and interrogated in isolation (Hinkle & Wolff, 1956) and are those 

associated with severe stress (Everly & Rosenfeld, 1981) and acute 

traumatic neurosis (Janis, 1971). As the interrogation progressed,

Mr Cachalia seemed to become less able to cope with the continued stress, 

and at one stage he appears to have lapsed into a state of helplessness, 

a state which can develop into a clinical disorder.

Mr Cachalia reported that once his main interrogation was finished he 

still felt tremendous anxiety and tension and was very conscious of 

noises which might indicate that he was being fetched for further 

questioning. This latter reaction concurs with the findings that people 

who have experienced severe stress become sensitized to threat .cues 

(Janis, 1971).



Finally, Mr Cachalia reports that even after his release he feels 

depressed, that his sleep is disturbed and that he has difficulty in 

concentrating. These are all symptoms of acute traumatic neurosis 

(Janis, 1971) which is the temporary incapacitating personality 

changes which follow an extremely stressful experience. In addition,

Mr Cachalia reports that he is under treatment for a suspected ulcer.

The development of peptic ulcers has frequently been linked to excessive 

stress (Everly & Rosenfeld, 1981).

Points relating to the death of Neil Aggett

1- It is apparent from the above report that detainees experience a 

great deal of stress.

t. The amount of stress experienced by each detainee will vary not 

only because of different conditions, but also because of their 

perception of both the stress and their ability to cope with it 

(Chalmers, in press; Cox, 1978; Lazarus, 1966). This in turn 

would be partially determined by any past experience of detention. 

As Irving and Hilgendorf (1980) point out "Ignorance, little or 

no preparation and an unexpected sequence of events, all conspire 

to increase the level of stress resulting from confinement and 

isolation" (p 34).

3. There are considerable individual differences in the amount of 

stress which people can withstand. (Janis, 1971, Bukstel &



Kilmann, 1980, Hinkle & Wolff, 1956). However, any man will 

break if the stress is severe enough (Chodoff, 1963).

4. If an individual is exposed to prolonged stress with no apparent 

sign of let-up, and if the individual feels that he is unable to 

control his situation, i.e. feels helpless, then a depressive 

reaction is likely to occur (Everly & Rosenfeld, 1981; Cox, 1978) 

and this may include suicidal ideas (Cox, 1978). Possibly 

associated with this depression would be psychomotor retardation 

which Cox (1978) describes as "a form of relative inactivity, 

obvious in an extremely slow and apathetic response to any kind 

of stimulation" p 83.

5. According to Janis (1971) "one of the most basic psychological 

needs activated by stressful events (is) the longing for contact 

and psychological warmth from protective parents or parent 

substitutes" (p 14) and there is experimental evidence to support 

this contention (eg. Schachter, 1959). The presence of supportive 

others increases an individual's ability to cope with stress 

(Janis, 1977, McGrath, 1977). Conversely the lack of social 

support may reduce the individual's ability to cope with stress.

6. The role of social isolation in suicide is emphasised in many 

theories of suicide (eg. Choron, 1972; Douglas, 1967; Dublin,

1963; Durkheim, 1951; Gibbs & Martin, 1964; Maris, 1969 and 

Naroll, 1969) and after reviewing the empirical studies relating 

to the relationship of social isolation to suicide, Trout (1980) 

concludes that 'social isolation has a primary and direct role 

in suicide' p 19. In detention the individual is isolated from 

relationships which are significant to him and on which he may 

be highly dependent (cf point 5). It is probable that for many 

detainees this physical isolation from those close to them is made 

bearable by the belief that those persons support them. This may

I not have applied in the case of Dr Aggett, however. It is a 

well known interrogation technique to misrepresent facts and to 

claim that other suspects (detainees) have provided certain 

information (Irving & Hilgendorf,' 1980; Zimbardo, Ebbesen & 

Maslach, 1977) In the case of Dr Aggett, if this technique was



1. 

2.

3.

4.

used and he was confronted by information supposedly given by 

Or Floyd, it could have greatly influenced his perception of 

tneir relationship, especially if, as a result of the stress he was 

experiencing, he was confused and unable to accurately evaluate 

the information. Depending on the nature of the information it 

could have left him with the feeling of being deserted and hence 

have heightened his feelings of isolation.

It is clear from both Hr Cachalia's report and the literature 

that detention can be extremely stressful.

One of the most common responses to extreme stress is depression 

and a sense of hopelessness.

Commonly associated with depression are suicidal ideas.

Social isolation can result in those suicidal ideas being 

implemented.

SUMHARY:

Senior Lecturer and Temporary Head of 
the Division of Experimental Psychology, 
University of the Witwatersrand
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