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Recently an increasing interest has been shown on this country in the 
possible psychological effects that detention could have on an individual. 
This rise in interest is similar to that which occurred in the U.S.A. 
in response to the so-called ‘brainwashing1 of U.S. prisoners of war 
in Korea. This interest led to the research on sensory deprivation 
by Hebb and his co-workers in Montreal and to a number of other studies 
of the 'brainwashing* phenomenon. These latter studies were almost 
all descriptive in nature and few had any general theoretical framework; 
the notable exception being the paper by Farber, Harlow & West (1957).
This concentration on sensory deprivation, together with the fact that 
there was no general framework, has led to an exaggeration of the idea 
that detention and solitary confinement gives rise to a syndrome which 
is very different from any other behaviour. This, I believe, is a myth. 
The psychological response to detention is basically the same as the 
response to any other very stressful situation such as motor accident, 
combat, rape, prisoner-of-war camps etc. As Nancy Andreason (1980) 
puts it stressors such as these "all tend to produce a single syndrome 
that appears to be the final common pathway in response to severe stress"
(p.1518). This single syndrome has been called the post traumatic 
stress disorder. Although clinicians have long been aware of this 
disorder, it was only officially recognised in 1980 when it was included 
in the American Psychiatric Association's third edition of Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III) . They define it 
as follows:

"The essential feature is the development of characteristic symptoms 
following a psychological traumatic event that is generally 
outside the range of usual human experience.

The characteristic symptoms involve re-experiencing the 
traumatic event; numbing of responsiveness to, or reduced involve
ment with, the external world; and a variety of autonomic, 
dysphoric, or cognitive symptoms".

(1980 p.236).
The definition makes clear that the essential factor is that the individual 
must be subjected to a stressor that is outside the range of normal



human experience. There are those who would argue that detention does 
not constitute such a stressor but the psychological literature shows them 
to be incorrect for two reasons.

First, it is impossible to gauge how stressful an event is, simply 
by looking at the physical characteristic of that event. Research over the 
last decade has shown that the individual's perception of both the 
event and his ability to cope with it is a very important mediator of 
the amount of stress experienced (Chalmers, 1981; Cox, 1978; Lazarus, 1966). 
There are many factors such as knowledge, experience, abilities and 
dispositions, which will influence the perception of the stressor and 
hence the experience of stress. One factor which is particularly important 
in this context is perceived control over the stressor. If an individual 
believes that he or she has control over the stressor, the stress reaction 
is reduced even if that control is not exercised. Obviously this is 
because perceived control gives the individual a feeling of being able to 
cope. If the individual doesn't have that feeling of having control, 
the event can be very stressful and can lead to feeling of learned helpless
ness and depression (Cox, 1978; Everly & Rosenfeld, 1981). Information 
can play an important role in the perception of control in that it 
reduces uncertainty and increases predictability. With regard to the 
position of a detainee, Irving & Hilgendorf (1980) who wrote a report on 
police interrogation for the Royal Commission on Criminal Procedure, state 
"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). In addition Andreason (1980) states "where the 
stressor involves intentional cruelty or inhumanity as in the case of 
death camps and assault, the impact of the traumatic event may...be greater 
than normal. The impact may also be more severe than normal if the victim 
feels trapped or cornered and has no opportunity to fight back or escape" 
p.1519.

Secondly, there is a considerable amount of documented evidence that 
social isolation and reduced sensory stimulation can be extremely stressful 
(e.g. Bennet, 1961; Hinkle & Wolff, 1956; Ross, 1974). In this regard it 
is interesting to note that U.S. prisoners of war in Vietnam who were 
treated atrociously (Boydstun & Perry, 1980) regarded isolation and inactivity 
to be amongst the most serious problems they experienced in captivity 
(Denton et al,1977). The obvious question which arises is why should 
isolation be so unpleasant. There are many reasons why this is the case 
and I have not time to go into all of them, but one reason is particularly



important in regard to detention and this is the fact that when people are 
uncertain and afraid they seek the company of others (Schachter, 1959).
As Janis (1971), puts it one of the most basic psychological needs

widely accepted that the presences of supportive others increases the 
ability to cope with stress (Janis, 1971, McGrath, 1977) and that those who 
have such support are less likely to develop a posttraumatic stress disorder 
or to experience it in its most extreme forms (Andreason, 1980).

From the above it is clear that the trauma necessary for the development 
of a posttraumatic stress disorder is inherent in the experience of detention. 
Furthermore, it is clear from reports of detainees that this trauma 
incorporates the essential psychological component, viz., "feelings of 
intense fear, helplessness, loss of control and threat of annihilation" 
(Andreason, 1980, p.1519).

The second aspect of the DSM definition of a posttraumatic stress 
disorder related to characteristic symptomatology which must be present.
Many of the symptoms which ex detainees report that they have experienced 
during and after their detention coincide with those characteristic 
symptoms. Among the more common of these are the re-experiencing of the 
event in some way, a numbing of responsiveness to or involvement with the 
external world, insomnia, difficulties in concentration and depression.
These symptoms usually begin soon, i.e. hours or days after the stressful 
event, although in some people the disorder may be delayed for months 
(Andreason, 1980).

Although ex detainees tend to report having experienced similar 
symptoms, the intensity of them often varies. Obviously this is partly 
due to differences in.the way in which they were treated, as according to 
Baker (1980) There is a clear-cut relationship between the severity of 
stress and the chance of emotional breakdown (p.1832). Nevertheless, 
there are also various personal factors which will affect the way in which 
the individual will cope with the stressor. These factors include such 
things as personality disposition, self-concept, attitudes and expectations, 
and physical condition (Andreason, 1980). However, everybody has a breaking 
point (Baker, 1980, Chodoff, 1963) and as Boydstun & Perry (1980), when 
discussing Prisoners of war put it "most people have now come to realize 
that collaboration under conditions of systematic persuasion or torture 
is an unavoidable aspect of human condition, rather than inferiority,

activated by stressful events (is) the longing for contact and psychological 
warmth from protective parents or parent substitutes" (p.14). It is



weakness, or degradation'(p.2894).
In some cases where the stress of detention has been great and/or 

there is some predisposition, detainees appear to have experienced a ’Brief 
Reactive Psychosis' which is a psychotic reaction with symptoms such as 
delusions, hallucinations etc. which is preceded by a recognizable 
stressor (Lehmann, 1980). One of the essential features of such a disorder 
is that it is of a brief duration - sometimes only a few hours, and 
always less than one week (Lehmann, 1980). This short duration, together 
with a usually quick and full recover, does not mean, as is believed by 
some people, that the disorder is faked.

The last aspect of the effects of detention which I wish to look at 
today, is the long term consequences. The degree of impairment will vary 
depending on both the degree and duration of stress experienced and on 
individual differences (Andreason, 1980; Chodoff, 1963). There is evidence 
that the experience of severe stress is sometimes associated with enduring 
psychological impairment (Boydstun & Perry, 1980; Chodoff, 1963,- Klein 
et al, 1963) but almost all this evidence is from studies on prisoner-of-war 
and concentration camp victims and in both cases the individuals also suffered 
severe physical hardships, e.g. torture, malnutrition, disease etc. Hence 
it is possible that many of the enduring changes may be due to underlying 
psychological or organic changes.

In general, however, the symptoirs of a posttraumatic stress disorder 
seldom last longer than 6 months after the disappearance of the stressor 
and they usually resolve spontaneously. Individuals with health premorbid 
personalities and who have adequate social support are not likely to suffer 
lasting psychological impairment (Andreason, 1980). Interestingly enough, 
many of the U.S. servicemen who were held prisoner in Vietnam claim that they 
benefited from the experience even though they found it to be extraordinarily 
stressful (Sledge, et al, 1980). This of course does not mean that there 
was no actual disability, but it does show how one can adapt to various 
situations.

Finally, in addition to the stress related symptoms which may occur 
in detainees after their release, there may also be changes in their 
physical health. This prediction is based on the findings of the research 
on stressful life events which has shown convincingly that stressful life 
events are significantly related to the occurrence of physical illness,
which is not necessarily stress related (Chalmers, in press).

To conclude, I have attempted to show that the effects of detention, rather 
than being idiosyncratic, are in fact similar to other stress responses.



The advantage of such an approach is that we increase our understanding 
of the effects of detention in that we are able to extrapolate from the vast 
body of research on stress. This in turn should make it easier for both 
lay persons and professionals to assist detainees to readjust after thexr
release.
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