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SOLITARY CONFINEMENT

INTRODUCTION:

The aim of this document is to investigate the effects of solitary 
confinement on the human being. For this purpose attention will be 
given to the research on sensory deprivation and perceptual deprivation 
as x k h x x reported in the scientific literature. The research on 
sensory and perceptual deprivation is relevant since the individual 
in solitary confinement is in fact in such xxx a state. Halleck (1971, 
p. 287) says: "Many prisoners are subjected to solitary confinement. 
This is a form of sensory deprivation."

BXSIXX
DEFINITIONS:

^■Jolrnan, (1965 , p. 916) states: "Sensory deprivation involves the removal 
of perceptual experiences with which the person is most familiar and 
on which he is, in varying degrees, dependent for his body image ( 
kinesthetic, tactile, thermal, etc., stimuli) and those on which he 
depends for his social identity or environmental familiarity (back 
ground noise, hearing other people, etc.)'.'

|Zuckerman & Cohen (1964, p. 2) describe sensory deprivation as: "In

Corso (1967, p.550) offers the following description: "... the xxrixxHxx 
individual is isolated and restricted in a small chamber in which there 
is no light or sound; in addition, he is instructed to lie on a bed as
still and as quiet as possible......This is a state of x h x k h x sensory
deprivation," Corso further states that it is impossible to produce a 
state of complete sensory deprivation in an experimental situation.
The tern sensory deprivation is actually used, according to this 
author, to indicate that the level of stimulation has been reduced or 
altered in such a manner that it no longer conforms to an individual's 
normal range of exposure, nor to the usual variety.

general, the situations isolate ... (individuals).. under conditions
i which prevent or reduce patterned or meaningful perceptions."



According to Corso two experimental conditions are possible: "(1) the 
absolute reduction situation in which efforts are directed toward the 
elimination of stimulus inputs to the organism from the external
environment; and (2) the reduced patterning situation in which the 
stimulus-input levels are maintained near normal, but the patterns 
inherent in the input are modified or destroyed."

In a similar vein Schultz (1965, p.7*s) states: "..sensory deprivation 
experiments do not totally eliminate sensation but they do provide as 
low a level of sensory input as ^axxfex possible. .... Perceptual 
deprivation involves an attempt to reduce the patterning and meaningful 
organization of sensory input while maintaining a somewhat normal level 
of input. J4x ... Perceptual deprivation, then, involves a higher level 
of sensory input than the sensory deprivation technique but the 
stimulation received is totally devoid of any meaningful organization."

Zubek (1973) also distinguishes between "sensory deprivation" and 
"perceptual deprivation". "In the SD xixdith condition, efforts are
made to reduce sensory stimulation to as low a level as possible.....
In the PD condition, on the other hand, an attempt is made to reduce 
the patterning and meaningful organization of sensory stimulation 

le maintaining its level near normal," (p. 11/12)

From these definitions it becomes clear that two main variables are 
relevant with reference to a state of sensory deprivation, namely 
(a) relative lack of stimuli and (b) a relative meaningless, unchanging 
or constant environment. One or both of these conditions could be 
present in solitary confinement, if the individual is kept in a relativ 
ly Btopiyxei*iiz quiet and empty cell fexx cut off from outside stimuli

According to Zubek (1973)/"considerable experimental interest" had

the exposure of humans to a reduction in the level and variability 
of environmental sXxif stimuli. The first experimental work began in 
1951 at McGill University, Montreal to further understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying "brainwashing" - a term which was first used 
during the Korean War. The startling results stimulated research in 
several countries, including the USA, Bngland, the Netherlands, Italy, 
Czechoslovakia and Japan,

in an unchanging environme

RESEARCH:

during the 1950's and 1960's

been shown in the behavioral and physiological effects resulting from
r



•
Research was Further stimulated through the development of the space 
programme and by 197j, according to Zubek, mors than a thousand 
reports on various factors related to sensory deprivation have been 
published. " --- —

During the course of research on the effects of sensory deprivation 
on the individual, subjects were exposed to a variety of conditions, 
ranging from almost total isolation to lengthy exposure to monotonous 
environments. Although the reported studies differ in quality, a survey 
of the literature indicates that many projects were very carefully 
designed, Employing precise phychophysical and ether measures, uith 
adequate controls. (Zubek, 1973)

Depending on the precise circumstances and the individuals involved, 
various results mere obtained, indicating that sensory deprivation 
effects most indidividuals negatively.
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RESEARCH RESULTS:

One golden thread runs through just about all the research results and 
that is that exposure to sensory deprivation has a detrimental effect 
on nost human beings. In this respect Halleck (1967) says quite 
clearly: "Increased evidence from human experience and animal 
experimentation tells us that isolation from others leads to severe 
and sometimes irreparable damage." (p. 54) The harmful consequences 
of solitary confinement is also mentioned in the criminological 
literature, referring to events even more than a hundred years ago:
"In 1821, inspired by the Pennsylvania system, an experiment was 
conducted with a group of prisoners who were placed in solitary 
confinement to test its effect upon them. After it had caused much 
sickness and insanity among the convicts, the experiment was abandoned 
in 1823 as a hopeless failure." {Caldwell, 1965, p.509).

Corso (1967, p. 584) says: "The transient psychotic behaviors whic 
characterize some normal subjects under conditions of sensory depri
vation appear similar in many respects to those observed in clinical 
patients. Roth subjects and patients have difficulty in maintaining 
organized thought processes, in controling their own activities, and 
in separating imaginary and real experiences in relation to the 
environment. depression may set in with thoughts of suicide or
even attempts at suicide being present." _ ,

t - ' S S S = 5 "

^Wolman (1965, p. 916) states: "There is no doubt that experimental 
manipulation of the environment to reduce sensory cues and patterns . 
can produce behavioral and cognitive abnormalities, including 
hallucinatory experiences occuring in normal subjects. Generally, 
the more complete the sensory deprivation, the more quickly thinking 
and affective disturbances develop."

Heron, Doane & Scott (as quoted in C o r s o 1967, P.558) state quite 
clearly : "exposing the subject to a monotonous sensory environment 
can cause disorganization of brain-function similar to, and in some 
respects as great as, that produced by drugs or lesions."

Physiological effects of sensory deprivation:

According to Zubek (1973), of the various physiological measures 
studied, most emphasis was placed on changes in EEC activity.



Research on BEG activity under conditions of sensory deprivation 
were undertaken in several countries and "With only a few exceptions, 
all of these laboratories have reported changes in BEG activity
regardless of the duration of deprivation." (Zubek, 1973, p. 46)
Zubek gives a comprehensive survey of research projects involving 
EEG measurement under various conditions of sensory deprivation. 
Especially notable, amongst others, is a study undertaken on a group 
of individuals in a condition of social isolation.fBXxix^KxxsdXBfx 
XKRXRHxXjisx EEG abnormalities were found in most subjects. These 
abnormalities persisted after termination of the isolation and Zubek 
concludes: "these ... results seem to suggest that certain physiolo
gical aftereffects may persist for periods equal to the initial isola
tion duration." (p.48)

It should be noted that large individual differences were found in 
these studies and it is thus not possible to predict in advance what 
the impact of deprivation will be on a particular individual.

Schultz (1965, p. 56) concludes: "Impressive evidence does exist to 
support the proposition that level of activation, as reflected in 
BEG tracings, is influenced by sensory restriction. A clear shift 
to the lower frequencies in the alpha band has been consistently 
demonstrated. Furthermore, this decrease seems to persist for some 
time after return to a normal sensory environment." ^KkMitxxiissx
I C H H * X H X X X £ f e H * X g X H X ± ] g X

It seems noteworthy that variation in sensory input rather than level 
of input appears to be the critical factor. This was demonstrated 
by Zubek and Welch (1963) who found greater disturbance-of electrical 
activity of the brain under perceptual rather than sensojiy.deprivation. 
These authors also noted a close correspondence between behavioural 
performance under deprivation and the state of electrical activity 
of the brain. There were greater behavioral impairments under 
perceptual than under sensory deprivation.

According to Zubek decreases in body weight almost invariably occur 
during prolongend isolation under both restricted and diverse diets 
of a plentiful nature. The Japanese investigator Kitamura (1964) 
reported a loss in body weight of 5.7 lb after two days of perceptual 
deprivation, Weinstein et al (1967) a decrease of 3.8 lb after 3 days 
of sensory deprivation and Myers et al (1966) an average weight loss 
of 4.5 lb after 4 days of sensory deprivation. Control subjects
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showed a slight increase in average weight.

Losses in body weight in almost all subjects were also x* observed 
at the Princeton laboratory (Vernon, 1963). Follow—up measures 
indicated that these losses were regained almost entirely within 
the first day of release from isolation.

Effects of sensory deprivation on cognitive processes:

According to Corso (1967) nearly every experimental subject who 
experienced sensory deprivation for a relatively long period of time 
reported having difficulty in thinking coherently and in concentrating 
Some were unable to count consecutively for more than twenty or 
thirty numbers and others found it extremely difficult to talk. These 
effects occurred regardless of the general nature of the sensory 
deprivation conditions. "

According to Sohult z (1965) the extent of changes in intellectual 
efficiency seems to be related to some degree to the type of depri
vation employed. There are indications that impairments are greater 
after perceptual deprivation than after sensory deprivation. The

study of Zubek, Aftanas, Hasek, Sansora, £ Schludermann, Wilgosh 
and Winocur (1962) essentially confirmed the original XHMRxisii 
McGill experiments observing significant deficits in arithmetic 
problems, numerical reasoning, verbal fluency, visualization in 
two- and three-dimensional space, and abstract reasoning. Other 
functions, such as digit span, rote learning, recall and recognition 
suffered no impairment.

Vernon (1963) reported that "..fully one half of our subjects 
complai ned of difficulty in thinking. The typical complaint was 
simply that they could not maintain thought." (p.78) The subjects 
found this undesirable, disappointing and unpleasant. Vernon stated: 
"These findings tend to stress, it would appear, the importance that 
social interaction has for all of us.Xx*p&2$x .... One certainly 
cannot think in an intellectual vacuum, a condition produced in 
high degree by sensory deprivation." (p.82)

Affective changes under sensory deprivation:

Schultz (1965) stated that "..there seems to be little doubt that



exposure to conditions of sensory or perceptual deprivation is a 
stressful experience for many, though not all, subjects. .... Co n- 
fined subjects often report extreme boredom, restlessness, irritabilit 
anger, unrealistic fears and anxieties , depression, and physical 
complaints, rarely reported by subjects in control conditions." (p.99)

Scott, Bexton, Heron and Doane ( 1959) placed 18 subjects in perceptual 
deprivation for three to four days. They reported wrt the subjects 
boredom, development of a childish sense of humour, exaggerated 
emotional reactions, excessive irritation by small things, and 
annoyance with the experimenters, A few subjects reported that they 
spent a great deal of time fes brooding about things and dwelling 
on imagined injustices. Post-isolation interviews revealed the 
subjects' frequent surprise about the way they had felt during isola
tion, saying that they had been irritated out of proportion to 
the situation.

Leiderman, Mendelson, Wexler and Solomon (1958), as reported by 
£x Schultz, discussed certain clinical aspects of sensory restriction 
based on their observations in two hospitals during the course of 
their regular psychiatric duties. It is noted that these observations 
did not x x x ±b involve sensory or perceptual deprivation in the 
traditional sense but rather exposure to a somewhat constant, 
unvarying sensory environment. The authors reported the appearance 
of transient psychotic-like symptoms which they found in old and 
young, male and female, and in a wide range of acute and chronic 
clinical conditions. The specific symptoms included pathological 
manifest anxiety, delusions, and visual, auditory, and somesthetic 
hallucinations. The psychotic-like state did not respond to the 
usual medical or psychiatric regimen but, the authors noted, it did 
respond to appropriate manipulation of the sensory environment.

Freedman, Grunebaum and Greenblatt (1961), also reported by Schultz, 
confined their eight subjects for eight hours of perceptual depriva
tion and found that some subjects slipped into hypnagogic states.
One became overtly paranoid, accusing the experimenter of trying to n
drive him insane. Four of the subjects experienced changes in 
body image, e.g. arm^s seemed to be dissociated from the body; while 
others described fears of an unreal or paranoid nature, such as 
imagining that the building were burning down. Others still, however, 
were not negatively affected and found the situation quite pleasant.
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A study reported by £fc*s Cohen, Silverman, Bressler and Shmavonian 
(1961) in Schultz, involved isolating ten male and female
subjects individually in a small xh cubicle, where they sat in 
conditions of sensory deprivation. It is XX noteworthy that these 
subjects were not told how long they would be so confined. After 
only two hours the subjects exhibited a disorganized and perplexed 
state. 'Their facial expressions were bizarre, and reflected a 
marked feeling of confusionsx". A number of specific and 
varied fears were expressed. Several subjects reported that they 
were afraid of losing control of their thoughts to the point of 
insanity. Another subject feared that he could no longer sneak 
which led him to a fear of being unable to move. Only two of the 
ten subjects appeared to be comfortable in the chamber.

Smith and Lewty (1959) confined t»j twenty male and female subjects 
in sensory deprivation for as long as each subject could stand it.
The average length of deprivation was 29, 24 hours for men and 

}U8,70 hours for the women. The subjects were v isited and questioned
—?-lir_times a day. All subjects experienced anxiety and fequent
panic attacks. One subject experienced a severe depression with 
crying. Those who terminated early (five to six hours) gave 
unbearable anxiety, tension, and panic attacks as their reasons 
for leaving. Eighteen subjects became agaitated and restless while 
seven experienced body-image dxxXxxx disturbances. Nightmares 
involving suffocation, drowning and killing people were reported by 
five subjects.

Several xiii similar studies cited by Schultz and others provide 
essentially the same overall picture as the above. According to 
Zuckerman (1964) the following seems typical of sensory restriction 
effects: ±jcx

1. Difficulties in directed thinking and concentration;
2. A drifting of thought with fantasies and daydreams;
3. Disorientation in time;
4. Body illusions and delusions;
5. Complaints of confinement, restlessness and need 

for activity;
6.oomatic discomforts, e.g. backache, headache, pains 

in the neck, eyes, etc;
7. Paranoid-like delusions;
8. Hallucinations and images;
9.Various emotional reactions, e.g. anxiety and apprehen



s zh x sion;
10. Attention to residual stimuli;
11. A variety of other readtions including claus

trophobic complaints, loneliness and body-need 
complaints.

Schultz noted that a differential effect was brought about when the 
subjects knew in advance how long the deprivation siiixiaxtygix 
k x x x s X x would Last,

"SUBJECTS WHO DID NOT KNOW THE LENGTH OF 
CONFINEMENT SEEMED TO EXPERIENCE MORE SEVERE 
EMOTIONAL REACTIONS." (p. 119)

(When subjects did not know in advance) 
Schultz concluded on the basis of experimental results:/"It appears
that confinement periods as short as two hours were capable of
producing reactions at least as severe as the longer periods of
confinement when the subjects knew how long the experience would
last. This factor would seem to be a crucial variable in sensory
restriction research." (p.120)

&iexzitdKzx&xg£zggx£2Bx

Vosburg, Fraser & Guehl (1960) observed, while psychotic-like 
behaviour under sensory deprivation wqs evidently recognized, there 
was no general formulation of the content and sequence of thoughts 
experienced by subjects ̂ lile under conditions of sensory deprivation. 
They described the "transition from adaptive to breakdown behaviour" 
as follows: (Wolman, 1965) "Behavior in sensory deprivation (1) 
begins with an attempt at xdxXp adaption characterized by xyx 
cycles of successive excursions into memories starting from 
available external stimuli and ending in sleep, (2) breakdown from 
adaptive behavior by development of classic neurotic behavior, 
characterized by reduced exploratory facility and (3) ends in 
either flight or panic. The time axis for these developments is 
proportional to the severity of sensory deprivation and varies 
tIhhn from subject to subject." (p. 916)

From the literature it becomes quite clear that the majority of 
subjects in conditions of sensory or perceptual deprivation experience 
affective and cognitive disturbances which could in certain cases 
be so severe that psychotic-like symptoms appear. After reviewing 
research on hallucinations as a result of deprivation, Corso
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(1967, p. 579) concluded: " the psychological aberrations occurred 
not as a result of sensory deprivation, but as a consequence of 
isolation from meaningful contact with the environment."

A clear indication exists that individuals become more susceptible 
to propaganda or persuasion after having been kept in solitary 
co n fi nement.

wnfield (1965, p. 32) stated: "Methods of forceful indoctrination
land persuasive coercion .... can be analyzed and understood simply 
j as deliberate attempts to change behavior and attitudes by a group 
I of men who have virtually complete control of the environment in 
I which their captives live. Their victims are, in a special sense, 
isolated from those sources of consensual validation which normally 
reinforce their value standards and, consequently, their behavior.
The result is to create a kind of hypersuggestibility and receptivity 
to reinforcement of new values and expectancies because there is no

1 way, other than that permitted by those in control, to confirm a 
judgment."

Brownfield also noted (p.33):"From the present work, it is hoped that 
one may begin to see the relationship between man's dependence upon 
stimulation from the external environment for the maintanance of 
normal thinking, and how alteration or distortion of that environment 
can alter or otherwise distort thinking and behavior. The relation 
between brainwashing and isolation should become more apparent 
as we proceed."

Vernon (1963) is in full agreement with Brownfield as far as the 
effects of deprivation on susceptibility are c o n c e r n e d s o l i t a r y  
confinement became a routine prelude to brainwashing - the "softening- 
up" period, as it was called. It is not hard to imagine how effective 
such treatment could be." (p.26)

Zubek (1973) reviewed the literature on experiments in which the 
effectiveness of sensory deprivation and perceptual deprivation 
was investigated with reference to persuasion. He concluded: "..it 
is clear from this review of the literature that SD-PD conditions 
can produce an increased susceptibility to influence.." (p, 27).
He does add, however, that little is known about the variables that

Svy^eptibility to persuasion or influence:
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may affect its magnitude and nature.

One can thus conclude:

1. Solitary c o m  insment ujI.lI bs stressful, to various degress, 
for the majority of individuals exposed to it;

2 - Solitary confinement, depending on the precise nature of 
the variables involved, could lead tc temporary or even 
relatively permanent, pscyhotic-1ike reactions with loss 
of contact with reality, delusions and hallucinations;

3. In solitary confinement, especially when the duration of the 
condition is indefinite, an individual, feeling that he is 

Ij "losing his mind11 and in a state of extreme anxiety and 
|| panic, perhaps also experiencing cd elusions or hallucinations, 

could be driven to suicide as a desperate and only escape 
from an intolerable, nightmarish situation.

t*. Solitary confinement could lead to increased susceptibility 
■ on the part of the detainee to such an extent that he could 

be induced to make~inurf-td- or untrue statements which should 
as a matter of routine not be acceptable to the courts.
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