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ABSTRACT

" This study comprises 32 cases of suicide colleeted
from the Egyptian prisons’ files from the year 1931 to
1980 in an'attempt to study rate and cifcuimséences con-
tributing to:suicide ih Egyptian prisons.

Results emphasized that despite the decline of
suicide rate over 50 years, yet it is much higher than that
of the general\population.

Majority of cases weré married young males of low
socio-acomomie class: acgording to their ocoupation and
level of education. They were convicted for crimes of
violence and they were sentenced for more than three
years. They committed suicide by hanging, falling from
a height and bumning, more: commonly dering the first
your of imprisonment. Emotional problems, bereavement,
disruption of sovial melatiomship were important determin-
ing factors for suicide. :

'INTRODUCTION
~ Suicide, like all forms of crime, is becommg more and more pre-
‘cocious (Rohn et al., 1977). Suicide reflects severe motlvatlonal deter-
minants : death is considered as a release from despair, pam Or ‘a sense
of a gloomy futuré. It is also a sign of severe pathiology; cértainiy the
" suicid¥ rate is one critétion of meifal iithess (Laufer; 1973).

Just as every death represents much sickness in the population at
“Targe, s6 does-every suicide in prison represent much bodily and mental
suffering (Tepp, 1979): :
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The prison population is clearly not: WW?GE the pogniiat-
jon at large; it différs in age distributiorr and in sociél ‘morbidity (Roth,
1972) Okasha and Sadek {(1975) reached a simitar conclusion -that
those in prisons represent different characteristics from those of the
general populatlon They found that schjzophrema, depressxon and
epllepsy were over represented in the prison population.

Goring (1913) and Topp- (1979) studied suicide in British -prisons;
they found that the rate of suicide in their prisons was more than three
-times that of the general population. They attributed this difference to
the tendency for violent crime and they had previoesv experience of
‘penal institutions. Topp (1979) added that the deaths occurred partly
as a result of a demonstratwe attention seeking behaviour and that

psychlatnc morbidity was an important determinant of suicidal
Lehaviour.

Suicide in prison is: a perplexing’ phenomenon which unfortunately
has not been widely investigated especially in Egypt, hence the aim of
this paper is to study this problem.

Data concerning suicide in prisons, clinical and social circumsta-
ncés coniributing to the acts were obtained from :

1) Official figures in the annual reports from 1931 to 1980.

2) Records held by the home office and prison department for all

‘prisoners who had certainly or probably committed suicide during
these years. '

In most cases the prison records were: detailed and it was bene-
ficial for eliciting the following data : age, sex, marital status, type of
crime, 1ength of time in custody, stresses prior to the act, methods of
suxcxde and the poss:ble psyehlatnc morbldlty
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RESULTS AND DISCUSS

How common is suicidal behaviour mEgyptunpmons? How
many prisoners committed suicide ? What are the circumstances that
‘preceed the suicidal acts ? And what about the psychiatric morbidity ?

Answers to questions like these often suffer from generally relymg
-on official statistics of questionable accuracy.

There were difficulties in obtalmng data from relatives of priso-
ners because of the length of time between the suicide and the time
of research. The psychiatrist did not examine the prisoners prior to the
ect, but information gathered depended mainly on what was written
in the prisoner's ﬁles by unqualified persons.

. Insplte of these problems, it was necessary to explore the pheno—
meron of suicide in Egyptian prisons through this preliminary study
as an invitation to design a suicide prevention program among
prisoners. '

(A) Suicide Rate in Prisons :

Suicide cases collected in this study comprise 32 cases from the

year 1931 up to 1980 (Table 1).

TABLE 1

Suicide Rate in Prisons

Years Number of Number of " Suicide Rate in

Prisoners - Suicides Prison/ 100,000
1931—1935 63153 4 6.33
1936—1940 71131 7 9.84
1941—1945 80432 1 1.24
1946—1930 89083 1 1.12
1951—1955 100513 4 398
1956—1960 121576 5 4.11
1561-—1965 114601 5 4.36
1966—1970 109951 3 2.73
1971—1975 93643 1 1.07
119761980 106468 1 0.94

TOTAL 950551

w
N

3.36
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The table shews the following :

The mean suicide rate in Egyptian prisons W;Gr’ the. poﬁod from
1931 to 1980 is (3.36/ 100,000).

Suicide rate as a whole in the thirties was higher than other deca-
des. It was 6.433/ 100,000 from 1931 to 1933, however the highest
rate of suicide lies between 1936 and 1940 being 9.84/100,000,
which could be attributed to :

a — The stage of the crisis of economic depression from which the
country suffered since the beginning of the thirties and was
stronger during the World War 11. ‘

b - The presence of a large number of potitical prisonefs who

felt goeat misfortune and maladjustment when they tried to
defend their cases. ‘ ‘

These reasons might lead the prisoners to reach the conclus-
jon that death is the only possible solution to life’'s problem.

The rate of suicide in the forties was compasatively low being
1.24, 1.12/100,000 during the period from 1941 to 1945, and
1946 to 1950 respectively. These data could be explained by the
Palestinian war of 1948 which was a national war against Isracli
occupation and probably the period of general violence. was

" accompanied by a decrease in suicide rate which is considered

violence against self.

Suicide rate in prison began to sise from the early fifties t0 the
mid sixties being 3.98, 4.11, 4.36/100,000 in the following per-
iods respectively from 1951 to 1955, 1956 to 1960 and 1961 to
1965. This rise in suicide rate again may be due t0 the beginning
of the revolution of July 1952 and the presence of political unrest

and increased detention for political reasons, then the one party

systen which did not allow the Egyptian individual to_express
himself.

Suicide rate began tO decline from 2.73 in 1966 to 1970 to be
1,07/100,000 in 1971 to 1975 and being the least 0.94/100,000
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in 1976 to 1980. This decline in’ suicide rate in' Egyptast prisons
couli be sttitvatedl’ to': :

a — The war of 1967 then the change in the political systel ‘which

provided more’ individual freedom.

b — The war of 1973 whmh brought back the mdlvidﬁﬂ’ con-

fidence.

¢ — Thé mujor changes' iiside’ prisons which respect: humanity.
Now they teack prisoters relighon; skills and they engage
them in work and outings. They give them leaves to visit
their families and they treat them in a more humane way.

(B) Suicide Rate ifi Pisons Versus' General Population :

TABLE 11
Sticide Rate'th PHisons! Viersus General: Population

Smcid; Rate in

j 34

Suicide’ Rate in

Years Prison/ 100,000 General” Popula-

tion/ 100,000
1931—1935 6.33 141
1036-—1940 9.84 1.08
1941—1945 1.24 10.87
1946—1950 1.12 0.78

1951—1955 398 079
1956—1960 411 0:86
1961—1965 436 .78
1966—1970 2.73 0:43
1971—1975 1.07 022
1976—1980 094 0:12
MEAN 3.36 R

Table (2) “shows that suicide rate in prisoms as & vshole is about

five times more than that in the general population.

L&
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(C) Socio-Demographic Data :
Sex and age

30 meles and -oaly-onec.female commitied suicide in_our prisons,
but this finding bears little “statlstichl’ significance becausé the ol
numbet of male and female prisonegs was not available to calwlate the

percentage of suicide rate in each gnoup, therefore comparison was not
done.

As shown in Table (3) the hlghest incidence of suicide was in the
age group (25 —34y) followed hy the age group (35—44y)
others. There is a tendency for suigide to be among the -youpger gnd
middle a age group but this does not reﬂect that suicide is less tommfion
in the older age group; probably ihe llfe span of Egyptian prisoners is
shorter than 60, and the vast mn]oﬁfy'of the prison population lies in
the young and middle age group. Our results’ confirmed ’diﬁercnt stu-
dies which pointed out that suicide in prison is commoner amoqg the
younger age group (Topp, 1979).

Maritsl Status

Broken homes is one of the major causes that creates ‘abnormal
bchavmur (Crow and Crow, 1956). These types of pathological families
_an associated w1th ‘breaking of emotlonal bonds and loss of unity of
:,fa.guly xdeals md t,he prevalence of antnsocml behakur and sulcldc
(Davis, 1975). Okasha and Lotaxef (1979) foumd that even attmypted
suicide is more common among the single, but the present study revc;a-
led that mamgd ynsonem showed the hxghest rate of suxcnde s7),
while 22/ were single nnd 3/ were dlvorced (Table 4). These ﬁqd-
ings were not similar to Topp’s. results who found that 79/ ‘were
single, separat&i and divorced. Early marriage “in Egypt and :cultural
.dxﬂerences may explain these discrepancws ) ‘
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TABLE 111
Ages at Time of Committing Suicide

——

Ages (yenrs) ‘No.ome | y/

15 — 24 6 18.75
25 — 34 10 - 31.28
35 — 44 9 28.12
45 — 59 4 12.50
60 — 64 , 1 3.12
65 — 74 ‘ 1 3.12
more than 74 1 3.12
TABLE IV
Marital Status
Maarith'S'tatui' " No. of Cases - o
Single - 7 ' 21.87
Married 24 75
Widowed — —_
Divorced 1 312

Residence before imprisonment

It was observed in our study that approximately an equal numbe
_ of those who committed suicide were from upper, lower and capital
of Egypt, 317, 347 and 35/ respectively, but no information about
" mobility was available. '
‘Economic state and literacy
Data had been accumulated on the incidence of deviance and
‘social pathology among the poor (Pearl, 1969). The majority of our
cases belonged to the lower socio-economic classes according to their
. occupation. 627 received education but none of them had completed
the secondary schools, while 387 were illiterate. Most of them were
engaged before imprisonment in full - or part - time jobs (967). This
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might be a contributing factor for their decision to end their. lives us
they became inactive and worthless.

(D) Type of Crime and Duration of Cuetody :

Our study revealed that suicide occurs most frequeatly among
those who anticipated a sentence for more than three years and those
who were imprisoned for crimes of violence. 35/ of our cases were
convicted for homicide and were sentenced to life imprisonment and
65,/ were convicted for theft, robbery and other crimes.

These finding support those of Goring (1913) and Topp (1979)
who found that a sentence of more than 18 months imprisonment may
increase the propensity to suicide, and prisoners convicted of crimes of
impulsive violence of crimes against morality were those prone to
suicide. '

167 of our cases killed themselves within the first month in custo-
dy, 41/ during the first year, and thereafter there was a decline in
the rate to 167, 15/ and 12/ among those who remained in custody
less than 5 years, 10 years and 20 years respectively. However, Topp
(1979) found that 417 of his cases committed suicide during the first
week and 537 during the first year. The decline of suicide rate with
the prolonged time spent in prison may be attributed to the adaptation
of prisoners to the prison subculture. ' ﬂ

(E) Stresses Prior to Suicide : .
 The relation between bercavement and subsequent suicide is im-
portant from its relevance to one._‘,of the most basic philosophical con-
flicts in psychiatry (Brown, 1966). This was as long ago as the publi-
cation of Freud’s essay on “Mourning and Melancholia” in 1917.

Qur study showed that bereavement was a very important stress
prior to suicide. 62/ of cases had parted with their beloved persons
‘due to imprisonment which they could not adjust to. ’

Emotional relations with their families were disrupted to the ex-
tent that most of them were not visited by their family members, thus
there were disruptions of both freedom and social relationship which
'made them vulnerable to dispense with their lives. - '

-,
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M) Methods of Suicide :

It was found that 567 of cases committed suicide by hanging and
strangulation, 38/ by jumping or falling feem a height, while 16/ by
burning aid corrosives. However, 90/ . of Topp’s (1979) cases killed
theﬁise‘ives by hanging ‘and the rest by other methods.

(G) Peychiatric Morbidity :

Unfortunately, data concerning previous psychiatric morbadity be-
fore impirlednment, consultation of psychiatrist -duwing - qustody, admiss-
we ‘svaluated the psychistric morbidity in our cases by the help of
reports ‘which sissessed the gemeral behaviour .prior to the suicidal act,
such as sleep disturbance, lack of interest, preference for loneliness,
rofusal of food, abuse of drugs, disturbed behaviour, agitation, excessive
worry, orying, ... etc

Granted the difficulties we faced in making psychlatnc diagnoses
bascd on some hcterogpnous non-systematlzed 1nforrnat10n, we cotld
assess that about 807 suffered from depressive disorders, 13/ from
,c‘rqg addlctmn, whlle it was very difficult in 7/ ol cases to reach a
probable diagnosis.

CONCLUSION

Over fifty yeats duration from 1931—1980 sui;ﬁide rate in prison
was_3.36/100,000. It showed a peak during ( 1936 — 1940 ) and.a
wane during (1965—1980).

Suicide rate was five times more common among prisoners than in
the general population because suiclde was oonceptuahzed by this de-
viant group as a sort of inverted murder; the criminal tendency was
tttrned inward.

_" The hlghest mcxdence of suicide was in the age group 25—44
yr‘ars which is probably the pqak age of prison popnlatlon
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Despite that suicide ratcsin the genergl population for single peo-
p}e are twice that of married (Seiden, 1969), yet surprisingly married
prisoners showed the highest rate of suicide which may be due to wo-
rries about their fomilies and parting from the femily members, so
they felt unwanted or neglected by their family membgss due to the
infrequency of visits.

The majority belonged to the lower socio-economic class accord-
ing to their level of education and oogypation, an ob.ﬁs%vption which is
also noticed in the general population. MacMahon et al. (1963) found
that the suicide rates of unskifled labourers and agricultural workers
were significantly gréater than the national @verage.

Suicide occurred most frequently amcmg those whe were conyie-
ted for violent crime and who anticipated a long sentence which was
a strong motive for killing tHemselves. '

~ More than half of our cases coramitted suicide during the first
year of imprisohméht because they were not yet integrated into thé
rhaln stream of prison population. They perceived life as an extreme
situation with lack of future plans; they felt unable to cope; their pe-
sgimistic. attitude rendered them likely to escape from the unpleasant
réahty into ‘le‘s‘s painfﬁl but also less adaptive behaviour. ‘

Emotional problems, loneliness and bereavement were main fac-
{ors amtecedent to suicidal beheviour. They might feel disruption of
both freedom and social relation. Undoubtedly, asomie or loss of in-
tegration into a social matrix and feeling of isolation might legd them
to loose interest in life and retreat to what is called by Durkheim
“Aniomic Suicide” (Henslin, 1971).

Psychiatric morbidity, especially depression, obviously increases
{he"suicide risk. This is particularly true in our sssmple who showed
signs suggestive of depression prior to their acts.

This preliminary study of suicide in Egyptian prisons may invite
new researchers to work in this field aiming to prepare 2 suigide pre-
yention program in prison,
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S s ABSTRAIT

Les Suicide dans les Binsns Reyptiennes

- Cette étude co;nprgnd 32 cas de suicide, collectionés des dossiers
des prisons Egyptlennes, durant la perlode de 1931 jusqu’ a 19@
danz le but d)étudier le pourcentage et les circomstances qp;gmtes
au suicide dans les prisons Egyptiennes. Les résultats soutiennent que
palgré le declin du pourcentage du suicide & travess: 50 ans, itest. d'ejd
malgré le declin du pourcentage du suicige: &- trgvgrs 30 ans, il est déja
beaucoup plus élevé que celui de la populatiori -générale.

‘La majorité des cas étaient de jeunes males, mariés, de classe so-
cioéconomique basse, d’aprts leur eccupation. et. lewr nivgay d’éducation.
1ls étaient condamnés & cause des crimes de violence, pour une période
de plus de trois ans. Ils orit cogithis ie guicide par pendaison, chute de
haut, et brulire, plus fréquemment durant la premiére année d’emp-
risonnement: Les probldmes émotibnels, la rupture des refations €dcid-
les, et le deuil, ont été des agents importants dans la: determination le
suicide.
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