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Sound Unheard: Acoustic Violence in Detention  

by Kanie Juanroyee 

This blog serves to introduce a developing area of focus concerning the role of sound in 
shaping the environmental conditions of detention. It forms part of a broader effort to develop 
global guidance on detention standards, drawing on insights from workshops involving experts 
from a wide range of professional and academic backgrounds including architectural design, 
monitoring, criminology, and lived experience. 

The reflections shared here are based on the workshop discussions from the second phase 
of the project, held in May 2025 under the title Expanding Global Understandings of the 
Environmental Conditions of Detention (ECD). Whilst the workshop addressed temperature, 
air, light, and sound as key themes, this blog focuses specifically on the role of sound within 
those wider discussions.  

Understanding Sound in Detention  

In recent years, there has been growing awareness that the environmental conditions of 
detention extend far beyond what is immediately visible to the eye. Yet, the crucial factor of 
sound is often side-lined and left unheard. Perhaps due to its invisibility and unpredictable 
nature, sound remains difficult to control and to regulate and even more difficult to 
acknowledge as a serious concern despite its potentially dire consequences. There also 
remains a significant lack of research on the long-term impacts of sound in detention, a gap 
which the ECD project seeks to bridge, with the May 2025 workshop contributing directly to 
this ongoing research. Whilst musicologists, including Morag Grant, have widely explored the 
use of music as a tool of torture, this project aims to build on that work by broadening the focus 
to account for a wider range of sound conditions and how they might be addressed through 
legal and policy guidance.  

From the constant ringing of alarms and broken heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 
systems (HVAC) to the echo of voices shouting down corridors, the clanging of metal cutlery 
in canteens or in some cases, almost complete silence, sound in detention is experienced in 
deeply personal and varied ways. These auditory conditions can have physical and 
psychological effects, raising pressing questions about how much control people in detention 
have over their surroundings, what this means when assessing the principle of normalisation, 
and what this lack of autonomy implies for their well-being and dignity. Sound conditions in 
detention are therefore a crucial human rights concern that demands greater attention. 

Key Findings from Participant Discussions 

A central theme that emerged during the workshop was how the harsh materials used in some 
prisons, such as concrete and metal, create echoey environments that amplify noise. This 
often occurs unconsciously, as the normalisation of concrete-heavy design prioritises security 
without fully considering its acoustic impact. This contrasts sharply with spaces such as visitor 
areas, which tend to use softer furnishings such as carpets and cushioned chairs which absorb 
sound and create a more comfortable atmosphere. Participants also noted that separate 
men’s and women’s prisons can differ significantly in how sound is experienced and managed. 
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This points to the complexity of sound in detention 
environments. For example, the distinction between the sound of aggression and 
aggressiveness was presented, illustrating how routine  
behaviours such as shouting can develop as adaptive responses to being heard in noisy 
settings. 

Throughout the workshop, it became clear that sound affects everyone differently. Factors 
such as age, neurodivergence, trauma, gender, culture, and personal preferences all influence 
how individuals perceive and tolerate noise. Furthermore, sounds familiar and comforting to 
some groups, such as the noise from cultural games, might be distracting or agitating to 
others.  Detention spaces therefore need to carefully balance these differing sound 
preferences to avoid unnecessary tension and to allow people the freedom to practice their 
cultural or personal expressions. 

Within this soundscape, institutional white noise also emerges as a constant yet often 
overlooked presence. Recognising and understanding this background noise is essential, as 
the overall acoustic environment of prisons profoundly shapes the lived experience of those 
in detention, whether consciously or subconsciously, and warrants careful evaluation.  

Besides the everyday noises that cannot be controlled, sound can also be used as a form of 
‘acoustic violence.’ This means using uncomfortable or loud noises to control, punish and 
intimidate people in detention. For example, one participant shared a story where a police 
officer intentionally left a radio playing all night to taunt a person being held in a cell. 
Sometimes radios, which might be given to prisoners for comfort, are deliberately changed to 
static noise to cause distress. This kind of use of sound as a method of control is relatively 
common practice globally. Participants noted that excessive noise levels can lead to disrupted 
sleep, anxiety and in extreme cases, hearing loss. Whereas prolonged silence can lead to 
disorientation, anxiety and distress. 

Recurring Concerns 

• Sound is often overlooked or side-lined when discussing ECD. 

• Hard materials such as metal and concrete, which are mostly used for security 
reasons, amplify noise. 

• Noise is difficult to control, especially sounds generated from people. 

• Sound is sometimes deliberately used as a method of control or punishment, yet this 
form of ill-treatment remains under-recognised. 

• Individual differences in how sound is perceived and tolerated are frequently ignored. 

These recurring issues show that sound is not only background noise. Excessive noise, 
silence, or sound used deliberately to distress, such as forced listening or performance, could 
amount to human rights violations. As sound is experienced so differently, such as by 
neurodivergent people or those with trauma, improving prison standards requires more 
responsive and rights-based approaches to care. 

Recommendations for Improving Acoustic Conditions 

Based on the discussions and insights shared by the participants, several important 

considerations emerged for improving how sound is managed in detention environments. 

These suggestions focus on recognising sound’s impact, accommodating individual needs, 
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and rethinking the design and control of acoustic spaces to 

create more dignified conditions that prevent harm. Although it is recognised that changes 

may be difficult in some cases, such as where funding or infrastructure limitations exist, 

shared living spaces still require thoughtful planning that addresses the diverse sensory 

needs of everyone who occupies them. 

• Sound should be recognised as a form of ill-treatment; terminology such as ‘sound 

violence’ or ‘acoustic violence’ should be developed to describe this. 

• The acoustic impact of building materials, furniture, broken pipes, HVAC systems 

and other similar infrastructure must be considered in detention design and 

addressed through maintenance and repair where possible. 

• Individual differences such as age, neurodivergence, disability, culture, gender, and 

personal preferences affect how sound is perceived and tolerated. These differences 

must be taken into account in both design and daily practice. 

• People in detention should have greater control over their sound environment. For 

example, headphones and earplugs should be made readily available to help block 

unwanted noise or to allow private listening. 

• Sound level (decibel) guidelines should be implemented, taking into account the 

health and specific sensory needs of individuals.  

• Further research is needed to understand the long-term effects of sound exposure of 

varying degrees in detention. 

Conclusion 

As detention standards evolve globally, it is crucial that the role of sound is acknowledged. 

Recognising sound as a factor of environmental conditions is significant not only to align 

detention practices with international human rights obligations but also to prevent forms of ill-

treatment that often go unnoticed. Whilst the humaneness of detention practice as a whole is 

increasingly questioned, prioritising the prevention of ill-treatment marks a critical step 

towards respecting the dignity and rights of those deprived of liberty.  
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