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Light Behind Bars: Rethinking Light in Detention  

by Eline De Sagher  

Lighting in detention facilities is about much more than visibility. It shapes how people 

sleep, how they feel and how they experience time. It directly impacts mental health, 

physical well-being and a person’s sense of autonomy.  

At the recent workshop on Expanding Global Understandings of the Environmental 

Conditions of Detention, participants revisited this issue. One research presentation 

focused explicitly on sunlight deprivation, concluding that a lack of natural light can 

independently meet the criteria for torture. Discussions also explored how lighting 

reflects broader questions of control, dignity and what humane treatment truly means 

in practice. 

What Counts as Adequate Light Exposure? 

Many detention systems provide limited outdoor access and rely heavily on artificial 

lighting. International standards often refer to one hour per day in the open air, but 

participants questioned whether this is meaningful in practice. For example, if that hour 

is scheduled late in the afternoon during winter, it may already be dark. Others also 

questioned whether this one-hour requirement is sufficiently evidence-based. Several 

participants warned that setting a higher minimum could have unintended 

consequences, as these minimums often become the limit rather than the starting 

point for improvement. 

Workshop contributors suggested:  

- Increasing exposure to natural light beyond the current standard.  

- Measuring actual hours and quality of light exposure, rather than just theoretical 

access.  

- Recognising seasonal changes and location-specific challenges.  

- Clarifying whether artificial light that mimics daylight is an acceptable substitute 

in places where sunlight is scarce, such as the Nordic countries. 

Any effort to define “adequate” light exposure must be grounded in scientific research 

and account for geography, time of year and differences across facilities. 

Design Choices Matter 

Lighting problems are often the result of poor or overly restrictive design. Cells without 

windows, or with only narrow or dirty ones, deprive people of views of the sky or 

changing weather. Even when outdoor areas exist, these may be neglected, poorly lit 

or perceived as unsafe.  
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Outdoor access should involve the full physical experience 

of being outside: walking on grass, feeling sunlight, breathing fresh air, and even 

hearing the sounds of nature. Simply sticking one’s head out of a window, using virtual 

reality or looking at a mural of a landscape is not meaningful substitutes for this. 

Several participants highlighted the impact of having a window with a view. One noted 

how meaningful it can be to watch a tree change through the seasons. 

Anti-ligature concerns can lead to the removal of curtains, blinds or even light 

switches, but such restrictions should not go unquestioned.  

Simple design features can make a meaningful difference:  

- Curtains or blinds that detainees can operate themselves.  

- Light switches and dimmers, even in solitary cells.  

- A smaller reading light in addition to a main ceiling light, to support daily routines 

like reading or writing. 

- Windows with clear glass and long, unobstructed views. 

- Access to both shaded areas and direct sunlight.  

- Landscaped yards that are safe, welcoming and genuinely accessible. 

Artificial lighting systems should be adjustable. Some facilities already use glass that 

turns opaque, protecting privacy while preserving access to natural light.  

Autonomy and Agency 

One of the strongest themes in the workshop was the importance of giving people in 

detention some control over their own environment. The ability to switch off a light or 

to choose between sunlight and shade may seem small, yet these are meaningful 

expressions of autonomy that contribute to dignity and mental wellbeing. 

Currently, many detainees have no such control at all. In some facilities, lights remain 

on throughout the night. Staff may shine torches into cells to check on people. This 

practice, raised repeatedly by participants, was described as deeply disruptive, 

causing sleep disturbance and a constant sense of surveillance. These conditions are 

particularly damaging in solitary confinement, where the effects of isolation are already 

severe. In some cases, such lighting practices may amount to psychological harm, 

sleep deprivation or even ill-treatment or torture. 

Participants called for:  

- The ability to rest in darkness. 

- An end to shining lights in people’s eyes. 

- Risk assessments for alternatives like eye covers or smart lighting.  

- Curtains, blinds or switch-operated controls that restore privacy and choice.  

- Environments where people can retreat into shadow if they wish. 
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Health, Vulnerability and Inequality 

Lighting is not a neutral issue. It affects different people in different ways.  

- People with mental health conditions may be especially sensitive to poor 

lighting practices, which may worsen symptoms.  

- Individuals with certain medical conditions, such as light sensitivity, may 

become physically ill due to constant exposure.  

- A lack of sunlight increases the risk of vitamin D deficiency.  

- Some individuals are more vulnerable to sunburn or skin damage and may 

require sunscreen or protective clothing, which is rarely provided. 

The Bigger Picture: culture, design and imagination 

Improving light conditions in detention does not require cutting-edge technology. Many 

solutions are simple and inexpensive. Yet they are often ignored due to institutional 

culture, restrictive rules or a lack of political will.  

Anti-ligature policies are often applied in a blanket manner, removing functional 

features without exploring safer alternatives. Detention architecture frequently 

prioritises surveillance over comfort. Several participants noted a general lack of 

imagination, where decisions are made simply because “that is how it has always been 

done”, not because they serve any real purpose. 

Small changes, such as allowing people to personalise their space with soft lighting 

like fairy lights, can have a significant impact on morale and well-being. 

Conclusion: light as a right  

Light in detention is a fundamental human right essential for health, dignity and 

autonomy. Controllable and adequate lighting affects physical and mental wellbeing 

and helps restore a sense of agency in a restrictive environment. Simple 

improvements can greatly enhance quality of life, but meaningful change requires a 

cultural shift that balances security concerns with respect for human rights.  

 

 

Eline De Sagher is currently pursuing an LLM in Human Rights Law at the University of 

Edinburgh. Her work focuses on the rights of marginalised groups, with a particular interest 

in women’s rights and the situation of women in prison. 


