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ABSTRACT
A barrier is a structure or place specifically shaped by nature or human that prevents or
obstructs passage over a specific space. A barrier can also be an activity that limits social
communication or interactions, having a symbolic nature. The existence and functioning of barriers in
total institutions evolves together with qualitative changes within these institutions.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The functioning of all total institutions takes place in a space being limited by range of
barriers varied in terms of quantity and quality. Most barriers designed to isolate these
institutions from the outer world are of physical nature. Additionally, the degree of totality is
increased by symbolic barriers that function inside these institutions. Although many barriers
have been known and used since ancient times, the range of barriers being used in total
institutions is continuously modified in connection with the development of modern
technology. The primary division of barriers in total institutions is based on the dichotomy
[duality] of their physical and symbolic nature.
Natural physical barriers
Forests, deserts, high mountains, Earth’s crust, water, outer space, continental ice sheet.
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Artificial physical barriers
Wire entanglements, grating [bars], windowpanes, wire mesh fence, moats (fosses),
doors, drawbridge, palisade, walls, secure [safe] room, stairways, kerbsides, missing
doorknobs, sound absorbing barrier.
Symbolic barriers
Enclosure, quarantine, detention, internment, stigmatisation, ostracism, jargon.
Totality, as one of the primary variables necessary in studying the specific form of
institutions described in literature by E. Goffman, assumes limitation of the possibility to
make choices and take independent decisions, taking control of the time and space in which
subordinates function, of the existing diverse barriers, and annexation, incapacitation, being
accomplished under conditions of isolation.
The development of human civilisation determines the formation and use of various
barriers which, to varying degrees, restrict or prevent movement and interpersonal
communication. Part of the physical barriers is sometimes referred to as architectonic barriers.
They are situated, among others, on communication routs, in architectonic objects, in different
technical structures being found in particular in total institutions.
The beginning of the age of global borderland has made the personnel of total
institutions and the decision makers aware of the fragility and inadequacy of the existing
barriers, undermining the relevance of some of them.
The replacement of barriers operated by the personnel of total institutions by the newest
forms of electronically controlled ones raises understandable concerns about the security of
further employment and the necessity for acquiring new professional skills associated with the
operation of this equipment.
Nevertheless, the existing and functioning barriers significantly affect both the degree of
isolation and that of incapacitation suffered by the individuals being placed in total
institutions. While the degree of isolation is affected by physical barriers, the degree of
incapacitation is affected by symbolic barriers. Physical barriers are of quantitative nature,
whereas the symbolic ones are of qualitative nature.

2. NATURAL PHYSICAL BARRIERS
A natural barrier, in the form of forests and swamps [marshes], forces self-sufficiency
and contributes to the development of cultural separateness. Due to their large biomass, as
well as a high water content in the soil, forest ecosystems act as a buffer (regulator /
controller), as well as a barrier in the broadly defined environment.
Desert: an area of significant land surface, lacking dense vegetation cover due to little
precipitation and, at least temporarily, high air temperatures that makes evaporation exceeds
the amount or precipitation. In hot deserts, temperatures can reach 50 °C (highest recorded
temperature is 57,7 °C), whereas at night they can reach 0 °C; significant daily temperature
amplitudes, permanent moisture deficit and strong sunshine are also characteristic of them.
Sometimes, the term desert is also applied to the areas lacking dense vegetation due to other
reasons than predominance of evaporation over precipitation, e.g. to ice deserts. There are
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also expressions semantically distant from the basic term, such as a lichen desert. Strict
defining the term “desert” encounters difficulties because it flows smoothly into a semi-desert
and then into a desert steppe. dry steppe and steppe. As a result, there are discrepancies in
various source as to the total area occupied by deserts and semi-deserts.

Photo 1. Mixed forest
Source: http://www.buligl.pl/web/bialystok/aktualnosci_29

Types of deserts:
Due to the building material, the following types of deserts can be distinguished:
– rock, stone desert (hammada, reg) (e.g. a large part of Sahara and Tibet and part of the
Rocky Mountains),
– pebbly desert (serir) (e.g. part of Sahara, the greater part of Gibson Desert and part of
deserts in Australia),
– sand desert (erg) (e.g. Great Victoria Desert and Great Sandy Desert, Grand Erg
Occidental and Grand Erg Oriental, Kyzylkum and Karakum, Atacama, Ar Rab’ alKhali, Al-Nefud),
– clayey desert (kevir, takyr, playa) (to be found in the Persian Plateau),
– salt flat (e.g. Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia),
– ice desert (polar circles).
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Photo 2. Stone desert (hammada, reg) (Sahara, Algeria)
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 3. Gravel desert (serir) (Ahaggar Mountains, Sahara)
Source: https://www.google.com
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Photo 4. Sand desert (erg) (Sahara, Libya)
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 5. Clayey desert (kevir, takyr, playa) (Sonoran Desert)
Source: https://www.google.com
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Photo 6. Salt flat (Salar de Uyuni, Bolivia)
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 7. Ice desert (Antarctica)
Source: https://www.google.com

-52-

World Scientific News 69 (2017) 47-74

Photo 8. High mountains (high-altitude barrier)
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 9. Earth’s crust (open-cast mine)
Source: https://www.google.com
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Photo 10. Water barrier (vicinity of Alcatraz Island)
Source: https://www.google.com

– a barrier on the water, a type of hydraulic structures, a barrier damming the river valley to
raise water, usually concrete, reinforced concrete or earthen. A water dam can be built for
different purposes:
– flood protection,
– water reservoir and water acquisition,
– recreational amenities.

Photo 11. Barrier on the water (Lesotho)
Source: https://www.google.com
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Outer space (vacuum) – is characterised by a high vacuum, which prevents propagation
of sound waves in it, as well as makes heat transfer very difficult (heat transfer can take place
through radiation only). Outer space is penetrated from all directions by cosmic radiation,
including life-threatening ionising radiation – electromagnetic waves in the X-ray and
gamma-ray range and high-energy charged particles.

Photo 12. Outer space
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 13. Black hole
Source: https://www.google.com
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Outer space (black hole) – a region of space-time continuum that nothing (including
light) can escape from inside it because of strong gravitational effects. According to the
theory of general relativity, accumulation of sufficiently large mass in correspondingly small
volume is necessary for its formation. A black hole is surrounded by a mathematically defined
surface being called an event horizon that marks a barrier, a point of not return. It is called
“black” because it completely absorbs light that hits into the horizon, not reflecting anything,
just like a blackbody in thermodynamics.
Continental ice sheet – a thick layer of ice that covers a great area of land; is to be found
in Antarctica and Greenland. In Poland, it occurred during the Pleistocene glaciations.

Photo 14. Continental ice sheet
Source: https://www.google.com

3. ARTIFICIAL PHYSICAL BARRIERS
Wire entanglements – since the 19th century, these barriers have been made of barbed
wire fastened on wooden or metal supports; they have been given the name “wire barrier”. At
present, they are in the form of loose, entangled with each other coils of barbed or razor wire,
forming the so called barbed wire net.
Gratings [bars] – an open-work closing the opening (entry, window) or a type of fencing
of a specific space inside or outside the building. Grating is a type of structure that is made
most often of forged rods or prefabricated profiles [sections]. Grating is designed to hinder
access by unauthorised persons. They can also have decorative functions.
Fortress grating – a barrier made of flat bars with hook-like prongs that is most often
placed on the counter-scarp wall.
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There are many rules regarding the proper construction of grating so that it effectively
prevents access or getting outside (e.g. in prisons).
Grating is used to:
– make the so called portcullises in the Middle Ages,
– make fortress grating that hinders access to a dry moat in the 19th century,
– make spans, gates and wickets in the fencing,
– secure openings in the building (windows and doors),
– secure openings in the floor, paving, etc.,
– make platforms in industrial plants.

Photo 15. Concertina-type entanglement
Source: https://www.google.com

Windowpanes – specially reinforced used to restrict physical contact between prisoners
and visitors in penitentiary institutions, in accordance with the provisions of the criminal
procedural and executive law.
Wire mesh fence – open-work structures made of wire, being combined and stretched
between specially prepared and reinforced fence posts.
Moat (fosse) (from the Latin word fossa – a ditch, trench or canal) – a barrier in the
form of a ditch that surrounds the entire fortification or part of it. Ditches (moats) could be
filled with water (wet moats) or not (dry moats). In order to get to such a fortress, a
drawbridge had to be lowered. A moat is a big obstacle for invaders because it keeps them
away from the walls. Wet ditches were often used in Medieval fortifications where they
protected defensive walls of castles, etc. In modern fortifications, dry ditches were mostly
used; however, there were exemptions to this rule caused by various fortification thoughts and
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hydrological conditions of a given area. Ditches could be brick- or stone-walled (or covered
with concrete); the so strengthened wall is called a counter-scarp if situated on the outer side
of the ditch or a scarp if located on the inner side of it. To defend the moat, special works
were erected – sconces, caponiers and shooting galleries (counter-scarp galleries). Moats with
a triangular profile were defended from firing positions on the rampart. In a dry moat,
entrances to mining tunnels were often placed.

Photo 16. Prison bars
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 17. Windowpanes in a prison visiting room
Source: https://www.google.com
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Photo 18. Double wire mesh fences in a prison
Source: https://www.google.com

In the 19th century fortifications and those from the beginning of the 20th century, the
following types of moats can be identified:
– full-profile moats (with a trapezoid profile),
– moats with a flattened slope (with a triangular profile).
It was the most popular type of obstacle being found within fortifications. Fortress
ditches also provided an opportunity to prepare offensive operations in hiding; for this reason,
there also were often hidden paths on the outer side of ditches (shielded by a counter-scarp).
The bottom of a ditch could be protected by additional obstacles: fortress gratings,
entanglements, etc.

Photo 19. Castle moat
Source: https://www.google.com
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Door – a movable barrier (usually vertical), an element that closes an opening in the
building wall, together with a structure necessary to mount this element.

Photo 20. Prison door
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 21. Drawbridge
Source: https://www.google.com
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Drawbridge – a type of movable bridge in which at least one span is raised allowing
passage of water-craft. Raising the span is generally facilitated by using the counterweight
mechanism. Drawbridges can be one-leaf or double-leaf. In general, drawbridges are road
bridges, the exceptions are railway bridges, as for instance a railway bridge on the Regalica
River (Szczecin) and a bridge in Trondheim. Historically, drawbridges (one-leaf) run between
castles, towns and other fortifications and the space surrounding them. A moat or ditch was
under them. They were raised in the event of danger and generally also at night. The most
famous drawbridges include Tower Bridge in London from the end of the 19th century.

Photo 22. Palisade
Source: https://www.google.com

Palisade, stockade, paling – an element of old defensive structures in the form of fence
that consists of wooden, usually sharply pointed stakes driven into the ground, one by one,
vertically or diagonally, acting as a fencing, defensive structure. A palisade is a primitive
defensive structure used non-stop to the 19th century. In the Middle Ages, it was used in
defending strongholds, castle-towns and forts. Under conditions of stabilised fronts or in the
event of defending narrow passages, they acted as a fortification anti-personnel obstacle,
sometimes equipped with loopholes. Easy to construct, cheap but vulnerable to fire and rather
not durable, a palisade particularly often served as a temporary protection or element of field
fortifications. Palisades were constructed most willingly near forests because they were
constructed quickly and from the readily available building material. They were constructed
as a single row, double row (palankas), or a multi row. Typical construction of a palisade
consisted of small or medium-seized tree trunks aligned vertically, with no free space in
between. The trunks were sharpened on the top, and sometimes reinforced with additional
construction. The height of a palisade ranged from a five feet to nearly ten feet. Palisades
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were often constructed in conjunction with earthworks. They proved to be effective protection
during short-time conflicts of that time and an effective deterrent against small forces.
However, because they were wooden constructions, they were also vulnerable to siege
weapons. Both the Greeks and Romans erected palisades to protect their military camps or
borders.
Wall – an independent structure designed to restrict access to some place or to set
boundaries of a given area. One of the basic elements being found in most traditional total
institutions. In the past, a wall often served for defensive purposes, having the elements
adapted for conducting observation and fight and few strengthened gateways. The most
famous walls in history are the Great Wall of China and the the Berlin Wall.

Photo 23. Prison wall
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 24. The Berlin Wall
Source: https://www.google.com
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Photo 25. The Great Wall of China
Source: https://www.google.com

Secure [safe] room – a room used in intelligence activity for communication that
prevents eavesdropping to be used.

Photo 26. Secure [safe] room
Source: https://www.google.com
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Stairway – a communication barrier that allows overcoming height differences in the
built-in spaces and under natural conditions.

Photo 27. Stairs to the Shaolin Temple (China)
Source: https://www.google.com

Kerbside – a communication barrier that differentiates ways for pedestrians and
mechanical vehicles.

Photo 28. Kerbside
Source: https://www.google.com
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Missing doorknobs – a technical solution that prevents a person being dangerous for
himself / herself or for the social environment, placed in an isolated room, from getting out of
it by his / her ow efforts.

Photo 29. Padded room
Source: https://www.google.com

Photo 30. Sound absorbing barrier
Source: https://www.google.com
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Sound absorbing barrier – an obstacle (artificial or natural) that is set between sound
sources and places or structures being particularly exposed to noise (houses, residential
housing estates, public utility buildings, etc.). Within the area behind a sound absorbing
barrier, the so called acoustic shadow develops where the level of noise is being reduced
accordingly.
The basic physical parameters that determine the efficiency of sound absorbing barriers
are:
– acoustic resistance, and
– sound absorption coefficient.
Acoustic resistance, in other terms, is the amount of acoustic energy which is able to
pass through the sound barrier to an area being protected by it. Sound absorption coefficient
corresponds, in turn, to the amount of sound wave energy which, after encountering the
barrier, is reflected towards the source of noise.

Photo 31. A portress [doorkeeper nun] in the monastic enclosure
Source: https://www.google.com

4. SYMBOLIC BARRIERS
Enclosure (from the Latin word clausus – closed / enclosed) – an enclosed part of
monastic house or monastery. It is inaccessible for outsiders, especially of the opposite sex.
Monks / nuns can not leave it without proper approval from their superior. Religious orders
with strict enclosure are called enclosed religious orders. Only a few monks / nuns are
allowed to contact with the outer world and other people (e.g. about making purchases,
repairs, etc.). Enclosure was introduced by Saint Caesarius of Arles in 510 and popularised by
Pope Boniface VIII in 1298. The form and scope of enclosure is determined by individual
religious orders and monasteries. The most popular is the so called papal enclosure, i.e. the
one that is consistent with the principles set by the Holy See (see Article 667, Section 3 of the
Code of Canon Law). Enclosure means also canon law rules that restrict communication of
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monks / nuns with outsiders [third parties] and inter-ordeal regulations that determine the time
and scale of communication inside the order.

Photo 32. A room under quarantine
Source: https://www.google.com

Quarantine – a temporary isolation (formerly for 40 days, from the Italian term quaranta
giorni, meaning 40 days) of people, animals, plants or goods for which there are sufficient
reasons that they may be carriers of infectious diseases. The Act on the Prevention and
Control of Infections and Infectious Diseases in Humans of 5 December 2008 defines
quarantine as: “isolation of a healthy individual who has been exposed to infection in order to
prevent the spread of particularly dangerous and highly infectious diseases”. Quarantine
applies to healthy people, whereas seclusion of those suffering from an infectious disease or
suspected of having an infectious disease is termed isolation. On the other hand, the Act on
the Protection of Animal Health and the Control of Infectious Diseases of Animals of 11
March 2004 defines quarantine as: “isolation of animals in order to observe or examine them
aimed at excluding the possibility of animal infectious disease to transmit or spread”. The
equivalent of quarantine for animals suffering from and suspected to be suffering from an
infectious disease is isolation.
Detention – involuntary placement of a person in the mental hospital by a court decision
given in the course of criminal or criminal-fiscal proceedings. Detention can be applied to a
person who:
– committed an offence in the state of insanity as a crime or a fiscal offence;
– was sentenced to 25-year-long imprisonment or life imprisonment for a crime committed
in the state of considerably limited sanity;
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– was sentences to imprisonment without conditional suspension of punishment, to 25-yearlong imprisonment or life imprisonment for murder, inflicting grievous bodily harm,
rape, sexual exploitation in the state of helplessness and insanity, sexual abuse of the
relationship of dependence to the detriment of a minor or sexual intercourse with a minor
below 15 years of age, committed in connection with disturbed sexual preferences.
Detention is not a punishment but only one of the preventive measures. Detention is
being applied to individuals for whom there is a substantial likelihood that, because of their
mental disease or mental impairment, they are likely to commit again an offence of high
social harm or may again commit a crime against the person and his / her sexual freedom in
connection with disturbed sexual preferences. The end of detention is decided by the court on
the basis of a medical opinion of psychiatrists as long as they assess that continued detention
is not necessary.

Photo 33. A room in the mental hospital
Source: https://www.google.com

Internment (from the Latin word internus) – involuntary placement of certain
individuals at a designed place of stay, with no right to leave it. Typically, it applies to
individuals taking part in a war, i.e. disarmed military troops, which crossed the border of a
neutral country. It can also affect civilians (citizens of the states being at war). The conditions
of internment are regulated by the Geneva Conventions of 1949. In Poland, after imposition
of the martial law on 13 December 1981, some opposition activists were arrested and
transported – for a period of a few to several months – to internment centres located mostly in
prisons. Internment was for instance applied in Great Britain and Ireland in relation to IRA
members and supporters.
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Photo 34. Internees having a walk under the martial law
Source: https://www.google.com

Stigmatisation – a process of attributing denominators [qualifiers / attributes] it terms of
behaviour to individuals, social groups and social categories, with the result that they assume
the features being attributed to them and begin to act in accordance with the labels assigned.
The process of social stigmatisation (labelling) always takes place with determination of a
negative reference group, e.g. identification of someone who broke the law as a criminal.
Stigmatisation can sometimes cause depreciation of individuals and social groups. It is also a
basic mechanism of stereotype creation. The labelling has a reciprocal effect on the way of
“sick” self-thinking in terms of the categories contained in a stigma; an individual begins to
believe in possession of the attributed properties, identify with them and behave according to
the essence of stigma, fulfilling social expectations.
1. Delegation of the weakest member of family to the integration of a family system by
manifestation of his / her mental disorder pathology. The “sick” feels helpless and
powerless because of the lack of support for his / her anti-stigmatising activities.
2. Change in social status. An individual receives messages of distrust, fear and
suspicion.
3. Rejection by social environment.
4. Reduction of self-esteem, sense of security and self-confidence and trust in others;
increased sense of threat. This leads to the behaviours aimed at showing up the other
side of himself / herself; all the more the suspicion of his / her social environment
increases, which individuals interpret as “everything I do is wrong”.
5. Learned helplessness – thinking about himself / herself and thinking about own
behaviour in terms of having no influence becomes the rule. This leads to social
isolation, depressed mood and reduction of motivation to change the situation.
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6. Golem effect – a form of self-fulfilling prophecy that refers to negative evaluations of
own person. An individual begins to think about himself / herself as “mentally ill”.

Photo 35. A picture of stigmatisation
Source: https://www.google.com

Ostracism (from Greek word ostrakismos) – a political practice in the Ancient Greece, a
type of secret voting during which free citizens selected the persons being suspected of
striving for tyranny and deserving an exile from the city for 10 years. The name is derived
from the ostraka, referring to the pottery shards that were used as voting tokens, on which the
voters scratched the names of those thought to be a threat to democracy. It is sometimes
referred as to ”judgement by shards” but it is an erroneous determination because there were
no tribunal nor the parties to a trial during the ostracism procedure. Today, ostracism means a
social boycott (refusal or exclusion of someone by his / her environment); it is also the
simplest form of “passing a judgement” on somebody whose guilt is hard to prove.

Photo 36. Symbolic representation of exclusion
Source: https://www.google.com
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Jargon (from French word jargon) – the term jargon is used to refer to a language of
some social groups and professional sociolects [slangs], not territorial dialects. The jargon
understood this way is different from a general language primarily in vocabulary but these
differences do not refer to basic vocabulary. The exception is here the so called secret
languages, for instance the thieves’ Latin [cant], which also show differences in basic
vocabulary.

Photo 37. An example of modern jargon
Source: https://www.google.com

5. CONCLUSION
Barriers in total institutions constitute one of the most important qualitative parameters
for examining and determining the degree of totality. The existence of barriers indirectly
affects both the degree of isolation and that of incapacitation of the individuals who function
in these institutions. When creating total institutions, the society uses both natural and
artificial types of barriers. The formation of symbolic barriers becomes possible under nearly
optimal conditions which can be seen everyday in total institutions.
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