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Some notes on 

"Growth to Freedom"* 
A. F. RUTHERFORD 

~~~~Tll TO FREEDOM is an account 
I Notthways" Hostel for home· 
:ss borstal discharges (which was 
h:ry Usefully reviewed by J. H. 
l'itch . 
A. . In PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL, 
i ~nl 1965). Although this hostel 
gS Intended to help a rather extreme 
~oup of the borstal population. 
t{ ~il1er has a great deal to say 

at IS pertinent to all staff. It is Illy . 
l} lin pression that the book has 
ot been as widely read and dis. 

cUssed a' . S ff . . 
d s It ments. ta In reSI-cnt' 
t lal settings :are perhaps able 
th rationalise more successfully 
t an 1110st as to why they manage 
i~ do ~o little reading. an~ there 
s POSSibly a place in a Journal 
r~ch as this for summaries from 
\Iv cent publications. In this way 
t e can be constantly encouraged 
t~lexplore the therapeutic paten-

s of the institution. and at the 

'-------------------
'Derek . . . 

I Miller (Tavistock Publications, 
964). 

same time be warned of the anti· 
therapeutic and damaging aspects 
which can all too easily be accepted 
as inevitable. An obvious feature 
of Northways. for example. is its 
very small size. Perhaps the time 
is approaching when it would be 
right to take a sweeping look at 
our physical resources and re
allocate them according to thera
peutic needs. For example it might 
be appropriate for detention centre 
training to be done in some of 
our larger establishments and in 
this way release a number of small 
closed units for more flexible 
regimes. 
(1) IDENT.ITY 

The expectation that the boys 
who come to Northways would 
have seVere identity problems was 
fulfilled. The boys were generally 
rather sad and depressed and held 
themselves in low esteem. There 
had been a lack of good id~ntifi. 
cation figures in their past (in 'pa~. 
sing, Miller su~sests that thIS IS 
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r=erhaps why delinquency is most 
.;;ommon amongst low status groups 
-because of the lack of a good 
relationship with law abiding 
supportive parent-figures who are 
considered valuable). 

Miller holds that it is clinically 
valid to assume that if the disturbed 
adolescent can firmly identify with 
an adult one might expect behav
j.:mral and attitudinal changes even 
if the fundamental psychopatho
logy remains untouched. This he 
~uggests is the institution's greatest 
therapeutic opportunity. By con
sidering the experience of the 
Northways group he concludes that 
the opportunity has been missed. 

A basic aim at Northways was 
that the boys should id~ntify with 
significant staff members' persona
lities and with the mores of the 
system as a whole. Thus the staff 
would have to be people-

(a) that they could admire and 
respect; 

(b) perceived by the boys as of 
high status and felt to be 
caring for them; 

(c) able to withstand uncon
scious attempts by boys to 
be destroyed as worthwhile 
persons; 

(d) able to allow the boy the 
amount of responsibility he 

is able to handle. 

Miller also comments that age 
of staff is perhaps an important 
factor here. He considers that it 

ssiswas an advantage having an a t 
tant male warden who was abou 

. ce 
] 0 years older than the boys, SIn to 
the boys as a group tended t 
dismiss the standards of the neX 
generation. 

Miller also discusses the el~ 
hancement of self-control throU~ 
identification. The sort of deM'

t . a 
quent personality who IS re 
Northways has a weak ego struetu 

lover and, therefore, a poor contra , e 
his impulses. "Ego controls requl~ 
the individual to identify with tn: 
socially desirable attributes of t d 
environment in which he lives an . a 
the people with whom he ha~ n 
relationship. This populaUO 11 
brought to all their hu~a 11 
relationships a distorted percep;l~r. 
of others based on their prevIO ~ 

on
experiences. If they were une to 
sciously, or partially so, to star

n
t 'r 

. 1 ' t el beha ve like the peop e In , d 
environment whom they perceIve 
as goad, or to acquire their char~:~ 
teristics. they had to be able to ~1 te 
them, Thus their feelings of ae) 
(their negative transferenc d 
had to be understood ~y 
resolved in order that t ve 
might use their feelings of 10 of 
(positive transference), People It 
this sort in addition have a hars

is 
but weak super-ego (Le. there I 

' 'dua little control, but the indlVI f 
experiences a punitive lack °t 

• 'fica11 satisfaction), Thus when stgOi e 
l:gures in their environment af 

, , 't' e (even seen as ngld and pUOl tV t 
when they are not) any request tn

a 
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!~ey, might make is likely to be seen were felt to be caring for them. 
ft~sycho~ogicalIy painful super-ego raised the boys' self-esteem. In 

m WhICh escape is necessary." addition this positive relationship 
aft

In 
another section of the book. created control by identification. 

d ? a discussion about helping As the boys gave up their aggres
a~nquents to contain internal pain sive acts against society, they began 
Vy' anxiety (which would other-
h Ise be acted out at society's cost), to develop a feeling of self-respect. 
a~ m~kes an interesting point and so their basic feelings of 
g' ~ut Identification and the insight- inferiority were lessened. It became 
itlUg . process. "In adolescents more likely that the internal con
pr IS d.lfficult to be sure why inter- flict between '1 am worthless' and 

etatlons about the causation '1 am valuable' was almost auto
~f any set of feelings or actions 
th~ hel'p~ul, but in fact it appears 

t gaming understanding of one's 
QVyn m t' . . f be 0 IvatlOns IS 0 use. It may 
tu' however. that in the most dis
thrbed characters the understanding 
pr? ~rceive in other people may 
s ~anly assist them to make 
~tJ:factory identifications. They 
fuf ure by becoming like the help
th Person whose perceived qualities 
pe

ey 
appear to take into their own 

rSOnalities ... 

th Iden~ification with the mores of 
an~ social system is also important 
So • cannot be overlooked. As the 
tu clal system of Northways rna
bered• self-destructive behaviour 
jec~ame less marked. "As the pro
Stab' ,Continued it developed a 
\Iva IlIty and value in society that 
ga~ obvious to the boys. As we be
the' to Work more effectively with 
to ~ aggressive feelings. they began 
with cvelop a positive relationship 
the the whole new social system, 
fact staff and the psychiatrist. The 
b that these people whom the 
oys pe . d . rcelVe as hIgh status, 

matically resolved." 

There is a great deal of comment 
that would be relevant to include 
under this section. Amongst the 
points that Miller makes is the fact 
that most of the boys had Jived in 
institutions in which the sense of 
the personal importance of personal 
property is at a minimum. "A social 
system, such as a typical penai 
setting. which does not enhance an 
individual's feeling of the impor
tance of his possessions probably 
cannot hope to have such a person 
respect the property of others. 
Similarly. if the system does not 
respect the individual. since he is 
likely to identify with its attitudes, 
he himself is unlikely to respect 
others." 

Miller has made the point (which 
he does not refer to in this book) 
that an important context in which 
work in borstal should be seen is 
the opportunity it allows for identi
fication. and also how work 'can be 
arranged to help the boy feel 
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productive and valuable. (In his 
address to the Borstal Assistant 
Governors' Conference 1966.) 

(2) THE CRISIS OF SEPARATION 

A basic premise was that all the 
boys have had histories of separa
tion from significant people in their 
lives. This experience was likely to 
be felt by the individual as rejection. 
It was likely. therefore. that they 
would test out the adults in a new 
environment to ensure that there 
would be no recurrence. 

Miller maintains that often there 
appears to have been a failure on 
the part of borstal staff in this res
pect. Little or no attempt having 
been made to help them to work 
through aggressive feelings about 
the forthcoming separation involved 
in their discharge. This failure in 
part. adds Miller. resulted in their 
inability to identify with the posi. 
tive aspects of the institutional 
system. Miller says that he under· 
stands that this need is now stressed 
in training. 

At Northways there was an 
attempt to help the boys verbalise 
their feelings about their discharge 
from borsta!. This was to prevent 
acting.out that would lead to their 
return. Much thought was also 
given to the crisis involved in leav· 
ing Northways. A major goal was 
to help them to tolerate their feel· 
ings of loss without acting out their 
rage on the community. There was 
an attempt by the staff to under· 

stand their mixed feelings abo~t 
leaving and boys were given t e 
opportunity to keep in touch. 

One of the criteria for deciding 
when a boy was ready to leave was 
when it was considered that he 
would not react-out It would be 
stated to the boy th;t he would ~ 
ready to go out in three mont \ 
time. "Our basic attitude was that 
however much a boy acted-au 
his anxiety in the house he had t~ 
leave at the end of the time stated. t 
The decision would. in the fi~ 
instance. be conveyed by t.e 
psychiatrist. In the boy's eyes thiS 
made the psychiatrist both resp~n~ 
sible and "bad". a situation WhlC 
could be dealt with in the tranS
ference relationship; the warden 
was more likely to be perceived as 
"good" and thus could continue ~o 
give direct emotional support In

r 'd o what was. for the boy. a peno t 
great anxiety. Miller considers thar 
had they not stuck to the date 0 

discharge there would have been SO 

much gain from anti-social b~h~; 
viour in which the boy n1 lg

1d become involved. that we WoU 

have created in the community the 
attitude that all that was needed to 
stay was to "mes up" in some waY' 

In his evaluation of the North; 
ways' failures Miller considers t~ 
way that they responded to t ~ 
separation crisis. All three bOYd 
who left the project promptly a~e 
without any working through o! t d 
feelings involved were reconvlcte 
within three months. 
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of t{;~ comments on separation are 
if ta ~he more current importance 
larhe Increase in the borstal popu
li Ion means pressure in the direc-

on of earlier discharges. 

(3) AGGRESSIVE FEELINGS 

d ~ prime need of the boys was to 
e~ end themselves against the 
d' ~rgence of primitive feelings of 
p ISrntegrative rage. A heirarchy of 
sYchological defence mechanisms 

~~Uld be. see~ in the boy's attempt 
Contam hIS anxiety and anger: 

(I) Displacement and projection. 
(2) Perceptual anomalies (in an 

attempt to control the break
through of aggressive impul
ses). 

(3) Verbal confusion. 
(1) Acting-out in order to make 

external figures control him. 
Or to provoke situations in 
Order to become the injured 
person that needed to be res
Cued. Or would injure others 
and need to be punished in 
order to make reparation. 

(5) When all else fails destruc-
A live aggression was possible. 

to h main goal of the project was 
10 ' elp boys to find more socia
fO~'ChlI~ appropriate expressions 
not t e!r aggression. One result of 
\V actmg it out on the community 

as that it would be turned-
(1) against each other, through 

stealing or damage; 
(2) against themselves: 

(a) there were three suicide 
attempts during North
Ways' more unstable period. 
There were none after the 

hostel's self-esteem rose; 

(b) psychosomatic complaints. 
These have remained high; 

(c) relationship with girls
here there was a clear ex
ample of externalising their 
aggressive feelings; 

(d) economic affairs. They all 
experienced great difficul
ties in saving; 

(e) work. Firstly. they had 
never been trained. Sec
ondly. they had not come 
to terms with themselves 
as productive young men. 
(Due to their shocking 
experiences in their rela
tionships with their mothers 
they had never come to 
terms with their feelings of 
envy of women's producti
vity and their own mascu
linity.) They used their 
work inability as a self
destructive technique. 

The staff attempted to offer 
effective as well as intellectual 
insight into boys' aggressive 
feelings. An interpretation was 
likely to be most meaningful at the 
.time when the aggressive action is 
taking place. "It would appear that 
jf borstal staff are to fulfil a 
therapeutic role it is necessary for 
boys to be able to express anger 
directly to staff in an individual 
relationship." Miller adds the point 
that a staff member must avoid this 
in group situations as a SUCCessful 
attack would render him valueless. 
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On occasion the psychiatrist 
would direct the anger onto himself 
and allow the boy's "good-bad" 
approach to continue and, there
fore, continue to see the warden as 
good. This would give him the 
needed emotional support to get 
through the crisis. This technique 
h~'i already been discussed in rela
tion to the separation experience 
and it was used on the occasions 
when boys had to leave because of 
unacceptable behaviour. 
(4) WOMEN STAFF 

For the main part of the hostel's 
history the warden has been a 
widow with two teenage daughters. 
Throughout the book, illustrations 
are made of the invaluable work 
that a trained mature woman can 
do with psychiatric over-sight. "All 
the boys had suffered from early 
deprivation of maternal love, thus 
they found it extremely difficult to 
trust anyone, but particularly was 
this a problem with women." 

Maturity often took place as a 
result of a relationship being estab
lished with Mrs. D. She had a 
most difficult task having to tolerate 
the attention seeking greed of most 
of the boys. On occasion she was 
able to interpret a boy's uncon-. 
scious hostility with ultimate 
markedly successful results. Part 
of her role. therefore. was to help 
the boys to come to terms with their 
aggressive feelings towards women. 

Miller does not discuss the impli
cations of this for the institutional 
situation. Perhaps they are too 
obvious. 

(5) PSYCHIATRIC SUPPORT 
. sses I n some detail Miller dISCU 

his own role of providing psychi~~ 
tric support to the project. Be IS 

very emphatic about its importance. 
Without it the staff are likely to 
leave. to emotionally withdraW or 
to project their own difficulties onto 
their charges. In fact the staff would 
not have been able to work with the 
sustained involvement which was 
necessary for the project to be 

successful. " 
Miller states that the "expert 

needs to have a clear understanding 
of social dynamics, a wide kno~
ledge of psychotherapeutic teC -
niques, both group and individual; 
and a thorough understanding a 
psycho-analytical theory and pr~c
lice, in particular with applicatJ?n 

dISto the problems of character 
order and delinquency. 

He stresses the need for more 
. psychiatric support in the prisoJl 

Service. One wonders how manY 
rficapeople there are with the qua 1 

tions he outlines above. . 
US 

The book contains numero; 
illustrations of the value of sUc 1 

support. The impact of his support 
was all the greater because of thC 
~mall size of the hostel. He h~S 
discussed elsewhere his role In 
staff training and support in a senjO~ 

I waf'" approved school. (The 1 0 2) 
Journal, vol. XII. No.1. pp. 50-5 . 
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