
 

Julian Assange was isolated for more than a
decade. Here's what that does to the body and
mind
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Anyone who lived through the COVID pandemic would likely
understand that even a small period of isolation can cause physical and
mental stress.

WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange—who will return to Australia after
reaching a plea deal with the US Department of Justice—is reported to
have suffered various mental and physical challenges during his almost
15 years in some form of isolation.

Assange was first arrested in Britain in 2010 after Swedish authorities
said they wanted to question him over sex crime allegations.

After exhausting legal avenues to stop an extradition to Sweden, in June
2012 he entered Ecuador's embassy in London, where he remained for
seven years.

In early 2019, he was jailed for skipping bail and held at London's
Belmarsh prison where he spent most of the following five years fighting
extradition to the US. Now, he's coming home.

While we have no idea how Assange is coping with being cooped up
inside for so long with few visitors, we do know that isolation can have a
severe negative impact on many people.

How physical inactivity impacts your body

Physical activity is vital for overall health. It keeps your heart strong,
helps manage weight, and builds muscle and bone strength.

Regular exercise also lifts your mood, reducing symptoms of depression
and anxiety, and sharpens your mind. Plus, it boosts your immune system
, making you more resistant to infections and diseases.

3/7

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35787541/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35787541/
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/his-health-is-very-risky-assange-s-brother-fears-for-his-life-20240327-p5ffjw
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/his-health-is-very-risky-assange-s-brother-fears-for-his-life-20240327-p5ffjw
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2010/dec/17/julian-assange-sweden
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/15/julian-assange-ecuador-london-embassy-how-he-became-unwelcome-guest
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKCN1S73H5/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/articlepdf/2712935/jama_piercy_2018_sc_180005.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7195025/


 

When you don't move enough, especially in isolation, your health can
take a hit. Muscles weaken and joints stiffen, making you less strong and
flexible.

Your heart health suffers, too, raising the risk of high blood pressure,
heart attacks and strokes because your heart isn't getting the workout it
needs.

Metabolic issues such as obesity and type 2 diabetes become more
common with inactivity, especially if you don't have access to healthy
food.

Isolation often means less fresh air and sunlight, both crucial for good
health. Poor ventilation can lead to respiratory problems. Lack of
sunlight can cause vitamin D deficiency, weakening bones and the
immune system, and increasing the risk of fractures.

These effects fit with the reports that Assange suffered a mini-stroke in
2021 and a broken rib from persistent coughing fits while in isolation.

What about mental health?

Social disconnection comes in two main forms, both of which have
serious consequences for our mental health.

The first is social isolation. The reasons for being isolated are many and
varied, including geographical distance, lack of access to transport, or
incarceration.

The end result is the same: you have few relationships, social roles or
group memberships, and limited social interaction.

The second form of social disconnection is more invisible but just as
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harmful.

Loneliness is that subjective, unpleasant feeling of wanting but lacking
satisfying relationships with others.

You can be isolated and not feel lonely, but the two are often unwelcome
bedfellows.

Social connection is not a luxury. It's a fundamental need, as essential to
our health as food and water.

Just as hunger reminds us to eat, loneliness acts as a signal alerting us
that our social relationships are weak and need to be improved if we are
to remain healthy.

The science around the health impacts of social disconnection is clear,
especially when it is prolonged. So much so, the World Health
Organization recently launched a Commission on Social Connection to
increase awareness of the impact of social isolation and loneliness on
health and have it recognized as a global health priority.

Substantial evidence shows social isolation and loneliness are linked to
poorer cognitive functioning and an increased risk of dementia, though
possibly in different ways.

Among adults aged 50 years and over, chronic (meaning persistent and
severe) loneliness and social isolation may increase the risk of dementia
by around 50%.

A lack of cognitive stimulation that naturally occurs when interacting
with others, whether it's old friends or strangers, might explain the link
between social isolation and cognitive difficulties (think "use it or lose
it").
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On the other hand, loneliness may impact cognitive health through its
effects on emotional well-being. It's a well-known risk factor for
developing depression, anxiety and suicidality.

For instance, studies show the chances of developing depression in adults
is more than double in people who often feel lonely, compared with
those who rarely or never feel lonely.

Other research examining 500,000 middle-aged adults over nine years
showed living alone doubled the risk of dying by suicide for men, while
loneliness increased the risk of hospitalization for self-harm in both men
and women.

In a 2023 report, the US Surgeon General's advisory concluded:

"Given the totality of the evidence, social connection may be one of the
strongest protective factors against self-harm and suicide among people
with and without serious underlying mental health challenges."

What about after release?

When a person leaves long-term isolation, they'll face many challenges
as they re-enter society.

The world will have changed. There's a lot to catch up on, from
technological advancements to shifts in social norms.

In addition to these broader changes, there's a need to focus on
rebuilding physical and mental health. Health issues that developed
during isolation can persist or worsen. A weakened immune system
might struggle with new infections in a post-COVID world.

To navigate this transition, it's important to establish a routine that
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includes regular exercise, nutritious meals and comprehensive medical
and psychological care.

Gradually increasing social interactions can also help in rebuilding
relationships and social connections. These steps are supportive in
restoring overall health and well-being in a changed world.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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