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EDITORIALS 

THE QUESTION 
Twenty years ago France was rocked by the publication of 
a book called "The Question". It was Henri Alleg's account 
of his torture by French security forces in Algeria, and it 
provoked an outcry, not only in France, where the authori
ties did everything they could to suppress the book. 

No doubt the almost universal reaction of every South 
African who read the book was "Wel l , thank God, that 
could never happen here!" But could it not? Britain, often 
regarded as the epitome of civilised and tolerant behaviour 
towards those it holds in custody, has been successfully 
arraigned before the European Human Rights Commission 
for torture of Irish detainees by its security forces. And if it 
could happen there,, could it not happen here? 

South Africa has created a web of security laws which 
provides safe and cosy conditions for potential torturers to 
go about their business if they should wish to do so. They 
provide for detention in solitary confinement wi thout 
access to family, friends or lawyers, unti l the person detained 
has answered questions to the satisfaction of his interrogators. 
!n many quarters the mere detention of a person in solitary 
confinement is regarded as a sufficiently effective form of 

torture to persuade many of its victims to say to their in
terrogators what those interrogators want them to say. 
But in South Afr ica, over the years, a growing number of 
witnesses and accused have described in court, experiences 
they claim to have gone through, which go much further 
than passive detention in solitary confinement. Almost 
since the first detention act was passed, people charged 
with security offences have told of being forced to stand 
unti l their legs swelled up and they collapsed exhausted; of 
being kept awake for days; of continuous interrogation 
under these conditions, while exhaustion ate away at their 
resistance and awareness unti l they no longer knew whether 
what they were relating in response to their interrogation 
was what had actually happened or what their interrogators 
wanted them to th ink had happened. Recently evidence of 
this nature has become more common in such cases. Here 
are only a few examples,, taken from press reports. 

In a trial in Pietermaritzburg a Security Police officer told 
the court that L " it had been necessary to interrogate one 
of the accused continuously for 43 hours". Another accused 
in the trial claimed 2 " t h a t he was assaulted by security police 
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on the day of his arrest. He said he was punched in the 
stomach, hit w i th fists and open hands, had pieces of gravel 
put in his shoes, and was made to bend and straighten 
his knees unti l he was 'unspeakably sore' " . Other accused 
were reported to have made similar, or worse, allegations. 
Cleopas Ndhlovu to ld the Supreme Court 3 " h o w he had 
been assaulted continuously for two days, given electric 
shocks and blindfolded for 13 days by Security Branch 
pol icemen". A defence witness, Russel Maphanga said that 
his interrogators made him take of f his jacket, trousers, 
shoes and watch, he was to ld to squat wi th his back against 
the wail and his arms raised. 4 ' T h e n I was interrogated 
further, and hit. Fists were piled into me. I was hit w i th 
open hands and fingers prodded me in the stomach". Two 
state witnesses were recalled at a later stage of the trial by the 
defence to refute the evidence they had previously given. 
Frans Kunene, after relating a story of prolonged police 
assault, said he eventually agreed to support police allegations 
against the accused because 5 " t h e y were kil l ing me" . 
Harold Nxasana, a key state witness in this tr ia l , was re
called to the witness box after his wife had fi led an affidavit 
alleging he had to ld her he had been tortured in detention. 
Mrs Nxasana claimed that on a visit to her husband last 
year he had whispered to her 6 " Y o u don' t know what they 
did to me. They killed m e ! " A t another meeting she asked 
her husband if he was prepared to tell the t ru th if she took 
the matter up. Her husband had replied "Oh yes, ! am 
prepared. But as to the thjna they wi l l do to me thereafter, 
they wi l l ki l l me" . Mr Nxasana then proceeded to give his 
account to the court of the treatment to which he claimed 
the Security Police had subjected him . . . which, if true, 
was quite terr i fy ing. 

In the trial of 20 Ngoye students relating to the distur
bances at that university last year, a state witness, E. Mqaba, 
was gaoled for refusing to give further evidence against his 
fel low students after days of pathetically confused evidence 
in which he alleged that shortly after his arrest a policeman 
to ld him that he was going to meet a police captain 7 " w h o 
had already killed ten people in detent ion". Mr Mqaba, 
who was arrested in July, claimed not to have been given 
a change of clothes until late in 1976. Mr Mqaba who, 
f rom press reports of the tr ial , appeared to be completely 
demoralised and disorientated by his experience in de
tent ion, f inal ly refused to give further evidence, and was 
sent to gaol. 

In the same case it was established f rom the diary of a 
security police officer 8 tha t one student, detained in 
solitary confinement for six weeks before his interrogation 
even began, had then been questioned for 31 hours 15 
minutes non-stop by various interrogators. 

In the inquest into the death of detainee Mapetla Mohapi, 
27 year-old Miss Thenjiwe Mtintso stated that, while 
detained last year, 9 " ! was made to stand in their office 
for three days and nights wi thout food or drink while 
Captain Hansen sometimes hit my head agajnst the wall 
or slapped or punched me" . She said she was later warned 
by another security policeman that if she continued to lie 
she would go " the same way as Mohapi" . Miss Mtintso 
alleged further that she was later taken to Kei Road police 
station, where Mohapi was alleged to have commit ted 
suicide. She said that she was put in a cell and Captain 
Hansen appeared wi th a wet towel. He to ld her to sit on the 
f loor. "He put the towel over my head and in doing so he 
stood directly behind me and placed the towel over the 

whole of my head unt i l it reached my neck. He then 
pulled the two ends of the towel t ight over and across my 
neck, which had the effect of making me feel I could not 
breathe. He held the towel in this posit ion for what seemed 
to be a long t ime. Al l this t ime I was struggling and throwing 
my head back, t ry ing to get breath and also was using my 
hands to t ry and get the towel of f my face". Miss Mtintso 
alleged that this treatment was repeated three times and 
after the third t ime the towel was removed and she was left 
lying on the cell f loor unti l she was eventually taken back 
to East London. Asked why she had not reported the 
assaults during her detention she said she had been warned 
by the Security Police that if she did she would be further 
assaulted. 

In the trial in East London in which Mr Steve Biko, hono
rary president of the Black People's Convention, is charged 
wi th defeating the ends of justice, a state witness, 1J9 year 
old Mr Steki Linda, to ld how, on his way to the police 
station, he was taken to a hall, where he l °"was smacked 
wi th an open hand and hit w i th a clenched f is t " . Under 
cross-examination Linda said that, before making a statement 
at the police station, he had heard screams coming f rom the 
other offices and he thought at the t ime the other de
tainees were being beaten. Another state witness, a 16 year 
old schoolboy, admitted under cross-examination 1 * that 
he had complained to his mother of pains in the ribs and 
shoulders and that he could not l i f t his arms after being 
released f rom detention. He had also complained to his 
mother that he had been beaten wi th a sjambok and a 
baton which the security police called "Black Power" 

These are only some of the allegations of torture by the 
security police made in polit ical trials during recent months. 
Add them to the number of deaths in detention, often 
allegedly through suicide, and the inference grows that 
grim things could be going on in some interrogation rooms. 

Each allegation of police brutal i ty is, of course, vehemently 
denied by the security police. They insist that all these 
stories of assault are part of a sinister p lot to discredit 
them and to blacken South Africa's name. They say that 
the deaths in detention occur because detainees are under 
orders to commit suicide rather than give away information. 
It is not, to our minds, a very convincing story. Great play 
is also made of the fact that detainees so seldom complain 
of their treatment to the magistrates who are bound by law 
to visit them once a fortnight. I t is not surprising that they 
don' t for, it transpires, if the evidence of detainees is true, 
that the magistrate is invariably accompanied by one of 
the policemen involved in the interrogation into whose 
hands the detainee wi l l be delivered for the next fortnight 
as soon as the magistrate has left. And even when he does 
complain there is no guarantee that anything wi l l come of 
it. In the Pietermaritzburg ANC case, for instance, 11 

Mr Potgieter, Assistant Chief Magistrate of Durban, in 
answer to defence questions, said that it was his duty to 
send detainee's reports of complaints and requests to the 
Secretary for Justice and the Commissioner of Police. He 
said he was never informed if the complaints were fol lowed 
up and it was not wi th in his power to investigate the 
complaints himself. And in the Ngoye case one of the in
vestigating security police officers to ld the court he had 
not investigated a complaint by one of the accused because 
he did not th ink it necessary. He knew there was nothing 
going on. 
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