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The Intematlonal Conference on Children, 
Repression and the Law In Apartheid South AfrIca 

Andrew Dowes 
UnlYelllty of Cope Town 

gathering. 

U.C.T., who .1.0 pr ••• nted • key-note .ddr •••• I r.pr ••• nt.d 

the Org.ni •• tion for Appropri.t. Soci.l S.rvic •• in South 

Afric. (OASSSA). 

The H.rare conf.rence had m.ny f.c.t ••• nd it is not .asy to 

convey the truly mom.ntous n.tur. of this occa.ion. 

shall nonethel •• s att.mpt to do so recognising that it is 

impossible to do the experience ju.tice. 
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The conference was convened by Archbishop Huddleston under 

the auspices of the Bishop Ambrose Reeves Trust and the 

University of Zimbabwe. Delegates included Academics from 

South Africa and abroad, international human rights 

organisations, government legations, the African National 

Congress, South African community activists, young victims 

of oppression in South Africa, the European Parliament. the 

British Labour party and many others. The clear intent of 

the conference was to focus international attentlon on the 

position of dlsenfranchlsed youth ln South Africa, and to 

produce practically formulated resolutlons aimed at 

relieving the plight of children suffering under apartheid. 

It was thus not a conference of rhetoriC but as the convenor 

repeatedly stressed, a conference geared towards action. 

The llst of resolutions adopted at the conference has been 

forwarded to the nations of the world and to organisatlons 

such as the United Nations the Britlsh Commonwealth and the 

European Parliament. 

There were .. nWllber of 1 evel s of di scussi on at our meet i ng, 

ranglng from academlc papers on international law as it 

relates to human rights abuses in South Africa to the 

testimony of young people who had suffered abuse under' 

apartheid. Papers also presented by South African lawyers, 

community activists, doctors. psychologists and social 

workers. A striking feature of these very different forms 

of diScussion was the collective sense of repugnance which 
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the exposure of the practices of the South African state 

engendered in the delegates. Also evident wa. a unified 

urgency to find ways of facilitating tran.formation in South 

Africa. 

In this regard, certain we.tern government •• uch a. the 

United State. and Great Britain were r.p.at.dly tak.n to 

ta.k for th.ir reluctance to act mor. forc.fully to bring 

about chang.. They w.re, in .hort, charg.d with hypocracy 

for mouthing human right. rh.toric whil. doing littl. to 

change the circum.tance. giving ri •• to the .ituation that 

brought u. to Harar •. 

It i. impo •• ibl. in the .pac. availabl. to .ummari •• the 

cont.nt of the pl.nary •••• ion. of the conf.r.nc •• 

highlight. will b. m.ntion.d. 

Som. 

Prof ••• or Falk of Princ.ton Univer.ity not.d that "to be 

human in the lat. 20th century i. to be anti-apartheid". 

The major me •• age of his addre •• wa. that according to 

international law, Apartheid can be considered to be a crime 

again.t humanity. He reminded delegates of the Nuremburg 

Principle. which make it clear that those who commit crimes 

of state and tho.e who aid in the support of a regime which 

commits such crimes, may be tried in their individual 

capacities should such a human rights trial take place in 

South Africa. His words were echoed by Professor A.mal of 
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the Univ~Slty of Dublln. The p~inclple5 establ.shed at 

Nu~..curQ ln 1946 have been accepted by the Un. ted Natlons. 

In 1976, the sa .. body fo~mally adopted the Inte~national 

Conv.ntion on the Supp~ession and Punishment of the Crime of 

Ap~theid. A. A~mal noted, th.s convention fo~blds the 

denlal of lndivldual and collective ~lghts as a matte~ of 

Asmal went on 

to detall a nu~~ of ways ln which the perpet~ato~s of 

apartheld May be held to be lndlvldually c~lminally 

~e.ponslble for their act.ons. Th.s .ncludes mental health 

and .. d.cal pe~sonnel who have fac.litated the development 

of Apartheid p~act.ces o~ who have collabo~ated in acts of 

WhlCh are a b~each of the Tokyo Decla~ation. 

Legal contrlbutlons from lns.de South Africa included 

ca.eentaryon the State of Emergency as It affects 

chIldren's ~lghts (Haysom of Witwate~srand Univers.ty). the 

pO.1tlon of the ch.ld 1n cou~t (McQuold-Mason of the 

Unlve~.lty of Natal Ou~ban) and the chlld in p~lson. Much 

of thlS aterlal lS famllla~ to South Af~lcan scholars, but 

Mason's paper is worth notIng as a shocklng lndictment of 

the fallure of the Crlmlnal Procedure Act and the Ch.ld Care 

Act to p~ovlde adequate legal suppo~t for chIldren who are 

b~ought before magistrat ••• HIS su~vey of trIals of 

Juvenlles ln the Du~ban area showed convlnclngly that la~ge 

nuMóe~s of chIldren a~e not represented by lawyers and do 
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not have parents in attendance durinQ court procedinQ" 

Papers did not re.trict'their content to what tha .tata 

formally reQards a. South Africa. 

took daleQate. throuQh a seeminQly endless strinQ of 

horrifylnQ affidavits taken from children resident In 

Boputhatswana, who had been systematically beaten by the 

homeland police. Other deleQates spoke of .Imilar events 

in Ciskei and other areas. 

Some people pre.ent includinQ myself que.tioned the wi.dom 

of brinQinQ younQ children to Harare to tell of their 

experience.. Clearly the act of travellinQ in an aeroplane 

to a foreiQn country for the fir.t time to face the har.h 

Qaze of television in a vast auditorium can only be 

described a. hiQhly stre.sful for anyone let alone a younQ 

child. The main purpose of this exercl.e wa. to have 

personal account. which could not .0 readily be disml •• ed a. 

the lie. of adult act,vl.t. by the South African Qovernment. 

In addition it i. clear that public te.timony by children 

and parent. can have a powerful impact on a normally 

complacent public. 

There i. obviou.ly a dilemma here. One want. to exert 

whatever pres.ure one can for chanQe, and the testimony of 

children is likely to be movinQ enouQh to po •• ibly shock the 

world into some form of action. But one is troubled by the 
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possible psycholOQlcal consequences for the chIldren and 

th.,r qu.stlonabl. abllity to gIve fully lnformed conset .~ 

th.,r p_rtlclp.tlon. Do larger polItIcal imperatIves have 

to ov.rrld. such concerns at the presant tIme? ThiS 1S a 

dlfflcult questlon lnd •• d. The testImonIes were 

partlcul_rly harrowlng and dld serve to dramatically ralSP 

the _waran •• s of delegates as to alleged pract,ces of the 

S.Curlty forces. 

Another concern was the safety of the chIldren on their 

The conference organIsers declared their 

intent to MonItor the chIldrens situatIon on theIr return, 

so as to prot~t the. fro possIble harrassment and 

lntimldat,on. 

In the fInal analysIs wh,le the children recelved support at 

the conference, and wh.le theIr testImony had a tremendous 

'.pact, I would not support such a practIce WIth c~ildren 

below the age of s,xteen. At least at that age there IS a 

greater possIbility of assesslng theIr capacity to 

understand the 1 pilcatlons of the,r agreement to test,fy. 

On a completely d,fferent level of course, the presence of 

the A.N.C. gave the conference an added dImenSIon. can 

only descrlbe the exper,ence as beIng a~ln to beIng In a 

post-apartheId t, • warp' As IS well ~nown, PresIdent 

Tambo addressRd the conference and the South Afrlcpns 
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pres.nt. The l.v.l of w.rmth and hum.n conc.rn for South 

Africa, its p.opl •• nd it. future that w.r •• Mpr •••• d by 

Tambo and other memb.rs of the A.N.C. wa •• Mtraordin.ry. 

Very littl. wa •• aid r.gar·ding ANC policie. on h.alth and 

mental h.alth .y.t.m. and it ••• m. a. though the mov.m.nt 

ha. not giv.n gr.at con.id.ration to th ••• area ••• y.t. 

What do ••••• m cl.ar is that the ANC favour •• nationali •• d 

health servic. with. particular .mpha.i. on prim.ry h.alth 

care, pr.ventive •• rvic ••• nd rural •• rvic ••• 

Whlle future m.ntal health polici •• w.re not di.cu ••• d, 

m.ntal h.alth p.r.onn.l from the ANC pr ••• nt.d pap.r. on 

their work with r.fug ••• from South Africa. Th.y r.port.d 

high incidenc •• of .tr ••• r.l.t.d di.ord.r. in this 

population • Th.y al.o .tat.d that fr.qu.ntly youth. 

• Mp.ri.nced initi.l f •• ling. of r.li.f .t h.ving l.ft South 

Africa, but th.y b.cam. clinic.lly d.pr •••• d a. the full 
impact of the lo •• of family, fri.nd •• nd hom. w •• r •• li •• d. 

Other young r.fug •••• m.rg.d from South Africa h.ving b •• n 

phy.ic.lly .bu •• d. In this group it w •• not uncommon for 

virtu.lly uncontroll.bl. rag. to b. pr ••• nt. 

Many of th ••• indlvidual. r.quir.d th.rap.utlc ••• i.tanc. of 

.ome kind, v.rying from m.dication to the u •• of guid.d day­ 

dream t.chniqu.s ln ord.r to facilit.t •• cathartic r.l •••• 

of emotion a.soclated with such .Kperi.nc •••• torture. 
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Finally lt wa. gratlfylng to meet other psychologlsts from 

West Afrlca and abroad who expressed great interest In 

Psychology 1n Soclety (P.I.N.S.l. They vOlced thelr 

ad~iratlon far and support of the work that progresslve 

.ental health personnel are underta~lng ln South AfrIca. 

It was clear that In many ways our thinking on the 

appllcatlon and researchlng of psychology In Afrlcan and 

thlrd world contexts lS ahead of ldeas elsewhere ln AfrIca. 

ThlS support was a hlghlight for me and WIll hopefully gIve 

added encourage ent to colleagues who feel somewhat 

beleagured 1n these embattled tImes. 




