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"Detention and Torture in South Atrica" (198) systematically 

documents and analyses the personal experiences and realities 

ot thoee South Atricans who have .uttered physical and 

psychological trauma consequent on their treatment during 

detention under Security Legielation prior to the present 

State ot Emergency. 

That this book should emerge on book.helve. at a tims when 

tar-reaching ceneorehip and pre •• clamp. have specitically 

prohibited an expo.e ot the plight ot detainees and the 

conditione under which they are held, eerves to highlight the 

paradoxe. which bedevil this country, The latter part ot the 

book alludes to the adamant denials, recriminations and press 

campaign. against the preliminary report released in September 

1985 based on the empirical study which torms the core ot this 
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book. This evokes memories of the angst and heated 

confrontations which became a feature of the PASA AGM of that 

year when irreconcilable ideologic.l divisions within the 

psychology profeSSion emerged around issues raised by these 

findings. 

It is recognised that the nature of the detention experience 

for the majority of e.ergency detainees~ and the groups 

targeted for this fora of h.rra •••• nt and oppre.sion, h •• 

changed Significantly following the ma •• ive and ••• mingly 

indi.cri.inate initial wave of det.ntion. und.r Emergency 

regul.tions. However as anyone offering legal, p.ychological 

at medic.l a •• i.tanc. to the victim. will attest, the 

conditions expo •• d in this .tudy, the treatm.nt meted out to 

tho.e detain.d by the Security Force., the phy.ical and 

p.ychological .equelae, remain unch.nged, p.rticularly for 

those h.ld for interrog.tion in police cells or under Int.rn.l 

S.curity legislation. In fact in m.ny c.... the.e ar. 

complicated .nd .xacerb.t.d by particular f •• ture. of the 

pr •• ent em.rgency situ.tion. 

R.cent campaigns, int.rnational cont.r.nc.s and reports have 

focus.ed critical att.ntion on det.ntion and specifically on 

the plight ot children caught up in the .sc.lating violence 

83 



and relentless repression which constitutes a daily reality 

tor the majority ot South Atricans. The iniquities, excesses 

and injustices which are committed in the name ot the ot the 

"total onslaught" and "State Security" are again receiving 

international attention. It is theretore timeous that Foster 

et al should situate pr.sent repressive practices in an 

historical tramework which traces detention without trial in 

South Atrica to the 1953 Public Satety Act and the "seeds of 

the modern .ystem ot s.curity law" (p12) to 1927 before the 

National Party cam. to pow.r. Thi. highlights the tact that 

"d.spit. p.rsi.t.nt and wid •• pr.ad protest... (it) could be 

argu.d that provi.ion. tor det.ntion have become broader in 

.cop. and mar. draconian in .tt.ct ov.r the pa •• ing years". 

(p1) Th. op.ning chapt.r. focus on hi.torical and legal 

con.id.ration. and not only trae. the develop.ent of these 

law., but provid. a .igniticant and r.vealing analysis ot 

tho •• ".ocial and hi.torical proc..... within which (the.e) 

l.gal d.vic.s ar •• mb.dd.d" (p11) and the rol. that •• curity 

l.gi.lation ha. play.d in buttr •• sing an unjust social order. 

The book go.. on to give a .urvey ot the psychological and 

psychiatric literature and international research pertaining 

to sensory d.privation, psychological sequela. ot 

conc.ntration camp experiences, torture research and the 
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learned helplessness theory. This provides a basis and 

theoretical framework for an understanding of the process of 

detention under South African Security Laws prior to the 

present State of Emergency and the associated physical and 

psychological effects which become the focus of the empirical 

investigation reported in detail in chaptes 5 and 6. 

Although it is acknowledged that researchers who attempt to 

understand the psychological outcome of detention and torture 

are not in complete agreement (pp160-162), from the point of 

view of psychological theory and empirical research (not to 

mention conference presentations) it is often tempting and 

convenient to cluster these psychological signs and symptoms 

under the diagnostic rubric of Post-traumatic Stres. Di.order. 

The inherent danger for practice is that it might be as easy 

for counsellors of ex-detainees to move from diagnoeis to a 

focus on individual pathology thereby not taking signific.nt 

cognisance of the continuing stress gener.ted by the m.t.ri.l, 

social and political conditions of .partheid South Afric. 

which confront ex-detainees on their rel ••••. 

Since 1985 in particular, these include .mongst others, likely 

unemployment and extreme financi.l hardship, exclusion from 

the echool system, disruption .nd possible non-.xistence of 
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family, community and organisational supports, and an on-going 

threat to personal safety be it from Security Forces or the 

chaotic violence such as that found in townships around 

Pietermaritzburg. 

It would seem that Security Forces at present are not placing 

the same reliance on detentions as a means of discouraging 

support for popular organisation with the focus moving to a 

build up of kitskonetables, municipal police and vigilante 

groups (cf Dlscom Bulletin,No 15, Dec 1987). However the need 

to put detention on the agenda of those community and worker 

organisations which have been specifically targetted remains a 

priority. In this regard, the conclusion by Foster et al 

that, 

"A common feature ot all the psychological literature 

surveyed in chapter 4 from sensory deprivation through 

concentration camps and torture research to learned 

helplessness theory, was the notion that effects of 

stressors was mediated and exacerbated by variables that 

have been labelled as ambiguity, unexpectedness, lack of 

prepara tion or unpredictablli ty" (p164) 
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i •• igniticant, it organi.ations are to tormulat. a coh.rent 

and .ystematic respon.e to memb.r. who run the risk ot being 

detained a. well as those who have been released. 

Detention and torture have been a tocus of concern and prote.t 

in South Africa for many y.ars and various articles and 

reports have ••• rg.d baeed on the .xteneive information 

gl.aned trom court records, inqu.sts, p.rsonal t •• timony and 

inveetigation. initiated by church grouping. and organisatione 

.uch as OESCOM/OPSC and NAKDA. The pion •• ring work ot Foeter, 

Oavi. and Sandler repreeents howev.r, the firet national 

large-ecale indepth empirical study ot the realities 

identified by thes. reports. As they .ay in their etudy, 

"The int.ntion of this .tudy is to examine in detail the 

event. conditions, and peychological proce •••• associated 

with detention practice. in South Atrica" (p86) 

Thi. wa. achiev.d by a countrywid. inv.stigation by meane of 

158 per.onal int.rvi.w. repre.enting 176 incidencee ot 

detention focueeing on 

"claim. from for.er detainee. regarding conditions, evente, 

and actions prior to and during detention, .e well 
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as .... claims by former detainees of psychological 

processes associated with detention practices in South 

Africa" (p86) 

The sample breakdown highlights aspects such as gender, 

"race", age, religion, area of political work at the time of 

detention, educational level, geographical distribution and 

type ot detention. 

"Within the proce •• ot detention itselt. re.ult. are 

turther pre.ented tor phy.ical conditions ot detention, 

interrogation patternl. perlonal contact with both 

authorities and non-authorities a. well a. claimed 

phy.ical and p.ychological torture. Health problems are 

examined in term. ot .ymptoms experienced during 

detention a. well a. upon relea.e" (p92) 

The importance ot the descriptions obtained in this 

cannot be underestimated and represent 

.everity ot detention conditions in 

clear proot ot 

South Atrica 

study 

the 

and 

unequivocal evidence that these constitute a grave risk to 

physical health and psychological well-being. The contention 

that detainees in South Africa are frequently and fairly 

systematically subjected to torture can no longer be dismissed 
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out ot hand as tabrication and ANC in.pired propaganda and 

conspiracy. 

The questions not addre.sed by the Rabi. eoaais.ion set 

after the death at Steve Biko to investigate allegation. 

up 

that 

the security systea does not provide .ateguards to prevent 

physical and psychological torture at detainee., are anewered 

with analytical thoroughness and acadeaic care. While the 

Commission placed "undue reliance on the evidence at the 

security police without examining the other .ide at the cases" 

(Dugard, in Foster et al, p31 and omitted to investigate 

method. at interrogation, Chapter 6 give. detainee. a voice 

and de.cription. at their experience. provide rich qualitative 

data which "convey the feeling., thoughts, reaction., 

interaction. and hope. and fear. of per.on. in this .ituation" 

(p 1191 

For tho.e u.ing this book a. a reeource for their work with 

ex-detainee. or tho.e who ri.k detention, it i. a. well to 

heed the warning by Fo.ter et al that group-ba.ed variation • 

• uch a. tho.e which ".how that in general women and African 

re.pondent. reported higher .ymptom frequencie." (p1621 .till 

leave the question of individual differences unanswered. "This 

is a complsx i •• ue ....• ince coping strategies may vary with 
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out ot hand as tabrication and ANC in.pired propaganda and 

conspiracy. 

The questions not addressed by the Rabie Commission set up 

atter the death at Steve Biko to investigate allegations that 

the security system does not provide sateguards to prevent 

physical and psychological torture at detain.es, are answered 

with analytical thoroughness and academic care. While the 

Co_ission placed "undue reliance on the evidence at the 

security police without examining the other side at the ca.e." 

(Dugard, in Foster et aI, p3) and omitted to investigate 

.ethod. of interrogation, Chapter 6 gives detaine •• a voice 

and descriptions of their experi.nces provide rich qualitative 

data which "convey the teeling., thoughts, reactions, 

interactions and hopes and tears of per.one in this situation" 

(p 119) 

For those using this book a. a resource tor their work with 

ex-detainee. or those who risk detention, it is as well to 

heed the warning by Fo.ter et al that group-based variations 

.uch a. tho.e which ".how that in general wo.en and 

re.pondents reported higher syapto. frequencies" (p1621 

African 

still 

leave the qu •• tion of individual ditterence. unan.w.red. "Thi. 

i. a co.plex i •• ue ....• inee coping .trategies .ay vary with 
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different .tages of the detention proces •. " (p163) It is also 

acknowledged that a wide range of factors may influence the 

relationship between events during detention and possible 

sequelae. These include duration held, specific nature of 

treatment including severity of interrogation and experiences 

of solitary confinement etc. This issue is presented in a 

t.ntativ. exploratory manner with the intention of identifying 

th.me. and po •• ible avenue. for turther research. 

Chapt.r 7 conclud.. with a wid. range ot recommendations 

direct.d.t the St.t. l.gi.latore, the court. of law and 

prof ••• ional bodi.. r.presenting l.w, medicine, psychology, 

.duc.tion .nd r.ligion. Th. pr •• ent emergency regulation. 

give .xt.n.iv. pow.r. ot .rr •• t .nd d.tention to all member. 

of the s.curity forc.. while virtu.lly ind.mnifying them 

.g.in.t pro •• cution .ri.ing from the ••• ct., .nd plac. a tot.l 

cl.mp on the public.tion ot intorm.tion r.l.ting to d.t.ntions 

and d.t.in.... Th ••• r.comm.nd.tion •• hould b •• e.n in the 

context of, 

ItThe extent ot the present repre.sion and the scale ot 

detentions (which) make it all the more impor- 

tant for the court to restrict executive power.1t (p193). 
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increases this sense of despond~ncy. 

conclude 

For as Foster el 

The 

only 

al 

anc all the less likely that th~y will be able to do 80. 

virtual bal\ning of DESCOM and DFSC on 24 February 1988 

,. justice is hardly to be ~xpected in a tundaaentally 

un j u s t society. It 1s recognised that the origin at 

torture land detentionl in South Africa ia located in the 

procedures and institutions designed to •• intain the 

oppressive and exploitative soc~al order. Until these 

injust~ces are removed, unt11 the oppressive social order 

is changed, grave fears are expressed about future 

protect10n against torture in South Africa." lp 180l 

Durban Descom 11987) Descom Bulletin Number 15 
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