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Detention is a lasting trauma

Detention is a har-
rowing experience.
But many people
think that once bars
have been removed,

life resumes nor-
mally.
DETENTION, INTERROGA-

TION and torture are traumatic.
When a detainee walks out of the
prison gates, they often don't feel
quite like the same person that went
in. What they have lived through
behind the closed prison doors
leaves wounds in detainces
memories, which can take a while
to heal.

Many people in detention allege
they have suffered fear, humilia-
tion, degradation and extreme
pain. Their sleep, eating and exer-
cise routines are upset. They are
denied normal contact with other
people. They are kept in a constant
state of discomfort. Even their abil-
ity to breathe can no longer be
taken for granted, for some say they
have been suffocated with dam-
pened cloths and bags.

Detainees have no control over
the most basic functions and needs
in their lives. This loss of control,
plus pain, discomfort, and fear
often bad psychological effects
on the detainee. These after-effects
can last years after the detention if
the detainee and his or her friends
do not take action to overcome the
problems.

Under extreme pressures,
can completely lose touch with real-
ity; other people become with-
drawn, depressed, feel hopeless
~ about themselves and may even
‘become suicidal.

The most common problem

The ex-detainee fecls again the
fear and dread they felt at the time.
These feclings are so real that they

may suddenly start trembling, cry-
ing, or become very anxious.

Normal daily events like hearing a
wdoordlm.aomshoumgonu;ue.
or waiting in a queue can j
memorics bog. Some people
worry that these vivid memories
might make them break down cry-
ing in a social situation, and they
withdraw from other people.

The US calls for sanc-
tions against SA. It was the only
major Western which did not

condemn SA's raid into southern
Angola in August 1981. And all
along, the US worked hard to sec-
ure loans for the SA government.

But, constructive ¢ tis
not directed only at SA, but at the
entire subcontinent: the US is lining
up with Botha to impose a ‘more
stable order’ in Southern Africa.

Two months ago, the Assistant
Secretary of State for African
Affairs, Chester Crocker, toured
the subcontinent in a last-ditch
attempt to break the deadlock over
the issue of Cuban withdrawal from

No medicine or pilis can take away post-detention problems. The best is 1o talk thoroughly about the experience to
someone the detainee trusts.

Their ability to concentrate on

have been deceived into believing
mation about them, or if they have
been betrayed.

Often misinformation given in a
sophisticated way can confuse
people about what really

in detention, and who has said
what. These issues can be difficult
to clarify.

Sometimes, informers are put in
the cells with other detainees.
Interrogators may play psychologi-
cal games, and may be very under-
standing onc minute and very
aggressive the next.

All of this, coupled with long isola-
tion.canbrukdownlde?ahec's
trust and confidence in building up
honest relationships with other
people.

Angola, which could set the stage
for the implementation of UN
Resolution 435, which ides for
free-and-fair elections in Namibia.

Now, with the massive injection of
new foreign funding into Unita, the
30 000 Cuban troops are unlikely to
withdraw.

It is against this background that
PW Botha is offering to consider

do with SA ending its illegitimate
hold over Namibia.

work, reading or specific tasks can
also be affected by these fears and
by their long isolation. Loud noises,
unfamiliar in familiar
, sudden or bright
ights can give them a bad fright.
They often sleep badly because of
nightmares. The sieep problem can
be very serious, and can make it
more difficult to concentrate
because of tiredness.

Sometimes the fear and worry may
be so bad that people feel unreal, as
if they have lost direct touch with
their bodies and their :
and feel cut off from the world, as if
in a bubble.

These make it difficult

symptoms
to function normally and efficiently
in jobs, or with family and friends.

Pretoria insists it does so long as
there _are ‘communist forces'

just across Namibia's
border, ia says it does, so
long as there are "communist
forces™ operating just across
Namibias border, Pretoria says it
can’t withdraw from Namibia.
The irony is that the Cubans are in
Angola to defend the government
from attacks and destabilisation
from Unita, which SA is backing.
So why then has PW Botha

announted that independence
moves in Namibia will finally begin
in August?

One reason is that it looks good.
Foreign attention will be diverted
from the crises within SA, and it

When people do develop these
symptoms, it means that they were
subjected to cruel and vicious pres-
sures. It has been reported that
wherever oppressive governments
detain and torture people, in Latin
America, Indo-China, Asia,
Europe as well as South Africa,
these problems are common.
Sometimes as many as 70 percent of
all detainees show these symptoms.

No medicine or pills can take away
these . The best treat-
ment is talking thoroughly about
the experience, about the fears and
the memories. This is best done
with a trained psychotherapist,
cither alone or with others who are
suffering from similar problems.

will appear as if Botha is taking seri-
ously international demands for SA
to end its illegal tion.
Another reason is that SA
afford to hold onto Namibia indefi-

nitely. At present, running the pup-
and

territory is

million rand a day, and in the pre-

sent economic crises, more useful

political g:- can be made by
money

lﬁdﬂg clsewhere.

t it’s more probable that it’s a
shrewd tactical move by Botha the
new injection of finance
into Unita will the rebel
movement, and it more dif-

ficult for MPLA to withdraw the

The ps has been
trained through studying the effects
of detention in many societies to
understand how best to end the
problems.

But for people who will not have
access to these therapists, talking to
trusted friends or familiy members,
or talking to other ex-detainees
about the experience is important.

The reason the fears return is that
the experience can leave such a
huge and horrifying impact on
people’s minds, One of the most
important things for ex-detainees to
realise is that their symptoms are a
completely normal response to bar-
baric and inhuman cruelties.

The most important way for family
and friends to give support 10 an ex-
detainee is to them to
talk about their expeniences and
their symptoms, and to listen.

The breakdown of trust that
pens in detention has to be
rebuilt, even with people who are
close, and so it is important that
they can talk about their i
ences, feelings and fears without
fearing that this might be repeated
to other people.

Detention can be humiliating and
degrading, and detainces might
have lost a lot of confidence, and
fear being made fun or thought to
be weak for their fears by their
friends.

But the symptoms of post trauma-
tic stress are usually worst for those
who have had the worst experi-
ences, and it is no sign of weakness
when these symptoms emerge

often the way in people come
pressure g r showing

great strength when the pressure

was on.

So ex-detainees need to know that

their friends and family understand

msc-thal these are normal
responses to a high level of stress.
Ex-detainees often feel tense.

people to sleep better

The isation for te
Social Services in SA ( )
consisting  of progressive

Unita stops i the coun-
, which makes it even less likely

that it will now.

So Botha m:mﬁnl\fic-
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