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I3MAIL MOMOMIAT.

Date of Birth: 19 August 1957.

Age: 24..

Educational level: B.Sc. (Honours) Mathematics; currently registered as 

a M.Sc. candidate.

Detention: Under Section 22 at John Vorster Square from 20 January 1982 

until 3 February 1982. Thereafter detained under Section 6 at John 

Vorster Square until 21 April 1982; a period of three months.

1. On the 27 April 1982, five days after his release from detention,

I, together with Dr. Graham Tyson, interviewed Ismail Momoniat to 

evaluate the effects of, and the complaints arising from, his period of 

detention. We have also read his Statement, annexed hereto. Ismail 

reported that his arrest and subsequent detention had not been entirely 

unexpected as many of his friends had been arrested prior to his own 

arrest. On the day immediately after his arrest, 21 January 1982, 

interrogation by members of the Security Branch, commenced. This was 

a radical departure from expected practice where a period of solitary 

confinement usually preceded a period of interrogation, according to his 

own previous experience during detention in 1980 and reports from others 

previously held in detention. He reports that he was interrogated on 

January 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 28 and 29: and on February 1, 2, 3 and 4. 

Interrogation covered the period from + 9 a.m. to 3.30 p.m., that is 

approximately six hours, each day, on twelve consecutive days, except 

Saturday, 23 January 1982, when interrogation ceased at midday. On the 

first day of interrogation he was taken to the 10th floor of John Vorster 

Square, where he was placed in a small room together with ten members 

of the security police. The press of ten hostile people in 3uch a 

small area was immediately threatening and intimidating for him and



in his mind, this quickly established who was in a position of 

superiority and control. To further demonstrate that he was merely 

a pawn, they pushed him around from one to the other like a ball in some 

kind of a game all the while taunting him, laughing derisively, swearing 

at him and making racist comments. He began to feel really 

frightened. During this session, too, allegations of his guilt were 

shouted at him, forceful accusations of his complicity were made and 

when finally he was forced, into a chair, behind a table, given pencil 

and paper and told to write a statement, it was with immense feelings 

of relief that he had not come to much harm on this occasion that he 

applied himself to the task. He had not wanted to make a statement 

but had decided to comply to avoid further harassment. He knew that 

they wanted information from him and believed that they would stop at 

nothing to get it, "I knew that they would half kill you." During 

the course of the twelve day interrogation period his interrogators continued 

their hostile, threatening, aggressive, abusive and assaultive behaviour.

He was physically manhandled, struck, lifted up bodily and shaken, made 

to stand against a wall, threatened once that he would be given electric 

shock, made to strip and stand semi-naked for an hour or two at a stretch, 

on one occasion security officer 'Des' exposed a penknife blade and 

made a rapid "throat-cutting gesture" across Ismail’s throat. The 

cumulative impact of these experiences induced fear, anxiety and 

depression. He was afraid that the physical assaults would worsen, he 

became extremely anxious about his position, what would happen to him, 

would he survive, could he withstand the assaults upon his dignity, 

person and body. He reports: "I felt down, very depressed, I could 

start pulling my hair out and hit my head against the wall." Upon 

awakening he experiences extreme weariness, listlessness, despair and 

loneliness. All well-documented reactions to interrogation and



detention. He approached his daily visits to the loth floor with 
increased trepidation ana dread. He worried about whether he would 

be able to resist their procedures or be led to betray himself, his 

principles and his friends. He knew that he, in these circumstances, 

had but a tenuous hold on his will.

isnail had tnought that by showing a willingness to make a statement 

he would appease the security police and avoid harassment, this proved 

3X1 ill-founded hope, because the oppressive tactics continued.

Although he tried to comply with their demands for information, his 

written tracts elicited criticism, ridicule, abuse and derision.

Pages were torn up in his presence, he was manhandled, threatened with 

further punishment if he continued to write ‘lies' or failed to show 

a willingness to co-operate. Under pressure he had to revise his 

statement twice, and portions and pages thereof, often. He was tired, 

confused and found it difficult to concentrate. They continually 

interrupted his efforts, firing questions at him, demanding immediate 

replies, not allowing him due time for deliberation or evaluation of 

the consequences of his answers. His interrogators gave him the 

impression that they were "pressured11 to finish their case. He found 

that this communicated urgency heightened his anxiety as most .of his 

efforts had been summarily dismissed and the information provided, 

which he considered comprehensive and truthful, rejected and discredited. 

He began to doubt his own judgment and worried considerably about what 

information should be included in his statement, not out of fear of 

guilty disclosure or incrimination, but because of his failure to 

satisfy his interrogators, who unremittingly demanded that he reveal 

all. His failure to meet their demands would, in his mind, lead 

ineluctably to further and more intensified physical abuse.

Because the revisions and interruptions had delayed the completion



of his statement, he was instructed to continue his writing at 

night. His pre-occupation and concern with writing an acceptable 

version of the fa.cts added to his distress and he reports becoming 

extremely weary, "physically drained, exhausted and depressed.”

He started having sleep disturbances, dreams, insomnia, and often woke 

up during the night witn intense panic feelings. He raged internally 

at his powerlessness within the situation and became, acutely aware of 

his own vulnerability and aloneness. He had feelings of dread about 

impending events and the treatments that awaited him on the 10th floor. 

He believed that his interrogators had an over—all strategy based 

upon "scientifically—tested" techniques for eliciting disclosures, 

confessions and compliance, which if intensified could "break a mar.."

He held a strong conviction that his interrogators had the 

capability "of turning you into a vegetable" if they so desired. At 

no time did he underestimate this assumed capability. Under these 

conditions he felt powerless to control what was happening to him and 

knew that opposition and false bravado would be counterproductive.

Once he nad completed his statement his visits to the 10th floor were 

limited to two or three a week, for brief periods only, when he had 

merely to elaborate upon points contained in his statement. The 

uncertainty of these irregular visits kept him in fearful suspense 

and dread that his statement would once again be rejected and that the 

interrogation procedures would be reinstated. Every morning the 

tnreat of harm pervaded his thoughts until the hour indicated that it 

was too late for a summons, but there always would be the next day.

The object of all interrogation techniques undoubtedly is to make the 

detainee, from whom imormation is required, feel that he is in a 

hostile atmosphere, subject to strict discipline, and that he is 

completely isolated so that he fears what may happen next (Parker 

Commission 1972). References to elements of interrogation which are



potentially oppressive axe quoted, in the Criminal Law Revision 

Committee (CLRC) Report 1972. These are length of time of any 

individual questioning, length of time intervening between period 

of questioning, whetner or not the accused person has been given proper 

refreshment, the fact of custody, the nature of questioning.- 

We should remember that for most of the interrogation period, he 

spent almost six hours a day in an oppressively threatening atmosphere, 

at night he struggled on with the writing of his statement until he 

went to sleep, but unable to enjoy a deep, relaxed sleep, he awoke 

feeling weary, debilitated, confused and depressed, suffering from 

lack of concentration and mental inertia.

All the medical witnesses testifying before the Parker Commission 

agreed thau the variations in what people could stand to both physical 

exhaustion and mental disorientation (both effects induced by detention 

and interrogation) are very great and to prescribe limits as to what 

would prevent harm is quite impracticable. According to Hinkle and 

Wolf (1956) the way in which a prisoner reacts to the whole process of 

interrogation is to a great extent dependent upon the manner of man 

he is, his preexisting attitudes and beliefs, and the circumstances 

surrounding his arrest and imprisonment. All prisoners have this 

in common: They have been isolated and have been under unremitting 

pressure in an atmosphere of hostility and uncertainty. They all 

find themselves in a dilemma at the time that the interrogation begins. 

The regimen of pressure and isolation has created an over-all discomfort 

which is well nigh intolerable. The prisoner invariably feels that 

nsomething must be done to end this.” He must find a way out. Death 

is denied to h i m .........  Or is it?

On the question of 3uicide referred to in his statement, Ismail 

believes that a healthy man could be driven to suicide by the conditions



of detention. "One could probably stand the detention by itself 

but, while one is under interrogation, the pressure is enormous."

He felt this even though he knew his experiences did not equal those 

of his previous detention or that of others in detention.

2. On the day of his arrest, 20 January 1982, he had his first 

contact with Major Cronwright, whom he subsequently learned was in 

charge of his case. During this first meeting, Major Cronuright 

mentioned that he knew most of what was going on and suggested that 

it would be in his best interests if he co-operated with them.

To substantiate his assertion, Major Cronwright referred to some 

meetings attended by Ismail, who saw this as an intention to surprise 

and shock him. The intention was more likely intimidation. According 

to Hinkle and Wolf (1956) and Biderman (1957) the display of 

authority and status is a deliberate strategy to convey power, control 

and omniscience contrasting sharply with the detainee's lack of status, 

isolation and vulnerability. As time went on, Ismail did become aware 

of his discrepant status, he also realised that they tried to 

manipulate him by emphasising their institutionalised authority. 

Subsequently, Major Cronwright through threats tried to coerce him to 

concede that Anti—3AIC was merely a front for the South African 

Commur.ist Party. He did not submit to this pressure, even though it 

came from a nigh—status person, because he knew that the statement was 

a misrepresentation of the facts and that such an admission would be 

self-incriminatory. Deference to authority alone could lead suspects 

in interrogation to obey instructions that they would ordinarily 

dismiss; or provide information or even confess, even though normally 

tney would not do so because of the obvious negative consequences 

(Irving and Hilgendorf 1980; Milgram 1974.). Compliance through 

submission to authority was not a factor in controlling Ismail's



behaviour because he questioned the authority-status of his 

interrogators. He didnot like then, had no respect for then and 

felt completely alienated fron then. The negative display of 

authority such as physical harassment was far more compelling and 

fear-evoking. Under these conditions he felt insignificant, 

powerless, humiliated and vulnerable.

3. On his first visit to the District Surgeon, Dr. Jacobson,

Ismail complained of assaults by the Security Police. Although 

he had been reluctant to give details or disclose names, the district 

surgeon persuaded him to do so on grounds that if the natter were 

ever taken to court, it would be to his advantage if there were a 

record of his complaints. He did not, however, disclose the names 

of the offenders because he feared reprisals. The doctor had also 

commented upon the negative attitudes existing towards doctors to 

detainees. Ismail suspected that the doctor’s insistence upon 

recording his complaints had been more in self-interest than concern 

for himself. At the time he had -not known that Dr. Neil Aggett had 

died on that day. Subsequently on 11 March 1982, he was summoned to 

the 10th floor by Lt. Venter and Capt. Swanepoel who accused him of 

lying to the doctor and they suggested that he should make a statement 

denying the assaults.

Furthermore, when two other persons of apparent authority, Mr. Mouton, 

inspector for detainees, and Sgt. Blom, investigator of complaints 

on behalf of the Minister of Justice, pursued the matter of alleged 

assaults with him in their capacities as 'independent investigators,' 

he learned that they had reported back directly to the Security Police, 

n'e railed against himself for having been duped into believing that 

there could have been any objective or sympathetic third party involved. 

This knowledge engendered a deep distrust in him and underscored how 

alone and powerless he was in this situation.



4-. With regard to the effects induced by solitary confinement and 

social iooxation, Ismail reports suffering from many of the well-known 

consequences, although to a lesser degree, such as disorientation, 

restlessness, sleepnessness, irritability and depression. Research 

on the effects of both solitary confinement and social isolation 

indicates that profound disturbances of behaviour do occur under 

these conditions. When alone in his cell he became acutely aware 

of his bodily functions, his heart—beats and breathing appeared 

amplified and he worried about his physical condition, especially 

as he had a heart complaint, known to the Security Police, despite 

which one of whom always struck him over the heart, and told him that 

the heart could stop within four days under conditions of stress. 

Psychosomatic disturbances are known to occur during both solitary 

coftfi^ement and social isolation. When in the smaller cell, number 

229, he often experienced distressful asphyxiation, he began to have 

irrational fears aoout his own death and the deaths of members of his 

family. He felt constantly tense, unable to relax, anxious, 

exhausted and depressed. Acute feelings of loneliness were intolerable. 

After Dr. Neil Aggett’s death many of the conditions of detention 

were changed, visits were allowed, books were given to the detainees 

for the first time. Ismail was given a radio, and he felt that with 

these improvements much of the oppression had been reduced.

Despite this, his behaviour disturbances persist, and most noticeably, 

he was unable to concentrate sufficiently to read the provided textbooks, 

and although he poured over the novels with enjoyment, he could not 

remember the contents.

When first told about Dr. Neil Aggett*s death he had cried 

uncontrollably and tne next day when his parents visited him for the 

first time, he cried hysterically, unable to stop himself despite the 

oovious distress his crying caused to his parents. He found that visits 

by Iiis parents exacerbated his own distress, emphasised his loneliness



and homesickness and increased his aching longing to be free 

He was released on 21 April 1982. r[ *

vt
ALMA HANNON. (M.A.)

Lecturer in Psychology.

4. June 1982
School of Psychology, University 
of the Witwatersrand.
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