The risk of resistance

Source 1 

Bernstein discusses Steve Biko’s death in detention and the rationale of the police to keep him naked during his interrogation. She includes Biko’s own words to explain how white and black people viewed each other and related to each other.

The Naked Man

Why naked? Biko was kept totally naked for the first 20 days; permitted to wear shirt and trousers when removed from Walmer jail to room 619; left naked again (and chained and manacled) on the floor of the interrogation room; taken naked on the 11-hour night drive to Pretoria.

Was he kept naked to humiliate him? Kentridge asked Sergt. van Vuuren, the warder at Walmer police station. ‘I cannot say’, the warder replied—he was acting on instructions from Colonel Goosen.

Why was Biko kept naked in Walmer police cells? Kentridge asked Major Snyman. Snyman replied that he was acting on instructions given to prevent a recurrence of suicide in police cells.

Why the leg irons?

It was the custom, Snyman said.

Why was Biko kept naked? Kentridge asked Colonel Goosen.

There was a clear pattern of suicide among detainees, the Colonel replied, so everything with which detainees could hurt themselves, including clothes, were taken away.

‘I myself am totally unconvinced by this explanation’ writes Sir David Napley… ‘There was, I believe, a more convincing, albeit [underhanded] reason for Mr. Biko’s naked state…

Biko wrote that Black Consciousness brings group pride and the determination of the black to rise and attain the envisaged self. ‘Freedom is the ability to define oneself with one’s own possibilities held back not by the power of other people over one but only by one’s relationship to God and to natural surroundings’. Biko’s philosophy challenged not only the economic power of the whites, but white culture and white religion—and most of all, the status of whites, a position of absolute power and believed superiority enhanced by tradition, by laws and by religion. ‘The black man sees himself as being complete in himself’, he wrote. ‘It makes him less dependent and more free to express his manhood…’ 

But… the whites tolerate him becoming a man. For white South Africans, being a man means first and foremost superiority over the blacks… 

Steve Biko’s challenge to the whites was not simply to their power, but also to a system of beliefs around which white lives are constructed. He pointed out that, whatever its economic origins, ‘after generations of exploitation white people on the whole have come to believe in the inferiority of the black man, so much that while the race problem started as an off-shoot of the economic greed exhibited by white people, it has now become a serious problem on its own. White people now despise the black people, not because they need to reinforce their attitude and so justify their position of privilege but simply because they actually believe that black is inferior and bad. This is the basis upon which whites are working in South Africa, and it is what makes South African society racist’.

That racism has been institutionalised so that it is presented as an accepted way of life. Blacks must be denied any opportunity of accidentally proving their equality with whites. Hence job reservation, lack of opportunities for skilled work, restricted entry into the professions, and at the basis, Bantu Education…

Naked and chained, Biko was already reduced and rendered dependent; already, even before the interrogation and the bullying assaults, put lower down on the rung of humanity purely by virtue of physical factors. Finally he was reduced to the status of the dependent infant, incontinent, incoherent…  

In his devastating book on Auschwitz, Primo Levi writes of the meaning of being deprived of one’s clothes, of even the smallest personal possessions that even a poor beggar owns: a handkerchief, an old letter, the photo of a cherished person…

‘Imagine now a man who is deprived of everyone he loves, and at the same time of his house, his habits, his clothes, in short of everything he possesses; he will be a hollow man, reduced to suffering and needs, forgetful of dignity and restraint, for he who loses all often easily loses himself. He will be a man whose life or death can be lightly decided with no sense of human affinity.

Walmer jail and room 619 were not Auschwitz. But they were on the same road. And Biko was such a man, reduced to suffering and needs, whose death could indeed occur lightly, with no sense of human affinity.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT

What are the reasons given by the policemen asked for keeping Biko naked?

What others reasons are put forward in this extract as to why Biko may have been kept naked by the police?

What did Biko understand freedom to be? What do you understand freedom to be today?
How, according to Biko, did white people ensure their ‘superiority’ over black people? How would this explanation explain apartheid laws?
In what ways was Biko a challenge to the apartheid state?
Hilda Bernstein makes a comparison between how Jews at Auschwitz and black South Africans in police custody were treated? How do you respond to this?

How does the removal of people’s humanity enable crimes against humanity to occur?

