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The Scourge of Torture

THE PUBLICATION of an

- Amnesty International report gene-

A
~

rally evokes mixed feelings. There
s, on the one hand, appreciation
over the thoroughness with which
specific infringements of human
rights are investigated and docu-
mented in these reports; there is,
on the other hand, the inescapable
depression which follows the re-
counting of gory details of man’s
inhumanity to man.

The latest in the series, Torfure
in" the FEighties, is no exception.
Covering some 98 countries of dif-
ferent political backgrounds, the
report is part of AI’s continuing
campaign for the Abolition of
Torture launched in 1972 with a

- view to ending the use of torture

G

as a tool of state policy. It records

«—a painful variety of human rights

abuses which could be classified
under this expanding rubric: elec-
tric shocks, prolonged incarcera-
tion in the most despicable con-
ditions, brutal beatings, flog-
gings, administration of psychotro-
pic drugs, legally approved ampu-
tations, and so on. The conclusion
reached is hardly startling: “Whiie
governments universally and col-
lectively condemn torture, more
than a third of the world’s govern-
ments have used or tolerated tor-
ture or ill-treatment of prisoners in
the 1980s.”
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What is startling, however, is
the shameless hypocrisy which
characterises the conduct of many
regimes in the area of human
rights compliance. Zimbabwe is a
case in point. Ever since Robert
Mugabe assumed office in Apiil
1980, he has seldom lost an oppor-
tunity of proclaiming, in the most
self-righteous tones, the superiority
of his Administration over that of
his predecessor, Ian Smith. But
how far does practice conform tio
profession in Zimbabwe? The re-
port under review provides scme
interesting answers.

“Allegations of torture or ill-
treatment were made in early 1982
following the arrest in December
1981 of suspected opponents of the
government. Wally Stuttaford, a
white member of parliament, was
held incommunicado for the first
month after his arrest and was as-
saulted during interrogation. He
was kicked and punched, made to
do strenuous physical exercise al-
though aged over 60, and had his
hair pulled violently, apparently in
an attempt to make him confess to
conspiring against the government.
Pencils were inserted between his
fingers and his hands were then
squeezed. ..”

To be fair to Mugabe, it needs
stating that his is not the only re-
gime to indulge in this abominable

posturing: there are several others
whose record is equally, if not
more, shocking — Libya, Turkey,
Iraq, Argentina, Chile, Indonesia
and the Soviet Union, to name only
a few. Our own government has
not exactly covered itself with glory
in Amnesty’s opinion: “Police bru-
tality and torture have long been
common and  widespread 1n
India... Such methods are fre-
quently used when people suspect-
ed of ordinary criminal offences are
interrogated, in order to extract
confessions or for purposes of in-
timidation. Each year, these police
practices have resulted in the deaths
of dozens of victims held in police
custody.”

While reports like the present
one indubitably go a long way in
heightening public awareness by
shaking people out of their apathy
and ignorance, it 1is debatable
whether Amnesty International is
justified in its optimism about the
efficacy of international Conven-
tions and Declarations as instru-
ments for banishing torture and
other degrading practices. If past
experience is anything to go by, it
is clear that as long as even the
minutest trace of vileness persists
in man, all Conventions, all Decla-
rations, all Charters are as writ in
water.

















































	378 - August 1984
	The Scourge of Torture - K. S. Venkateswaran
	As I See It - Minoo Masani
	Potent Medicine of the Martyrs - Conor Cruise O'Brien
	Book Review: Beauty and Rhetoric - B. P. Adarkar
	Book Review: Equality, The Third World and Economic Delusion - Ashley J. Tellis
	With Many Voices
	Subscription Form

