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EDITORIALS 

STEVE BIKO AND FRANKENSTEIN 

In this issue we carry a tr ibute to Steve Biko by his great 
f r iend, Donald Woods. The tr ibute has already been widely 
published, but we make no apology for publishing it again, 
so that it can reach those of our readers, in South Afr ica 
and overseas, who have not yet seen i t , and can be read 
again by those who have. It is an eloquent and moving 
statement f rom somebody who really knew Steve Biko, the 
man. Anyth ing we might t ry to add to it would sound tr i te. 
It introduces those who did not know him to a person 
very different f rom the ogre the South Afr ican authorities 
would have Steve Biko be. 

Steve Biko died in the hands of the Security Police on the 
night of September 12th. Almost exactly fourteen years 
before, on the 5th September, 1963, Looksmart Ngudle 
became the first person to die while being held incommuni
cado, in detent ion, by the Security Police. There was a 
public outcry at his death. Other occasional deaths 
fol lowed in those early years, and were fol lowed by an 

outcry. But the outcry d idn' t stop the deaths. In fact one 
could say that, during the last few years, deaths in 
detention have become commonplace. Indeed, one could 
go further, and say that, during the past eighteen months, 
there has been an epidemic of them, an average of more 
than one a month. And as the deaths have become more 
frequent the public reaction to them has become more 
muted. Is this fear of the consequences of protest, or has 
famil iar i ty bred indifference? Whatever the answer to that 
question the harsh t ru th is that, if it had been somebody 
other than Steve Biko who died on September 12th, most 
of the wor ld and South Afr ica wouldn ' t even have noticed 
it. Which raises the pertinent point , what have we let 
happen to us here? How have we allowed ourselves to 
dr i f t f rom a posit ion where any death in detention would 
raise an uproar to one where most go unnoticed? 

It is not as if the off icial explanations which have been 
given for these deaths have been reassuring. People are said 
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to have died as a result of fall ing down the stairs, of 
slipping in the shower, of fall ing over a chair. They are 
said to have commit ted suicide, or died of natural causes. 
It is d i f f icu l t to escape the feeling that those 'natural 
causes' people die of in detention wouldn ' t have kil led 
them if they hadn't been there. For the other side to the 
story of deaths in detention is the repeated allegations of 
torture which have been made by witnesses and accused in 
cases brought under the various security laws. These allega
tions are almost invariably dismissed by the judges. How else 
is it l ikely to be when one man stands up and says " I was 
to r tu red ! " , and six or eight Security Policemen stand up 
and say " I t ' s all a pack of lies! We were all there, and not 
one of us laid a finger on h i m ! " On the sheer weight of the 
evidence presented to h im, what judge is l ikely to f ind 
against the police? And yet — people go on dying . . . 

Have the repeated successes of the Security Police in 
refuting accusations of torture in Court convinced them 
that they have nothing to fear f rom the law and that their 
posit ion is inviolate? Af ter al l , a great many people have now 
died whi le in their care, and not a single Security Policeman, 
to the best of our knowledge, has ever been convicted of 
having done anything to any of them. 

If a potential security police torturer has nothing much to 
fear f rom the Courts, has he much to fear f rom his boss, the 
Minister? Or should we perhaps ask another question first? 
Who is now the boss, the Minister or the security apparatus 
he has created? We th ink that, if it isn't the apparatus yet, 
i t very soon could be. It is true that, after the death of 
Steve Biko, the Minister to ld a newspaper that some 
Security Police "heads might r o l l " , but for all we know that 
may simply have been an attempt to draw attention away 
f rom his own miserable part in the whole matter. Certainly 
prior to that the impression was growing that the Security 
Police had come to operate wi th impuni ty , secure in the 
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RED HERRING 

Mr Vorster has called a surprise general election almost 
eighteen months early. Why? Is it because the white 
opposit ion parties are in particular disarray? Does he 
want to show the outside wor ld that, in the face of all 
its pressures, his electoral support stands f irmer than ever? 
Did he want to divert attention f rom the death of Steve 
Biko and give his own doubting Thomases something else 
to th ink about? Does he want to crush his more 
reactionary critics once-and-for-all, claim an election 
victory as an endorsement of his new consti tut ional 
proposals, and go on f rom there, w i th the new powers 
w i th which it wi l l invest h im, to introduce changes which 
his own supporters won ' t much like? 

These are some of the theories which have been put 
forward. There is probably something in all of them, but 
it is only the last which we would like to discuss here, and, 
as far as it is concerned, we would like to ask this question. 
Even if the white electorate gives Mr Vorster a more 
massive vote than ever before, and he takes that vote as 

knowledge that nothing they did would earn one word of 
condemnation or a single rebuke f rom the Minister. If 
that is the point we have reached then Frankenstein is alive 
and well in South Afr ica and doing exactly as he pleases. 

If the death of Steve Biko halts white South Afr ica in the 
dr i f t to moral anarchy on which it seems embarked, where 
anything is permissible in the name of "secur i ty" , some 
good may come out of it. Otherwise it wi l l have been an 
unmitigated tragedy and disaster. His death under any 
circumstances was a loss that South Afr ica could not 
af ford, but that he should have died in detention is 
something which South Afr ica w i l l , we are convinced, live 
bit ter ly to regret. That Mr Biko stood for a radical 
re-ordering of South Afr ican society is not in dispute, but 
that he believed that that re-ordered society should be 
non-racial in concept everyone who knew him well is 
emphatic about. Everybody who does not have his head 
buried in the sand of apartheid ideology knows that radical 
change in South Afr ica is inevitable, and when it comes, 
how desperately we wi l l need the kind of steadying hand 
that Steve Biko could have provided. 

Mr Kruger to ld the wor ld that Steve Biko's death " le f t 
him co ld " . Well, it leaves us cold too — cold wi th 
apprehension for the future to which Mr Vorster and 
Mr Kruger and the Frankenstein security machine they 
have created are leading us ai l , not least the people who 
gave them power. For one thing is quite certain, that 
security machine, no matter what methods it uses, has 
no prospect of winning a permanent home for 
Afr ikanerdom in Afr ica. That wi l l only happen when 
Afr ikanerdom can persuade Afr ica that it should give it 
such a home. This, given the chance, Steve Biko might 
have been able to help do. Without him — and Alber t 
Luthul i — and Robert Sobukwe — and Nelson Mandela? 
Who knows? • 

an endorsement of his new constitut ional proposals, what 
prospect is there that those proposals could form the 
basis for a new South Afr ican polit ical dispensation to 
which most people of all races could give their support? 
Unfortunately we th ink the answer to that question is — 
none! 

The manner in which the new proposals were worked out 
was typical ly Nationalist. An all-Nationalist Committee was 
appointed and for months it worked in secret not talking 
to anyone else, hatching its plan. This Committee represented 
the views of, at the most, 10% of the populat ion, and it was 
all-white. As a last-minute gesture to "consu l ta t ion" , 
Indian and Coloured leaders who work in apartheid 
institutions were called to Pretoria to be to ld what it was 
all about. A t that late stage there was small chance of their 
views influencing the form of the proposals in any 
important respect and, as far as we are aware, no changes 
were introduced before the proposals were presented to the 
top councils of the Nationalist Party and, after them, to 
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