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T he Dual Representation
of the Social Problem Film:

Commercial Apartheid Movies of the 1980s

By Brian Ford

Denzel Washington as Steve Biko in Cry Freedom

IN THE LATE 19808, three commercial
films that addressed life under South Africa’s
apartheid government were released to a
mass, international audience. Cry Freedom
(Attenborough, 1987), 4 World Apart (Menges,
1988), and 4 Dry White Season (Palcy, 1989)
were unique: prior to them, no commercial
movie with an antiapartheid theme had been
produced. South African filmmakers, under
decades of restrictive measures from their
government, had been largely unsuccessful

in spreading an antiapartheid message
through cinema across their own nation,

let alone the international community.
Coupled with growing international interest
in South Africa’s social and human rights
crisis, a solution finally emerged as foreign
filmmakers and producers began to take
interest in South Africa’s failed government,
leading to the arrival of the big-budget
apartheid movie. Each of these films tried to
promulgate an antiapartheid message while
retaining marketability to an entertainment-
hungry audience, relying heavily on emotion,
melodrama and a personal story to relate
apartheid’s horrors to an alien audience. The
pictures were well received by critics and
audiences, garnering strong returns at the box
office and numerous international film festival
nominations and wins. Still, many were

quick to criticize the films for the common
misconceptions and misrepresentations in
their narratives. Critics attacked, in particular,
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the films’ white-centered perspectives,

the absence of any profound political
discussion offering solutions to South Africa’s
predicament and their reliance on Hollywood
formats, such as the melodrama and the
white-black buddy relationship, thereby
distorting the events and figures that the
movies were based upon. By reexamining

the historical context and aesthetics of these
three 1980s commercial apartheid films,
using contemporary media and human rights
theories, we can begin to understand the
complexities of the social problem film, its
transnational derivations and its engagements
with issues of social injustice.

From a South African perspective, before
the 1980s, it was twenty years of stagnation.
Not since {ulu (Endfield, 1964), the story
of the 1879 Zulu warriors’ defeat of British
forces, had South African cinema achieved
international acclaim. Under permanent and
oppressive governmental regulation of the
film industry and the conservative holding
groups that controlled it, South African
cinema had a crippling homogeneity that, for
two decades, produced essentially unoriginal
films void of substance. Independent films
that challenged apartheid could only be
produced and distributed clandestinely,
never making it very far outside the nation’s
borders. In 1963, the Publications Control
Board, a censorship panel, was established
and immediately banned the screening of
ZLulu for black audiences. From that point
on, films that carried any message critical
of the government, apartheid or South
African society stood no chance of finding
production approval or distribution. Further
undermining a more liberal cinema was the
dominance of the South African Theatre
Investments Company (Satbel). Armed with
right-wing Afrikaner capital, Satbel controlled
the production, distribution and exhibition
of cinema in South Africa from 1969 to
1986 (Tomaselli 1988). Antiapartheid cinema
existed during this era and included several
landmark South African films — such as e
Guest (Devenish, 1977) and the documentary
A Land Apart (Persson, 1974) — but these films
were far apart and few in number because of
the massive obstacles that stood in the way of
their production, exhibition and distribution.
As a result, the national cinema of South
Africa in the 1960s and 1970s produced
mostly generic and uncontroversial films. It
was only in the 1980s that the film industry
saw promise again.

In 1980, the government offered large tax
concessions for national film investors, and in
1986 Satbel was sold to progressive-minded
owners willing to challenge the nation’s social
and political issues. This led to the production
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Under permanent and oppressive governmental
regulation of the film industry and the conservative
holding groups that controlled it, South African cinema
had a crippling homogeneity that, for two decades,
produced essentially unoriginal films void of substance.

of several hundred commercial films over
the following ten years, but the majority of
these films were still superficial, with most of
them poor imitations of American movies
(Maingard 164). Spurred by the promising,
recent changes, liberal South African
filmmakers became increasingly restless with
their industry’s limitations. Luckily, the mid-
1980s brought a growing foreign interest in
their cause. Writers, directors, producers and
actors from in and outside of South Africa
began to seek new ways to bring the nation’s
struggle to the silver screen and to a mass,
international audience.

By the mid-1980s in America, the
antiapartheid movement was at its peak.
Protests were being staged on college
campuses, news coverage filled household
television sets and Jesse Jackson and Randall
Robinson pressured Congress to take
action against the apartheid government
(Nixon 82). A lifelong activist against racism
and prejudice, British director Richard
Attenborough adapted a 1970s antiapartheid
novel with the intention of bringing South
Africa’s struggle to the American and British
public. Produced in the United Kingdom
and released in 1987, Cry Freedom was the
first large-scale effort to deal with apartheid
on international screens. With the prospect
of a new market in the American public
and media, it was able to find $21 million
in financial backing from Marble Arch
Productions (Yarrow 87). Featuring stars
Kevin Kline and Denzel Washington, the film
was based on the story of Steve Biko, a Black
Consciousness leader who was murdered in

police detention in 1977. Prior to shooting,
Attenborough admitted that the “sufferings,
defiance, political ideas and murder of a black
South African leader stood no chance on their
own of succeeding as a major movie” (Nixon
82). As a result, the film killed off Biko early
on and inserted a white male protagonist,

a journalist friend of Biko’s. The last hour
and a half became a melodrama about the
journalist and his family, ignoring Biko’s
philosophy and ideas. By using “Hollywood’s
formula for dealing with the ‘third world™
(Nixon 82) — such as star actors, a white-black
buddy drama, a white protagonist and the
deradicalization of Biko’s personal philosophy
— the film was designed to penetrate a broader,
overseas audience. Many critics of the film
were angered by the suggestion that a political
solution to the apartheid fundamentally

lay in an integrated buddy movie, but this
prioritization of marketability over accuracy
was soon to become a model for introducing
apartheid to foreign audiences.

The following year, two native South
Africans, director Chris Menges and writer
Shawn Slovo, released A World Apart. Similar
to Cry Freedom, it was a transnational effort that
demonstrated how South African cinema, and
its voice against apartheid, had been forced
to rely on the international community to
be produced. To avoid the complications of
shooting the film in South Africa, they used
British financing, shot the film in Zimbabwe,
and coproduced it using United Kingdom and
Zimbabwean companies. The story focused
on the South African police’s detention of
Slovo’s activist mother, Ruth First, in the
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1960s. Following Cry Africa, A World Apart

was tailored for box office success, appeasing
its profit-expectant financiers. Slovo and
Menges deradicalized the details of First’s life,
effacing her radical Marxist ties and omitting
any mention of her support of the militant
wing of the African National Congress, who
viewed violence as an indispensable tool

in the fight against the government (Nixon
87). The movie hooked its viewers with an
emotional slant by showing the personal
destruction apartheid wreaked upon a white
family, centralizing the tender mother-
daughter relationship. Again, star power was
wielded by casting American actress Barbara
Hershey in the lead role as the mother. It

was a drastic improvement upon Cry Freedom,
largely owing to an improved focus on
authenticity, specifically the social contexts

to the characters’ hardships. Because it was a
tale of apartheid destruction through the eyes
of a white family, it was unapologetic about
its perspective. Although the film may have
alienated itself somewhat from the nation’s
75% black population, it was conscious of

its target market — white filmgoers outside of
South African borders. It was more emotional
and less transparently manipulative than Cry
Freedom, and with its success at British and
American film festivals, and its respectable
box office results, it did bring to light the issues
of apartheid by balancing political issues with
mainstream, conventional drama.

The last of the international antiapartheid
1980s films was A Dry White Season, built upon
the same “third-world Hollywood” production
model established by Cry Freedom and A World
Apart. The director, a black South African
woman, Euzhan Palcy, had the ambition of
creating a film “about South Africa entirely
from the POV [point of view] of black
characters” (Nixon 88). However, she quickly
discovered that “nobody wanted to put money
into a black filmmaker making a movie about
blacks in South Africa” (Nixon 88), thus she
travelled to Hollywood with a toned-down
screenplay adapted from André Brink’s 1979
novel, A Dry White Season. This version turned
the project into a white-black buddy story
about 1970s South Africans dealing with the
realization of apartheid’s shortening life span.
She received a production investment of
$9 million from MGM and secured Marlon
Brando as the lead, who agreed to do the film
unpaid. Though Palcy’s silver screen version
of apartheid was notably “blacker” than its
predecessors, introducing a multidimensional
black character who remained present for
the entire film, a key structural device, it
could not escape the same commercial movie
pitfalls of its predecessors. It used a linear
plot, relied heavily on a male friendship that

transcended the color divide and Hollywood
legends Brando and Donald Sutherland took
lead roles for white audiences to which to
relate. As was the case with 4 World Apart and
Cry Freedom, no solution for apartheid on the
macro level was offered.

In terms of their projects, Attenborough,
Menges and Palcy all clearly stated their
intentions. Attenborough declared that Cry
Freedom was an effort to “reach the unknowing
and uncaring” (Yarrow). Menges echoed the
sentiment, stating: “T'he more we all know
about what’s going on in South Africa the
more joyful I’ll be” (Insodorf). Palcy, equally,
argued that, “Film is the perfect medium for
enlightening people about the apartheid”
(Britt). Each filmmaker firmly believed that
these movies had the power to turn the
oblivious Western viewer into a witness to
South Africa’s struggle. Unquestionably, each
film succeeded in reaching audiences. In
addition to grossing more than $12 million
at the U.S. box office alone, Cry Freedom, A
Waorld Apart and A Dry White Season combined
earned ten British Academy of Film and
Television Arts (BAFTA) Award nominations
and two wins, four Ciannes nominations
and three wins, and four Academy Award
nominations. However, any commercial film
that tries to address a human rights conflict
immediately detaches itself from social reality
(as exemplified by the various inaccuracies
of the apartheid films), creating potential
problems, as illustrated by a number of
modern media and human rights theorists.
The studies mentioned next examine these
films’ legitimacy, despite their pretensions to
being vehicles for raising awareness in the
antiapartheid movement.

In direct contrast to the goals of these
antiapartheid filmmakers, media and human
rights theorist Thomas Keenan questions
whether simply informing the public about
a human rights crisis will translate to action.
In Keenan’s article, “Mobilizing Shame,”
he argues that in the case of the current
Iraq War, the 1992-93 U.S. military raid in
Somalia and the Kosovo War in 1999, there
was an oversaturation of media coverage that
undermined the camera’s ability to mobilize
shame. Keenan claims that increased media
coverage has constructed a sense of comfort
about war criminals and rendered coverage of
human rights crises innocuous. In particular,
he discusses an event that occurred in the
village of Mijalic during the Kosovo War
in which Serbs looted and destroyed the
Albanian town in plain sight of reporters,
even waving at their cameras. Keenan
asks whether this symbolizes the complete
inadequacy of media coverage to prevent
violence. His conclusion to “Mobilizing

Shame,” actually asks, “What difference
does all this exposure make, here and there?”
Rather than offering an answer, he suggests,
“Only time and force will tell” (448).

Though Keenan’s argument that media
coverage of human rights crises has developed
invalidity might lack concreteness, it is a part
of a similar vein of skepticism shared by other
theorists about the effectiveness of media
in combating violence and injustice. Wendy
Hesford’s article, “Documenting Violations,”
attacks the notion that simply reporting
trauma will translate into empathy in the
viewer, and, furthermore, that said empathy
will lead to benevolent action. Hesford defines
a line between “witnessing” human suffering
and merely being a “consumer of others’
suffering,” stressing the “need to configure
rhetorical listening and witnessing in ethical
terms, recognizing the ongoing state of and
need for action” (130). Her article contends
that all too often, media representations of
suffering fail to produce witnesses because of
the unrepresentability of trauma.

Wendy Kozol, in “Domesticating NATO’s
War in Kosovo/a” suggests that regardless of
good intentions, reliance on exploitation of
race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality to relate
a human rights crisis to Western audiences
can produce more harm than good. Using
the examples of photojournalism from the
recent Middle East conflicts (such as the Iraq
and Afghanistan wars), Kozol first isolates
this trend within Western news sources,
attempting to heighten the effect of the story.
Ciriticizing the use of the common American
racial stereotype of Islamic barbarianism
with regard to a recent news broadcast in
Afghanistan, Kozol states that “U.S. cameras
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turned to pictures of Afghani women veiled
in burkas while reporters described their
oppression and hailed their liberation through
American and allied military intervention”
(32). Kozol believes that to exploit visible
cultural characteristics is to cement the
hegemonic attitude of American imperialism,
rather than move toward an equal, unified
humanity. Cry Freedom, A World Apart and A Dry
White Season all focused on white perspectives
for the purpose of relating the films to mass
Western audiences, even diminishing the
stature of the black characters at times. Does
Kozol’s cautionary advice apply?

Perhaps one of the most sound assessments
of the dangers of producing media to
document social injustice and disseminate
awareness is Michael Ignatieff’s “Is Nothing
Sacred? The Ethics of Television.” Here,
Ignatieff reflects that, although “television has
contributed to the breakdown of barriers of
citizenship, religion, race and geography that
once divided our moral space,” it conversely
renders its audiences powerless spectators
to the suffering of others: “Tourists amidst
their landscapes of anguish.” Ignatieff’ points
out the beneficial effect that media coverage
has had on famine and war, recalling how
continuous pressure from television on
European governments during the 1984
Ethiopian famine compressed time and space,
leading to more than sixty million pounds of
food being donated to famine relief agencies in
Britain alone within a year of the famine’s first
coverage in October 1984. However, Ignatieff
cautions that the same immediacy of television
can lead to misanthropy because of television’s
tendency of “pointing to the corpses rather
than explaining why violence may, in certain
places, pay so well” (25). Reflecting upon
media coverage of modern civil wars — such
as Lebanon, Bosnia and Rwanda — Ignatieff
points out that television’s role in those
conflicts was to synthesize and broadcast a
quick, black/white, right/wrong stance on
a complex, deeply rooted conflict. Ignatieff
warns that this approach is illegitimate and can
spread a dangerous, misplaced sentiment of
misanthropy among its vast audiences — “that
the world has become too crazy to deserve
serious reflection” (25).

Applying these media theories to films such
as Cry Freedom unearths troubling questions.
Beneath the harmless guise of a mainstream
film designed to generate empathy and spread
awareness for a movement against a racist
government, are there dangerous, unintended
side effects? In Ignatieff’s model, the films are
guilty of presenting a political, economical
and social crisis as a far simpler situation than
it is in reality, obviating solutions to racism at
the macro level, even insinuating that biracial

friendship will lead to a happy personal/social
ending. Kozol’s article resonates particularly
in terms of the films’ use of white perspectives
as an empathetic way into everyday social
horrors; however, it could be argued that the
explicit message of racial equality in each of
the movies might balance out such problems.
It is also important to keep in mind that no
financier would readily spend millions of
dollars on a project that risked losing money
for lack of potential audience. Without
creating a film with characters and a plot
that widespread Western audiences could
immediately relate to, there would have been
no international feature film about apartheid.
In the case of Keenan and Hesford, there is
no quantifiable way of measuring the films’
beneficial roles, versus apartheid, in creating
witnesses. Because of this, it is necessary to
contextualize these films within the decline of
apartheid.

The demise of South Africa’s government
was the result of an intricately woven web
of national and international disownment,
ranging from the divestment campaign to
the boycotts of culture, sport, trade, oil and
military hardware. In Homelands, Harlem, and
Hollywood South African Culture and the World
Beyond, Rob Nixon asserts, “No other post-
World War II struggle for decolonization
has been so fully globalized; no other has
magnetized so many people across such
various national divides, or imbued them
with such a resilient sense of common
cause” (introduction). The failure of South
Africa’s apartheid government reflected,
then, the rapid acceleration of globalization
and the growing importance and power
of transnationalism. Television made it
possible for audiences across the world to
watch “nightly reports of massive resistance
to apartheid, the growth of a democratic
movement, and the savage police and
military response” (Knight). The result of the
highly publicized antiapartheid movement
in the 1980s was “a dramatic expansion of
international actions to isolate apartheid,
actions that combined with the internal
situation to force dramatic changes in South
Africa’s international economic relations”
(Knight). The United States’s Comprehensive
Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986 perhaps best
exemplified the incredible power of the
civil movement against apartheid. The act
banned new U.S. investments in South Africa,
prohibited the import of South African
products and sales to their police and military.
Vetoed by President Ronald Reagan and then
overruled by Congress, it marked the first time
in the twentieth century that a U.S. president
had a foreign policy veto overridden, testament
to the growing power of the antiapartheid

movement (Knight). Before judging the
commercial apartheid films of the 1980s as
successful documentations of a human rights
crisis, or generators of empathy and witnesses,
we need to understand that ultimately the
same transnational forces and antiapartheid
movement that led to the — perhaps
compromised — production of Cry Freedom,

A World Apart and A Dry Whate Season also, in
turn, led to the demise of apartheid. The films
were simply reflections — or mediascapes, in
Appadurai’s equation — of a global, cultural
economy, configured by the vast political,
economical and social factors that dictated the
failure of the apartheid government.

The commercial social problem film
prioritizes entertainment first in its portrayal
of trauma and injustice, for the simple fact
that a feature film large enough to reach a
mass, international market must be backed by
financiers and studios with very deep pockets.
This equates to movies that follow formulaic,
Hollywood conventions, providing a level
of accessibility for audiences and profitable
returns for its producers. Keeping in mind
the mainstream feature film’s rigid norms and
structures, it is difficult to critique this type of
movie when it becomes a vehicle for human
rights coverage, because its first priorities
will always be to make profits, disseminating
awareness only as a side effect. Any benefit
it provides to a social movement will be just
that — spreading awareness to those who
watch it. Nothing mandates a high standard
of accuracy and representation in the film, or
a self-consciousness of the consequences its
representation produces outside of connecting
emotionally with the viewer.

When analyzing the commercial social
problem film, perhaps it is most salient to
look at what it represents rather than fow
it represents its subject matter. Regardless
of whether the millions of filmgoers who
watched 4 Dry Whate Season left theaters as
witnesses or spectators, the sole exstence of a
transnational multimillion-dollar production
(one that also managed to lure Brando out of
his ten-year retirement) testifies to the power
of the transnational antiapartheid movement.
Because they were each a product, side effect
and catalyst in the global system of social
change, the commercial apartheid films of
the 1980s were perhaps most valuable as a
collective gauge of public concern over a
looming social crisis. The most useful function
of the social problem film, with regard to
a human rights movement, may well be its
ability to unite a common viewer, maintaining
its vitality within the globalized network of
forces that shape conflict resolutions and
actions against human rights crises. /END/

12

Film Matters Spring 2010



Feature 02

The Dual Representation of the Social Problem Film

Works Cited

A Dry Whate Season. Dir. Euzhan Palcy. Perf.
Donald Sutherland and Susan Sarandon.
MGM, 1989. Film.

/

A Land Apart. Dir. Sven Persson. 1974. Film.
/

Appadurai, Arjun. “Disjuncture and
Difference in the Global Cultural Economy.”
The Globalization Reader. Ed. Frank J. Lechner
and John Boli. 2nd ed. Malden: Blackwell,
2000. 100-08. Print.

/

A World Apart. Dir. Chris Menges. Perf.
Barbara Hershey. Atlantic Releasing
Clorporation, 1988. Film.

/

“Box office/business for A Dry White Season,
A World Apart and Cry Freedom.” The Internet

Movie Database. Amazon.com. Web. 27 Mar.

2009. <http://www.imdb.com/>.

/

Brink, André. A Dry White Season. New York:
Morrow, 1979. Print.

/

Britt, Donna. “Season’ of Euzhan Palcy’s
Discontent.” Washington Post 26 Sept. 1989:
D4. Print.

/

Cry Freedom. Dir. Richard Attenborough.
Perf. Kevin Kline and Denzel Washington.
Universal Pictures, 1987. Film.

/

Generations of Resistance. Dir. Peter Davis. Film
Resource Unit, 1980. Videocassette.

/

The Guest. Dir. Ross Devenish. Perf. Athol
FFugard and Marius Weyers. Ross Devenish
— Athol Fugard Productions, 1977. Film.

/

Harker, Joseph, ed. The Legacy of Apartheid.
London: Guardian Newspapers Limited,
1994. Print.

/

Hesford, Wendy S. “Documenting Violations:

Rhetorical Witnessing and the Spectacle of
Distant Suffering.” Buography 27.1 (2004):
104—144. Print.

/

Ignatieff, Michael. “Is Nothing Sacred? The
Ethics of Television.” The Warrior’s Honor:

Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience. New York:

Metropolitan Books, 1998. 9-33. Print.

/

Insodorf, Annette. “A World Apart’ Looks
Anew at Apartheid.” New York Times 19 June
1988: H23. Print.

/

Keenan, Thomas. “Mobilizing Shame.” South
Atlantic Quarterly 103.2-3 (2004): 435-449.
Print.

/

Knight, Richard. “Sanctions, Divestment, and
U.S. Corporations in South Africa.” Sanctioning

Apartheid. Ed. Robert E. Edgar. Trenton:
Africa World, 1990. 67-89. Print.

/

Kozol, Wendy. “Domesticating NATO’s War
in Kosovo/a: (In) Visible Bodies and the
Dilemma of Photojournalism.” Meridians:
Femuinism, Race, Transnationalism 4.2 (2004):
1-38. Print.

/

Lapping, Brian. Apartheid: A History. London:
Grafton Books, 1986. Print.

/

Lynn, Norment. “How African-Americans
Helped Free South Africa” (Special Issue:
Nelson Mandela and the New South Africa).
Ebony 1 (1994). BNET. Web. 27 Mar. 2009.
<http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_
ml1077/is_nl10_v49/ai_15687226/>.

/

Maingard, Jacqu. South African National Cinema

(National Cinemas). New York: Routledge, 2007.

Print.

/

Nigel, Mandy. A City Divided. New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1984. Print.

/

Nixon, Rob. Homelands, Harlem, and Hollywood
South African Culture and the World Beyond. New
York: Routledge, 1994. Print.

/

Tomaselli, Keyan G. Ginema of Apartheid Race
and Class in South African Film. New York:
Smyrna/Lake View Press, 1988. Print.

/

Yarrow, Andrew L. “Richard Attenborough

on Art and the World.” New York Times 28 Nov.

1987 New York ed., 1: 14. Print.

/

Zulu. Dir. Cy Endfield. Perf. Michael Caine.
Embassy Pictures, 1964. Film.

?/LL

Author Biography

Brian Ford is a senior at the University
of Michigan concentrating in Film and
International Studies. In addition to
filmmaking, he is interested in the use of
media as a lens into societal history.

Mentor Biography

Dr. Daniel Herbert is an assistant professor
in Screen Arts and Cultures, where

he teaches classes on adaptations,
apocalyptic film and television, the
contemporary film industry, film history
and film theory. He earned his doctorate
in Critical Studies from the University of
Southern California.

MICHIGAN

il Vil

Department Overview

With a strong undergraduate curriculum
of production and studies, a burgeoning
doctoral program in screen arts and

a faculty of award-winning scholars

and media makers, the University of
Michigan’s Department of Screen Arts
and Cultures offers a vibrant intellectual
and artistic community in the Midwest.

13

Film Matters Spring 2010





