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riminate -it kills”

over here are almostirrelevent to

what those people (the African

Blacks) were saying when | met

them,” she says. “I never heard

any of them say ‘God,I'm afraid of

losing my job if sanctions are

passed.’ What they wereall say-
ing to me in one form or another

was ‘I'm afraid of losing mylife:

when mychild walks out the door

in the morning,| don’t knowif I'm

ever going to see him again.”

Somehow Sopher managed to

smuggle the illegal film out of

South Africa — she is reluctant to

explain how — butnot before she

and the crew Sopher had as-

sembled in the country were

arrested and detained by the South

African police. They were held for

some hours and Sophercredits

her Americancitizenship for their

release.

However, sincetheinternational

showing of herfilm, many of its

participants have been tortured.

Some have ended up dead. Know-

ing this, Sopher says she cannot

remain the purely detached ob-

jective observer she says she

would like to be.

“| look at this film almost as a

part of the history. | think the pro-

portions of the brutality and inhu-

manity had just reached such a

point thatthis film was just a part

of what hadto take place,as part

of that history that was unfolding.|

think that’s why people werewill-

ing to take the risks involved. They

wanted to be seen.”

Sopherspeaksof a black doc-

tor, who spoke of treating black

victims of aparthied violence in

thefilm, who waspickedup by the

South African police when the

1986 state of emergency was

declared. He had just recently

been released and on Dec.1, he

wasshot and killed along with his

wife. |'m sure that being in the film

probably had something to dowith

that,” she said.

In the film, the doctor had ex-

plained typical torture procedures

usedbythe police. Permanentvis-

ible woundsleft on some victims

were also shownin the film. One

young victim wasbeaten so badly

he wasleft with a head as per-
manently soft as a melon.“I feel

like dying, no moreliving,” said

anothervictim, a 15 year old boy

named Johnnie. After two weeks

in prison, Johnnie was-so beaten

that he is now barely able to

“speak. He has suffered perman-
ent brain damage.
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“| keep in constant touch with

people in South Africa and there

has never been oneinstance when

any of them (participants in the

film) had expressed any reserva-

tion about showing the film be-

cause of the consequencesit

might have. Thereality is that the

chancesof something happening

overthere are so great anyway —

for no.reason — that! think people

figure at least they'll betelling ‘the

story’.”’

Whenthefilm recently aired in

the U.S., Sopher added an update

to inform viewersof the deathsof

participants in the film since its

making. One of the white doctors

in the film said he was concerned

about what he said in the film

becauseof its probable ramifica-

tions. “But,” said Sopher, “as a

doctor, all he said wasthat deten-

tion is so bad for one’s health that

whenheseeswhatit does to peo-

ple, he has to do what he can to

exposeit.

 

“The debates we
get into over here
are almostirrel-
levent...”

“| then came on camera and

said the reason people werewill-

ing to expose themselvesin order

to expose aparthied is because

they feel it's so importantfor peo-
ple outside South Africa to under-
stand that aparthied does notjust
discriminate — it kills.”

Sopheris very critical of the

way most of her collegues cover

events in-South Africa. “I really

feel a lot of disgust and moralout-

rage because | don't think they're

carrying out what they're charged
with. | think they're primary con-

cern is maintaining their bureaus

rather than covering the story, and

| really wonder,” she says.

Journalists should operate out-

side South Africa “the same way|

did — geta visa for one month, get

the story and then, get the hell out.

Andif you get kicked out, if you get

arrested, it doesn't matter because

you shouldn't intend to go back

anyway,” she says.

Sopher has two conclusions

about the way the mainstream

media covers events in South

Africa. “| sat down and thought

aboutall the images | have seen

that the networks useto tell you

the story. | realized, with all the

footage and all the time spent

covering South Africa, essentially

only two images were being used

— and they both kept the stoy ona

very abstractlevel.”

Mass funerals and mass con-
frontations betweenthe police and

protestors are the two images,
says Sopher, which mislead the
public into believing that violence

in South Africa does not occur on

any otherlevel. “They cover these

mobs, which are not images we

can relate to.” It's hard to relate to

seeing 40,000 people at a funeral,
says Sopher, because "40,000

people are not going to come to

my funeral.”

While numerous massfunerals

have been covered in the mass

media, Sophersaysthat she has

never seen an interview with a

single black family as part of that

coverage.

“The mediaistelling us that the

loss of life there somehowisn't

quite the same, or as important, as

lossoflife here,’ says Sopher.

“The human dimension is lost

somehow. So when the regime

says these people are under the

control of outside agitators, mani-
pulators, communists, it’s fairly

easy to believe because you see

these mobs, which look mindless

and you've never seen a single

individual — it's as if they don't

exists individually, as people.”

Sopher says coverage of con-

frontations between police and

protestors leads people to think

violence only occurs during these

confrontations.“| think that’s why|

was surprised when | began to

see this other layer of violence

which is the torture that takes

place in custody; the indiscrimi-

nate shooting of people like the

deathof that four yearold girl (who

wasshotin the headbythe police

officer's rubber bullet). Obviously

that four year old girl was not a

threat to anyone,” she says.

While Sopher has covered two

warsin Africa, she said that nothing

has shocked her as muchas the

evidence of the torturing of chil-

dren. Sopher says she’s “read so

manyaffidavits where even doc-

tors, psychiatrists, are telling the

police thatif they continuetortur-

ing these people, they'll end up

vegetables. And what they do is

put them (victims) in psychiatic

hospitals, treat them so that they

start responding andthenthey tor-

ture them again.”

Sopher says she’s shocked by

the reaction of viewers to the

South African president's wife,

Mrs. Botha, who spokein the film

of desiring another “‘big wipeout”

of the black South African popula-

tion, like that of the 1969 Sharpe-
ville massacresto solve what she

calls “the problem.”

Sopher says she can’t under-

stand why viewersofthe film are

so shocked considering the apar-

thied regime has been re-elected

since 1948. “It's not as if it was a

dictatorship,” she says. ‘People

know what they are re-electing

becauseit is the governmentthat

legislates aparthied.

“that's what so unique about

South Africa. It’s all carefully laid

out, right there to read. That's why

| don't accept the myth that the

whites there don’t really know

what's going on, when on-half of

all Afrikaaners (whites of Dutch

descent) are employed by the .

government.

Despite the need for North

Americans to see the violence

that underscores aparthied,

Sopher has had some complaints

what herfilm is too brutal to expose

peopleto. “And | say, wait a min-

ute. What do you think about the

people overtherefor real? If man

is capable of doing this kind of

thing, men and womenhaveto be

capable of lookingat it and doing

something tostopit.”

As far as the dichotomy goes

between the objective profes-

sional aspect of her nature, and

the more emotional, subjective

part, Sopher quotes Margaret

Bourke-White, the first female

photographerfor ‘Life’ magazine:

“You have to be insensitive enough

to get into the right position to be

sensitive enough to recordit.”

  
 

 

 

  


