‘…for that skin was an infant’s once’: Screening xenophobic violence and corporeal responsibility in post-TRC South Africa
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The writers of the 1998 South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) report urged all South Africans – and white beneficiaries of apartheid in particular – to take responsibility for the possible ways in which their (in)actions served to sustain a political system in which only some lives counted as fully human and grievable. In the aftermath of the TRC hearings, public debates concerning the terms by which responsibility in its various manifestations might be lived have been proliferating. Against the backdrop of these debates, this paper examines a selection of recent South African films to consider the relationship that post-apartheid South Africans have with immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees from elsewhere in Africa, specifically in light of the recent flare-up of xenophobic violence across the country. On the 23rd of May 2008, a collective called Filmmakers Against Racism (FAR) was formed in response to the xenophobic violence that tore through South Africa that month. This paper reads one of these films – The Burning Man, directed by Adze Ugah – alongside director Khalo Matabane’s experimental film Conversations on a Sunday Afternoon (2007) in an effort to articulate modes of sociality and corporeal responsibility that exceed the particularities of the bounded community of the South African nation-state. How, in the context of a South Africa that struggles to forge meaningful, non-violent connections between its own citizenry and members of African immigrant/refugee groups, do Matabane and Ugah’s films expand the language provided by the TRC for enacting responsibility?
