







































































































































































Chapter Six
THE GENERAL POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF NEWS

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I will outline how political judgement can be conceived narratively, drawing on readings of Arendt
and Benjamin, and how this conception of political judgement is characteristic of the conditions of political life
which characterize the modern age. This conception of political judgement is the basis for understanding the
political significance of news, which can best be conceived of as a form of political judgement. This is the basis for
understanding the political significance of the media coverage of District Six.

NARRATIVE AND POLITICAL JUDGEMENT
One of the consequences of the loss of tradition is

" the great chance to look upon the past with eyes undistracted by any tradition, with a
directness which has disappeared from Occidental reading and hearing ever since Roman
civilization submitted to the authority of Greek thought.." (Arendt 1993:28-9)

A formulation of the concept of political judgement in terms of the radical openness of the past in the wake of the
loss of tradition, can be constructed on the basis of the narrative redemption of Heller's politically effective Oughts.
This is most clearly perceived by Arendt and Benjamin, and is referred to in Benhabib's paper on Arendt's-use of
narrative. She identifies a number of "tensions" between different moments in Arendt's thought and Zc.:xir)erience,
between

"Arendt, the modernist, the storyteller of revolutions, and the sad witness of totalitarianism;
Arendt, the brilliant student of Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers, the philosopher of the polis
and its lost glory; Arendt, the German-Jew who did not cease defending the Muttersprache and
the legacy of Goethe, Kant and Schiller to those Anglo-American liberals who saw in National
Socialism the bankruptcy of classical German culture, these tensions remain." (Benhabib
1990:196)

Arendt's writing was primarily aimed at making sense of these tensions. In 7he Human Condition, she wrote that
"What I propose, therefore, is very simple: it is nothing more than to think what we are doing" (Arendt 1989:5).
Her perception of ‘the political’ in the modern age was structured and limited by two opposite but connected
phenomena; revolution and totalitarianism; total freedom and total domination.

In response to totalitarianism, she reformulated the notion of political understanding and political thinking, and in
response to revolution, the most total Ought of modern political thought, she, following Benjamin, developed the
notion of redeeming the "lost treasures”, the Oughts of modern political experience, that represented the "failed
hopes, untrodden paths, unfulfilled dreams" of what she perceived as an authentic political life. The Oughts were
at the same time ideals, images and normative goals, defined by their imaginative engagement with the past.
Benhabib continues:
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fragmented images, whereas the reputation of a district is expressive of the district as a whole, as well as being a
context in which it is possible to make sense of the images encountered in such an encounter. The media play the
role of validating or invalidating these narratives, which on the one hand critically evaluate the ‘respectability’ of
a specific district, and on the other, constitute the notion ‘respectability” narratively in the process.

PORTRAIT OF THE DECENT PERSON

I will now outline some disconnected articles from the 1960's written by George Manuel, a journalist who grew up
in District Six. In an article entitled "Their Heritage: Keeping Up With The Whites" (ar22/3/66), this can be more
clearly seen. District Six here is portrayed as a site for the realization of ‘Coloured’ aspiration:

"The heritage of a large section of Coloured people in the Cape is an upward struggle to attain
a status of equality with the White people by whose side they have lived for generations.
Competition with the Whites, rather than among, themselves, has formed the background of
their efforts to rise. Part of this struggle has been to attain a status by acquiring their own
homes.."

In the light of these general observations, the text continues as follows: acquiring this ‘independence’ is a long
struggle which consists of scrimping and savirig over a period of years, in order to purchase a piece of land, upon
which, with more saving out of meagre incomes, a house can be build. However the Group Areas Act (from now
on GAA) can remove all of this in a single stroke, thus setting back the family involved to square one, in their
struggle for independence and dignity, which is precisely the fate of a large proportion of people in District Six:

"This is part of the record of the Group Areas Act - that people are degraded from economic
status to one of dependence - is the tragedy of the thrifty, hard-working and self-respecting
coloured citizen."

‘Economic status’ is a reference to the housing discourse of the time. ‘Sub-economic’ housing was housing
subsidized by the CTCC or state, the implication being that the residents in such circumstances were not in a
position to pay an ‘economic’ rent (one which covered the cost of the house's production and maintenance, etc.)

This is, according to the reporter, the fate hanging over a number of Coloured homeowners in District Six. ~ -

By contrast, another is titled "The Gang Tamer of Hanover Street” (ar24/7/65), and is mainly a narrative profile of
Mr Nordien Frizlar, the manager of Avalon cinema of 24 years standing, The article is devoted in part to
explaining the oddities of the cinema (such as that it is equipped with an air-raid shelter due to having been built
at the beginning of the Second World War, and the origin of its name and current site), but of central interest for
current purposes is its portrayal of the way in which Mr Frizlar reconciled the running of the cinema with the
daily realities of District Six. One of these realities was the presence of gangs and other ‘trouble-makers’,
including ‘dagga smokers’, which required considerable decisiveness and ingenuity, and the evolution of a series
of techniques to maintain order. One of the more amusing anecdotes related by Mr Frizlar is that of a "well-built
ex-serviceman.. ..a former sergeant-major" who was employed as a bouncer, who "confessed that he could make
disciplined soldiers toe the line, but the unruly knifemen were more than he had bargained for"; in contrast, a
women appointed by Mr Frizlar was more effective in dealing with gangsters than anyone else. Another reality
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