I

On the steps

The newly elected member of parliament for some God forsaken constituency was standing on the steps of the council building preparing to be interviewed by a battalion of journalists. None of them were national flagship reporters who, for the most part, had been dispatched to the headquarters of the newly demoted main opposition party and, even more of them to the headquarters of the former opposition party, the newly elected government of the land. Still, there were more journalists here than there ever had been on previous election nights. On top of the local media, there were at least three national newspapers represented, as well as a couple of “lifestyle” magazines, two television networks, including the state broadcasting corporation and even a couple of foreign freelance correspondents. 

Despite the chilly wind and a drizzle so light that it could be mistaken for see-through fog, the camera flashes and the crowd gathered around the steps gave this occasion a decidedly festive feel. At the top of the steps where a PA system had been improvised that very afternoon, replacing the traditional indoors ceremony and protocol due to the optimism of some of the senior council staff who, fatefully had trusted the weather man and the odds – it was June, after all - the winning candidate stood, literally, head and shoulders above everyone else. A young man in his late twenties who looked more like the new celebrity signing for an international football club than a local politician. Not that local politicians look much different from national and international politicians who, after all, have all been local politicians at one stage or another and begrudgingly come back at the end of each mandate in order to maintain their careers and satisfy the constitution's old fashioned obstinacy with democratic accountability. Surely by now the public must have known that they were the fittest and most experienced people for the job. 

Apparently not. The man who had just lost this seat had been a member of parliament for over twenty five years and, to lose it to what he could only describe as a “gimmick” was even more infuriating. What did this bunch of peasants and old ladies know about the finely balanced art of running a country, the ethical burdens of the job, the personal sacrifices required of those who, through both a sense of service and a sense of destiny had ascended to fill those positions. And anyway, it is not entirely true that politicians all look the same. There is a distinct unofficial “weight category” phenomenon going on that is reminiscent of what is formally used in the rather sweatier but equally incorruptible world of boxing. By and large, the national politician, most particularly current and former Cabinet members, are fatter than local politicians. There are exceptions, of course, but we believe that a carefully manipulated study based an expertly chosen sample of specimens worldwide would support our proposition unequivocally. This phenomenon does not, of course, carry into the arena of international politics, where professional stylistic advice and the practice of a multi-culturally neutral body language set a further subtle upgrade from the ranking of a mere national politician.

The man of the hour, as we were explaining before being distracted by aesthetic observations, looked remarkably calm and composed, despite his young age. There was about him a sense of absolute confidence, almost arrogance, one might say, as if he had nothing to prove. Perhaps this is a premature judgement. After all, he hasn't even opened his mouth yet, but when it comes to gut feelings, there isn't much that can be said other than what they are. And if it's true that he didn't look much like a politician, it is also true that the freelance journalist who had travelled over five thousand miles to be here had not done it just to report on the election of an unusual looking candidate. No, there was definitely a story here, something juicy enough to appease a distant editor's hunger for the faits divers that constitute the meat and potatoes of any self respecting twenty-first century publication. 

A careful and discreet peek into the young lady furthest up the steps' handwritten notes would have given us the first clue, the words “not representative” being, as they were, underlined in thick blue ink two or three times. Then the first question was fired. Coincidently, it came from the young lady we have just mentioned and who, by now, was stretching a Dictaphone out towards her subject. She will not play a major part in our story, unless for reasons related to the often mentioned and much maligned “writer's block” we resort to erecting a romantic affair or what is often referred to in film lingo as a “love interest”. No, we have not immediate need for such conventional methods, although the door has now been left ajar for the potential script “adaptor”. Is that what they call people who turn interesting books into rubbish films? Anyway, mentioning her was simply an excuse to mention the type of resourcefulness and naked ambition that young journalists must possess if they aspire to a full time or even paid position, rather than being relegated to the blog-sphere or, worse, to a rural publication where their monthly assignment might be to cover the inauguration party of a local businessman's new restaurant, in a clear covert advertising manouver as a favour to one of the publication owner's friends. No, this girl had spunk, she would not settle for that. That is why she had pushed and shoved her way all the way to the top step, where not only she would get a better crack at having the subject address one of her own questions but, also, where she could get audio that was up to broadcasting standards... aaand, with a bit of luck, her question would be broadcast nationally, maybe even internationally by the competitors themselves, something that the hierarchy back at the paper's dingy offices would have to take notice of, something that would surely prompt the fast-tracking of her hopes and dreams, in one way or another. 

Unfortunately, the excitement of the moment took the better of her and instead of the clear and assertive tone that she had practised endlessly at home and on smaller assignments, her voice broke out in a shrill “how are you different?” that even our hero, we'll call him that for the time being, since we don't know his name, nationality or any other personal detail about him yet, was unprepared for. Her voice so grated his ear drums that instantly and almost imperceptibly, he turned away and decided to take the second question instead, which was fired at him less than a second later from the second step, where a seasoned professional was holding a microphone baring the unmistakeable logo of a major news broadcaster. There was even a cruel wink. It's a dog eat dog world.

To cut a short story even shorter, when asked to explain himself to the cameras, our man, the one we're all here for, calmly explained that, even though according to the law of the land he was the representative for his constituency (and we assure you that he did not use the possessive term to express himself, despite our first impression of him), he was in actual fact more of a spokesman than a representative. Then he went on to enlighten his audience with further details of this arrangement, explaining that by using a fairly standard software system with security features that his party had adapted, or shall we say “stolen” from personal banking software, his constituents could tell him how to vote in Parliament. According to his party's rules, he had not been elected to make decisions on behalf of anybody, he had been elected to do what his people told him to do. It's fairly simple, really, he concluded, leaving the reporters temporarily lost for words, not so much at the information, which they had all already been briefed on at length but, quite simply at the young man's eloquence, his good looks and his charm. 

For a second they all felt like they were extras in a Hollywood production. However, another seasoned colleague from the written press, one of those ugly men with cynicism written all over his unforgiving face, the kind of man who could give you up-close-and-personal accounts of many a politician's rise and fall but who habitually chooses instead to use expressions like “lets just say that”, you know the type, the kind of tabloid writer who relishes playing a part in the manipulation of quasi-literate perceptions and who prefers to pedal fear and bigotry even though might easily be good enough for something high up within a respectable publication. His question was simple; yes, but how can it ever work in the real world? This question, and if you had heard the tone in his voice you would agree, was not so much a question, it was a declaration of war, a statement about where his editor-in-chief stood and therefore, about where most of the population would stand by lunch time tomorrow. It basically said; we're going to ridicule you and your good intentions, mate. It will never work and you're a mug who deserves everything you've got coming to you for even entertaining the idea, let alone having the cheek to actually go out and front it. There is nobody better than the press at convincing people that they are better off not being better off, that they are freer when not having a say and that they are safer whilst donating their kids as practice targets in defence of corporate interests in far away lands. This, of course, does not reflect the author's opinion, nor that of a potential publisher, future wife or existing family members and acquaintances. It is a famous quote by a discredited thinker whose name we can't remember right this minute but which we will make sure to reference in a footnote by the time a final draft is produced.

The point is that the ugly man's coded declaration of war, which had already been agreed upon at the morning's editorial meeting, even if at that time it had been purely hypothetical, was carried out with due diligence. Over the course of the next twenty four hours a whole parade of questions surfaced in the media, mostly speculative questions about the consequences of a “viral” spread of this kind of “irresponsible” and “anarchistic” type of initiative. Isn't this tantamount to governing by referendum, some exalted, Would it not lead to the paralysis of government, others threatened, Are the people fit to rule themselves, the more reputable newspapers asked. Do they want to, the tabloids replied, Will the people not act out their gut reactions and, lets face it, their ignorance, the politicians defended, How much time will this take out of people's lives, How much time will it take out of consuming, What will be the cost to the economy, How prone is this system to fraud, Shouldn't governing be a full time job, Is this a communist plot, Will the financial sector flee the country and settle in countries that have more “reliable” governments, Is this allowed, Is it constitutional, Is this mad man going to be allowed to carry this out, Did you know this radical MP was cautioned for possession of cannabis when he was nineteen years old. Headlines like “Celebrity chef slams MP's anarchist plan” began to crop up and so on. This little obscure part of the country and its little parliamentary seat pretty much overshadowed the media coverage of the incoming cabinet and its ministers, to the point where some stern emails from senior figures within both main parties were written and indeed sent to the editors of many of the traditional mainstream papers. 

All of this drama in the media didn't seem to rattle our MP though, who we will from now on refer to as “our MP” instead of “our hero” because a few days have passed and this is now his official status. Besides, calling him “our hero” would seriously compromise our readers' ability to perceive our impartial and pragmatic approach to the job at hand, which is that of telling the story as faithfully as we heard it ourselves. One of the dictionary definitions of “objectivity” is, and we quote “contrasted with subjective; not dependent on the mind for existence; actual”. Well, we certainly wouldn't want to get the mind involved on this occasion. When thought incitement becomes a criminal offence, as indeed we believe it will sooner or later, we aim to be ahead of the curve, so to speak, so that we can avoid any kind of retro-active censorship measures that the governments of the land might envisage, confronted as they are with a tidal wave of subversive blog writing and so-called “I-reporting” which, together with websites that specialise in publishing leaked official and classified documents, amount to a bold attack on political stability, the institution of the family and everything that we hold dear and makes us human. Anyway, we strongly recommend that the readers restrain their own mental activity and stop second guessing what might be yet to come in our story because pre-empting those reader hunches is for us, as can be witnessed at present, very time consuming and is causing various delays in terms of story telling. In other words, shush your mind, we are trying to tell a story here.

To make matters worse, a few days later, our MP, being his party's sole elected official and seen that his official capacity was that of “spokesman”, announced to the World that the party would also be running at the next continental elections, where for decades the people had been very frustrated by a chronic and seemingly incurable democratic deficit which, in our humble opinion, was spawned by the paradox of living within a bi-polar political arrangement, if you will allow us to borrow from a rare example of intuitive terminology coming from the branch of clinical diagnosis. This paradox was the fact that what was stubbornly described as an inter-governmental set of institutions had, over the years, failed to claim for itself any meaningful level of accountability to the peoples of a multitude of countries whilst, as a prescription against paralysis, eroding much of each member states' traditional illusion of sovereignty on a wide spectrum of policy areas. If it is true that the majority of people are conservative by nature and distrust change as much as they enjoy flirting with it, meaning that if they had their way, reform simply would never take place, then it is also true that they feel cheated when the illusion of having their say, which the nation state has become so masterful at providing, is openly taken away from them. 

This lack of the proverbial cohones on the part of the political establishment to either pull out or “federate” (to federate should be a verb by now) led to the adoption of an unprecedented degree of irony towards the political system as a whole on the part of the population, a largelly desirable development for the status quo because, historically, the widespread ability by the general population to devise, manipulate and disseminate the counter-intuitive mental posture we have come to call irony has always been the trait of societies that, in the end, will uphold the status-quo. It's like the entire population says “Off with their heads! … no just kidding, really. Better the devil you know” and so on.

Well, the problem is that in a situation where the status-quo is in a constant state of flux, irony and sarcasm are no refuge at all. Someone turned the tables on us. Things will change even if we stay put. And given that the drivers of change always want to drive it towards a more favourable or profitable situation for themselves, even if the people are not involved, the people can still see that someone is involved and, as sure as two plus two dollars makes four, or up to six if you have mastered the art of speculation, the drivers of change are not likely to have the general population's best interests at heart. Nor should they, for that is not their job, the world would cease to make sense and might even implode. Who knows?

Now, instead of embarking on the task of actually addressing each of the questions that were asked earlier about the operational details of this indefensible new party, which you can probably troubleshoot yourself, let us ask you this: Can you imagine that kind of government where everyone is involved (and evolved) in making decisions with no Messianic leaders being used as escape goats? Can you imagine it in, say, two hundred years time? Three hundred years time? Yes? No? Maybe? What would people have said three hundred years ago if someone suggested representative democracy? Or women voting? Or black people having equal rights? Would they have said “Well that sounds perfectly reasonable”? Or would they have asked you what you were on? If the answer is that you can imagine it in three hundred years time, it probably means you are ready for it now but not without some arm twisting from above which, is in itself a huge paradox. Remember, we are not sales people here, we are story tellers and eventhough we will tell as we please, hurt who may, we are not in the business of persuasion and will take no sides. But, through no fault of our own, if your answer was “never!” then be assured that eventually your offspring will be faced with the same question, probably in an age of unforseen technological advancement even by our standards and, failing a thorough indoctrination on this subject matter, they might let you down, like the naïve unborn creatures that they are.

Many of you will now be thinking that this idea is not new. It's called this or it's called that, some “ism” or other and also that this ideology has failed in the past, in Barcelona perhaps. Since this is not an academic paper we will not bother to address that assertion, otherwise we'll never get to the end of the story. But we will speculate that the Internet in its original western incarnation is the game changer. We would expand on this theme but we're already running out of time. So we'll make it brief. Our MP was assassinated three years later when the party's methodology did indeed go viral and brought down government as we knew it, and the government itself, a year shy of completing a full mandate. The perpetrators of this heinous assassination wrongly assumed that it was our MP (or should we now call him “our martyr”, since that's his new status) who was to blame, that it was his masterful eloquence that had so seduced the electorate into the murky waters of a powerful and unpredictable popular will that, more than at any other time in history might reveal itself to be as cruel and self-serving as the darkest forces of nature itself. Or it might instead produce the kind of evolutionary leap that defies or improves upon Darwin's theory. We don't want to go there, too much bad blood. 

The really saddening thing is that, throughout his short political career, our MP (we thought better of changing his name) always claimed to be devoid of ideas, strategies or answers. He claimed to be no different from a news anchor on TV, less than that in fact. His previous career had been as an actor in advertising, reading scripts in front of a camera. He often tried to remind the media of that fact and that there was no point in trying to get his “take” on anything at all, firstly because that was not his job and he was contractually bound to abstain from voicing his own opinion, secondly because it was not his forte, he had none! Still this honest and upfront admission of ineptitude endeared him to a global audience in a way never before seen. We will leave you to imagine for yourselves the global shock wave that his premature death provoked. This guy was a global superstar! The collective mourning went on for weeks. And when it finally subsided, the people did not want to go back to the old ways, to the old representative politicians who presumed to think, deal and decide on behalf of their people. Truth be known there was very little of that left. If anything, the movement was strengthened and emboldened by the event, as is often the outcome with high profile assassinations. Some people even speculated that the party itself might be behind it, having anticipated the additional momentum that a true martyr would bring to the movement.

Either way, it was obvious that our MP was not the brains behind it and for the more diligent thinker it remains unclear whether anyone's brains were clearly behind it or not. It might have been some kind of butterfly effect, a combination of coincidences, a poem whispered online and misinterpreted further afield. The answers to these questions will never be known, but they are part of what we propose to investigate in an extremely chaotic and roundabout way. And, since history is written by the victors, let us try to get ahead of that particular curve and refrain from associating our efforts here with any kind of attempt at describing history, or indeed predicting it. This story wasn't even in our planet, this was in a galaxy far, far away. And no, we're not making it up as we go along. It's all true.

